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    I was sitting at a corner table in the lounge of the Winking Frog, nursing a half of bitter and wondering whether to eat there, when I suddenly remembered I’d had a car. What provoked this thought was the sight of a large, pallid man in boots, jeans and anorak standing in front of me with his pint glass almost lost in his fist, and who was saying: ‘Mind if I join you?’


    I couldn’t have put a name to him, but the sight of him had prompted the thought: what the hell happened to my car?


    ‘What the hell happened to my car?’ I asked angrily, the anger surprising me because I had nothing on which to base it, and no clear reason to aim it at him.


    He sat opposite me. His smile was apologetic. He half reached forward with his left hand in a gesture that I realised was intended as reassuring.


    ‘It’s in a corner of the servicing bay. Only wants the battery charging and the engine turning over...’ He stopped, tilting his head. His blond hair tumbled over one ear. ‘You don’t know who I am, do you?’ There was genuine anxiety in his voice.


    The mention of a servicing bay, and of turning over the engine, had provided the necessary information. The mental image was of a garage, and then of an office overlooking the yard at the back, and I had him. Clay...no, Clayton it’d been. Christian or surname? I hesitated, not sure whether I ought to be friendly or aggressive, not willing to commit myself.


    ‘Tony Clayton,’ he said, and I realised he was feeling as tentative as I was, though it had to be for a different reason. It was unlikely that he, too, suffered from a deficient memory. He would know where he stood in this world, his viewpoint firmly established, but I was still rebuilding mine. I needed any help I could get, but not from Tony Clayton.


    Other people – ones I could trust – had made sure I was not short of basic information. During the previous nine months, from the time it was decided that my mind would accept information and store it, my visitors had programmed facts into my brain in a steady stream. I knew who I was, why I’d been there in that convalescent home, what I had been before the assault (an Executive Officer in the Civil Service), and vaguely what I had been doing that day. A Welfare Officer had ex-plained that my decree absolute had gone through only four days before the incident. (Lucky, that, he’d explained. My coma might have affected the issue. He hadn’t fully explained why it was to be considered as lucky.) There had been no shortage of detail about my life and my work, but nobody had explained, or been able even to attempt to explain, what my emotional background to life had been. I didn’t know whether I’d been light-hearted or serious, introvert or extrovert, optimistic or pessimistic. I could no longer trust my emotional responses, so that there was no basis from which I could face life with any confidence. They hadn’t been able to restore my personality.


    Perhaps the psychiatrists had realised this. It would explain their reluctance to have me roaming loose in the harsh and unforgiving world. They hadn’t told me whether or not I should treat it as harsh and unforgiving, or look on it as a challenge, with hope leading the way and optimism guiding me.


    But amongst the facts I’d been fed had been the simple one that the person I had to blame for my present condition was a garage owner by the name of Tony Clayton. I stared at him, and felt nothing. He was uneasy and restless. His eyes would not hold mine. He glanced down at his glass.


    ‘I might need the car,’ I said in a neutral voice.


    He looked up eagerly. ‘I’ll tax it for you. But you’ll have to check on the insurance. You’ll have all the papers...’ He stopped, flustered. ‘But you don’t remember me, do you?’


    ‘I remember you.’


    What I remembered came as an abrupt, brilliant picture in my mind. In it, he was towering – seemed huge in my second of reconstruction – at his desk, with the window behind him. His face was in shadow. I could detect no expression, but his voice was loud and aggressive. ‘...be damned if I’ll let you take anything out of this office...’


    I smiled as the image died, and my amusement angered him again. But now his anger was tempered by time. His face, I realised, was thinner, and there was weariness and suffering behind his eyes. When he spoke he’d already controlled himself. His voice was no more than disgruntled.


    ‘I don’t see what’s funny.’


    ‘You were furious,’ I explained, taking his question seriously. ‘The way I remembered you.’


    ‘That’s funny?’


    ‘You said I wasn’t going to take anything out of your office. I’m sure I wouldn’t have done that, if you objected.’


    ‘But you bloody-well did.’


    ‘I took...what?’ I asked, keeping my eyes on his.


    ‘Wages book, bank statements, cheque stubs, petty-cash books...’


    My memory had blank spots about my previous work as a Social Security Inspector, but I was fairly clear on one point: books were not impounded unless something very serious had been discovered. I sat and stared at him. In the shadowed car park beside the Social Security office, this man had caught up with me and smashed in my head with a large adjustable spanner, apparently to recover his books. So the issue must have been serious. I could remember nothing of what the issue had been.


    ‘I’ll get you the other half,’ he said, gesturing towards my glass. Perhaps my eyes on him had made him nervous.


    ‘No. No, thanks. I’m not supposed to drink too much alcohol.’


    ‘Oh?’


    ‘I get headaches.’


    ‘Yes.’ He looked away. ‘I suppose you would.’


    We eyed each other cautiously. There seemed nothing more to say. He raised his hand from the table, then flapped it back. There was a hopelessness about the gesture. I thought he was about to leave, but he did not.


    ‘For heaven’s sake!’ I burst out. ‘What’s this all about? What do you want with me?’


    ‘I heard you were back in town.’


    ‘Don’t tell me you’ve been wondering when I’d be coming to hunt you out.’


    ‘I’ve only been back a week, myself.’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘From Winson Green.’


    ‘The prison?’


    ‘I got two years. Time off for good behaviour. Got out a week ago.’


    ‘Me too. Out a bit longer, though.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘A month ago. From the convalescent home.’ Then I was laughing, though I wanted to cry, and couldn’t understand either emotion. All I knew was that we’d both lost fifteen months of our lives, and what I knew of the reason didn’t make sense.


    This time he could laugh with me, but only miserably. I stopped when I saw I was making him afraid. Afraid of me? But I felt nothing, no desire for retribution, no fury, no haunting cry for revenge within me.


    ‘So what is it you want?’ I asked.


    He moved his glass around on the table, looking down at it. And mumbled something.


    ‘I didn’t hear that.’


    He looked up defiantly. ‘I want you to come to the garage and go through my books.’


    ‘It’s not my job...’


    ‘As a favour.’


    ‘Didn’t you know? I’m retired on health grounds. I’m not in the Civil Service now. Not your local Social Security Inspector.’


    This I offered to him savagely. My job was just one of the things he’d taken from me, though not by any means as important as the loss of my memory. The job was a loss I’d become reconciled to, the resentment, if any, being directed against the Department, which had been just a little too anxious to see the back of me, I thought. I mean, they could have given me unpaid leave for a year – two years – then taken me back. All right, it could be argued that I would never be able to handle the work, but they hadn’t given me the chance to give it a try. The Welfare Officer had been persuasive. Perhaps he’d been more concerned with the welfare of the Department. My memory did at least supply the information that I had not always conformed to rules and regulations.


    So my response to Clayton was savage, though not directed at him. All the same, he flinched, but he persisted.


    ‘As a favour.’


    ‘A favour...to you? Lord – you must be crazy.’ I said this less aggressively. I was beginning to realise there had to be more behind it than his plain request. Curiosity held me.


    His smile faded, but he went on stubbornly, as though he’d rehearsed it all. ‘I’ve been out a week. I told you. My wife’s been running the place, and doing a good job of it, with a bit of a hand from the accountant. But...’ A shrug. His huge shoulders moved heavily. ‘But I don’t know. There’s something wrong.’


    ‘If you’ve got an accountant...’


    ‘All the same, if you’d just give them a look through. You must’ve had years of experience...’ He left it hanging, like a bait, and either he was very clever or he’d dropped by accident right on the words that captured me.


    Experience, yes. I’d been the local Inspector for the Department of Health and Social Security for eight solid years. Normally, in the Civil Service, you get moved around the different sections, broadening the experience, but I’d held on to the Inspector’s job. It got me out of the office, to meet new people and new situations. If you like the Inspector’s job, there’d be nobody itching to take it from you. Your average civil service is not keen to get out on his own, away from his row of instruction books and his senior officers. So I’d been allowed to build up experience on the outside job. But that didn’t make me an accountant. I’d been interested in wages books, not company accounts; in contracts of service and industrial accidents, not profit and loss.


    But it had been experience, and one of the things I bitterly regretted was the waste, all of it gone for nothing. Now I was offered the chance to re-engage my interest, yet I was facing the rather frightening knowledge that I might have lost it all from my mind.


    ‘I’ve never had any training in accountacy,’ I said, trying to make it a definite rejection.


    He shrugged that away. ‘Come and have a look. It wouldn’t hurt you.’


    Was he offering me friendship, perhaps something more? A job as a wages clerk?


    I said: ‘Why not? Come on, then.’ I got to my feet. I had nothing better to do.


    He led me outside. He had no car, and for a moment I hesitated. His glance at me was speculative. ‘It’s only just down the road.’


    And yes, I had forgotten. Heavens, it was possible I’d had lunch at The Winking Frog that morning, before I went on to check his books, or whatever had taken me to his garage premises, Pool Street Motors. Ah, you see, let the subconscious do it, and the name came to me easily and smoothly.


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I remember now.’


    Remembered driving down Pool Street from the pub in my Volvo, past the flower pot factory that was the cause of Pool Street. Or at least, was the cause of its name. More recently they’d switched to plastic pots, but I could remember the days when the kilns spread their special tangy fumes along this street, could remember it because it was way back, twenty years before the assault. Go back far enough, and everything was quite clear in my mind. The pool was where they’d taken their clay, and it was still there, nobody having troubled to fill it in. Pool Street Motors backed on to the pool. It was possible they shoved their useless old wrecks in there.


    Clayton was silent as we walked down the long hill, and I had no wish to speak, not even to think if I could get by without. It was late March, but not so long ago there’d been snow on this hill, though at that time I’d been safely tucked away where it didn’t matter. There’d been a bitter driving wind that other day, when I’d coasted down it with the Volvo. Five hours before the attack on me, that had been, a dark November day with the hills beyond the town hidden in the driven squalls. Five hours! It was the earliest memory of that day that I’d so far recovered. I felt a twinge of excitement and expectancy. Perhaps a visit to the garage would unearth much more. Perhaps it would please me. That, I didn’t know.


    I did not recognise the garage. The block of six self-service petrol pumps seemed to be new, certainly they were clean and bright. There was an unfamiliar cash office and self-service shop. The name across the front had been recently repainted: Pool Street Motors.


    ‘Tarted it up a bit,’ he said with pride.


    So...what did he find wrong? Little to complain of, surely. He took me round the back, past the car wash, which I didn’t remember at all, and up an outside flight of wooden stairs, which, suddenly, I did recall. Below this was the corrugated iron structure they used for car servicing, beyond that a dreary expanse of open space scattered with wrecks (help yourself to spares – bring your own tools) and beyond that the pool, looking exactly as it had always done, dreary and opaque, and dead.


    ‘The office,’ he told me, throwing open a door from the landing at the top.


    I’d have known it for an office, but not the office, not the last one I’d visited that day. I stood, and looked round, my heart suddenly hammering.


    My brief image of him standing behind his desk and shouting had no reality in this setting. For one thing, the desk was not in front of the window, as in my memory, but skewed across a corner. It was not even the same desk. Larger, more modern. How did I know this, I wondered, and yet my general impression, still carried with me as a subliminal feeling, was of squalor, of dirty, smoke-blackened walls and tatty girlie calendars, creaky wooden filing cabinets and uncertain folding chairs. The walls were now clean, the one calendar was of birds, the two visitor’s chairs were plastic and tubular steel. The filing cabinets were grey steel.


    I was in a strange office, with a stranger. I turned to look at him, and did not recognise him in this setting.


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. My only memory of this place was of stress and emotion.


    He didn’t give me a chance to change my mind, but whipped open the top drawer of the nearest filing cabinet and lifted out a pile of account books and loose-leaf files, banged them down on the desk, and stood back.


    ‘Have a look through ‘em,’ he said, beaming at me proudly.


    It was simply stupid. Even if I’d been right on top of the job, I’d have needed hours, days...‘Oh...come on!’ I said, but all the same I looked at them.


    They were new. Everything was new around there, as though something had been wiped away as cleanly as my memory. New books. I lifted a cover, and was looking at a page of neat entries. The date on the first one was December 1st, fifteen months before, a fortnight after my assault. I opened the others. The same. Tidy and immaculate. Where were the oil-dirty account books, dog-eared with loose pages, some of them hanging torn from the covers, which suddenly I recalled so clearly, lying on that very same surface? No, the desk had changed. It was not the same surface, and not the same account books.


    I looked up abruptly, and for one brief second saw a different Tony Clayton. He was staring at me dourly, shoulders hunched and his head low, a savage anticipation in his eyes.


    ‘I’ll need the old books,’ I said, as though I really intended to get down to the job.


    ‘They’re not here.’


    ‘Where, then?’


    ‘The accountant’s got ‘em, I reckon.’


    ‘Reckon? You reckon? Don’t you know? You say your wife’s been looking after things. Haven’t you asked her? Where is she, anyway? What’s going on here, Clayton?’


    ‘You don’t know?’ he asked quietly.


    ‘Would I ask you if I...?’


    ‘Don’t know about her?’ he asked heavily, no light now in his eyes.


    ‘How the hell would I know...’ I stopped, the loudness of my voice ringing from the walls, and suddenly I was afraid. I was a stranger to myself. This could not be me, this hot, furious and lost man, shouting my hatred–and yes, it was hatred–at Tony Clayton. I gripped the edge of the desk and stared down at those pristine books, placed there to mock me, and hung on. I had been told to relax, not to allow myself to become involved with stress. My head pounded, and for a moment the desk surface blurred. I could have sat back on to the swivel chair behind me, but somehow pride held me firm. Then I looked up.


    ‘You could ask your accountant for the old books, then maybe I’d get some sort of picture.’


    Still his voice seemed to be probing. ‘I thought you’d ask him.’


    I sighed. ‘When I was an officer of the DHSS I could’ve done that. But now I’ve got no authority at all. I don’t understand this. What does your wife say? What is it that you think is wrong?’


    He relaxed suddenly. ‘It’s a feeling.’ He shrugged, then walked across to stand glumly staring out of the window. His mood had changed. ‘All this – in only a year.’ He didn’t mean what he was looking at, the roof of the corrugated iron structure and the dreary pool. I knew what he meant.


    ‘Have you asked your wife?’


    ‘My wife isn’t here.’ His voice was dull, indistinct. ‘She’s disappeared.’


    Then, for a long minute, there was silence between us. I was aware that he had not brought me there to examine his books, but simply in order to make that statement. To me. Why me? I looked at his profile, the jaw hard now, none of the weakness I’d seen full face. I ventured:


    ‘How d’you mean, disappeared?’


    ‘What d’you think I mean?’ he snapped, glancing sideways. Then, more quietly: ‘She visited me regularly, you know, with news how things were going, the improvements she was making, how much Michael Orton was helping her, and I got not one single hint...’


    ‘Who did you say?’


    ‘Our accountant, Michael Orton.’


    ‘Oh God!’


    I was aware he had my arm, and was steadying me. I thought I was laughing at the irony of it, that Orton should intrude on me there, but apparently the sound I was making didn’t give the impression of amusement. I must have known that Orton had been his accountant, but I had completely forgotten.


    ‘What’s the matter?’ He shook my arm.


    ‘Nothing. He’s just the one accountant I wouldn’t want to approach. Not for you, not for me.’


    Michael Orton was the man who was now married to my ex-wife, Valerie.


    I looked steadily at him. ‘You were saying?’


    ‘Are you listening?’


    ‘I’m listening.’ But remembering. That damned memory, it worked well enough on the things I’d have preferred to forget, and which now came flooding back. Such as Michael Orton, who’d always managed to convey to me his contempt whilst smiling at me, and managed to condescend with every second word. I remembered the first time I’d met him – and Valerie, as it happened...’


    Clayton was saying: ‘...she was intending to pick me up at the prison, but she didn’t come. Nobody came. In the end, I had to get a taxi to the station and find my own way. And nobody here knew anything about it...about her. There was no note, no message. The last entry in the books is the day before I came out.’


    He stopped. I opened a book and checked that point. ‘Friday the seventeenth?’ I asked.


    ‘I came out on the Saturday.’


    ‘Yes.’ I didn’t know what else to say. I sat. He stood. We were silent. At last I asked the obvious.


    ‘Have you told the police?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘I was in for GBH,’ he said stubbornly. ‘You know what that means? Grievous Bodily Harm.’


    ‘I know what it feels like.’ Which was a lie. I didn’t remember what it felt like.


    ‘Ha!’ he snarled in disgust. ‘You don’t have to be funny.’


    ‘Sorry. So...what if you were?’


    ‘A chap comes out of prison after a sentence of GBH, and straightaway he says his wife’s missing, and everybody knows he knows that his wife’s been having it away with her accountant...so, what’ll they think?’ He nodded out of the window. ‘The first thing they’d do would be to start dragging that pool out there.’


    ‘Don’t talk so stupid.’


    His voice had been breaking with emotion, and I had to shout at him. But really I needed silence, to absorb what he’d said.


    Michael Orton, my wife’s husband of a year, and he’d been playing around the whole of that time...Lord, but it was lovely, or tragic. I had to have silence in order to decide which.


    ‘What’s so stupid about it?’ he demanded. ‘Once you’ve been inside, they’ve got you pegged.’


    ‘I don’t believe that.’


    ‘The first thing they’d do...’


    ‘She’d be frightened of you,’ I told him, seeing now the man who could be capable of smashing my head in with a spanner. This Tony Clayton looked capable of anything.


    ‘You see!’ he shouted. ‘You, now!’


    ‘And why not me?’ I demanded. ‘Why should you expect sympathy and understanding from me? What the hell do I care if your wife leaves you because she’s terrified of you! She knows what you did to me. I’d be scared, in her shoes. I bet she couldn’t get away fast enough...’


    He reached forward and grabbed my arm and thrust his face close, and for one moment I thought he was going to attack me again. But it was pain I saw in his eyes. Entreaty.


    ‘It wasn’t me,’ he said, his voice thick. ‘And you know it.’


    ‘I don’t know anything.’


    ‘I didn’t beat your head in, you fool, and if you’d just tell somebody the truth...’


    I looked down at his hand, and rather to my surprise he released me. I couldn’t see what he was getting at, what he wanted from me.


    ‘I can’t remember that last day,’ I told him. ‘Certainly nothing of the attack on me. But the police say they caught you standing over me, stuff from the briefcase scattered everywhere...’


    ‘So you think it was me?’


    ‘Yes, I think it was you.’


    ‘But you didn’t come looking for me, with a couple of hired thugs at your shoulders.’


    ‘The thought didn’t occur to me.’


    He grinned sloppily. ‘You see. It didn’t occur to you. And you know why not? Because you know. Mate, don’t shake your head at me. You know damn well it wasn’t me bashed your head in.’


    I couldn’t follow his logic, but he stood back, as though displaying himself for my consideration. It was quite true that I felt no certainty about him, but there was no memory that assisted me one way or the other. Yet his confidence was infective. He knew he was innocent. You could see it. And he was so completely guileless that I couldn’t help smiling at him.


    ‘I wish you could prove it,’ I told him.


    For some reason he sensed this as a victory, because he leaned forward and gave me a small thump on the shoulder with his fist. ‘You see.’


    What I saw was that he seemed to feel some bond between us, sealed by the assault on me. He felt us both to have been victims, and that this entitled him to my friendship and assistance.


    ‘So what do you want from me?’ I asked quietly, probing.


    ‘I want you to find my wife.’


    ‘But I can’t possibly...’


    ‘You’ve got the experience, going round asking questions, making enquiries. You could do it.’


    He was looking at me with raised eyebrows, his eyes wide with innocence. And yet he seemed to be poised, waiting on each word.


    ‘Not your books, then?’ I asked cautiously.


    ‘Those too. Find my missus, and she’ll tell you about the books...’


    And about why the garage had done so well in his absence? That must have been galling to him.


    ‘I can try.’


    ‘Good man.’


    ‘But promising nothing.’


    ‘You’ll know where to ask around.’


    But that was something he could do himself, and he’d know her haunts and habits better than me. I was not a detective. But there was a glint in his eye as he watched my indecision, and I could see it was important to him.


    It was then that I began to wonder whether in fact he had killed his wife.


    I looked away. ‘I’ll ask around.’


    After all, it would have been a good cover for him. Would a man who’d killed his wife ask the man who should be his enemy to try to find her? It would appear to be the gesture of an innocent man. His innocence glowed from his warm, open face, and I found myself completely distrusting him.


    He clasped his arm round my shoulder. ‘Let’s go and have a look at that car of yours,’ he said, his own business apparently disposed of happily.
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    The psychiatrists had explained that loss of memory following severe concussion was caused by the brain’s automatic desire to reject the memory of pain. Usually, only the instant of pain is lost, but in my case it was most of the day. This seemed to mean that my brain required to forget it all, so perhaps it was not a good idea to try to recall it. All the same, following Clayton down the outside staircase, I realised that what I had to do was not primarily to find his wife, but to find myself. That it might prove painful was not an encouraging thought, but I knew I could not go on as I was, with a gap that could be critically important to me. I had to reassemble that day. Perhaps I would come across Mrs Clayton on the way.


    At the foot of the staircase we turned sideways through a small door of corrugated iron, and at once I was somewhere I knew. The operative areas of garages are all much the same, the hydraulic lifts, the power tools, the electronic tuning equipment, the overall smell of petrol and stale oil and dirt. But I knew this one. I had been there.


    The sliding double doors that opened on to the yard were only partly open, and were the principal source of light. Where work was being carried out they used portable lights that confined the illumination to a square yard or so, so that the surrounding shadows were heavy. An engine suddenly burst into ragged voice, and there was a drift of burnt-oil smoke from the side until it spluttered to a stop. A spanner clinked on concrete, a voice cried from underneath a van for a five-eighths socket, and a hand-held electric drill was switched on, followed by a scream of metal. I saw Clayton’s lips moving, but heard nothing. The whine ceased raggedly, and he was shouting: ‘...over in the corner.’


    We did a circle round the hydraulic lift, which had a Marina on it, the drill operative standing underneath trying to remove the rusted remains of its exhaust system. I didn’t recognise him. He was wearing a face mask against the dust. It caught my throat as we moved past. We walked round Clayton’s air-compressor, a squat cylinder of green metal with its V pump throbbing, and there, in the far corner, was my Volvo.


    I could barely detect its colour through the accumulation of its grime. The windows were opaque. One rear tyre was completely flat, and the impression was that the springs had sagged. An illusion, I hoped. It looked sad and neglected, and resigned to sit there and rot away. Yet I nevertheless felt an upsurge of spirit, a small jerk of the heart. After all, it had been my image-maker, my uplifted two-fingered gesture to the world, mainly aimed at my wife, Valerie, who’d called it my macho symbol. Ridiculous that was. A small sports car might have been that, but not a trundling pile of Volvo. But it had been partly directed at my friends at the office, who’d seemed to place me apart from them in a way I couldn’t understand, and naturally accepted it as presumptuous that I should run such a large car and make theirs look puny beside it.


    Looking at it, settling there into senility, I recalled these attitudes clearly, and my own reasons for burying it. My affection for it revived immediately. It was a 244 saloon, rather old, which I’d been able to buy quite cheaply because of its appetite for petrol, and which quite fulfilled my intentions following our battle over Valerie’s attempt to buy me a BMW. But I’d come to love its stolid reliability and its remarkably brisk performance for its size and age. It didn’t look particularly brisk at that time, but it was mine.


    ‘We’ll put it through the car wash,’ said Clayton, ruefully scratching his ear.


    ‘Better check the tyres, too,’ I suggested. ‘How long...’


    ‘Tomorrow. I’ll run over and tax it...owe you that much,’ he conceded, without actually admitting the assault. ‘I’ll get the battery on the charger right away.’


    I grunted. He was being effusive. Then I had a thought, and glanced at him. ‘It’s been taking up space for over a year. What about the garaging fees?’


    He laughed. ‘Oh...that!’ Then the drill chatter interrupted and he shook his head, waiting for it to stop, then turned and led the way out through the double doors. ‘All covered,’ he said, when we could hear each other. ‘It’s been paid every month.’


    ‘Has it? Has it now!’


    ‘By your ex, I understand. So the missus said.’


    ‘Val paid my storage on that car?’


    ‘So my wife told me. She thought it was funny...you know, amusing...Michael Orton seeing the cheque come in every month, from his wife, on your car. Don’t you think that’s funny, Mr Summers?’


    It was the first time he’d used my name, and he’d added the respect, as it would seem to him, of the mister. But I had no time to consider it, my mind being locked on to Valerie’s strange behaviour. She’d hated the Volvo as a childish gesture on my part, but she’d nevertheless made sure it’d be here for me. She must have had faith that I’d eventually be in a position to claim it. And she must have understood how much it meant to me.


    Troubled by this thought, I left him, walking round to the forecourt and setting off back up the hill again. This time the concern was not related to my memory, because there was no uncertainty about what I could remember of Val’s attitude. What troubled me was that I might have misread her feelings, if only in such a small matter as the Volvo. But it was in the past. The decree had come through, and she’d married Orton. Over. Finis.


    I plodded back up the hill and past the Winking Frog, to where I could get a bus back into town. It was time I made a courtesy call at my former office, past time. The visit to the garage had at least aroused an interest in my existence.


    They had built us a new office a few years before, just on the edge of town and facing the park. By built, I mean they’d laid out a concrete patch and placed the pre-fab building on it with cranes. The result was bright enough and almost convenient to the public, but the large expanses of glass meant lowered shades against the draughts in winter and lowered shades against the sun in summer, so that the staff worked almost permanently by artificial light. Not that this affected the Inspector, who was supposed to be out and about most of his working day, though to the others the old Victorian dump we’d been in before became suddenly attractive in retrospect. But I’d liked the new place, with my office right next to the canteen, and therefore close to innumerable cups of tea. And, thinking of canteens, I realised I still hadn’t had any lunch. Oh well, maybe I’d qualify, as an ex-member of the staff, to a meal at my old office.


    I used the main entrance, straight into Reception. There were two short queues, and two clerks at the counter, one of whom I knew. I turned sideways to the door marked Private, and at once a voice was raised. ‘Not that door, please.’


    I turned. It was Maureen. ‘It’s only me,’ I said, and she wiggled her fingers, grimacing a smile at me and reaching for the phone with her other hand. I slid through the door and into the corridor at the foot of the stairs. Downstairs were the two main benefit sections, upstairs the senior staff and contributions section, my own territory. I took my time up the stairs. In the corner at their head was the canteen, not very big, catering for a staff in the forties. Next to it, my old office, marked Inspector. Then the Deputy Manager, Local Insurance Officer, and Manager.


    Claud Martin. As managers go, not too bad, but humourless. That was how I remembered him, a strictly-by-the-book man, but you could trust him to support you if you found yourself in trouble with headquarters. Not a friend, but a firm colleague.


    I tapped on his door and put my head in. He was just replacing his phone.


    ‘Cliff! How splendid to see you.’


    He was round his desk in a flash, right hand extended, left one raised to grip my shoulder. He was taller than I remembered, and I realised I’d normally seen him seated behind that desk. His grip was firm, and then he stood back, eyeing me.


    ‘You’ve put on weight, but you look well.’


    ‘I’m fine, thanks.’


    ‘We thought you’d forgotten us.’


    ‘You knew I was back in town, then?’


    ‘We knew they’d let you out on an unsuspecting world,’ he said, beaming. Then he gave a little bark of what could have been laughter.


    It was a strange thing to say. He was positively skittish. I wondered whether I’d unsettled him, but couldn’t see how. ‘That was nearly a month ago,’ I said.


    ‘But we didn’t know you’d come back to this district.’ Then, possibly feeling exposed out there on his bit of SEO carpet, he retreated back to his swivel chair.


    I didn’t know whether he expected me to take a seat, but he was making me feel uneasy, so I didn’t. ‘Well...it’s my home town,’ I reminded him.


    ‘Yes. Of course. But still...’


    Surely he wasn’t embarrassed about the divorce. ‘All my friends are here.’


    He was silent, spreading his hands on the desk and counting his fingers. True, I’d have difficulty chasing up a close friend, but he didn’t have to appear so dubious. I edged towards the door.


    ‘Thought I’d have a word with the ones here,’ I said.


    ‘You do that, Cliff. Go the rounds.’


    ‘And if you don’t mind...have a bite of lunch.’


    He laughed again, so emptily and with such effort! ‘And make sure you don’t pay. I’ll see to that. It’s the least we can do.’


    I nodded, grimaced, and got out into the corridor all of a sweat, because that was another funny thing for him to have said. Did he mean that a free lunch cancelled out the loss of my job? I shrugged it off, and walked along the corridor into Contributions Section. Here were the ones I knew best, Ben Thomas still supervisor, Jennie and Coral and the rest. The word had gone ahead of me. They crowded round, shook hands, grinned in bemused embarrassment. It was all very formal, and somehow cool. I left there, put my head into the Deputy Manager’s office, which was empty, and said hello to Frank, who was the present Local Insurance Officer.


    ‘I hate this bloody job,’ he said, as though I’d volunteer to take it over. But of course he’d hate it. Frank had always been a fine supervisor, but as LIO he had to make legal decisions. It would terrify him.


    Downstairs, in the main benefits sections, it was noisier, and there were a few faces I didn’t know. There was a new woman supervisor on A-K. She didn’t know me, but knew of me, and pouted in my direction, possibly because I was distracting her section. But there was sympathy in the concerted reaction, and I didn’t want that. Not many Inspectors were brutally assaulted, and it was this distinction they welcomed. Not Cliff Summers, who’d worked with them a number of years.


    I had left the Inspector’s office until last, partly, I think, because I was afraid of it. It had been mine, and its ambience had become part of my life. But in the end I had to look in. No doubt it would be empty, the present Inspector out on the job. So I didn’t tap on the door, just walked in.


    A woman was working at my desk, files spread around her, her left hand supporting her head, the fingers mangling her hair. She turned as she heard me.


    ‘Who the devil are you?’ she demanded.


    One person the news hadn’t reached. I smiled. Nothing false in this welcome. ‘I’m Cliff Summers. Used to work here.’


    Then she got to her feet and smiled and stuck out her hand. ‘I’ve heard about you.’


    She’d have been in her mid-twenties, nearly as tall as me, which put her at around five-eight, a gangling, awkward young woman, all angles and corners, with a square, attractive face and a large jaw. Her mouth was wide, the teeth prominent when she smiled, and her eyes were that deep, innocent cornflower blue that make it difficult to look away from.


    ‘I’m Nickie,’ she said. ‘Short for Nicola.’


    I said I was pleased to meet her, and asked how long she’d been doing the job (a year) and whether she liked it (not this bit, with a gesture to the paperwork). Clearly, she was my type of Inspector. She sat down again and I drew up a chair, feeling relaxed and comfortable.


    ‘I’ve just been reading one of your minutes,’ she told me. ‘You didn’t mince words, did you?’


    ‘Which one’s that?’


    ‘Two years ago. The Cartwright case. You had to go round to the accountant’s office to get a sight of the books.’


    I shrugged. ‘He’d been playing hard to meet for a fortnight. An old friend of mine.’


    ‘You put here: “Watch this man, I think he’s a crook.” I mean, it was risky, putting that in writing.’


    ‘Oh, I don’t know. Not libel, I wouldn’t think, because the files are confidential.’


    ‘It’s an interesting legal point,’ she admitted seriously.


    ‘And anyway, at that time my marriage was breaking up.’


    ‘What’s that got to do with it?’


    ‘He was one of the reasons. He’s now married to my ex-wife. At the time, it amused me to write that.’


    Her nose wrinkled. ‘Amused?’


    ‘And anyway, he was a crook. Still is, I wouldn’t be surprised.’


    She laughed. She’d held it too long and it burst out as an unrestricted bark that had me grinning.


    ‘You shouldn’t take me too seriously,’ I told her.


    ‘I’m not doing that.’


    ‘If you happen to come across him you’ll probably find him helpful and charming.’


    She tapped the back of my hand in emphasis. ‘Charming, you mean, because I’m a woman?’ she asked shrewdly.


    ‘Well, he didn’t try to charm me.’ And suddenly I realised that I’d been remembering all this with ease, so naturally I smiled.


    We looked at each other, and for a few moments there was no need for words. Then she pounced into the silence, jabbering away on a high pitch of excitement, or perhaps embarrassment. She was a gesturer, her hands flying, hair flying, shoulders moving with every emphasis, even her legs involved, stretched out, brought back, crossed. She was wearing a dark roll-neck sweater and a tartan skirt, with low-heeled, practical shoes.


    ‘You can’t imagine the fuss there was,’ she said, taking a breath. ‘Police all over the place, taking statements, getting the picture right. Poor Maureen was in the middle, because she was the one who’d spoken to you last, and that nice, calm police sergeant going through your records to get a picture of what you’d done that day, and everybody hanging on the line because nobody thought you were going to live, and digging, digging, because it wasn’t clear why you’d gone to Pool Street Motors. No file on it, you see. And what you could have come across to justify...’


    She stopped abruptly, grimacing. She had the sort of mouth that manages a very expressive grimace.


    ‘Justify what?’ I asked. ‘The assault?’


    She shook her head. ‘Maureen was the one, you see, who told them you’d phoned in to see whether we had anything on Pool Street Motors.’


    ‘And there wasn’t anything?’


    ‘No.’ She smiled, because she thought she’d distracted me neatly. But she hadn’t.


    ‘So there was nothing to justify...what, exactly?’


    ‘The money.’ She made flapping gesture with her hands, exasperated slaps in the air to reprove her loose tongue. ‘Nearly six hundred.’


    ‘Money? Pounds?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Well obviously, I must have checked the books and collected arrears...’


    ‘No.’ She shook her head, her mid-blond hair bouncing, her pout definite in its rejection. ‘There was nothing in your receipt book.’


    ‘Then I hadn’t collected any money.’


    Those vivid eyes were expressive. This was not a woman who believed in hiding her feelings; she was probably incapable of doing so. She drew in her lower lip and bit on it, watching me anxiously. Then she said:


    ‘You did, you know. Somebody must’ve seen the attack and phoned the police, and a police car drew in round the back and caught him at it. That man...’ She hesitated.


    ‘Clayton. Tony Clayton.’


    ‘Yes, him. He’d got the briefcase at his feet and all your papers scattered around, and they found an envelope of money in his pocket when the headlights got him.’


    ‘It was dark?’


    ‘Don’t you know?’


    ‘I don’t know. There’s not much of that day I can remember. Oh, they told me he’d been caught, in the office car park here, and they got him to admit the attack. But I had the impression that I’d impounded his books and was bringing ‘em back here. Books...not money.’


    I was saying all this in a flat voice, as though I was making a statement in court, no emotion in it, none of the trepidation that I was feeling. Money? We seemed to be talking about a third person, not me.


    ‘There was money in an envelope,’ she said quietly, and now it was her lack of gesture, of movement at all, that was so telling. ‘He told the police it was a bribe his wife had slipped you, and he’d wanted it back.’


    ‘A bribe.’


    I listened to myself saying that. The terrible thing was that I didn’t know that I was not the sort of person who would have accepted bribes. On the face of it, an Inspector in Social Services might have many opportunities to accept bribes. I used to come across no end of legal infringements. But in practice there was not much an Inspector could offer in response to a bribe. His work was too involved with other authorities, too much overseen, cross-checked and supervised. At the most, he could offer assistance in straightening out someone’s financial difficulties, which might attract thanks. Once, I was given a dozen eggs in gratitude. I did remember that. But there’s a bit of difference between a dozen eggs and...


    ‘How much did you say?’


    ‘Nearly six hundred pounds.’


    ‘That’s ridiculous. If I’d collected that...ah yes, I see.’ She smiled, pleased that I saw, relieved perhaps that I hadn’t gone wild and shouted at her.


    ‘It was after office hours,’ she said. ‘Nearly six-thirty. If you’d collected money officially, you’d have issued a receipt, which you hadn’t, and paid it into the official Giro account. If the Post Offices were closed, you’d have kept it safe until the morning.’


    ‘You mean, I’d have taken it back to my digs?’


    ‘If that’s where you were living.’


    ‘Still am. Same digs. Yes, I see your point. But I came here, to this office...’ I stopped. How had I come back here? If my car was at Pool Street Motors, had I left it there? If so, why?


    ‘So it was accepted that I’d taken a bribe?’


    ‘Eventually.’


    ‘But you weren’t here,’ I suddenly realised. ‘How d’you know this much about it?’


    She seemed relieved that I was taking it calmly, though perhaps a little disappointed that I wasn’t denying the charge. ‘Oh...I was up for promotion, and they offered me this posting. Well...I jumped at it, but I didn’t know why it’d become vacant all of a sudden till I got here.’


    ‘So at least, you’ve got an open mind.’


    She frowned. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


    ‘My friends here – the ones I thought were friends – and the Manager and Welfare Officer, they seem to’ve been convinced I accepted bribes. And you, who’ve never met me before...I don’t see any contempt in those lovely eyes of yours.’


    She waved the eyes away as irrelevant. ‘Oh...well...I dropped right in it. For the first month here I was doing nothing else but back-checking on your old files.’


    ‘Looking for bribes?’


    ‘Looking for anything that hinted at a possibility of bribes, going back to see the people you’d seen, and trying to make judgements…’


    ‘You’d enjoy that.’


    ‘It was all experience. I was working with a man from Headquarters, so I was in the background, rather. You were remembered, everywhere we went. My friend from HQ wasn’t particularly pleased with the way you’d been handling the job, but we came across nothing, absolutely nothing...well, wrong. Poor man, he was so disappointed.’


    ‘And you?’


    ‘I’d read your files, everything I could find that you’d handled. I listened to the way people spoke about you, around the town. I’d made up my mind.’


    She was very solemn now, her eyes searching my face. I said nothing, willing her to reveal, without prompting, some fresh secret corner of my personality.


    ‘You’d been sticking your neck out, Cliff. Half a dozen cases that would have made sound prosecutions, and somehow you wangled time, and cleared them. Two or three injury benefit claims I’m sure I wouldn’t have recommended, and you did. And who’d risk putting a comment on a Minister’s file – who but you – I can remember the exact words – “I cannot decide which action was the more stupid”, you wrote, “the claimant’s for trying this on, or his MP’s for referring it.” ’


    ‘It was how I felt. A complete waste of half a day.’


    ‘All the same...’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Good heavens, look at the time. It’s well into second lunch break. Let’s go and eat. It’s shepherd’s pie this morning.’


    I didn’t move. ‘You’d made up your mind,’ I reminded her.


    ‘Yes.’ She got to her feet, fumbling around in her purse. ‘Anybody on the take wouldn’t have drawn attention to himself, as you did.’ She stood beside me and poked me in the chest with a bony finger. ‘I came across an old file – oh, six years old. That same accountant...’


    ‘I told you, an old friend.’


    ‘You actually wrote – didn’t you ever use official language? – that he’d tried to stall you off by suggesting you should take his secretary to lunch, so you checked the books first, and then took her to lunch. After that, I didn’t need to get a look at your lovely eyes.’


    I laughed. ‘It was quite true. That was the same secretary I married. Let’s go and risk the shepherd’s pie.’


    I stood back and allowed her to lead the way, all old-fashioned, not even giving it a thought that she’d resent it. She gave me a grin, and went ahead. I hadn’t allowed my true thoughts much chance to get working, but deep down there was a tremor of concern. They’d accepted that I’d been taking bribes. The Welfare Officer had carefully edged me into applying for early retirement on health grounds. It would have saved him a lot of trouble, by quietly getting me out of the way. Just nobody had raised a voice and cried out: ‘Let’s wait until he can answer for himself.’ No, they’d made the judgement, and were perhaps, now, worried that I might challenge it. Yet I felt no anger, only that tremor, which was no more than a warning not to give way to anger, in case there were worse things yet to uncover.


    I told the cook the Manager was paying for mine – she was not the woman I might have remembered – and we took our trays to a far table. Sideways glances followed us. Nicola appeared to be quite unconcerned. It seemed that with eating implements in her hands her volubility increased. I had the opportunity to do no more than smile and nod, keeping things going.


    She had come to a strange town with only a week’s notice to take up this appointment, at first living in digs but now in a small flat, which she shared with a friend. I did not ask which sex. The district did not excite her, though she was beginning to form a firm basis for her life. But there was no theatre, and the stage was her passion, and no local orchestra. She played the clarinet. However, she’d recently discovered an amateur string quartet, which quite contentedly could become a clarinet quintet. So life wasn’t too harsh, she admitted. You accepted what there was, and made the best of it. And maybe I played an instrument?


    I grimaced and shrugged. Not exactly tone deaf, but I’d never tried to play an instrument. She considered me with concern, a lost soul in the wilderness.


    ‘But you’ll be staying around?’ she asked.


    ‘Seems like I’ve got no choice. I’ll have to find out what happened, that day.’


    ‘If it takes long enough, I’ll have time to teach you the guitar.’


    This was over the pudding, a sponge with hot jam on it. I said I hoped it wouldn’t take that long, and: ‘Anyway, I bet there’s no music written for clarinet and guitar.’


    ‘Then we’d have to write our own,’ she declared, and damn it, she wasn’t joking.


    She was a woman who’d cheerfully take on anything, never daunted, accepting life as it came at her, in her case headlong.


    With lunch over, I couldn’t find much excuse for hanging around any more, and she had her work to do. Awkwardly, I drifted back into her office, aware that I’d probably not enter that building again.


    ‘Well, I’ll be off.’ I thrust my hands into my slacks pockets. ‘Leave you to it. Maybe we’ll meet again.’


    ‘Oh, don’t rush off. There’s some stuff of yours you’d better take. I’ve been keeping it for you.’


    She reached over and drew open the second drawer down of her desk, and came up with a large manilla envelope, fastened with a metal clip. She held it out to me.


    ‘Your personal stuff from the briefcase, and a few oddments from the drawers. Maybe they’ll help. You know, the memory.’


    And in her eyes I saw she understood that this was the critical point. Not the money, not the visit to Pool Street Motors that day, not the disappearance of Clayton’s wife, but my memory. It was my mind we were talking about, and that was where I lived.
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    I slid it all out on to the surface of her desk, as she thrust her files aside to make room. It seemed a natural thing, to share it with her.


    What there was to share. It didn’t look much.


    From the briefcase had come my pocket calculator, which in practice I’d rarely used because I had the sort of mind that did mental arithmetic just as fast. Had had, rather. I hadn’t dared to try it out lately. The calculator battery was dead. Perhaps my mental arithmetic was, too. There was my bit of card on which I’d copied the warnings I might have to give, from the Judge’s Rules on evidence. There was my fountain pen, my gold Parker with the oblique nib.


    ‘My wife gave me that,’ I said, showing Nicola the engraved initials, C.W.S., on the side. ‘For my birthday.’


    ‘Looks like a souvenir from a Co-op convention,’ she remarked. ‘What’s the W?’


    ‘Wilfred.’


    ‘Ah.’ She nodded.


    And my wallet. I’d wondered where that had got to. There was my credit card, now out of date, and three Access counterfoils, some private addresses on a bit of paper, and tucked in a pocket a couple of spare keys for the car. No money. That would have been formally, and via a lot of red tape, sent on to my aunt.


    I fingered the rest, the loose stuff from the drawers. Old erasers, a few pencils, a six-inch steel rule, and a folded sheet of paper. I opened it out. It was one of the record sheets that we had to complete every week to show what work had been done. It was my last one, uncompleted.


    ‘Hello,’ I said. ‘This looks interesting. Didn’t it occur to anybody that...’


    ‘Of course it did,’ she cut in. ‘It was the first thing we looked at.


    It was my rough copy, from which I’d have made a fair copy if I’d been around to do it. The idea was that you listed the files on hand at the beginning of the accounting week, adding files as they came in and signing out files as you cleared them. Lower down was a list of visits made, where to, file number involved, and when completed. From this you could see the movement pattern of the files. From it, too, it would have been possible to decide which files I’d had with me that day, and from that, decide why I’d found it necessary to phone in to ask what we had on Pool Street Motors, and why, without a case file to send me, I had gone round there and spent half the day, finally impounding records and apparently walking away with nearly six hundred pounds in cash.


    ‘From this...’ I began.


    ‘From it, we decided you’d gone out on that file.’ She put a blunt forefinger on a specific file number. ‘But it got us nowhere.’


    ‘You’re sure?’ I looked up into her face.


    ‘I’m very sure.’


    ‘You wouldn’t care to dig it out, so that I can see?’


    She pouted, then smiled. ‘If it’ll help.’ Then she was out of the door and clattering along to Contributions Section.


    I sat and stared at my work sheet. I’d had seven files on hand that morning, but clearly I’d only taken out the one. George Peters. That was the name on the file. It was an individual file, not a business. No apparent connection with Pool Street Motors. Nicola wouldn’t have been so certain about it unless they’d found the other six back here in the office. But on that morning, apparently visiting George Peters, I must have come across something that had required a visit to Pool Street Motors. So I’d phoned in, just in case there’d been trouble in the past with them, and then gone along there. So far, straightforward.


    Nicola’s briefcase stood beside her chair. It had been my briefcase; I recognised its patches of wear and tear. We used the official black case with the gold ERR on it. I couldn’t remember even carrying it that day.


    She returned, banging in through the door with enthusiasm. ‘Here it is. In the PA run.’


    A cleared file, put away. George Peters, 17C Rock Street. I didn’t at once open it, but called from my memory a picture of Rock Street, a dreary run of dying terraces, either boarded emptily or broken into bed-sitters. But there was no memory of a visit there. I opened it.


    On the left-hand tag there was a minute sheet with a simple request from the Benefits supervisor. ‘Please interview. Claim for IB. No apparent Class I employment.’


    Simple enough. We’d had a claim for Industrial Injury Benefit from George Peters. To get the benefit, Peters had to show that the accident had happened during the course of his employment. So the Inspector had been asked to visit and clear it up. The Inspector had been me.


    On the right-hand tag was a small sheet of paper, written on it the simple statement:


    I wish to withdraw my claim to Industrial Injury benefit.


    George Peters. 16 November 1984.


    That had been the day.


    It was not in my handwriting, but it had been done with a fountain pen, and in the black ink I always preferred. I’d clearly lent him my pen to write with.


    ‘Could you get me the actual certificate?’ I asked, feeling I was stretching it a bit.


    ‘Anything you say, o’ master,’ she said, and before I could reply she was halfway down the stairs.


    I sat there and indulged in some more thoughts. Not very helpful ones. If this had been the sole file of my morning’s work, I’d have been out and back in half an hour. With the claim withdrawn, there would have been nothing to take me to Pool Street Motors, or anywhere else.


    She placed the medical certificate on the desk under my nose. It was a pink, Hospital one. The claim particulars had been completed in blue ball-point in the same immature writing as the withdrawal note. The certified incapacity was: Crushed Arm. Right. So George Peters had tried it on, had been persuaded by me that he had no chance of claiming under the Industrial Injuries Act, and had withdrawn his claim. As Nicola had said, there was nothing there, particularly as, for name and address of employer, he had put: ?


    ‘Why did he write the withdrawal in black ink?’ I asked.


    ‘Because you lent him your gold pen, which your wife gave you for your birthday.’


    I glanced at her, but she was quite serious. ‘I might have done that. But if he had a blue ball-point pen already...’


    Now she was watching me with amusement. ‘Perhaps he filled in the form in hospital, but you saw him after he’d got home.’


    ‘All the same...’ I stared at the withdrawal. ‘Here, hold on a second. Look at this.’ I held up the file. ‘It’s with a fountain pen right enough, but not with mine.’


    An oblique nib produces fine and broad strokes. That’s the idea of it, and you can’t make it do otherwise. The withdrawal note was written with an ordinary nib.


    I uncapped my pen, which was dry, but in the drawer was my old bottle of black Quink. I filled the pen, and we both tried it. The penwork on the withdrawal was distinctly different.


    ‘He could have had his own fountain pen,’ she suggested.


    ‘Could have. It’s unlikely. Have you seen that street? It’s not fountain pen country. And he used a ball-point on his certificate. How old is he? Twenty-two. Not even born in the fountain pen era. It might be something, Nicola. It just might be.’


    ‘And it might not be a good idea to build too much on it,’ she said quietly.


    ‘But I could go and ask him.’


    She smiled sadly. All her face was four-square and sad. ‘But he’s not there. We tried to contact him, but he’d gone. Nobody had seen him for a week or so. You’d frightened him away, Cliff.’


    ‘I had? For trying it on? Never. I’d have laughed with him about it.’


    ‘Would you, though? Can you be so sure? I mean, can you remember that you’d have laughed with him?’


    She might have added: Can you remember that you didn’t accept a bribe? I grimaced at her, but she’d been very serious.


    ‘And Pool Street Motors?’ I asked. ‘What happened with them? If I went round there and stirred up trouble, then the same thing would’ve shown up on a check visit.’


    ‘But it didn’t.’


    ‘This was you who did the check?’


    She perched herself on the edge of the desk, looking down at me. ‘It was done before I arrived here, but you can be sure there was somebody round there the next morning. That was Frank Inskip...’ She smiled at my expression. The present Local Insurance Officer. He’d stir no dust, rattle no bones. ‘Well...he was the reserve Inspector,’ she explained. ‘He went round with that detective sergeant. After all, the boss of the firm was under arrest and you’d got their books in your briefcase. But...’ One of her expressive shrugs, which nearly slid her off the desk. ‘...they found nothing. The books were terribly kept, but there was nothing illegal from our point of view.’


    ‘And the wife?’


    ‘She was there, because she did the secretarial work. I heard all about it. In near hysterics, as you can guess. She said you’d hinted at accepting some money, though she couldn’t explain what for, and she had some cash in an envelope, so she slipped it into the wages book when she handed it over. She said she was sure you saw what she was doing, but apparently her husband did, too, because he bawled her out after you’d left, and dashed off after you. I’m sorry, Cliff, but that was how I heard it.’


    She was eyeing me with concern, and certainly I didn’t feel too good. It was like staring at yourself in the shaving mirror as you scraped off the layers of soap, and finding a different face being gradually revealed. I wanted to grab up the shaving brush and cover it over again quickly, but already it was too late because the lather was drying and flaking, and falling off quicker than I could replace it.


    I didn’t like the face I saw. It scared me. I cleared my throat. ‘If the books showed nothing wrong, why would I be offered a bribe?’


    ‘Nobody could understand that. But they knew you here, Cliff. No, don’t look like that. I didn’t mean as a crook. I meant as an Inspector. The opinion was that if there was anything to find, you’d have found it. The fact that nobody else could see it might have meant nothing.’


    I decided that was a compliment. A small patch of lather got replaced. But it was also a hint.


    ‘You mean I might still find it, after a year?’ I asked miserably.


    ‘No. Not that. I meant I might. I could go there and do the place over, end to end....’


    ‘No!’ It came out violently, sufficiently so to send her eyebrows skating up into her fringe. ‘I’d rather you kept out of it,’ I said, less forcefully.


    ‘Oh?’ she asked. ‘Don’t you think I could do it? I believe I’m as good as you were, Cliff Summers.’


    I sighed. ‘Sure. Probably better. But...whatever I found, it got me beaten over the head.’


    ‘That’s where you’re wrong.’ She stood over me and pointed a finger at my nose. ‘It was accepting a bribe that did that. I don’t accept bribes, thank you very much.’


    I was on my feet, her finger now firmly against my chest. ‘And nor do I!’ I shouted.


    The walls in that place were thin. They were washing up in the canteen, and somebody dropped a plate. Nicola was grinning at me, her ears coming forward as though to meet the corners of her mouth.


    ‘Sure?’ she asked, and we both knew she’d prodded free a portion of my lost personality. We both knew I didn’t accept bribes.


    The blood had run from my face, and I stood there, staring into those brilliantly perceptive eyes until it returned. Then I lifted the finger from my chest and kissed the tip of it.


    ‘Thanks,’ I said.


    ‘Any time. You’ll keep me in touch?’ she asked – demanded – knowing what I had to do.


    ‘Of course.’


    I began to shuffle my loose belongings into the envelope, and glanced up. ‘I should have a car on the road tomorrow. What d’you say we drive out together for a meal somewhere?’


    ‘Mine’s on the road right now,’ she countered. ‘What’s the matter with tonight?’


    Nothing was the matter with it. I gave her the address of my Aunt Peg, where I was living, and she said she’d pick me up around seven-thirty.


    ‘So be sure you’re ready,’ she said.


    A bossy woman, if you gave her the chance, I thought.


    ‘My memory being so rotten, I’ll let you pick the place.’


    ‘Oh, I’d already decided that,’ she told me blandly, but there was fun in her eyes.


    I walked away from my old office with no regrets. Usually, on retirement, there’s a bit of a party and handshakes and all the emotional stuff that charges the nostalgia batteries and leaves you miserable for the next month. I hadn’t had that. I could turn my back on it without glancing back. The only item of interest in that building was coming out with me for dinner. I had a bet with myself that she’d choose the Swan at Mecklin.


    Reaching Rock Street required a bus on the same route as I’d used to come into town, as it was the other side of the pool from Pool Street Motors. I didn’t call in to see what they were doing with my car.


    Along Rock Street was the old entrance gate to the flower-pot factory. Beyond it, and above the surrounding walls, the tops of the kilns were still visible, but all that ground was now derelict because the new factory fronted onto the main Mecklin road, and was all hum but no fumes. The terraced run of houses had been built for the original factory employees. All they’d had to do was cross the street and they’d be there. Grand for them in the bad weather, but it left them short of excuses for being late. Nowadays they commuted. The car park was larger than the whole of the original factory. Progress, that was.


    The terraces were a straight, flat run of roofing, only varying as the rise of the road dictated. Every sixth house, there was a tunnel to a rear alleyway along the back. The fronts were level with the pavement. There were three floors to each house, the rooms one behind the other. Very soon it would all fall down, unless the bulldozers got there first. Two-thirds had broken windows or boarded ones. The lace curtains here and there meant occupation. They were the signal: knock first before you push me over, I might be in bed.


    The only time I could remember visiting that street was on a FAM fraud case, a man having left his common-law wife and taken her Child Allowance book with him. When I found him, he’d had similar books from five other common-law wives. One way of making a living, I suppose.


    I stood outside number seventeen, and recalled nothing of the visit I must have made. I stood opposite number seventeen, rather, and suddenly realised that I would have driven up that day, and not walked. I crossed the street and stood at the front door, and felt a cautious tinkle of memory, like a distant bell. There was something about the wrecked door of the adjoining house, and the grey, tangled drape of the lace curtains at number seventeen, ground floor. One passing year was nothing in the life of those curtains. I went up the two steps and pushed open the front door.


    No locks on these fronts doors, no need. There would be bedsitters in the six or so available rooms, the old kitchen at the back no more, now, than a musty shell. Seventeen A and B downstairs, I knew, seventeen C and D on the next floor. The wooden stairs were bare and creaking. I turned right at the top. And stopped. How did I know to turn right? But there it was, painted dimly on the door. 17C.


    It was very slightly ajar.


    I told myself that he’d heard me coming, and this was a welcome. My tap was more of a push, so that the door swung open. The man was standing by the bed with his hands beneath the thin mattress, about to turn it over. He straightened, and turned, no expression on his long, sharp face. He was in his twenties, in jeans and a short black imitation leather jacket with a checked shirt beneath it, a little taller than me, but thinner. I decided I could handle him, then wondered why I’d thought that. It was his lack of expression, I suppose, when I’d have expected at least surprise. But from that lack of expression I knew him, had met him, and equated him with violence.


    That was the trouble. I knew him, but not in that setting. He could not be George Peters.


    ‘George Peters?’ I asked, nevertheless.


    ‘Who wants him?’


    I knew the voice, too, flat and a little hoarse, giving nothing. It was alien to this room as I knew it, and I did know it. That was strange, that it had altered not at all in more than a year. The bed was the same dilapidated mess, the table plain and its surface greasy, two chairs (upright), one chair (easy, if you could stand the springs and the collapsed seat). A cupboard, a mini-cooker, an electric fire. I knew it. I had been there. George Peters had sat at that table...


    ‘The name’s Summers,’ I said. ‘Who’re you?’


    He shrugged, looking round. ‘He ain’t been around for a year or more. Reckon they wanta let the room again, so I come to see if it’d do me.’


    ‘And does it?’


    He’d been lying. The room wouldn’t have been left as it was unless the rent had been paid. George Peters might have walked out of there only an hour before. It was exactly as I recalled it.


    It was perhaps the lack of change that crystallised the image. Peters was there, sitting at that table in one of those upright chairs, writing out a statement...


    A statement! I had it clearly, then, in my mind’s eye. Not a short note of withdrawal, but a statement, on a full-size blank minute sheet. I saw him doing it, laboriously, using my fountain pen and cursing it because he was left-handed and the oblique nib was tailored for the right hand.


    ‘...what the hell you want here,’ he was saying.


    It was almost a physical pain to withdraw myself from the vision. I didn’t want to lose George Peters.


    I found that I was feeling relaxed, and the style I was using must have been natural to me. The shrug was easy.


    ‘Oh...just looked in on the off-chance. I lent him my pen, and forgot to get it back.’


    His lip was curling. ‘Y’ can’t tell me...when was this?’


    ‘Over a year ago.’


    ‘After all this time...’


    You need to talk them down, quietly, so that they have to listen. ‘It’s a valuable pen, and I’ve been out of circulation, sort of.’


    There was an instant spark in his eye. That meant something to him. What it meant was that I’d been inside. Prison, I mean. Only a certain type of person will jump to that conclusion, and also, as he was doing, begin to relax when reaching it.


    ‘I’ll just have a quick look,’ I said.


    But I was too late. He’d stiffened. ‘Heh! I know you.’


    So at last he’d identified me, and it did not please him. Suddenly he didn’t want to be in the same room with Cliff Summers, and yet he didn’t want to leave it. That meant that Cliff Summers had to be the one to leave. Even his expressionless face revealed that. His voice hardened.


    ‘You can just bugger off, mate,’ he said. ‘You didn’t leave no bloody pen here, and he ain’t here. So bog off, while y’ got the chance.’


    And leave him there? Not likely. I opened the door and stood back. ‘After you.’


    ‘Now you look here...’


    ‘You’ve got no more right in here than I have, friend. This room isn’t to let, and you know it. Look round you. Do you see a year’s dust? You leave now, or I call the police.’


    It was a bluff, but I had a feeling his aggression was forced. He’d been going over the room, or starting to. If I went for the police, he’d have time to turn the place upside-down and disappear before I’d even found a phone. But I couldn’t leave him in that room, doing it, without even a gesture.


    He looked at me with disgust. This didn’t require any effort towards expression, just a lifted lip and a pathetic spit on a carpet that could take it. Then he walked past me, and stood there while I slammed the door. If he was to leave, he was making sure I didn’t stay.


    A pity. I’d have liked a quiet few minutes with that room, conjuring with the memory of George Peters at the table. Given sufficient relaxed concentration, I might even have remembered exactly what statement he’d been making.


    I had not the slightest doubt that my friend would be heading back to that room as soon as I was out of the way, but there was nothing I could do about it. The door had looked as though it wouldn’t resist the merest hint of a strip of plastic.


    I went home to prepare myself for an evening meal with Nicola. I was living with my Aunt Peg, out on the Liversey Road. I wasn’t too happy about that, because I couldn’t afford to pay her much, so that really she was worse off than she’d have been if I hadn’t been there. This worried me, but she’d have been upset if I’d suggested moving. In fact, I had a suspicion she was glad I was in a weak financial position and couldn’t afford to leave her. But my aunt was never demonstrative, like all my mother’s family, and any affection we had for each other had to be hidden behind a cloak of decorum. In her case, it was a constant, purse-lipped disapproval, in mine a bland dismissal of it. So we got along fine.


    Like this:


    I bounced into the kitchen, in which she seemed to spend her life, and asked: ‘Can I borrow the ironing board?’


    Suspicion. ‘What for?’


    ‘Press my suit. I’m going out.’


    Sadness and disillusionment. ‘I’ve got some lovely lamb chops.’


    ‘Come on. They’ll keep.’


    Resigned. ‘Gadding about! Is this a woman?’ But putting up the ironing board for me.


    ‘Dinner with a lady.’


    Raised eyebrows. ‘And I suppose I’m not to meet her?’


    ‘You wouldn’t approve. She’s got a sense of humour.’


    ‘Since when didn’t I enjoy a good laugh?’ Standing back, all dour challenge.


    ‘Since George Robey.’


    Laughing. ‘Now there was a one!’ Impatience. ‘So where’s this suit of yours?’


    ‘I can do it.’


    ‘You can just go and have a bath, and that face could do with shaving. And you’re not holding yourself right, Clifford. You’re slumping. Never make the most of what you’ve got, you youngsters.’


    I was forty-one. ‘I’ll get the suit.’


    ‘And how do you think you can afford to show a woman a good time...’


    Like that. I got out of there before she offered to lend me money.


    But all the same, climbing out of the bath and facing the mirror, I had to admit that I was out of shape. It’d been a convalescent home, not a health spa. I straightened my shoulders, scraped the old chin, fished out a clean shirt, and went down in my dressing gown.


    ‘You could do with a new suit,’ she told me severely.


    ‘Suits are for the birds. It’s jeans...’


    ‘And you will use your garbled English. There, how’s that?’ She was great with shirts, but it takes a man to press his suit. I told her it was marvellous and kissed her on the cheek.


    ‘If that means you want to borrow money...’ she grumbled.


    ‘Not yet. I can still afford a bag of fish and chips.’


    So that when the horn pipped twice at the gate I got free without a promise to bring Nicola in. We’d have never got away...


    ‘The Swan at Mecklin,’ she said.


    ‘I heard it was fine.’


    Nicola drove her Volkswagen Golf GTI as though we’d entered the Monte Carlo Rally, relaxed, smooth, completely in control. We were halfway there before my aunt’s curtain could have twitched back into place.


    A failed TV director and his French wife had bought the Swan as a pub, and then flexed their imaginations. The simple bar meals had expanded. The kitchen had expanded. Now the straight drinkers had difficulty getting in, and were easily lured from the bar to the tables by the aromas. We ate wonderfully. She chatted and I listened, nodded, chewed. No shop. Her life and hopes and despairs. She was really a lost soul in the Civil Service, but she hadn’t realised it yet, so I didn’t say so. Nothing sufficiently creative for her. She was a natural loner, born to pick her artistic way through a procession of non-paying projects. Her independence would die a slow, inglorious death as a civil servant.


    It’s a lovely night,’ she said as we came out. She’d allowed me to pick up the bill. We drove, more sedately, back into town, and at last she spoke about the topic closest to both our thoughts.


    ‘A pity you didn’t get more time in that room.’


    ‘Yes.’ I glanced sideways at her. ‘But he’ll have been through it by now.’


    ‘That wasn’t the point, though, was it?’ she asked. ‘You didn’t really expect to find anything physical there, such as George Peters himself. It was a matter of arousing your memory.’


    ‘That’s true.’


    ‘We’ll be passing Rock Street in a few minutes.’


    ‘I think we’d better do that,’ I told her. ‘Pass it.’


    ‘You did say the door was easy...’


    ‘Heh now! None of that.’


    ‘Now what could be the harm?’ she asked. ‘Just standing in an empty room and trying to remember. You wouldn’t even need to put on the light?’ It was a question.


    ‘We don’t know it’s empty.’


    ‘He wasn’t there a year ago, and that fits with what that chap said.’


    There was silence, because I was thinking about it, and she seemed to have dropped the subject. Then she said: ‘Did he own a motorbike?’


    ‘I don’t know. You mean the chap in the room? Why?’


    ‘There’s one been on our tail all the way from the Swan. Hold on a sec’.’


    Then she took a sharp left-hander and the engine grew throaty as she gave it a lung-clearing with her right foot, and for five minutes we left rubber marks around all the corners until she got us back to the main road.


    ‘He’s still there.’


    ‘Then that settles it,’ I decided. ‘Forget Rock Street.’


    ‘I thought you had.’


    ‘I have now. I’m not having you hanging around there while I creep up to that room...’


    ‘I thought I’d go up with you.’


    ‘No.’ I’d said that too sharply, and glanced at her in apology as she changed up abruptly. ‘I’d be better alone.’


    ‘Then you’re going to try it?’


    ‘If you’ll promise me something.’


    ‘Say it.’


    ‘You’ll keep moving, with the doors locked, round and round the block, or something.’


    ‘I could lose him, you know.’


    ‘I don’t think so. A bike can always hold a car. So please don’t try. Just drop me at the end of Rock Street and drive straight on. He’ll probably follow me, anyway. And much good may it do him.’


    But now she was doubtful, wanting to park nearer the house, but in the end she did as I wished. When she stopped for a couple of seconds at the end of Rock Street there was no sign of the motorbike.


    ‘You see,’ I said. She drove on. I walked along to number seventeen.


    It would have been difficult to find anywhere more depressing. In the dark the street really drew around itself its real character, withdrawn and suspicious, and unnerving. It hadn’t been too well provided with streetlights, but the locals had improved the situation by throwing stones at the ones they had, reducing them to two and a half, counting the flickerer. The lighted windows numbered five. I had to peer closely to check I was outside number 17.


    The front door opened at a gentle touch. There was no sound inside until I stood still in the lobby and listened, then only a distant dripping tap. I felt my way up the stairs, to the door of room C, and fished out my credit card. It was good now for nothing more than opening doors. It did that smoothly enough. Allowing the door to swing quietly shut behind me, I moved inside.


    Only the streetlamp four houses up lent me any assistance. The window was a pale glow. But I needed no light. I stood there, my feet feeling the thin sliver of carpet, and I could see, again, George Peters sitting at that table. I breathed deeply and slowly, allowing it to come more and more clearly. He’d had on a Fair Isle pullover and jeans. No shoes or slippers, just socks. His right arm was in a plaster cast. He was allowing its weight to hold down the minute sheet while he struggled for words. I’d offered to help him, but he was suspicious of my words, and it was bad policy to prime people. No, he wasn’t resting the cast on the paper, that was my right hand. I’d been standing at his shoulder, reaching past him, fingers spread...


    I, George Peters, state that...


    What the hell was he stating? Certainly not the withdrawal I’d seen in his file. State that...State that...


    ...I got my arm crushed when I was lying under this car. I’d got it on a pair of jacks, and the front wheels off, trying to change one of the steering ball joints. I’d been told...


    What had he been told? The image had faded. I dared not move, in case he got up from the table. I remembered, I had not dared to move, then, but that had been in case he backed out and refused to finish it. So why had I been holding my breath until he had it done? Had he been reluctant to tell me what had happened? But he must have told me, otherwise I wouldn’t have got round to asking him to put it in writing.


    ...nudged my car, and it was sliding...


    My car? Had he claimed it as his? Did he own a car? He’d been working on his car...but where? Surely it had to be at Pool Street Motors.


    My heart was racing as I realised the link I’d established, but my head was throbbing with the effort of forcing my brain to work. The images were becoming random and erratic.


    ...warned I ought to have it on a hydraulic lift, but Charlie Graham was using it...


    Charlie Graham! I rocked on the edge of the carpet, as though it could be the edge of a precipice. Now I had him, my friend of that afternoon. Charlie Graham.


    And at once, my mind having been distracted, the memory crumbled, and I was standing again in a dark room, the window faintly grey, the furniture dim and uncertain shapes, and my breathing heavy and slow. Then I realised it was not my breathing. Somebody was asleep in the bed.


    My awareness seemed to be telepathic. The breathing broke rhythm. A woman’s head rose against the window. I knew it was a woman because of the silhouette of the hair, and because a man cannot scream like that, so piercingly, so frantically.


    I reached behind and whipped open the door, and clattered in panic down the stairs.


    I did not see Charlie Graham until I was half-way down. As he was half-way up at the time, we met solidly. The impetus was mine, so that, with just one cry of surprise and anger, he went away from me backwards. I jumped over him at the bottom and paused, glancing back. He was stirring and groaning, so I ran into the street, just as Nicola screamed to a halt in front of me. The tyres matched the screams still coming from upstairs.


    ‘Let’s go!’ I shouted, yanking open the door.


    We took the next corner with the nose well in and the rear wheels hopping. She slowed, turning her head.


    ‘Why’re we running away?’


    ‘What?’


    ‘You’re big enough to have handled him.’


    ‘There was a woman sleeping in that room.’


    ‘Are we running away from a screaming woman?’


    It was true that screams in Rock Street could be more normal than silence. I shrugged, though my pulses were still racing. ‘All right. Turn back if you like.’


    She grinned at me. ‘Sorry. I couldn’t warn you. But he came on foot, and I wasn’t expecting that.’


    I stretched out my legs, settling down, now. ‘I’ve been warned not to expose myself to stress.’


    ‘Poor you. That’s going to restrict your activities.’


    ‘It doesn’t seem to have done me any harm, though. His name’s Charlie Graham, by the way. That chap. I remembered.’


    ‘Did you remember anything else?’


    ‘Some.’


    I told her what I’d recalled. As a completed statement by George Peters it could well have been an account of an accident he’d had, resulting in a crushed right arm. As he’d been telling it in reference to a claim to Industrial Injuries benefit, he’d plainly been claiming that the accident arose in the course of employment by somebody else. That somebody must clearly have been Pool Street Motors, which would explain why I’d phoned in to see what we had on them, and then gone along there after my lunch at the Winking Frog. Or so my logic dictated.


    But what George Peters had in fact written had not been a statement of an accident, it had been a withdrawal of his claim. At the realisation of what that meant I felt the hair prickle on my neck, and a shudder ran right down to my toes. If my memory was recalling incorrect facts, then my brain was wandering into the realms of fantasy. It was possible, as the psychiatrists had warned, that I was stressing my brain too soon.


    ‘Are you all right?’ she asked. ‘Cliff?’


    I tried to smile. ‘How’d you like to meet my Aunt Peg?’


    ‘That’d be fine. Round off a quiet evening beautifully.’


    She was quite serious, I thought.
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    Aunt Peg rounded off the evening very well, attempting to prove she had as good a sense of humour as anyone, and dredging from her memory salacious stories of her dubious past. Nicola seemed drunk with laughter when I escorted her to her car. I kissed her on the end of the nose, mainly because I liked the way it tilted. Then I went inside and straight up to my room, at last able to settle down and face myself.


    I took my shoes off in order to pace in my socks, not wishing Aunt Peg to be disturbed. Finding me there, struggling with my mind, she would at once recognise I was distressed, and would have no difficulty drawing from me the reason. Yet how could I explain to her, when I couldn’t make sense of it myself?


    I remembered (it came to me unbidden, and from so far in the past that it could be treated as reliable, not being involved with recent distortions) that I’d for years used as an amusing tale at dinner parties the fantastic adventure that had befallen one of my school friends. Yet when I’d met him years later, and reminded him of it, he’d looked at me blankly. It had meant nothing to him.


    Memory is like that, I tried to encourage myself. It embroiders itself, tidying the loose details, trying to make sense and logic from a chaotic reality. So was I now to accept that my mind, with some excuse because of its battering, had altered the simple completion of a withdrawal notice into the more complex but explosive details of a statement? The fact was a withdrawal. Yet my brain wanted – demanded – that I be presented with a logical reason for having gone round, on that 16th November, to Pool Street Motors and apparently taken the place apart looking for trouble. So I couldn’t trust my memory.


    I’d had glimpses of what my personality might have been, and now had to accept that it could all be false.


    I could be anybody. I might even, in spite of the spontaneous vision in Nicola’s office, have accepted bribes.


    It was clear that I would have to start again from scratch. Try to forget what had already been recalled, and approach the whole thing slower and with more circumspection, sliding in on it from a different angle. If I dared.


    I sat on the edge of the bed, struggling with my courage. Already shaken, I found it far too easy to let it all go, and accept the loss of a day out of my life.


    But I wasn’t going to be able to let it go. My car was due for collection. I could not avoid another visit to Pool Street Motors.


    In the morning I told myself that it would seem indecent to appear there too early, but that wasn’t the real reason for taking my time. At ten I walked up to the garage, and for one wild moment, seeing the Volvo standing out there in the forecourt, I thought I might simply climb in and drive away. Then I noticed Clayton standing inside the self-service shop and watching me through the window. I had time to extend him my mental thanks for having saved me from stupid cowardice.


    They had cleaned it for me, and polished it even, and it stood there, four-square and with its tyres at proper pressures, as stolid and reassuring as ever. I walked round it, and stood back, strangely reluctant to slip behind the wheel. Then Clayton was at my elbow.


    ‘You’ll see I got it taxed,’ he said. ‘We filled the tank, put you a new battery in, and it’s going a treat. I ran it round the houses myself. Just great.’


    ‘It’s good of you.’


    ‘Did you fix up the insurance?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Never mind. I can do that. A year’s insurance on the house.’


    ‘The MOT...must’ve run out.’


    ‘Done it,’ he said with eager pride. ‘Relined the rear brakes and put you two new brake pipes in.’


    ‘That’s nice.’


    I saw that the keys dangled in the ignition lock. My eyes had been on them for the last few minutes, as I had no wish to meet Clayton’s gaze, but nothing had been registering. Now it did. There were three keys.


    I opened the door and slipped them from the lock. One for ignition and the doors, a separate one for the boot, and the third...it was a cylinder lock key, which I recognised as the key to the side door at the Social Security office, my private key for when I’d needed to go there after hours. But it was here. I’d left it here, with the car.


    For a second my mind stumbled over it. When I managed to speak, it didn’t sound like my own voice.


    ‘Why was the car here?’ I asked. ‘You kept it here. Why?’


    Now I’d turned to face him. He looked startled. ‘You don’t know?’


    ‘You know damned well I don’t.’


    ‘It wouldn’t start. You’d parked it over there, in the corner, when you came.’


    ‘On that day?’


    He nodded.


    ‘November the 16th, sixteen months ago?’


    He was shaking his head, my attitude baffling him. ‘That day, yes. You’d left it there. You were hours – bloody hours – mooching round the garage, seeing the lads at the back, arguing...’


    I had a thought. ‘Was one of them Charlie Graham?’


    ‘What? I don’t see...’


    ‘Do you know him?’


    ‘Of course. One of the lads here, that day.’


    ‘So I spoke to him?’


    ‘Spoke to him! Man, you had a right up-and-downer with him.’


    Clayton was smiling, though I could see nothing amusing.


    ‘You mean, we fought?’


    ‘As near as dammit.’


    ‘What about?’


    ‘As though you don’t...all right, so you don’t. You were stirring things up, that’s what. Threatening this and that.’


    I sighed. I didn’t think I’d have done any threatening, but I let it go. I was feeling more relaxed. One of my memories had been confirmed as fact. I knew Charlie Graham, and I’d met him. I didn’t want to pursue the rest at the moment.


    ‘Let’s get back to the car,’ I said.


    ‘What’s the gripe? I don’t see it.’


    ‘You said it wouldn’t start, so I left it here. Right?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘What was wrong with it?’


    ‘For heaven’s sake!’ He raised his palm at my expression. ‘All right! But how can I say, now? We didn’t get to it till yesterday. By that time the whole engine had to be checked. We found a loose wire on the coil – no, the distributor, it was – it could’ve been that. Now are you satisfied?’


    Far from it. I walked round the car again. It had never let me down before.


    ‘Or you could’ve over-choked it,’ he suggested.


    ‘Sure. I suppose I could.’


    But I’d left it there with the keys in, and God knows how long it’d been there before somebody pushed it round into the repair bay. That night and the next day must have been chaotic. But from there I had walked to the office. That much was fact; it was in the office car park, from which the side door opened, that I’d been waylaid. Now it appeared that I hadn’t even had the side door key with me. I had gone to the office when there was no point in it, unless I’d wanted merely to leave my briefcase there, and without a key to get in with. Were those facts?


    Partly to take my mind from it, to take things easily as I’d promised myself, I changed the subject. I turned to him and spoke pleasantly.


    ‘What’s this about a bribe?’


    To my surprise he was suddenly angry. ‘For God’s sake, you must know that!’


    ‘I don’t know it. I’ve been told. You said nothing yesterday, not a blind word.’


    ‘I thought you knew.’


    ‘You chatted, and discussed your wife, with a bribe between us?’


    He stood there, looking like an embarrassed grizzly, and shook his head in disbelief. ‘You should’ve said,’ he pleaded. ‘Oh Lord, I dunno. How could you! If you want to know, it was right at the end. It all seemed stupid to me. I mean, you can’t walk in and calmly raise hell...But there you were, saying you’d have to do a lot more work on the books, and you wanted to take ‘em away. Got my goat, that did.’


    I could remember something had got his goat. ‘But it’s not unusual. Didn’t mean the end of the world. We’d have sorted something out between us.’


    ‘That’s what you said then. Sort something out.’


    I stared at him, read his expression. ‘So it was assumed I was hinting at a bribe. Go on, Mr Clayton. What happened next?’


    ‘You don’t have to take that tone with me.’


    ‘Don’t I? You’re telling me the reason you chased after me and bounced me on the head with a spanner, and you’re complaining about my tone!’


    ‘I told you I didn’t do that.’


    ‘Oh, get on with it, for God’s sake.’


    ‘My wife had some petty cash in the drawer, in an envelope.’


    ‘Nearly six hundred pounds, I understand. It doesn’t sound petty to me.’ It would have been receipts for odd jobs paid for in cash, and therefore not reaching the books. It certainly sounded like the sort of place where I’d have found plenty of trouble.


    ‘She had this money,’ he said through his teeth, ‘and she saw where the smoke was blowing, so when she handed over the wages book she slipped the envelope inside it.’


    ‘And I was aware of this?’


    ‘Of course you were, or what’d be the point.’


    ‘And you were, too?’


    ‘Not till after you’d left. Then I found out. The stupid cow. I was wild, I can tell you. I’d have called your bluff...’


    ‘So you came after me and tried to brain me, to get it back?’


    ‘I came after you. I found you unconscious.’


    ‘Well thanks. You found me unconscious, and your first thought was your damned money.’


    ‘I didn’t lie about it. That’s what I told the police.’


    ‘Then don’t sound so smug about it.’


    I was getting him angry again. ‘Are you coming into the office for that insurance cover?’ he demanded, looking as though one word more would have him tearing my arms out.


    ‘I’ll be in...give me a minute.’


    When he turned away I slid behind the wheel and stared for a while through the windscreen, seeing nothing. It was clear that I’d created quite a whirlwind of trouble at this place on November the 16th, sixteen months before. But that meant I’d found trouble, and so far the only hint of anything serious had been my memory of George Peters’ statement, and that had been dredged from a mind I could not trust. And even that could surely not have attracted a £600 bribe. There had to be a misunderstanding over that, one that had infuriated Tony Clayton.


    It surely wouldn’t have required an adjustable spanner to put it right.


    Angry at the thought, I climbed out of the car.


    ‘And they’ve been using the boot to dump their rubbish,’ I said, marching into the self-service shop, and having opened the boot lid to see whether my tools were still there.


    Annoyed, he stamped out after me, to check. I’d left the boot lid up.


    The Volvo’s boot is huge. You could’ve camped in it. What they’d dumped inside it was one of those large black plastic bags that garages use for their rubbish. This one was bulging with something, its neck tied tightly with string.


    The something, I now realised, had a pattern of bumps that created a picture of the contents, and it wasn’t sundry rubbish. It had the shape of a human being, curled in foetal position. Tentatively, I touched it, and I must have disturbed the seal the string had made. There was a gentle hiss.


    Clayton fell back, gasping, a hand to his mouth. I managed to choke: ‘Ring the police.’ Then I slammed the lid shut and ran for the corner of the forecourt, and was very sick.


    When I felt well enough to search him out, he was in the small cubby-hole behind the cash desk, which the two cashiers used as a retreat for their breaks. There was a table and three wooden chairs in there (I recognised them as old ones from the main office upstairs) and a coffee machine on the wall. I paid for two plastic cups of it. He was sitting at the table with his head in his hands, moaning: ‘Tessa, Tessa,’ to himself.


    I slid the cup under his nose and told him to drink that, and: ‘Who’s Tessa?’


    ‘My wife.’ He lifted his harrowed face. ‘My wife!’ he repeated frantically.


    ‘Don’t be a damned fool. She’s only been missing a week, and that – out there – God knows how long...’


    His mouth writhed. ‘You’re sure?’


    I couldn’t be sure of anything, but I made myself sound sure. ‘That thing must’ve been there months.’


    It certainly hadn’t been there on November 16th, sixteen months before, when I’d left the car behind. At that time, Clayton and I had both gone out of circulation. That thought seemed to occur to him. His thoughts were always selfish. Fractionally he brightened, reaching for his cup, sipping it, looking up.


    ‘You put sugar in it.’


    ‘Sorry. You on a diet?’


    ‘Prison food. You know.’


    ‘I can guess.’


    Then we stared at each other, aware that we were talking round what we didn’t want to face.


    ‘Then who d’you think it could be?’ he asked anxiously.


    ‘Let’s just wait, shall we.’


    At that moment a police patrol car drew on to the forecourt and two uniformed officers stepped out, eyes seeking and probing in all directions. By the time I’d got out to meet them, a grey Renault drove in from the other direction, doing a skid stop. Two more men, in casual clothes. One of them I knew, having had various dealings with the local CID on minor fraud cases. Sergeant Bill Porter, solid and humourless and unflappable. He had been the one to visit me, officially, several times at the convalescent home. It was to him I naturally turned.


    ‘It’s in there, Bill.’


    I pointed at the boot of the Volvo. He nodded. No greeting. He went and lifted the boot lid, stared, prodded gently, and stepped back, slamming it again. Then he had a few words with his mate, who returned to the Renault and began to talk on his radio, and to the two uniformed men, who began to remove no-go signs from the back of the Rover.


    ‘I’ll need to speak to the boss,’ said Porter. ‘Know where he is?’


    I jerked a thumb. ‘He’s in there.’


    ‘Will you dig him out for me – I’d better stay here.’


    I nodded, and turned on my heel. Clayton was slumped over the coffee cup, which was now the centre of his universe. I told him he was wanted outside. He shook his head, I thought at first in refusal, but he began levering himself to his feet.


    ‘You know what they’ll think. It’ll have to be me.’ He’d said it in despair. Then he stared at me belligerently. ‘Once you’ve been inside...’


    ‘Don’t start on that again, and for God’s sake try to get a hold on yourself. We know nothing yet. Nothing. Come on, he’s waiting.’


    But not with impatience. Sergeant Porter was smoking placidly. He turned as we approached, and if he recognised Clayton – he’d surely have done so – there was no sign of it.


    ‘I’m afraid we’re going to be causing you some trouble, sir,’ he said. ‘There’ll be some big brass around, and this area’s going to be cordoned off. It’ll be inconvenient, I know. But it can’t be helped. Sorry.’


    Clayton flapped a bit, not sure what his attitude was supposed to be, then he wandered away to watch what the uniformed men were doing, checking how many pumps could now be operated, and went to tell his staff what it was all about. He was back in business.


    ‘What d’you know about this, Cliff?’ the sergeant asked.


    ‘It’s my car. It’s been stored here since the assault...’ He nodded. ‘I came to pick it up. They’d got it ready for the road. I found that in the boot.’


    ‘The car’s been here...how long?’


    ‘Sixteen months.’


    ‘Hmm! A bit of unpleasant work for the pathologist, then. I’ll be talking to you later. Hang around.’ He nodded. I wandered away.


    He’d sounded friendly, but I didn’t know how long that would last. I went to find Clayton.


    There was an uneasy silence in the repair section at the back. The corrugated walls were not ringing with activity. I found the four men in a corner, gathered around Clayton, who was telling them what had happened to the best of his knowledge.


    This was the first time I’d got a good look at them without their face masks and the right way up. I didn’t recognise one of them, then wondered why I should expect to. Clayton saw me watching and thrust his way through the group, coming over to seize my arm.


    ‘What’s happening?’


    ‘Nothing yet. Try to relax, can’t you. Are these the men who were here the day I came...’


    ‘Have we got to talk about that, with this happening?’


    ‘Seems a good time. We’ll be stuck here for hours. Were they?’


    ‘You know damn well they weren’t.’ He was walking away from me, not so much impatient as uninterested.


    ‘Heh!’ I called after him. He’d gone out the back and I caught him at the foot of the outside staircase. ‘Don’t come that with me,’ I said, tugging at the tail of his jacket. ‘There were three, that day. Let’s have their names.’


    Looking down and back at me, he seemed suddenly confident, and his memory of it angered him.


    ‘Don’t think you can stir that up again. You’ll never find ‘em now, anyway, and they wouldn’t talk to you, any more than they did then. Trying to make ‘em admit...whatever it was you were after, and God knows what that was.’


    I let him go, and he stamped on up. I stared after him, remembering how I’d climbed those stairs that day, wearily and dispiritedly because I knew I wasn’t getting anywhere, knowing it’d be so much easier all round to tear up the four statements and pretend I’d never seen Clayton’s team...


    Four statements! I ran up and burst into the office. He was standing at the window, hands on his hips, staring out at nothing.


    ‘How many were there?’ I demanded.


    ‘How many what?’


    ‘Men, that day, in the working bay. I said three, and you didn’t contradict me. Was it three?’


    ‘Three men,’ he said savagely, not turning to look at me. ‘All working on their own jobs and minding their own business.’


    Yet the number four had come into my mind. Tear up four statements, I’d thought, and it’d come without prompting.


    ‘Yet there were four statements,’ I said quietly, to myself, really, but he pounced on the words, whirling on me.


    ‘That was it, wasn’t it! That was what it was all about. Making out there’d been an accident, going on and on about it. What accident? What bloody accident, that’s what I want to know!’


    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Take it easy. If you went on like that, it’s no wonder we finished up shouting at each other.’


    He raised his shoulders, slapped his hands against his thighs, and flopped down into his chair.


    ‘That’s better,’ I said. ‘Now...if I came here about an accident, and you said there wasn’t one, then I’d get statements all round, then go back to the person who’d said there was, and have another go. It’s not something I’d go wild about and upset everybody. If the worst came to the worst, I’d arrange a confrontation. Somebody says he’s had an accident here, and you say there wasn’t, then the thing to do is get you face to face...’


    ‘What the devil are you talking about?’ he asked wearily, looking at me as though I was insane.


    ‘You said there hadn’t been an accident...’


    ‘Of course there’re accidents. We get ‘em all the time. But not your accident. Not the one you were chuntering about. And how could we come face to face, as you say? You daft or something? The poor bugger was dead.’


    ‘Dead?’


    ‘Why else did you come round?’


    ‘I’d had...I don’t...a statement...’ I realised I was babbling, and shut my mouth firmly. There seemed no solidity in the room, none in my memory. I’d actually recalled the words of George Peters as he wrote them on his statement. Nothing less could have brought me to this place. And George Peters had been alive.


    ‘Well say it, say it,’ he demanded angrily. Clayton was the sort of man who can spot an uncertainty or weakness in a flash, and not hesitate to take advantage. There was a sneering challenge in his voice.


    ‘Who had died?’ I asked carefully.


    Lifting his chin, he said: ‘A chap called Colin Rampton. Mean anything, does it?’ Now he was looking at me with one raised eyebrow, my sanity still in doubt.


    I shook my head. The name meant something, but it was too vague to capture.


    ‘Just one of the fellows who used the garage for their own purposes. They paid a small fee. Not employed by me. Get it? Do I make myself clear?’


    Oh yes, I got it. He was pressing in with his advantage because of my uncertainty, and had clearly brought up the nucleus of our difficulties that day. He’d been worried about his insurance position in the event of a damages claim.


    ‘This Colin Rampton...he’d been working on his own car, down in the repair shop?’


    ‘No fee from him, mind you. Worked for our accountant. You see, try proving he worked for me. Can’t have two jobs at the same time.’


    Then I had it. Of course, Colin Rampton had been Michael Orton’s assistant. I’d met him once or twice at Orton’s office.


    ‘Cut it out, Clayton,’ I said wearily. ‘So Rampton worked for Michael Orton. So he used the repair shop for free. Right? Can we go on from there?’


    He shrugged, and at last took his eyes from me, abruptly bored with baiting me. ‘This was ten days before you came around, making a nuisance of yourself. Who was working for who! As though that bloody mattered. The other three were regulars, but you had to...’


    ‘Was Charlie Graham one of the three?’ I suddenly wondered.


    ‘Yes. D’you want to hear this or not?’


    ‘Please,’ I said, acting meek.


    ‘This Rampton character wanted to do some work on his track rod ends...’


    ‘The steering ball joints?’ I asked that because that was what George Peters had called them in his statement.


    ‘I suppose, I suppose. But he wasn’t going to wait till the hydraulic lift was clear. Not him. Clever dick. Had to put it on a couple of jacks...’


    ‘Chocking the back wheels with bricks?’ George Peters had said that.


    ‘I suppose. I don’t know, do I!’


    ‘And this was Colin Rampton?’


    ‘Who else, for Chrissake! Will you listen. There he was, lying on his back right under the sump. The bleeding twit. And the whole bloody lot ran off the jacks.’


    ‘On its own?’


    ‘Of course on its own. How else...’


    ‘And killed him?’


    ‘With a ton of car on his chest, what d’you think!’


    ‘And did Charlie Graham see this?’


    ‘It was him you had the barney with.’


    ‘Did I? I wonder why.’


    ‘Mate, you ain’t the only one who’s wondering. Whatsa-matter with you, anyway? It’s straight enough. Didn’t come under my insurance cover.’


    I wasn’t hearing him any more. The accident was right, and it was wrong. Or rather, it was wrong when set against my memory of George Peters’ statement. Desperately, I tried again.


    ‘It was his chest?’


    ‘Lying underneath...’


    Not his arm?’


    ‘His damned chest. It was crushed. He was dead.’


    ‘I had a statement…’


    ‘From a dead man,’ he jeered.


    ‘From a man with a crushed arm. His statement. His accident. You just described it – apart from the other car.’


    ‘What car?’


    ‘Something nudged his car off the jacks. What else could that be but a car?’


    ‘There wasn’t any other car! You don’t know what you’re saying, that’s the trouble. Never did, if you ask me. You’re rambling.’


    ‘He was alive and he gave me a statement.’ No he didn’t – he made out a withdrawal! my brain shouted.


    ‘Who? Who did, then? Tell me that.’


    I walked away from his restlessly. Strip it all clear of imagination, and my only item of reality was Charlie Graham. Dearly, now, I wished to meet him again. He was all I had to cling to.


    ‘You can’t say, can you!’ Clayton shouted. ‘You’re walking away from it.’


    I stopped at the door. I had been walking away. I stopped and looked back. One possibility...Was one of your men – that day, the day of the crushed chest – was one of them named George Peters?’


    His breath came out with a whoosh, and he nearly strangled himself fighting to recover it. ‘George...’ he gasped.


    Was he working in the repair bay when Colin Rampton had his chest crushed?’


    ‘What! Him!’ He had control of himself, but his eyes glinted before they slid away. ‘George do any work! That’s a laugh.’ He tried to laugh, but it was only a weak cough. ‘You wouldn’t see him around here.’


    ‘You know him, then?’


    ‘Of course I damned well know him. He’s my stepson.’


    I still had my hand on the doorknob, and stood there like a fool, trying to make sense of it all. If George Peters didn’t work there, and if, in any event, he’d withdrawn his claim to Industrial injury Benefit, then I’d have had no reason to come round to Pool Street Motors. Yet an accident had happened here, just as described in his statement. If there had been a statement at all! My memory could have tossed it around, having recorded an accident from the time I heard about Colin Rampton’s death, and subconsciously associated a crushed arm with a crushed chest.


    The door opened against me. Sergeant Bill Porter looked down as my hand fell from the knob.


    ‘I wouldn’t go down there right now if I were you. They’re just taking him away.’


    This was Porter at his most casual, which meant he was intensely serious. I turned away at once. ‘There’s something?’ I asked.


    ‘The MO’s had a look at him, but he couldn’t give us much. You’ll understand, there’s been some deterioration, but there’s a skull fracture that seems to have been the cause of death. It was a young man in his twenties, say five feet seven, blond, all his own teeth. We’ll get more later, of course. One thing that helps, though. There’s a plaster cast on his right arm. It’d been broken. Mean anything, does it?’


    ‘Oh sure,’ I heard myself say. The voice seemed to come from a distance. ‘We know him. Name’s George Peters. Clayton’s stepson, he says. Only they put the cast on the wrong place, ‘cause it was his chest that got it...got it...Then they put him in a black bag till I came round asking for him, but they didn’t know I’d lent him my p...pen, with the slopin’ nib...to do his statement, so they had to hide him in my car...as far as I know...as far as I remember...remember...’


    I heard Porter saying something about getting a chair quick, but everything was happening with intense clarity, and then, I suppose, I passed out. Nobody to blame but myself. I’d been warned. No stress, they’d said. Well all right, so I’d just give it a little rest...
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    I was sitting in one of the plastic chairs, Porter’s face close and concerned. The clarity was still with me. His concern was genuine, though to reach it I had to examine every fleck in his eyes, every shade in the wrinkles round them. I had not thought of him as old, and perhaps it was weariness that channelled the lines from mouth to chin. His lips were dry, chapped, as though he’d been out in a chill wind. His ears were red, I saw. Colours were particularly bright. His tie was a piercing green.


    Somewhere in the background Clayton was saying, over and over: ‘I don’t know what happened...what happened...’


    ‘I’m all right,’ I said to Porter’s face, but no flicker of expression eased his anxiety, so perhaps it had not been aloud. ‘I’m all right.’ This was a great effort, and I felt my lips moving.


    Then Porter sighed, and he stood back. ‘You gave me a right turn. What was it?’


    How could I explain that for a moment my mind had flown away? Clayton was offering me a glass of water and I took it, to put off the explanations, the rim chattering against my teeth.


    ‘I could get a doctor,’ Clayton said, moving about in distress, his own face harrowed, but probably because the body could be that of his stepson, I decided.


    I realised that my brain was working again. I’d captured a thought and held it. Porter was considering me soberly, and I felt that some understanding passed between us.


    ‘No,’ he decided. ‘I don’t think that’ll be necessary.’ Then he turned to Clayton. ‘Was it true, what he said? That it could be your stepson, George Peters?’


    Clayton ran his hands in agitation over his hair, then made a series of gestures of vague dismissal. But he considered the possibility seriously.


    ‘My wife’s lad,’ he said. ‘George. Yes. Could be. But not as tall as you said. More like five-six. But the rest...I suppose it fits. And he did get his arm broken – my wife told me that. Tessa. She said he’d done that.’


    ‘She had to tell you?’ asked the sergeant smoothly, feeling his way.


    ‘He wasn’t living with us, if that’s what you mean. Then. Hadn’t been for years, since he was around sixteen.’ He looked into Porter’s bland face. ‘I’m talking about a year ago. More. Sixteen months ago, when I got arrested...you know.’


    ‘I remember.’


    ‘Then he’d got a busted arm. Had it a week or ten days before, I think.’


    I’d erected an invisible filter around my mind, so that it allowed in only the facts I could assimilate. So far, I was doing fine. We were talking about the George Peters I’d interviewed at 17C Rock Street.


    ‘You don’t seem to know much,’ said Porter bleakly. ‘Not much help.’


    The scorn jerked Clayton into a predictable response. He’d been too wary, still viewing Porter with suspicion, but Porter knew how to play it.


    ‘What the hell d’you expect?’ Clayton demanded. ‘He was my stepson, thirteen when me and Tessa got hitched. I liked the lad, he’d got a cheeky smile and a sense of fun. You wouldn’t have thought he was hers...’ He stopped, shrugging, looking at Porter to see whether he was to be reproved for drifting into irrelevancy. But Porter merely paused in his wandering tour of the office to glance up and nod. Clayton licked his lips and went on, more quietly now, more confidently.


    ‘For a while I thought we’d got something going, me and him. Used to go to football matches together, and we even went to Brum for the ice skating. He was good, me lousy.’ He gave a small, twinkling chuckle of laughter. ‘I got to thinking of him as my own boy. That’s how it should be, you know. It all depends on how you think, and for a while it was me and him, understanding what we was both after, and how we was gonna get it. Sort of. But he was brighter than me. Quicker. Sharper. Was doing great at school, and I was thinking – well, you dream a bit I suppose, everybody does – thinking about which University he’d go to. He was best in maths. Yeah, he’d have made a good scientist. But then he flopped in his O-levels, and we had one great almighty row about it, and I found there was nothing I could say to him or do with him. I dunno. Maybe I shouldn’t’ve shouted at him. I do, you know. Shout. The bloody temper, it runs away with me...’


    ‘We know about your temper,’ said Porter gently, reading one of the certificates in motor engineering that Clayton had acquired through the years, and had framed so lovingly. Clayton himself might have yearned to go to University, and would never have understood George’s rejection of the same dream. ‘Don’t blame yourself.’


    Clayton snorted his contempt. He’d blame himself if he felt like it, and nobody was going to rob him of that.


    ‘The young bugger went wild, no disputing that. Tessa couldn’t do anything with him, only excuse him, even when it got on to...’ He stopped. ‘I’m not goin’ to accuse him of anything I couldn’t prove.’


    ‘But?’ Porter raised his eyebrows.


    ‘But I reckoned he was on drugs. Some of the louts he went round with – I knew they were sniffing or shooting, or whatever they do. And of course, with me keeping an eye on him every minute, you can bet he couldn’t wait to get off on his own. Which he did. When he was sixteen. Just upped and offed, and even if he’d never got one O-level to his name, I’d have given him a job. He knew that. But no. Off he went, and from then on it was just bits and pieces of news from time to time.’ He stopped, looking anxious, wondering what he might have said and shouldn’t have done.


    Sergeant Porter moved one of the chairs, stared at the result, moved it back. A shaft of sunlight angled his jaw. ‘And one of these bits of news was that he’d broken his arm?’


    I cleared my throat. ‘Crushed,’ I said. ‘Not broken. Though of course, the crushing...’


    ‘You know where he was staying?’ Clayton demanded.


    ‘Knew,’ I said. ‘At the time. When I came here that day.’


    ‘You didn’t tell me,’ he said accusingly.


    ‘I didn’t know he was your stepson.’


    Porter had been looking from one to the other of us. He interrupted. ‘Let’s keep to the point for now. ‘He’d left home. You heard bits of news, from time to time. Presumably, by way of your wife?’


    Clayton grimaced. ‘I suppose she kept in touch with him. Somehow, it got so that we never spoke about George. She knew he’d let me down...you know. But I knew she gave him money. From the firm’s petty cash. It was often short, but I said nothing.’


    Something about the way he said that caught Porter’s attention. ‘It annoyed you?’


    ‘He could’ve bloody-well come to me. But what she gave him was only going to buy drugs for him. That made me wild, I can tell you. I’d have looked after him, not fed the filthy habit...’


    ‘Sure you would,’ said Porter evenly. His eyes were on me. ‘So what we’ve got is that he injured his arm about ten days before he was last seen – that’s on present knowledge.’


    ‘Did I say that?’ Clayton demanded, looking from Porter to me, to Porter. ‘Did I?’


    Porter still didn’t look directly at him. ‘I seem to have got that impression from somewhere. But no doubt your wife’s seen him since.’


    ‘No. She said she was worried.’


    ‘Said? When did she say she was worried?’


    ‘Told me she was.’


    He seemed reluctant to expand on it. Porter looked away from me. I’d got the message. We’d both seen the same possibility. I sat back, feeling good, because my brain was still working well on making logical conclusions. I could afford to let Porter make the running.


    ‘Let’s get this clear,’ he said to Clayton. ‘This George Peters was seen on that day, November the 16th, at which time he was alive but had an injured arm. So far, we’ve got nobody who’s seen him since then. Maybe we’ll come up with somebody, but for now...last seen on the same day that you, Mr Clayton, bounced our friend, here, on the head. From that time, you didn’t get much chance to speak to your wife about your stepson. So I just wondered – when did she say she was worried about him?’


    ‘Visiting days. You know...at Winson Green. You gotta talk about something, and when you’re waiting for a visit, then hundreds of things come into your mind, but when the time comes they’re gone.’


    ‘So maybe we’d better talk to your wife about him.’ Porter’s tone made it a question, his shrug just a comment. ‘Can you ring home and get her here? No...perhaps we’d better go there ourselves. The Super will want to give her the news.’


    ‘She’s not at home.’


    ‘Oh? Where then?’


    ‘She’s kind of...well, done a bunk herself.’ It embarrassed Clayton to say it, in the context of what had gone before. Two of his family disappeared. ‘She hasn’t been around since I got out.’


    ‘Well now...’ said Porter.


    There was a freshly-kindled despair in Clayton’s eyes, and with surprise I realised he might have been cherishing the possibility that his wife had joined her son somewhere. Perhaps he’d been ashamed of that possibility, or he’d have mentioned it to me, ashamed that they’d link together their fear of him.


    ‘Then perhaps we’d better find her,’ said Porter as the door opened.


    The three men who entered were apparently senior officers, outranking Porter, though there was no deference in Porter’s voice.


    ‘This is Superintendent Rogers,’ he said, making a gesture towards the tall slim man with the silver hair, who led the way. ‘And Chief Inspector Caldicott.’ A bull of a man, thrusting and powerful. There was no introduction of the third man, so I’d been wrong about him. The way he melted into the background and produced a notebook suggested he could be a CID constable.


    ‘I think we’ve got an identification,’ Porter told them. ‘George Peters. Stepson of Mr Clayton, here.’


    The silver-haired man looked dubious. He glanced at me. ‘And this is?’


    ‘The body was in his car. Clifford Summers.’


    ‘Got his address?’


    ‘I can always find him, sir.’


    ‘Right. He can go.’


    Then, to all intents and purposes, I was surplus furniture. Quietly, I slid out of the office and down the outside staircase. There was a rope barrier around my car, and a team of men swarming over it. As it had been sitting in its corner of the repair bay for over a year, and had been washed and polished, there’d be little to find. No doubt, in due course, they’d be wanting my fingerprints for comparison purposes, but for the moment everybody was leaving me in peace. But that couldn’t last long. I was intimately involved. Somebody – probably Bill Porter himself – would be worrying me for a statement. He’d said he knew where to find me. Probably he meant my Aunt Peg’s place. I’d been living there at the time of the assault. Strange he’d remember that, and strange that he’d know I was still there.


    In any event, I had no intention of sitting around at Aunt Peg’s, worrying her, just so that Porter could walk in on me. I took a bus into town and had lunch at a cafeteria I’d used in the old days, but which had lost its attractions, then went for a walk in the park.


    It was a fine day. After a severe winter, spring had seemed to come late and hesitantly, as though hovering in the wings wondering: is it my turn yet? Now it was here. The beds were ablaze with daffs and early tulips and forsythia. I’d been home a month and not been into the park once. Now I knew why. I was now wallowing in recaptured memories, and I had not previously sought them. No...I’d actually been afraid of them, sharp and bitter memories of what might have been, when I’d brought my briefcase there on fine days and eaten sandwiches and fed the pigeons, sometimes sitting by the pool and feeding the ducks. The reluctance had been the symptom, the cause was my miserable self-pity.


    Returning to my home town had perhaps been a mistake. I hadn’t at the time been certain whether to explore for memories or avoid them. Well, Clayton had broken into the mood, thrusting me into a spiral of recall. And now...now I strolled the paths in the park, wondering whether it might be here that I’d discover I was drained of curiosity, and I could at last leave the district and seek a new life.


    That, I decided, was what I was there for. In this park, in this town, everything was drenched with memories, and I now knew they were not healthy for me. I was a man with an allergy who’d plunged himself into a greenhouse full of the flowers he used to love.


    After a while I left the park and turned towards the Social Security office. I had to tell Nicola what had happened, that I wouldn’t, after all, have a car in which to take her out to dinner...and recalled that we’d done that, and used her car. No – I was going to tell Nicola that I was intending to leave the district as soon as the police allowed me to. It was better to face one fact, that only Nicola would care. And Aunt Peg, of course. Could I leave Aunt Peg? I wondered.


    This time I went in by way of the car park and the side entrance, which was unlocked. Straight up the stairs and into the Inspector’s office, no hesitation, the words on my lips: I couldn’t care tuppence any more about a day lost from my memory.


    She wasn’t there. Idiot...I should have looked for her car in the car park. I sat for a moment at my old desk, and glanced out of the window at the same old view. From there I’d watched the seasons change in the park across the way. She’d shifted the phone farther away, and had a personal calendar in front of her pen tray. There was a signet ring in the pen tray. Hers? I lifted it out. Yes – N. W. I wondered why she’d left it there, and remembered a question I’d been intending to ask her. What had happened to my notebook? We all carried notebooks, secretarial types with the fold at the top. Mine hadn’t been in the envelope she’d given me. They were Stationery Office issue, so I suppose were legally the property of the Department, but the notes in mine had been personal to me, and therefore my possessions. This was the only reason I wanted to find it. Nothing to do with prompting my memory.


    I’d worked my way down to the bottom desk drawer before I realised the office door behind me was open.


    ‘Oh, it’s you, Clifford,’ said Claud Martin mildly. ‘I thought I heard Miss Waldron...’


    This was twice I’d seen him on his feet. My ex-manager was developing into quite an expert liar. He’d seen me walking into the car park and guessed where I’d be. I tried to match his smile, but he’d had longer to work his into a suitable shape.


    ‘I’m looking for my old notebook.’


    ‘You should have come to me.’


    ‘You’ve got it?’


    ‘No. But I could have told you. The man from HQ took it with him. It could have been...’


    ‘Evidence?’


    ‘Useful. In re-creating what you’d done that day.’


    ‘That’s just why I was looking for it.’


    ‘You don’t know?’


    ‘Almost a complete blank.’


    ‘Ah...yes...’ He held out his arm. It was the professional shuffling gesture, the one that eased you out of doors. ‘Well, I wouldn’t worry. There was nothing. Nothing worth remembering.’


    He had me out in the corridor, the latch making a solid little click behind us.


    ‘That’s what I’m beginning to realise,’ I agreed, smiling again, this time with more assurance.


    We stood and looked at each other, each waiting for the other to make the first move. He could hardly order me out of the building, but was reluctant to turn his back on me. I’d got one of my stubborn moods coming over me. They usually arrive when I feel myself being pressured. I held the smile. He cleared his throat.


    ‘Well…’


    He turned on his heel and walked back to his room, and I felt a ridiculous and childish moment of triumph.


    Then I went to have a word with the Local Insurance Officer.


    If there’s one thing an Insurance Officer likes it’s to be interrupted. His job is to consider all the difficult, borderline cases that come to hand, those claims and applications that do not quite fit into the framework of the laid-down normal circumstances. To assist him, the Commissioner has pronounced a series of precedents, which have arisen as each new deviation threatens not to fit into the legal regulations. It is the Local Insurance Officer’s job to consider the facts put before him and place them beside the various precedents that could have a bearing on the matter in hand. This is, or this isn’t. And sign it. You’d be surprised how difficult this is to do, sometimes. It’s a lonely job. An interruption is welcomed.


    For Frank Inskip, the responsibility of the decisions would weigh heavily. He looked up almost eagerly when I put my head in.


    ‘Got a minute, Frank?’


    His pen was slapped down on to his desk with a finality that gave me my answer. ‘Come in, Cliff. God, I’ve had a bloody awful day.’


    I drew up a chair and we sat almost knee to knee. His office was like that. I’d noticed it before, with him. He always seemed to attract clutter around him, as though surrounding himself with wagons against the marauding Indians.


    ‘What d’you know about industrial accidents, Cliff?’


    I laughed. ‘I’ve got the perfect defence, mate. I’ve lost my memory.’


    ‘Oh sure,’ he said doubtfully. ‘You wouldn’t like to look at this one?’


    ‘I wouldn’t. You want to get me sacked?’


    ‘You are...’ He stopped.


    ‘Voluntary retirement,’ I said gently. ‘I’m out of it, Frank. Do your own thinking, huh!’


    For a moment an expression of pettish temper ruffled his face. I thought perhaps I’d antagonised him, and regretted the impulse.


    ‘To tell you the truth, Frank,’ I said, gazing into his bulging, watery eyes, ‘I really came to pick your brains.’


    ‘Yeah?’ He blinked.


    I squeezed my forehead. ‘You know I’m having trouble with my memory...you’ve heard?’


    ‘Something.’ He was still suspicious.


    ‘I worry about it. A thought comes to my mind, and then I find I can’t argue it through, because I can’t remember things. For instance...’ I sat back. ‘The old self-employment fiddle...’ I left it hanging.


    ‘Why’d you want to remember that?’ he asked in surprise. ‘I’ll be glad when I can forget it.’


    ‘Clue me in, Frank. Go on.’


    ‘Why on earth...’ Then he grinned, licking his lips. ‘Yeah. You’ll want to know about Pool Street Motors, I reckon.’


    Well now, I’d never given him credit for such perception. Perhaps I’d misjudged him.


    ‘It wasn’t the self-employment fiddle,’ he told me with confidence. ‘If that’s what you think.’


    ‘No?’


    ‘The wages book was hardly readable, but everything was in order.’


    ‘Ah!’


    I fondled my forehead again, but this time because I’d recognised a twinge of the same trouble.


    ‘Cliff?’ Frank was looking at me anxiously.


    ‘And how many employees did you find, Frank?’


    ‘Hell! It’s a long while ago. Three, I think.’


    I still remembered having four statements. It was now assuming a ridiculous importance to me, because the issue was whether or not I’d had one from George Peters.


    ‘Frank,’ I said carefully, picking my words so that there’d be no misunderstanding, ‘you had my briefcase. You had what was in it. Can you remember just what that was?’


    ‘It’s a while back. I told you.’


    ‘All the same...’


    ‘Well...’ He lifted his head in an attitude of intense concentration. ‘You’d impounded all their books, and there was the usual stuff you’d carry around: receipt book, calculator, note book. You know.’


    ‘And four statements, Frank?’


    ‘No statements. A file for somebody – can’t remember the name now.’


    ‘George Peters?’


    ‘Could be. Yes, that was the name.’


    ‘And what had I done about it?’


    ‘Visited him. Must’ve done, though you hadn’t had time to write it up. A claim for SB...no, I tell a lie...it was for IB. He’d had an accident, and you’d got him to sign a withdrawal. That was it,’ he said with immense satisfaction.


    I went on sitting there, although I’d now received all the information Frank could give me. I didn’t think I could get to my feet.


    It was quite ridiculous that it should mean so much to me. There could be dozens of reasons why nothing fitted together, but by that time my memory had supplied sufficient information to present some sort of picture. It was this picture that was most in peril. Logic chipped at it remorselessly.


    If I’d obtained statements, they would have related to an accident. In that event, I’d have had no necessity to impound account books, and anyway, if, as Frank had told me, the wages records were in order, then there’d have been no reason to take them away. And yet I’d done that. They’d been in my briefcase. I had also been carrying nearly £600. What in God’s name could that have been for? An investigation into an accident could not have involved money. I couldn’t see in what way it could have involved a bribe, either. And there had been no statements in the briefcase. If Clayton had taken them out, they’d have been found on him.


    So perhaps the reason there’d been no statements was because I’d torn them up, in response to a hefty bribe. Assume that, and things began to come together, to produce at least some sort of logic. Not logic I felt like facing, mind you. But logic.


    ‘...if I can help you any more,’ Frank was saying.


    ‘No...no. You’ve been very helpful, Frank.’


    I levered myself to my feet. My legs seemed powerless. I tried to smile at him.


    ‘See you again?’


    He nodded, head cocked, anxiety in his eyes. I got out of his room and headed for the gents. Cold water on my face, and I felt better, well enough to put my head inside the Inspector’s office on my way past, but still sufficiently rocky that I was pleased she wasn’t back.


    Tomorrow, I told myself. Maybe I’d call in tomorrow.
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    Sergeant Porter called for me a little after eight. I’d just settled down with Aunt Peg to watch television, looking for a relaxing evening with distraction for my racing mind.


    ‘Coming for a drink?’ he asked at the door.


    ‘Pop in a sec’. Have a word with my aunt.’


    ‘Sure,’ said Bill, always willing to go along.


    They spoke as old friends, but I supposed they must have met at the time of my assault. Aunt Peg said something about had I got my key, and I said yes, and off we went.


    This was the sergeant’s own car, with no official radio, a Fiesta. To my surprise, he headed away from town.


    ‘My statement,’ I said. ‘I thought that was what you’d come for.’


    ‘Statement in the morning. Tonight, a drink, a chat.’ He drove a mile or so.


    ‘I thought you were being diplomatic. Calming my aunt’s fears.’


    ‘What fears?’


    ‘That I might become involved. I’ve had to tell her what’s happened.’


    ‘But still...there’s nothing to fear.’ He glanced sideways at me. I felt that, although I was staring straight ahead. ‘Is there?’


    I recalled that it had been Bill Porter who’d called to see me at the convalescent home, representing the police. But he’d called more often than his duty seemed to require. We’d discussed many things besides my job and my work. I half turned to him.


    ‘She’s my only living relative, Bill. She knows exactly what that blow to the head did to me, and how close it came to being final. I suspect they explained to her that it wasn’t just a matter of my life, but also my sanity. She hasn’t told me that, but sometimes I catch her eyes on me, considering and assessing. She worries, Bill. I wouldn’t want anything to increase her worries. You get what I mean?’


    He pursed his lips, and nodded. ‘I’m not arresting you.’ Then, when I made a sound of protest he laughed shortly. ‘Not yet, anyway.’


    That laugh had held no humour. Bill never conceded that anything could be amusing. I’d never seen him smile, though, from one or two of his remarks I often thought he seethed with laughter, somewhere way inside. I’d decided that pursing the lips was his closest imitation of a smile. I supplied a more genuine laugh for him, and sat back, relaxing.


    Bill drove us out somewhere into the country, to an isolated pub where he was known. If it had a sign I didn’t see it, and they certainly didn’t trouble to illuminate the exterior. The Snug was warm and cosy, full of clatter and chatter, with nobody who cared who we might be and what we might be discussing.


    We sat at a bench beside the open fireplace, a plain wooden table in front of us. It was a position from which it was possible to catch the barman’s eye. I took a mouthful of my half, and asked: ‘You knew where to find me?’


    ‘Of course. You were living there...then.’


    ‘But I might not have been, now.’


    ‘I’ve been keeping an eye on you, Cliff.’


    I watched his face disappear behind his uptilted glass, waited for it to reappear. ‘Don’t forget you’re driving.’


    ‘I’m all right. Don’t worry.’


    ‘Why were you interested in me?’


    ‘Clayton was due out. I thought you might be waiting for that. Maybe I was wrong. Revenge, Cliff. Retribution. It’s becoming quite the thing, these days.’


    ‘You were going to stop me?’


    ‘Well...that’s it, you see. I was interested to see if I would, when the time came. In any event, I kept an eye open.’


    ‘Good of you.’


    ‘All part of the service.’


    His eyes were on the next table, where two old chaps were playing dominoes. Casually he produced cigarettes and offered me one. I shook my head.


    ‘You’re not drinking,’ he said, as though that could be a crime.


    ‘I’m supposed to go easy on alcohol.’


    ‘Heh, that’s just fine.’ He was delighted. ‘Then you can drive back, which means...’ He raised a finger, and like magic a fresh brimming pint appeared in front of him.


    ‘Better give me your keys now,’ I suggested. ‘You might not be able to, later.’


    He slapped them on the surface in front of me. ‘And of course,’ he said, as though nothing had interrupted the thought, ‘Clayton might not have done it.’


    ‘By God,’ I said, ‘you’ve got a right attack of the funnies tonight. Clayton might not have done what? Banged me on the head? But you know he did. He was there, pocketing the money. I was there, unconscious.’


    ‘How do you know all this?’ he asked placidly, sucking at the glass.


    ‘I was told. Damn it, you told me.’


    ‘I told you the evidence we had. When the patrol car arrived you were face down on the step to the side door of your office. You’d been facing the door when you were hit, so even if you could remember anything about it, there’d be nothing you’d have seen. Your briefcase was open, stuff scattered around, and Clayton had that envelope of money in his pocket.’


    ‘It was his spanner, from the garage,’ I reminded him. ‘It was identified.’


    ‘Oh yes, that too. Your memory’s all right with things that’ve happened after you recovered. I mentioned that to you just once.’


    ‘I was naturally personally interested.’


    ‘Right. So it was all evidence. But circumstantial, and he never actually admitted the assault.’


    ‘He now definitely denies it.’


    ‘Ah!’ He looked down at the table gloomily, then up at me. ‘Does he?’


    I was feeling annoyed with his attitude. It was as though he blamed me for police errors. ‘But it was you who prosecuted him.’


    ‘Not me. My Super. That’s his job.’


    ‘But you’ve got doubts?’


    Then he turned suddenly and stared straight at me. ‘Cut it out, Cliff. You know what I’m talking about. How do you see it now?’


    ‘You’re the detective.’


    ‘What the hell d’you think I do?’ he demanded, the angry words sounding strange, as they were delivered without emotion. ‘Peer at clues through a magnifying glass? Put reams of logic together and produce a crook? You know it’s not like that. It’s a bit of instinct and a bit of luck, and putting two and two together. So I’m asking you, Cliff. You’ve got the same double two I’ve got. What d’you make of it now?’


    I should perhaps have been flattered by his confidence in my opinion, but I hesitated. To tell the truth, I’d done a little theorising, as he’d guessed, but I was naturally not prepared to bring anything out into the light in case that, too, crumbled into nothing, like my memories.


    ‘Go on,’ he said, nodding, but his eyes were bleak.


    I sighed. Suddenly I felt tired. In the fireplace a log collapsed and sparks flew. I put my foot on one, killing it before it got a hold. Killing my thoughts. I said:


    ‘Just an idea, Bill. We’ve got a stepson who might or might not have been on drugs. In any event, he’d got no known source of income, and Clayton had the idea his wife was letting him have money. If he was on drugs...well, I don’t know...but I believe it’s an expensive habit.’


    ‘Take my word for it. Expensive.’


    ‘So six hundred quid might not go very far. The lad’s mother might well have got that much together for him, in an envelope, in a drawer in the office. Maybe George would’ve sneaked around to the garage and picked it up, if I hadn’t turned up there. I’d seen him that morning. He wouldn’t want me to spot him at the garage, and I was there all that afternoon.’


    ‘Till after six.’


    ‘Right.’


    ‘Raising hell.’


    ‘So I believe, though I can’t remember that.’


    ‘You can’t remember seeing what happened to that envelope?’


    ‘Nothing.’


    ‘Pity. But somehow it got into your hands...’


    ‘Not my hands, Bill.’


    ‘So you remember that much?’


    ‘Clayton says, not my hands. She put it inside the wages book. So Clayton says. If we’re to believe him, I’d hinted at money helping things along. But I can’t accept I’d say that.’


    ‘Well now.’


    ‘What the devil does that mean?’


    ‘Take it easy, Cliff. Only commenting.’


    ‘All right. The money was inside the wages book. So Clayton says.’


    ‘And...’


    ‘I don’t know, Bill. I can only guess. But say she realised her husband had spotted the envelope in the drawer. She knew he’d be mad if he found out she was going to give such a large sum to her son, and she had to get rid of it. So she slipped it inside the wages book. It fits with what Clayton told me, that he found out about it after I’d left, which was why he chased after me.’


    ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘That much I could see. As a possibility. But how would it help her, giving you the money? I mean, you’d have it then.’


    ‘Oh...that. It would’ve been all right. In the morning, she could’ve come to me and said the petty cash envelope had got itself into the wages book by mistake, and I’d have given it back to her.’


    I looked at him. He was squinting through the smoke of a fresh cigarette, concentrating. Dominoes clattered on the next table.


    ‘Bill?’ I asked. ‘You with me?’


    ‘But that wasn’t how it happened,’ he said. ‘Was it?’


    ‘I don’t know. You tell me.’


    ‘There’s another possible construction. Her husband ran out after you, your car wouldn’t start, so you were on foot.’


    ‘Unless I took the bus.’


    His head jerked. Ash fell in his beer. ‘You remember that?’


    ‘No. It’s what I might have done.’


    He grunted. ‘Even so...it’s a matter of time. Say she rang her son. No – better – he rang her, just after Clayton had left. “Ma, where’s my money?” And she’d tell him: “The nasty Inspector man’s got it.” Of course, Peters knew you. He could well have been waiting for you...’


    ‘With a huge adjustable spanner in his pocket?’


    ‘From the garage,’ he said stiffly. ‘Don’t find obstacles, Cliff.’ He snapped a glance at me. ‘This is for you.’


    ‘Is it? I hadn’t realised. Then you’ll need all the obstacles you can find.’


    ‘What in God’s name does that mean?’


    I shook my head. ‘He could’ve been hanging round the garage all afternoon, but why would he arm himself with a spanner?’


    Bill considered it. ‘All right. Assume he was at the garage when his stepfather left. No phones involved. His mother told him, face to face. And off he dashed, taking a spanner with him, and managed to get there before Clayton.’


    ‘You’re stretching this a bit, Bill. For me, you said. But don’t strain yourself...’


    ‘You’re an ungrateful oaf, Cliff. Hear me out, damn you. George Peters got there first and bashed in your head. Clayton saw it happen. The lad ran away. Clayton rescued the money, and the patrol car arrived. Clayton took the blame, perhaps because he knew it’d break up his wife, perhaps because he thought even more of George than he said.’


    Then he was silent. I continued to sip at my beer, stretching it out, as Bill had stretched his theory. I wanted him to add the conclusion, but he wasn’t going to.


    ‘Isn’t that what you thought?’ he asked at last.


    ‘Something like.’


    ‘You see what it means?’


    ‘I still got my head bashed in. Whose hand doesn’t really interest me.’


    ‘Then it should.’


    ‘Oh...’ I looked at him, forcing him to say what I wanted to hear. ‘Why?’


    ‘The wrong man went to prison. The wrong meaning was put on the money. It was intended for George Peters, so it was not a bribe.’


    ‘Nobody’s actually said out loud that it was.’


    I said it in a steady voice, but inside there was singing.


    ‘It was said to me,’ he told me solemnly. ‘Out loud. There was much discussion about it, and how best to handle it.’


    ‘They decided on the best way.’


    ‘So now you know.’


    Then I realised how well he understood. It was not what they knew that mattered, but what I did. I grinned at him. ‘Now I know. Thanks, Bill.’


    He grimaced, and signalled for another beer in celebration.


    ‘There was no bribe,’ he said when it arrived. ‘There was nothing that would have attracted a bribe. No statements. You’d got a withdrawal from George Peters...’


    ‘Then why would I have gone to the garage, with no statement, and no accident to enquire about?’ I demanded.


    ‘Relax, Cliff. Peters could’ve told you about an accident, even though it wasn’t his own. It’s your memory that’s off-key. You went there – curiosity, perhaps – with this fixation of a car running off its jacks.’


    ‘Nudged. Peters said nudged.’


    ‘Said?’


    ‘Stated. In writing. I can see it, damn it.’


    Porter shrugged, gulped his beer, wiped the back of his hand across his lips.


    ‘Don’t shout at me, Cliff. I’m doing you a favour. Making sense, if that’s what you want. There was no bribe, and it looks as though the man who assaulted you is dead. George Peters. So why concern yourself with a different accident, which didn’t involve you as a Social Security Inspector at the time? Let it lie, man. Didn’t they tell you at the hospital that your memory couldn’t be relied on?’


    ‘They said that.’


    ‘Well then...’


    He was trying to be kind. I sat quietly while he absorbed two more pints, thinking it over. It was all very well, but what we were talking about wasn’t a simple memory, it had been a vivid image of George Peters struggling with his left hand to use my right-handed oblique nib, and putting those specific words on paper.


    ‘Want another?’ he asked.


    ‘No, thanks.’


    ‘Then we’d better go.’ He held out his hand for his keys.


    ‘Don’t you think I’d better drive?’


    He grimaced. ‘I’m at my peak.’


    I gave him back his keys. He seemed elated, as though the beer had brought him to a point close to laughter. I was nervous, getting into the car beside him, but he seemed confident, and drove steadily back to town.


    He drew up in front of my Aunt Peg’s.


    ‘I’ve got a witness, you know,’ I told him.


    He was lighting another cigarette. ‘Have you?’


    ‘Charlie Graham. He was at the garage the evening Colin Rampton died.’


    ‘Wrong accident,’ he said tersely.


    ‘I’ve got a feeling. Putting two and two together...wasn’t that what you said? I think Graham saw a car backing up.’


    ‘There was no car backing up.’


    ‘George Peters certainly saw it.’


    ‘There’s not a scrap of bloody evidence...’


    ‘And we had a barney, me and Graham.’


    ‘What the hell’s that got to do with it?’ He threw the cigarette angrily out of the window as I climbed out of the car.


    ‘I don’t know.’


    ‘Listen. I was just making suggestions. I wanted to help.’


    ‘Perhaps you have,’ I assured him. ‘I just wish I could see how.’


    He drove away. I watched him go, realising it had started to rain. Help me? All he’d done was set my mind pounding. Aunt Peg looked at me with concern. ‘You’re not drunk?’


    ‘You know I’m not.’


    ‘Something’s the matter with you.’


    ‘I’ll get straight to bed, if you don’t mind.’


    ‘Let’s hope you’re in a sunnier mood in the morning.’


    I couldn’t smile. Pecked at her cheek, but there was no warmth in it, cheek or peck. Sergeant Porter had said there’d been no second car involved in Colin Rampton’s death. So – who’d invented it, me or George Peters?


    I wasn’t going to be able to check that fact with him.
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    In the morning I rang the office and asked to speak to Nicola. The idea was to check whether the office had anything on Charlie Graham, such as his address. The telephonist said Nicola wasn’t in her room but she’d ring round, and while this was happening I realised I was no longer a member of the staff, just another civilian. She was not allowed to give out addresses to any-old-body who asked. I hung up quickly before they traced her.


    I took a bus into town. At the police station I was told that Sergeant Porter was out. I asked if anybody could tell me about my car, and I was sent up to see Chief Inspector Caldicott.


    ‘Saved us the trouble,’ he said heavily, eyeing me as though checking I wasn’t too heavy for his chair. ‘We need a statement.’


    For all his vast forcefulness, he was polite enough. For all his politeness, he was suspicious enough. I was uneasy, and therefore made mistakes. He took me up on my mistakes gently but with persistence, checking and cross-checking until I wasn’t sure what I was saying and why.


    I explained my difficulties with my memory. He flashed me a free view of his National Health teeth, all sympathy. ‘Could be convenient, though.’


    It was two hours before we got round to the reason for my visit.


    ‘Your car? I wouldn’t have wanted to go near it again, myself.’


    I hadn’t thought of that, but of course he was correct. Suddenly, I didn’t even want to see it.


    ‘I need transport,’ I told him, while we waited for my statement to be typed up.


    ‘We’ll have to keep it for a while. It’s all we’ve got.’


    ‘Yes.’ It was all I had, too.


    I’d answered his questions as carefully as I could, but I’d offered nothing else. They already knew about the assault in the office car park, so that the present statement was confined to my picking up the car and the discovery of the black bag.


    ‘You could hire a car,’ he suggested.


    ‘I could do that, I suppose.’


    ‘A week. Then you can have the Volvo back.’


    But I knew George Peters’ address, or rather, the address he’d had sixteen months before. I realised I should give them that information, but somewhere in the back of my mind was a thought I was trying to recapture, and I felt a reluctance to offer anything.


    ‘I’ll keep in touch, then,’ I said, and after I’d signed the statement I walked out of the station and nearly ran to the bus stop. I’d wasted a whole evening, boozing with Bill Porter. I scrambled on to a bus, and each of its stops tore at my nerves.


    The shattered door in number 18 was the same, and the grey net curtains at I 7A still clung tenaciously to their pall of dust. The stairs creaked. There was no sign of Charlie Graham. I stopped at the door of 17C, not reaching for my credit card this time, but tapping gently.


    There was silence. The whole house might have been deserted, so deep was the silence, or I could have been surrounded by bated-breath interest. I tapped again, feeling a strange, taut confidence. There was movement inside. A soft voice spoke, so close to the inner surface of the door that the wood might not have been between us.


    ‘Who is it?’


    ‘A friend of your husband,’ I said.


    Silence again. Then a whisper. ‘A minute.’


    When she drew the door open she’d put on a short jacket, as though I’d called to take her out. I knew she’d just put it on, the way she was still moving one shoulder to settle it. But there’d been no need; she’d been wearing dark slacks and a blouse, with a cardigan over it. As I moved into the room I realised it was cold in there. She’d perhaps been dozing in the limp easy chair, and felt cool when I’d woken her. There was the remains of a meal on the table. She stood back, as though to hide them, making a small gesture to include the easy chair, frowning, tossing a hand quickly over her hair.


    ‘Who did you say you are?’


    For some reason her voice quavered. I thought she was afraid of something. I sat in the easy chair, going down and down into it. The surface was warm. Maybe I’d been right with my guess.


    ‘My name’s Clifford Summer. Surely you recognise me, Mrs Clayton. I came to your office sixteen months ago, to investigate an accident, and your husband...’


    I stopped. She’d plopped down at the table, facing her soiled plate and cup, the chair surface just happening to be in the right place when her legs gave way. Her lips had drawn up tight in a pucker of pain.


    ‘Does he know I’m here?’ she whispered.


    ‘No. Nobody knows.’ Which included the police, who’d have to know very soon.


    She was about my own age, but looked younger. Then older. The light wasn’t good. Outside it was settling in dull again, the clouds heavy with rain. I could not be certain of her expression. There was a certain fragility about her features, a doll-like rigidity which could collapse at any second. I recalled that I’d thought her, at that previous meeting, to be a good-looking woman. Not beautiful now, certainly, because something had harassed her into a deliberate withdrawal of expression. Her hair was near-black, with sparks of grey in it, her eyes dark and haunted. Her hands rested on the table surface like claws, tensed, prepared to strike in defence.


    ‘I remember you, of course,’ she said dully. ‘Oh yes, I can remember you.’


    ‘Tony told me you were not at home when they released him. He said you didn’t come to pick him up. He’s been worried.’


    She lifted her chin, her eyes on me. ‘Tony? You call him Tony? Since when have you two been friends?’


    ‘He asked me to try to find you.’


    She gave a short, disgusted exclamation. ‘You’ve done that, right enough.’


    Then her eyes darted away from me, and back, and down at her hands. Her fingers were working restlessly.


    I sat back. ‘It wasn’t difficult. I wanted to talk to George, in any event, and I had this address…’


    ‘It was you!’ she jerked at me.


    ‘It was me. In the night, too. I’m sorry, I must have frightened the life out of you. But I’d been here in the daytime, because I wanted to see George, and confirm something with him.’


    ‘He’s not here,’ she said to her hands, which confirmed what I’d guessed, that she knew nothing about the black bag in the Volvo.


    ‘I know that. But the rent had been paid, hadn’t it?’


    She made no reply. The fingers writhed. She pouted at them. I spoke very quietly and gently.


    ‘The rent had been paid, Mrs Clayton, otherwise they’d have stripped the room and re-let it. The word was out that your son hadn’t been around for a year or more, but it’s much the same as I remember it.’


    I had her attention. There was a stillness about her that told me that.


    ‘But at that time I didn’t know he was your son,’ I went on evenly. ‘When Tony told me you’d gone away, and then I discovered George was your son...well, it was obvious, wasn’t it! You’d been keeping the room for him, for when he decided to come back. And when you wanted to find somewhere...somewhere to be where you could be quiet and think things out...what more obvious than this place?’ I beamed at her. ‘And here you are.’


    She raised her head and actually managed a smile, though the pain in it was almost more than I could face.


    ‘I could offer you a cup of tea,’ she said, her lips drawing back from her teeth.


    ‘Thank you, but...’ Meeting her eyes, I changed my mind. ‘Yes, I’d like that.’


    She stood up behind the table, leaning forward slightly with her hands gripping it, and suddenly I saw her again, in exactly the same attitude, but now the other side of the old desk in the office at the garage. The window was now behind her, just as it had been then, but my impression was of her right hand coming up from inside the top drawer of the desk, and her words were echoing down a long corridor of memory. ‘...then you’d better take the wages book...’ Which was open on the desk in front of her – and in her hand, from that desk drawer, there was a manilla envelope, which she was putting on the open wages book before slamming it shut. And Tony was beside her, eyes on me challengingly. He did not see her action. But I saw it. And I was meant to see it.


    Then she was moving away from the table, and the memory faded. Her voice was suddenly chatty, her movements, though, still stiff.


    ‘I’m afraid it’s sterilised milk, if that’s all right. I can’t...haven’t been able to do much shopping.’


    The tiny cooker was on top of a narrow chest of drawers. It had two small electric plates, on one of which she put a tin kettle. I knew it would take ages to boil, and hoped I’d be out of there before it did.


    ‘If that will be all right,’ she repeated.


    ‘Yes, yes. Fine.’


    I levered myself to my feet and went over to the window, mainly to keep my face hidden. The view was over the kilns, with the turgid pool beyond them.


    ‘You can see the garage from here,’ I told her.


    ‘I know.’


    ‘Tony’s lost without you. I hope you realise that.’


    ‘I always did the books.’ Her voice seemed to come from a long way away. We were both having to make an effort. ‘He was always hopeless with the book-keeping.’


    I turned to face her. ‘There’s something I have to tell you.’


    She had taken the easy chair. From there she could stare at me, or, by turning her head a little, stare at the tin kettle. The ring glowed red beneath it in the darkened room. She ignored what I’d said.


    ‘We always hoped George would come into the business, but then he got in with a bunch of no-goods and I couldn’t do anything with him. But when he left home I had to make sure where he was, so I paid the rent here and I could come and see him at any time. Have you got any children, Mr...Mr...’


    ‘Summers. No, I haven’t.’ Watching her, considering the distress George had caused her, I was pleased that I hadn’t. It was a purely selfish reaction, and I was at once ashamed of it.


    ‘He went away, you know,’ she went on steadily. The kettle tried to sing a little, but it died away. ‘Around that time. When you called at the garage. You’ll remember that, perhaps.’


    ‘I remember.’


    ‘George went away. That would be from shame, of course, his father getting into trouble like that. But I knew he’d come back here some day, and when Tony came out of prison...well, somehow it seemed the right time. So I came here to wait for him.’


    I’d noticed that she thought of Tony Clayton as George’s father. Perhaps Clayton had thought on those lines, too, and wouldn’t have hesitated before taking the blame for my beating-up. I moved round to the kettle and twisted it on the ring. It at once settled into contented song.


    Something she had said had set me thinking. I wondered how to lead round to the thought. ‘But no need for that, surely. Coming here, I mean. You could always have popped round and checked.’


    Her mouth was set in a firm line. ‘I wanted to be here when he came.’


    ‘Not a word to Tony, though, no message or anything. He’d have understood.’


    Her lips puckered. For a moment one hand fluttered, as though rising to cover her eyes, then it fell back to her lap. ‘Tony has always been so good to him.’


    ‘And the garage is doing so well. It’s come along fine, in only a year. Tony was very pleased. You’ve managed it – run it – better than he did himself. So...why run away?’


    She compressed her lips, but said nothing.


    ‘But of course, you had Orton to help you. With the managing of it I mean.’


    Then I was ashamed of the implication. Any affair she might have been having with him was irrelevant.


    She merely nodded, a tiny, secret smile on her lips. ‘Michael has been very good to me.’


    ‘I think you should go home now, Mrs Clayton.’


    ‘But George might come back. It’s the time, with Tony coming out, and...’


    Her words recalled my previous thought. I fumbled with it as I tried to expand it. ‘But was it that? I’m not sure it was Tony coming out of prison that brought you here.’


    She turned away. ‘I’ll make the tea.’


    ‘The kettle isn’t boiling.’


    ‘It’ll do.’


    She went over to the ring. I stared at her back. She was tossing tea into a cold brown earthenware pot, and pouring into it water far from boiling.


    ‘It was me coming out, wasn’t it?’ I asked, trying to keep my tone casual. ‘Me – arriving back from the convalescent home, and you wondering how much I might remember about that evening. And George maybe coming back, you hoped, from wherever you imagined he’d been hiding himself...that, too, if the word got to him that I was alive and moving around. You thought that the possibility was I might be coming for George, and you didn’t dare hang around the garage, because any minute I might walk into that office, and you knew you wouldn’t be able to face me.’ I paused, but she still couldn’t face me. I went on gently. ‘Couldn’t look me in the eye and continue to tell lies and more lies, to protect him...’


    She turned, and in the same movement threw the teapot at my face. I fell. There was no time to put my arm up, and this was water too close to the boil, so the instinct was just to collapse and allow the tea pot to go over my head and crash against the wall. Hot water sprayed me as it passed. I shook my head. It was hot in my hair. From the floor I looked up at her, and she had her mouth open as though she was screaming. But no sound came.


    I levered myself to my feet, and realised she was making a keening sound of distress. She realised it too, and covered her face with her hands. Above them, her dark eyes stared at me with horror. No, not horror. I recognised it as fear.


    I was panting. ‘It’s true, then? What I said. That you thought I’d be after George.’


    ‘No...no...’


    ‘But it’s true that it was George who attacked me?’


    She whimpered, whispering something.


    ‘What did you say?’ I asked.


    ‘You promised,’ she moaned. ‘You made me a promise.’


    ‘What promise?’


    She was staring at me blankly.


    ‘I don’t remember a promise,’ I said, and I could clearly hear the plea in my voice.


    ‘Liar!’ she shouted. ‘Liar and cheat! You deserved it. You never even intended...’ But sobs took over at that point, racking, tearing sobs that made her quite helpless.


    Now I was able to approach, even to put a hand to her arm. She flinched away, and then was still. I could feel her shaking, right through her body. I lowered her into the chair. She sat, all the life gone from her, and for a moment I stood looking down at her. I’d had the initiative for only a few seconds, and that only because I’d seen a reason for her having hidden herself there. I’d thought the fear was of me, now I wasn’t so sure. My head was pounding with another consideration.


    Promise? What promise?


    ‘You’re afraid of something, aren’t you?’ I asked flatly, because I had to come at it head on. ‘Why’s that? Tell me. Perhaps I can help.’


    She shook her head, eyes down. I crouched, so that I could look up into her face. Now she seemed old, and the fear moved behind her eyes.


    ‘If it’s Tony, I can tell you he won’t hurt you,’ I said softly. I tried to smile. ‘He knows already, about you and Michael Orton.’ Her face was still. ‘I’m sure he’s not angry. And I can be there, if you like.’


    Her lips twisted. ‘When will you be there? Every minute?’ I thought that was an attempt at levity. ‘He needs you now, Tessa,’ I said.


    ‘Tessa?’ she asked, lifting her head, pouting. ‘So now it’s Tessa.’


    How women’s moods can swing! ‘You’re dodging the issue.’


    ‘What issue! What do you know about issues? You – who can’t keep a promise! I don’t know why I’m listening to you, really I don’t. You come here...What are you doing here, anyway?’


    She was rising to her feet, forcing me to mine.


    ‘Why did you come here?’ she demanded, now fully in control of herself.


    ‘Tony asked me...’


    ‘As though he would. You’re the last person he’d ask.’


    ‘I didn’t understand why,’ I admitted. ‘But now...I can’t go back to him and tell him nothing.’


    ‘I want you to leave. I want you to promise...’ She gave a short bark of scorn. ‘But what’s the use of that! Once before, I trusted you...’


    ‘What the hell did I promise?’ I shouted.


    She set her lips and stared me down. ‘My life’s my own. I can do what I like with it.’


    But she couldn’t. Not any more.


    ‘If you stay here,’ I said quietly, ‘I’m afraid you’ll soon have company. The police will want to see you, and I can’t keep what I know to myself.’


    She was staring at me blankly. I plodded on, feeling desperate..


    ‘I’m sorry, but I’m afraid George isn’t coming back. That was what I really came to see you about. He’s dead, Tessa. And the trouble is that it’s not simple at all. There’s a question of violence, you see. Tessa, he’s been murdered.’


    Not one person had used the word murder, but George’s head had been bashed in, and he couldn’t have tied himself inside that bag. Tessa was screaming as I made that logical deduction. I didn’t dare to touch her, could only stand there staring at her, waiting for it to stop.


    It did. Abruptly. The walls rang with it. She stood, still and unbroken. I said:


    ‘I haven’t got a car, so we’ll have to walk round the factory...’


    ‘You’d better leave,’ she said in a firm voice. ‘Go away. Don’t even say you’ve been here.’


    Oh Lord! I thought. Now what? ‘If I leave here, it’ll have to be to phone the police. Now Tessa...you don’t want a couple of dirty great policemen bundling you into their car.’ I grinned at her, my mouth feeling stiff, trying to force her into facing reality.


    ‘Then you do that,’ she challenged, nodding. ‘Just do it.’


    I couldn’t think of anything to say to that. She stood there, staring at me with her eyes dark and haunted, and that was what she wanted. I ran a hand down the back of my head.


    ‘I meant it, you know.’


    She smiled. It was so terrible that I turned away to the door, almost too anxious to get out of there.


    Just before the door closed behind me I thought I heard her say: ‘Don’t they call it protective custody?’ But I could have been wrong.


    I clattered down the stairs and into the street, then walked away rapidly. I determined not to glance upwards, but couldn’t prevent myself from doing it. She was white-faced at the window. I walked on, finding myself stumbling into a run. Abruptly, I was thinking that she’d got rid of me in order to take her own life. There was nothing for her now, with George dead, I told myself. Yet she must have known he was dead, I assured myself. A drug addict would not have remained silent for over a year, I reasoned...but she would have clung to the possibility.


    I ran, knowing I should have stayed with her.


    The phone booth on the corner was being repaired. Now I didn’t know which way to turn. I looked frantically up and down the main road. They say you can’t find them when you want them, but for me it wasn’t so. A police patrol car was touring towards me. I ran out into the street, waving.


    They knew how to handle frantic customers. Into the car with me, and the barest details. A woman – an address. The car thumped to a halt at the house and the three of us ran up the stairs. The door was open. She was sitting in the chair again. She calmly turned her head, making a complete fool of me.


    ‘That was quick,’ she said.
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    I think I’ll write a monograph on fear. Certainly I was getting enough experience. I’d made up my mind that she’d been about to die, and that it would have been my fault. That was my fear, and it would have haunted me all my life. But mine went away with the reality; hers was still with her. It had simply graded itself from fear to resolution, then to resignation.


    She made no objection to going down and sitting in the police car, where names were taken and the radio was brought into use. The presence of both of us was requested at the station. At once. This necessitated the use of both the winking lights and the siren, a stimulating experience through which Tessa sat unmoved.


    At the station she was at once escorted upstairs. I was left in the duty office, sitting on a hard bench and memorising the wanted posters. Twenty minutes later, Tony Clayton set the swing doors thumping. I jumped to my feet.


    ‘You found her!’ he cried. ‘I knew you could do it.’


    ‘We’ll have to talk,’ I told him urgently, but there wasn’t time for that because the duty officer was coming round the desk.


    ‘They’re waiting for you, Mr Clayton. First floor and to your right. The Chief Inspector’s room, sir.’


    I was alone again for another half an hour, until I became aware that Bill Porter was standing in front of me. I looked up.


    He was in his shirt sleeves, tie hanging loose, looking relaxed and weary, and disappointed in me.


    ‘You knew where she was, didn’t you?’ he asked. ‘Last night. You damn well knew, and you said not a word.’


    ‘Only guessed. It was just an idea, Bill.’


    He jerked his head. ‘We’d better talk. Care for coffee? The canteen’s not much, but it’s always open. Come on.’


    We sat opposite each other across a small table. I drank mine staring at the thinning patch on the top of his head. He kept stirring and stirring at his coffee, though he hadn’t sugared it, then he looked up suddenly. ‘Guess what she’s saying, up there.’


    I shrugged. ‘She’s telling everybody that I made her a promise, and I didn’t keep it.’


    ‘No mention of promises.’


    ‘What promise, Bill? Surely she said that.’


    ‘Something else you’ve forgotten?’ he asked with interest.


    ‘How do I know it’s the truth? There might not have been a promise.’


    He looked at me steadily for a moment or two, then he shook his head wearily. ‘Why don’t you keep out of this, Cliff? It doesn’t concern you. All right...the body was in your car...’


    ‘Have you made positive identification?’ I interrupted.


    He thrust his cup aside. ‘I’m trying to cut down on sugar, but I can’t stand this.’


    ‘Anything certain?’


    ‘On the body? It seems so. There was a tattoo on the right arm. Well...not a tattoo really. They did it in ball-point.’


    ‘Who did?’


    ‘This group, gang, whatever you care to call ‘em. Their name: The Hellcats. Did it in red, green and blue ball-point on their forearms. About a dozen of them. One of those macho things. But there it was, well-preserved because of the cast. Hellcats, on his arm.’


    I considered this. ‘But still...a dozen. Could be any one of them.’


    ‘Unlikely. There’s the crushed arm, you see.’ One corner of his mouth twitched. ‘We’d like to know how he got his arm crushed.’


    ‘I know that...’ I stopped. No, I didn’t know it. All I knew was an unreliable memory of what he might have told me. ‘On his right arm, you said?’ I asked. ‘This tattoo thing.’


    ‘It’s what I said.’


    ‘If they did it themselves, it means Peters was left-handed.’


    ‘Oh...clever, clever.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘If it can possibly matter.’


    ‘It’s just that I remember him as left-handed.’


    ‘This memory of yours...’


    I detected in his voice a hint of contempt for the emphasis I was putting on its accuracy. Porter was perhaps a little short on imagination. He would never be afraid.


    ‘Get you another coffee, hero?’ I asked.


    His eyes opened wide. ‘It’s my canteen. I’ll get ‘em. And watch your tongue.’


    When he came back with fresh cups I told him to use sugar this time. ‘You’re sour enough as it is, Bill.’


    ‘What is this?’ he demanded. ‘Why’re you getting at me?’


    ‘Maybe I’m a little tired. Sorry.’ I stirred my coffee. ‘What’s she been saying, up there?’


    ‘Oh...that! The reason she went missing. You can imagine, it had to be good, with her husband there, quivering all over and worried to hell. She could hardly say she was scared of him.’


    ‘What did she say, then?’


    ‘That it was you she was scared of. That she’d heard you had the idea it was George who’d clobbered you. And she thought her lovely boy might turn up, hearing you were around the town, and you might have it in for him. So she waited for him round at his bed-sitter, to warn him...what’s funny, damn it?’


    ‘It was an idea I’d thrown at her. My idea, and she’s simply tossing it back.’


    ‘And she denied it?’ he asked with interest. ‘The clobbering.’


    I thought about that, and shook my head. ‘She didn’t admit or deny it. How could she have known?’ He was looking unimpressed. ‘But surely the important thing is that she’s afraid of something or somebody. Just don’t let yourself be sidetracked by her, Bill. There could be a valid reason behind it.’


    He drained his cup. ‘I’m a sergeant, Cliff. It’s not for me to get sidetracked. I take orders.’ He levered himself to his feet.


    I grinned at him. ‘Such as now? Feeling out whether there could be anything in what she’s said upstairs?’


    He put a hand to my arm and steered me towards the door. ‘Something like that, sport. Keep walking till you feel pavement under your soles. And that’s advice.’


    Out in the duty office I turned to him. ‘Was Charlie Graham one of them, Bill?’


    ‘Those Hellcats, you mean? Could be.’


    ‘Can you give me his address?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘You mean you can’t or you won’t?’


    He was still edging me towards the door. ‘Both,’ he said. Now get out of here.’


    I stood out in the street and wondered what the hell to do with myself. I got a quick sandwich and a cup of tea, and I still did not know. I’d had a month of the same thing, wasting time around the streets, window-shopping, café-crawling. Funny, only a couple of days before it hadn’t seemed frustrating, merely boring. Now, the fact that I wasn’t doing anything was twisting my nerves and jerking at my reflexes.


    I sat on a bench in the shopping centre and said to myself: ‘Right. What do you want to do, Cliff? Really want.’ The answer came back quite clearly and without hesitation. I wanted to find Charlie Graham and have serious conversation with him.


    Then I found myself in the car park at the Social Security office, looking to see whether Nicola’s Golf was there. Fortunately it wasn’t, because I’d been tempted to ask her to look him up for me, when I knew that I didn’t want her to become further involved. It wasn’t just the fact that she was forbidden to hand out restricted information, it was something else.


    The trouble was that I couldn’t clearly analyse what else it was. Something to do with the fact that I couldn’t be certain of my brain, and therefore of my mental stability – but deeper even than that. Far more basic. I was becoming more and more unsure of my personality. Who really was this man, who was using Charlie Graham as an excuse simply to meet Nicola again?


    Not completely satisfied with this, I was turning away when she drove into the park.


    She drew up beside me, swinging the door open. ‘Hello there,’ she said, straightening up beside me.


    She was in slacks that day, fawn slacks with a brown cardigan and a little jacket. The briefcase – our briefcase – was in her left hand. Her face was alive with undisguised pleasure.


    ‘Looking for me?’ she asked.


    ‘Can’t keep away from the place.’


    ‘I bet. Coming in for lunch?’


    ‘Had it.’


    She was considering me with her head on one side. ‘Come and watch me eat, then.’


    ‘I really ought to be getting along.’


    A tiny frown ran across her forehead. ‘You’re a bit moody, aren’t you!’


    ‘I ought to be hunting out some transport.’


    Instantly, concern clouded her face. Then she reached out and put a hand to my arm. ‘Oh Lord, and I’d completely forgotten. It’s all round the town. How terrible for you, Cliff.’


    ‘All round the town...’


    ‘There was a bit in last night’s paper.’


    ‘I didn’t see it.’


    ‘Why don’t you come up and talk about it?’ She spoke lightly, but her eyes were grave.


    ‘It’s gone past talking,’ I jerked out. ‘That woman in the room, the one in George Peters’ room, that was his mother.’


    ‘Oh heavens!’ She looked round. ‘We can’t stand here...’


    ‘I’ll see you...phone you...’


    ‘You don’t have to look for transport. There’s me.’


    ‘Oh come on, Nicola. You’ve got a job to do. All day.’


    ‘Annual leave. I’ve got leave due to me.’


    I laughed. ‘Just trying telling Claud Martin that, with no notice. Look, you don’t have to get involved. There’s nothing to get involved with. Nothing.’


    There was a trace of anger in her voice, because it was she who’d made the advances. ‘Please yourself. But if there’s nothing...why the rush to get yourself transport?’


    A direct person expects a direct answer. I put into words the idea that was just beneath the layer of conscious thought. ‘I want to go and see my ex-wife.’


    ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I see. Well...you can always reach me...’


    It wasn’t exactly a toss of the head, just the way the wind took her hair and revealed the long smooth line of her neck. She had a strong bone structure to her face. It seemed a crushing loss that she was turning away from me.


    ‘Something I have to thank her for,’ I said ridiculously.


    She turned back for a second, but didn’t say anything. Her quick smile was more of a grimace.


    I took the short cut through the park to Regal Motors. The reason I went there was that they knew me. I’d once spent a couple of days in their office sorting out their books after their wages clerk had left abruptly, having fiddled the tax and insurance very expertly for the past three years. I say they knew me, but I didn’t expect a welcome.


    ‘Well, look who’s here,’ said Tom Oddie, their Sales Manager. ‘Looking for more bodies, Cliff?’


    ‘That’s not funny.’


    ‘No. Sorry. But you’ve made the headlines.’


    ‘Have I?’


    It was early for the evening papers, but Regal Motors carried a half-page advertisement every day, and were entitled to an advance copy. I’d made the front page, I saw, though they had no picture of me, fortunately. One of the Volvo, though, on the frontage of Tony Clayton’s place. It made a nicely sensational story, now that the police had released the details. Ex-Inspector of Social Security discovers body in his car.


    ‘I’ll be parting with it,’ I said.


    ‘Can’t say I blame you.’


    ‘I could be asking you to make an offer, in part exchange.’


    ‘Hmm…’ said Oddie. ‘We’ll have to see.’


    We went on a tour of his secondhand stock. I found an Escort I liked, and we had it up on a lift so that I could poke at the underside. He told me all its virtues, and I didn’t believe a word of it, but when we went for a tour round a few blocks it felt tight and responsive.


    ‘You’ll be wanting terms?’ he asked doubtfully, after I’d told him I liked it. He’d noticed the “ex” bit in the paper. People without jobs can’t afford to get into debt.


    But my voluntary retirement had brought me half of what I would have received if I’d stayed on to the age of 6o; half because I’d done half my expected service. So I had a half pension, which meant a quarter of my salary, and I had also received half of my gratuity. There was a little capital in my bank.


    After I’d told Tom Oddie these interesting details, we got along fine.


    ‘When can I have it?’ I asked.


    ‘Now,’ he said. ‘Give us an hour to service it. The tax is good for six months, and the insurance...’


    ‘The insurance on the Volvo covers me.’


    So it was that easy. An hour. I walked in the park, then went back, and there it was, a deep, glowing red. I looked in the boot. Nothing. Oddie slapped my shoulder, laughing, and I drove it away.


    On the way past, I dropped in at Aunt Peg’s to tell her where I was going, just in case Mr and Mrs Michael Orton asked me to stay for an evening meal. Fat chance.


    ‘Do you think you should meet her?’ she asked.


    ‘It’s all right, auntie. I’m safe now. She’s married.’


    ‘You’ll never be safe from her.’


    As this was something I’d already considered, I didn’t argue.


    You’ll need to know something about my ex-wife, Valerie, before you meet her. I’ll try to be unbiased, but I suppose I’ve always been biased where Val’s concerned. Most people seem to see only her hard and practical side. I find I can admire it. Val always understood money for what it is, a bedrock from which she could survey the world, with not a little contempt for its perpetual struggle to acquire the stuff. Val never had to fight for it; it fell in her lap. There to enjoy, so what the hell! But there were a hundred other facets to the jewel that was Val.


    I first met her in Michael Orton’s office. At that time I’d been a year on the Inspector’s job, and still felt a bit green, yet knew I had to show no weakness to opposition. Later, I took things easier and never gave a thought to the warrant in my pocket, but just at that period I hadn’t acclimatised myself to the fact that a Government official is not really welcome in anybody’s life. It annoyed me to meet those blank and unresponsive faces, when I was making only reasonable requests. One of the difficulties was obtaining a sight of records when I needed to see them. Come tomorrow, they’d say. The wages clerk’s on leave. Or, in the case I was chasing up: the books are with my accountant.


    Usually, this made life easier. An accountant recognises the necessity for the Inspector’s request, and is anxious to help.


    Why not? Everything should be in perfect order. But phonecalls to Orton’s office had met polite stalling, and later, not so polite stalling. I could have served on him a notice to produce, which would have left him no option, but I tried to keep a cool breeze moving. I decided to try a personal, unannounced visit. In his office his secretary politely intercepted me. ‘May I help you, sir?’


    This woman, I decided, could help me at any time, simply by smiling at me. I explained, and she phoned through to him. Orton came out from the back. It was the first time I’d met him.


    I suppose suspicion is part of an accountant’s life. As they have to rise above it, it’s not surprising that they have an air of superiority. So it was with Orton. He was slim and straight-backed, a severe looking man in his early thirties, about my age, but it was carving channels in his personality. He wore his hair too long, flaunting its early greyness like a flag. It framed craggy features and a grim mouth. He was sleekly dressed in expensive fawn slacks and a brown leather jacket, hardly suitable for an accountant I’d have thought, but on him it merely indicated that he was a style-setter and therefore a man who’d be right on the ball with every new development in accountancy. He lifted his head at me, staring down his long nose.


    ‘What the devil’s this about?’ he asked.


    I explained that I merely wanted access for ten minutes to the books he was holding for Emmett Industries.


    ‘It’s not convenient. After lunch...’


    ‘I’d prefer to clear it before.’


    This seemed to amuse his secretary. He swivelled his head at her, frowning.


    ‘It is lunchtime,’ she pointed out.


    Perhaps some signal passed between them. He gave a short laugh. ‘Then take my secretary to lunch, and see them afterwards.’


    She was reaching for her handbag. I felt they’d done the same sort of thing before. It would give him a clear hour.


    ‘Suppose I see the books now,’ I suggested. I glanced at her. ‘You don’t mind waiting for ten minutes?’


    She pouted at me. Amusement was still in her eyes. She shook her head, and there was an impishness about her that told me she was deliberately annoying her boss. ‘I can wait,’ she told me.


    Orton simply looked at her in a way that should have shrivelled her. Then he turned away, and the fact that he left his door open I took to be an invitation. I winked at her, and followed him.


    Whatever he might have feared, I found nothing wrong with the wages records. In five minutes I’d spotted the discrepancy that was worrying the computers our end, and how it had come about.


    ‘Thanks,’ I said.


    ‘So perhaps we can now go to lunch,’ he said sourly, and clearly he meant himself and his secretary. But I wasn’t going to lose out on such a chance. I went out to where she was waiting and said: ‘Let’s go.’ She laughed out loud.


    Her name was Valerie Marchant. As soon as I heard the name I understood the relationship between her and Orton. Henry Marchant was the town’s biggest industrialist, and also her father. She would have no need to work. But you know what it’s like these days; they want independence. So poppa had farmed her out. No doubt Orton was his firm’s accountant, and it would have been easy to persuade him to take her on. But don’t get the impression she was a drag on Orton’s efficiency. Val had taken secretarial courses. She could play sweet music on any computer you placed before her, and electronic typewriters almost bowed to her.


    So there we were in Nancy’s restaurant, and the more I discovered about her, the more sure I became that I should have taken her to somewhere more grand. Later, I realised that would have been a mistake. She could always fit in neatly with any situation; she was so used to money that she didn’t even consider what it was buying, like the millionaire who can afford to wear baggy trousers and a torn sweater, because he no longer has to make an impression.


    Sadly, I didn’t work this out until after we were married, and after her father’s death. What I had taken to be her flirtation with independence was no more than a rejection of the polished and empty personalities of the young men who clung to her father’s coat tails in the hope of preferment. She was looking for a man who didn’t have to crawl.


    That lunch was the first of many, of dinners and concerts and theatres. I barely had time to realise that the Cliff Summers who whirled her around was not the man who had walked into Orton’s office.


    I’ve mentioned the opposition I’d encountered in my job. I suppose I’d developed a surface personality to oppose it. A smile achieved more than a scowl. It was an insincerity that had leaked into my life without my realising it, and perhaps I presented this face to Val. We laughed together like idiots. Each was drunk on the other’s personality, and basically it was all false. She courted me, and I courted her. Were we going to do that by exhibiting our hidden faults?


    Early on I realised that Orton himself had his eye on her. This became obvious when I began to call too often for her at his office. He snarled at me silently, his hatred in his eyes, and I smiled back at him. I could afford to.


    Talking about affording, this wild and forceful affair of ours was costing me more than I could manage. It was almost in desperation that I asked her to marry me.


    ‘I can’t afford to go on like this,’ was what I said.


    She laughed at me. I know now that she didn’t understand what I meant. She knew the job I did, and that the salary would be in much the same bracket as hers with Orton. She simply assumed that both jobs would be abandoned and we’d live together on her income from shares in daddy’s company. I simply assumed we’d live on our combined salaries. That’s perfectly true. I had thought of her wealth as a drawback when it came to trotting her around in the manner in which she clearly intended to remain accustomed.


    During the three months that this courtship lasted I realised that Orton had developed into an enemy. He didn’t come to the wedding. This was one of those huge society affairs, in which I just happened to be a minor component. Her father had barely spoken to me. All her life, Val had had what she wanted. Now she wanted me, so he handed her over. Literally, he gave her away. Then we went to live in the house on Woodstock Heights he’d bought us as a wedding present. Correction – bought her. The house was in Val’s name. We had a honeymoon on Corfu, and returned to that wonderful house, and our marriage fell apart.


    We relaxed, you see. We were seen by each other as we were, and it wasn’t pleasant for either of us. She had not realised that I’d taken annual leave for our honeymoon. She had assumed I’d resigned. I hadn’t realised that from that moment I was expected to do nothing, nothing but parties and bridge evenings and trips to the Med on Hector’s yacht. Nothing. I wanted to do something. Had to. It was what life was all about. You’ll say that in the Civil Service I was doing nothing – well...nothing you could hold up and say: I did that. So maybe that was why I liked the Inspector’s job. Anyway, I insisted on carrying on with it.


    Oh...the fury! Then why had she worked at Orton’s office, I demanded, believing it to be a true analogy. She sneered at me. I was nothing, she told me, and didn’t ever want to be anything. I shouted at her. And so on...


    She wanted to buy me a BMW 525. ‘At least look like somebody.’


    I went and bought the Volvo, looking like somebody, and yet still my own self. Or so I thought.


    During the following six months I began to wonder who exactly that self was. What I wanted was to be with Val every minute of the day, which I could well have done if I hadn’t been so stupidly stubborn. The snag was that Val’s life didn’t fit into my pattern. Her day began with our evening meal, which more often than not was taken at someone else’s home, and went on with assorted roistering through to the small hours. This treatment gradually wore me down, until I became no use to the Civil Service during the day, and not a bit of use to Val during what was left of the night.


    It was at this stage of my deterioration that her father collapsed at his desk from a heart attack, and was dead before they got him to hospital.


    Suddenly, Val’s considerable income as a minor shareholder became a huge one as a director and major shareholder. My continuing to work became purely stupid. No longer was it necessary to use Hector’s yacht; we had one of her own. I could have gone about my inspectorate duties in a chauffeured Rolls, if I’d liked. Great fun that would’ve been, putting in a claim for travelling expenses on a Rolls plus chauffeur. I very nearly tried it, just to watch Claud Martin’s face when I put the claim under his nose. But refrained. I’d been careful to keep any outward evidence of Val’s money away from the office. Nevertheless, there was resentment. I could feel it in the atmosphere. They knew, you see.


    Yet still I went on with it. Stubborn, that was me.


    ‘I don’t care about your silly job,’ said Val one day. ‘I’m taking the yacht round the Grecian islands next month, and we’ll be away for at least six weeks. So...do what you like.’


    There was no possibility of taking six weeks’ leave. I decided to let her get on with it. By that time, the issue had grown to the point where our whole future relationship rested on my decision. I refused to go.


    She went. It was a blessed period of rest for me. During that six weeks I again had cause to request Michael Orton to produce a client’s books. He wasn’t at his office. It was firmly closed. He’d gone to the Med on Val’s yacht. Not her sole guest, mind you, as there were eight or ten of them, along with a crew of captain and three crewmen. But all the same, I knew we were coming to the end of it.


    She returned, slim, bronzed, her teeth white against her skin, her hair crisp in a style I hadn’t seen before. Very Greek. It suited her black hair. I asked had she enjoyed it. She said she had. She made no comment that I’d moved into another bedroom.


    I went out of her life with only the smallest of flurries. It was obvious that Orton was poised to move in. I still say it was coincidence that during that last few months my work at the office seemed to involve a growing number of firms for which Orton was the accountant. Our paths crossed professionally far too often, and of course he made matters as difficult as he could for me.


    This in itself was suspicious. What he didn’t appreciate was that my official interest was confined to wages records, not full company accounts. Whatever I saw was always in order. I was not even qualified to examine company accounts with any hope of understanding them. So that, whilst I had suspicions that all was not as it should have been, any finagling was outside my sphere of interest.


    In the end, he took on an assistant, a young and fiercely competent man called Colin Rampton. I thought the prime idea was to present Rampton as a barrier between us. My dealings from then on were exclusively with Rampton.


    One evening I quietly packed my bags and loaded them into the Volvo, told Val I was leaving, and left. It was as unemotional as that. Aunt Peg welcomed me, and asked no questions. Life went on, until the divorce, the decree absolute, and the assault on me on November 16th.


    Everything seemed to come to an end at that time. When I left the convalescent home I was like an aged baby, looking out on a brand new world.


    I was therefore not sure it was a good idea to trespass into the old one.
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    When I drove up to the house on Woodstock Heights I hadn’t seen Val for over three years. She had not visited me at the home, had not communicated in any way.


    She was still living in the same house, mainly, I thought, because her mother was the resident ruler at the grand pseudo manor-house her father had built. Woodstock Heights looked much the same. The gravel drive up to the house was just as neat and weed-free, the paintwork seemed fresh, though the same colour, the dog was new. He came out to stand by my car door, a golden retriever, and by heaven he’d remembered, though I hadn’t. Laddie. He’d been two years old when I’d last seen him.


    As I crouched down to him I felt a stab of conscience, that he’d been completely wiped from my memory, when there’d been a time during which he’d been the only one I could communicate with. I almost got back into the car and went away, so strong was the emotion that clutched at me. I hadn’t realised how much that last year there had cost me, that I’d so crawled within my own skin that even Laddie had been forced out. How straightforward life must be for dogs, their affection unforced and undeviating.


    I straightened. Val was standing in the front porch.


    ‘Clifford!’


    She said this with a dying tone at the end, tailing off, as though I’d been naughty and had to be reprimanded.


    ‘Hello Val.’


    ‘Come along in. Let’s have a look at you. I heard you’d come back, but I didn’t think...you’re looking well, Cliff. It is good to see you.’


    If that sounds different from the woman I’ve been telling you about, it’s because she was. I might have overstressed her practicality and self-sufficiency, because it was mainly these qualities that had overcome me. Now she was more human; she looked at me as though I might still have something to offer her. She was untypically unsure of herself. She actually fluttered.


    ‘I was having tea. Come along through. If Laddie’s worrying you, I’ll send him out.’


    ‘He’s not worrying me.’ That sort of worry I could take and absorb.


    ‘I’ll just ring for another cup and saucer.’


    So now she had a maid, probably also a full-time cook and a gardener. In my day there’d been a daily, and caterers had looked after things if we threw a dinner party. I stood, looking round the lounge, as she’d always called it. She had not altered a thing. Still it had that air of delicate grace, the pink and white sugary sweetness that I’d at first disliked and later relaxed into. I’d enjoyed the sweeping view from the wide windows, of the garden sinking away, with the town a misty spread in the distance. Her room. Her house. I wondered whether Orton had tried to influence her regarding the decor and furnishings. If so, he’d failed.


    ‘But sit down,’ she said, aware that I was still standing. ‘You know you can make yourself at home.’


    This was very close to saying it was my home. In the old days she’d have put a slightly cynical tinge to her tone when saying such things. Now there was nothing but sincerity.


    I sat, not deliberately looking at her, but all the same paying her closer attention. A wet nose nuzzled my palm.


    She was thinner. Val had always been slim, that sleek, smoothly-flowing figure of hers being her pride. Now she was almost painfully thin. I wondered whether she’d had an illness. Something like that showed in her face. The high cheekbones seemed more prominent, the large eyes were deep-set and bruised, the line of her cheek, down to a chin that had always been too sharp, was now indented. I detected that her make-up attempted to minimise this.


    ‘I can’t make myself at home, you must realise that,’ I said gently. ‘You’ve lost weight, Val.’ This because I suddenly felt an anxiety about it.


    The maid brought in another cup and saucer, and a plate of tiny sandwiches, with a fresh pot of tea. The same silver tea service, I saw. Val had had time to prepare her answer, an excuse to lower her eyes.


    ‘I’m being very active these days. Squash, golf. I walk a lot, with Laddie.’


    A completely changed life-style, then. ‘It suits you.’


    She handed me a cup, and a small plate to perch on my knee. I felt like a visiting curate. ‘That’s a lie, and you know it,’ she said. ‘We change. That’s how things are.’


    ‘Yes. We change.’


    Then there was a short period of silence.


    ‘And you?’ she asked. ‘How is it with you, Clifford?’


    When she used my full name, that meant intimacy was banned. I was supposed to provide a formal answer.


    ‘I manage. Things are falling back into place.’


    ‘But there’s not even that wonderful job of yours,’ she said, with only the smallest hint of bitterness.


    I laughed. ‘That’s true. Strange how things go, isn’t it.’


    ‘And...’ She lowered her voice. ‘Financially?’


    ‘All right, thank you.’


    ‘You know you could...’


    ‘No!’


    Then I looked down and selected a sandwich. I’d been too abrupt. What stood between us was the ridiculous fact that I could have claimed maintenance from her, over our divorce, a situation my solicitor had explained, but from which I’d shied away.


    ‘If you say so,’ she murmured.


    She was so different! I didn’t know how to handle it. She could have lifted a phone, and my bank account would have bulged with eagerness. I expected an argument over this point; the old Val would’ve given me one. The new one conceded that it should be as I said. But a spark still smouldered.


    ‘You were always so weak,’ she said sharply.


    ‘Complaisant,’ I agreed. ‘That was the word you most fancied.’


    ‘But I’m not going to quarrel about it.’


    ‘Of course not.’


    ‘You must drag along in the gutter, if that’s how you want it.


    ‘I’m not going to plead with you.’


    ‘I’m not in the gutter, Val.’


    ‘No?’


    ‘And having you plead with me would be more than I could stand.’


    She stared at me, her brows gathered together and her eyes dark. I smiled at her. She almost flinched. Perhaps it was a smile she recognised.


    ‘In my present weakened condition,’ I explained.


    At last I’d coaxed a laugh from her, almost as free as the laughter of our early days. The triumph was that we were laughing at ourselves.


    ‘I’m sure you didn’t come to match words with me,’ she said.


    ‘No.’


    ‘Or simply to see me.’


    ‘Don’t denigrate yourself, Val.’


    ‘Oh, big words now.’ She seemed unoffended. ‘Then what?’


    ‘One or two things. I don’t seem to be able to locate them, and it was just possible they were here...’


    ‘But how could they be...’ Between us hung three years since I’d set foot in that house. ‘What things, for instance?’


    ‘My driving licence, specifically. The registration documents on the Volvo. I’m going to part with it.’


    Her eyes sparked. ‘And not before time...’ Then she caught her lower lip between her teeth. ‘Oh heavens, Cliff, I completely forgot. That terrible business...’


    ‘That’s why I’m parting with it.’


    ‘And not because it was always so unsuitable?’


    ‘You never did understand that car, did you Val. All it was, come down to it, was a gesture of independence.’


    She leaned forward. For one second her hand rested on my arm. Perhaps she felt my abrupt muscle reaction, because she snatched it away.


    ‘Don’t you think I realised that?’ she demanded, looking past my left ear. ‘But how could it be, you idiot? You’d married me, and with me came the money and the position. I couldn’t help that. Now could I? You ought to have been prepared to take me as I was, not reject everything that came with me. It was an insult. The Volvo was an insult. And that’s the truth of it.’


    ‘It wasn’t quite like that.’


    ‘You could have had your independence, if you’d wanted that. I’d have got you a position on father’s board. Independence and freedom of movement.’


    ‘It wouldn’t have worked out that way.’


    She drew in her breath with a small hiss, like an angry viper. But her voice was quiet. ‘Don’t you understand how you irritate people, Cliff? This stubborn, pig-headed self-reliance of yours. Nobody dares to offer you anything, you just about snap off their fingers. Now don’t use that expression with me, Cliff. This is your wife. Your ex-wife. I know you. Nobody can say a word about your high-and-mighty principles, when really they’re just petty and tiresome.’ She lifted her chin. Her bosom rose and fell as she took a very deep breath. ‘And there, that’s me being the charming hostess. Did you come here to be told off, Cliff, like a naughty little boy?’


    ‘Not really,’ I said placidly, though my heart and mind were racing. Once more I was facing a memory of myself as I’d not imagined I’d been. ‘And the documents I mentioned?’


    She gave a small click of annoyance with her tongue. ‘If they were here, I’d have found them ages ago.’


    ‘It was just a possibility.’


    ‘Don’t go,’ she said quickly, though the small movement I’d made had not been towards leaving. ‘It could still be, you know, if you wanted it. Your independence. An executive position at the factory. I can control such things now.’


    ‘Thank you, Val. I do appreciate it. I’ll bear it in mind.’


    She sighed. ‘Have you ever noticed that when you’ve made up your mind, and dug into your most stubborn mood, it’s then you go all polite and patient?’


    ‘I’ll have to watch it.’


    ‘Oh, you’re hopeless. Are you going to wait and say hello to Michael?’


    ‘D’you think I should?’


    ‘Why not? You’re just two for a pair. He thinks he’s independent.’


    Her tiny smile was intended to be shared with me. We knew, she and I, that Michael Orton was no more independent of her than I’d been.


    It was a point I’d been wondering about, Orton being able to retain his job, when the similar situation with me she’d found unacceptable. He, too, drove off to his office, and returned in the evening. But it wasn’t quite the same, was it? I mean, I’d had a job; he had a profession. More solid, more respectable. And, I suspect, there was the fact that he was Michael Orton. His more powerful personality would overbear her objections. Her position and influence would have to be subordinated to his. That could be where I’d failed. As Val had said, I was weak. She required forcefulness. Michael Orton could supply that.


    ‘But seriously,’ she said, ‘I do think he’d like to see you, and he’s due home early. We’re going out.’


    One advantage a profession has over a job. You can work your own hours if you are your own boss.


    ‘Yes,’ I said, carrying on the thought. ‘I’d noticed his new office on the Square. Michael Orton Associates now. He’s doing well.’


    I got to my feet. Laddie moved away, feathered tail weaving, believing this was going to turn out to be a walk. I laughed at him. ‘Can’t help you, old sport.’ I stretched my shoulders. ‘To tell you the truth, Val, I’m trying to reconstruct that last day, the day I got bounced. It’s completely gone from my mind.’


    ‘Oh,’ she said, not particularly sympathetic. ‘I’d have thought you’d want to forget it. Does it matter?’


    ‘I shan’t know till I remember.’ I grinned at her. ‘Shall I?’


    ‘But how could I help? We haven’t even spoken to each other for...how long?’


    ‘Years,’ I agreed. ‘It’s not that. There was something happened a week or ten days before that. Say around November the 6th.’


    A polite lift of her eyebrows. She plucked them, I saw, in a softer line than before. ‘Does this involve me, Cliff?’


    ‘The decree absolute came through around that time.’


    ‘The twelfth.’


    ‘Yes. That gives you a fix.’


    ‘If I need what you call a fix. Certainly it does.’


    ‘Your life would be very full at that time. The second wedding coming up, and all that.’


    ‘What are you leading up to?’ she demanded suspiciously.


    ‘Michael had an assistant, Colin Rampton. He died at about the same time. An accident at the garage – Pool Street Motors.’ I waited. Enlightenment cleared her features.


    ‘I see now. I get what you mean. Yes, of course. Poor Michael had been training him to take over for the honeymoon, and the poor young man...something terrible happened.’


    ‘A car fell on him.’


    Her lips moved with distaste. ‘Something unpleasant, yes. It put Michael in a terrible fix. A month before the honeymoon – we flew to Bermuda, you know.’


    ‘I didn’t know. Sounds very exciting.’


    ‘Not the way you say it.’


    ‘But you did manage to get away all right?’


    ‘Michael did what was necessary. Phoned around, or whatever. It meant his clients just had to wait. He was furious, I remember.’


    ‘Yes, of course he’d be. But he’d cope.’


    ‘And you wanted to know that?’


    I shrugged. ‘Another piece in a jigsaw puzzle. I just wondered how he found time to sort out the books for Pool Street Motors for Clayton.’ At her expression I added: ‘Somebody sorted out something, and in a hurry. New account books appeared almost overnight. I just wondered why.’


    ‘Why not ask him?’ she said, a little sourly because she couldn’t understand what it was all about. ‘He’s here now.’


    There was the crunch of gravel on the drive out front. She touched my arm, perhaps in warning. Laddie led us into the hall, but I noticed it was without enthusiasm. I heard his key in the front door and watched his shadow through the patterned glass. He walked in, eyes down.


    ‘Get down, boy,’ he said, though Laddie wasn’t getting up. He saw me, and stood there, swinging his bunch of keys at the end of the chain he kept them on. Then he slid them into his trouser pocket, put down his document case, and moved forward. Say this of him, he’d had no warning, only that there was a car outside, yet he took it in his stride.


    ‘Well, Clifford...It’s always good to see you. And how are you now?’


    ‘Very well, thank you.’


    Neither of us made any significant move towards shaking hands. He stood there by the door, aware that I’d been about to leave and doing nothing to detain me. The silence was awkward, and Val, always with an ear to social nuances, spoke quickly, lightly.


    ‘Clifford was asking about that time, just before the wedding...you’ll remember, Michael...’


    She stopped. I’d cleared my throat. I had no wish to ask Orton about it. He, without any change of features or gesture, had conveyed that the period in question was still very close to the forefront of his mind, and he did not wish to speak about it, either. Val was always keenly perceptive. She gestured quickly.


    ‘But you don’t want to talk about that.’


    This had lasted no more than a second, but it was enough for him. He gave an easy laugh and turned to hang up his light tweed topcoat. ‘Why don’t I? You do make mysteries, Val.’ He turned back, jerking down his cuffs, presenting a picture of the ideal, clean, beautifully-tailored, slim and confident executive.


    ‘It was nothing,’ I said quietly, making it sound nothing. ‘I was explaining that I’m suffering from a small loss of memory.’


    ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Head inclined, suggesting that confidences would always be respected. ‘Must be tiresome.’


    ‘Mostly that one day. The day of the assault.’


    ‘It happens, I hear, with concussion. I wish I could help.’


    I glanced sideways at Val, who’d seemed poised to intervene. ‘Perhaps you can.’


    ‘Anything. Just ask.’


    ‘I’d rather like to see the books that Pool Street Motors were keeping at that time. They’re all new ones now. I believe you’re holding the old ones.’


    His eyes shut me out at once. Bleak, even resentful. ‘Sorry. Anything but that.’


    I pretended not to notice the opposition, and smiled at Val, partly to prevent her from intervening, partly to give the impression that it wasn’t important. ‘It was just...you understand...that I thought seeing them again might bring something back.’


    ‘Unlikely.’


    ‘But a new set of accounts was opened,’ I said blandly.


    ‘The originals were appalling.’


    ‘And as the old ones are way out of date now, I thought you wouldn’t object.’


    ‘You must be quite mad,’ he said lightly. ‘There’s a question of ethics. My client’s accounts are confidential.’


    ‘Oh...come on.’


    ‘And you’re no longer an official of the...’


    ‘Then why be scared of me seeing them?’ I asked, smiling. He made an angry sound, and thrust past me. Val made a movement to follow him, but paused.


    ‘How dared you, Clifford!’ she said angrily. ‘You cheated me. That was not what you mentioned.’


    ‘Not cheated you. Not that. I said what came into my head, just as something to annoy him. Now Val...you know me. I simply love watching him stalk out like that.’


    She pouted at me, but there was amusement in her eyes. She followed me into the drive. The light was going rapidly. She caught my arm, and I was aware that there’d been far too much physical contact. I paused, looking round at her.


    ‘That was a lie, wasn’t it?’ she asked softly. ‘Why did you come here, Cliff?’


    ‘To see you. To thank you for paying the garaging fees on the Volvo.’


    She bit her lip and shook her head. I had a way of annoying her, too, but there was no pleasure in it. She’d always hated being thanked, believing that gratitude was in some way akin to condescension. Abruptly, she turned away and ran back into the house.


    Orton, I saw, had not simply noticed the car, he’d opened the door and looked in. That he’d left it open was a gesture of contempt for what its driver might think. I got in and drove away. There’d been nothing inside to give him a clue.


    I don’t remember the first half of the journey, down past the sumptuous dwellings with their expensive lawns and sculptured hedges. I’d swung on to the main road, three miles from town, when a hot, wet tongue probed my ear.


    I drew into the side. Laddie, panting with delight and self-congratulation, was sitting on the seat behind me.


    ‘Oh, damn you,’ I said to him, aware that I’d have to face a return to Woodstock Heights. He adored praise, and the tongue licked out again. I looked over my shoulder to see whether I could make a U-turn, and Orton’s Rover 3500 came tearing past with a whine.


    One thing I knew; he wasn’t going back for his document case. I set off after him, wondering what had provoked his hurried return to town. I took it steadily. He could only be heading to his office.


    The town has a large and imposing main square, all solid dignity imparted by the old honey-stone buildings that surround it. But when they’d knocked down the old Hippodrome they’d put up a twenty-storey glass and concrete monstrosity. In this, Orton now had his business premises.


    I parked in Reed Street, but couldn’t see his car anywhere. It would’ve been the obvious place. Locking Laddie inside, I walked along to his office block. There was still activity in the lobby. I strolled over to the indicator board: Michael Orton Associates, floor twelve. In a corner was a reception desk, manned by a uniformed attendant. I asked him to call through to Orton’s office. It rang out without answer. He shook his head.


    ‘They’ve gone home, sir.’


    I nodded, and walked the lobby for a few minutes, and had just decided to drive back to Val’s place when he walked in through the swing doors. Seeing me, he stopped. I walked up to him. We stood looking at each other, me prepared to be polite.


    ‘What’s all this about?’ he demanded. His voice was quiet, but there was a snap in it.


    ‘I guessed you were heading here. You passed me on the road.’


    ‘So I passed you.’


    ‘In a hurry.’


    ‘Get out of my way, Summers. I am in a hurry.’


    ‘I hope you’re not thinking of destroying them. There’s a statutory period that records have to be kept.’


    ‘Are you trying to be funny?’ He looked across at the desk. I wondered whether he was thinking of having me thrown out. Then he modified his voice. ‘Look...I’m sorry if that assault affected you. You’re not acting rationally, Clifford, and you must realise that yourself. I had business, something I forgot. Val’s waiting...’


    ‘But you took time out to call somewhere else.’


    ‘Damn you and your inquisitions,’ he snapped. ‘Let me pass.’


    I stepped aside. ‘Where are you parked?’


    ‘Now look...’


    ‘I’ve got something for you to take back. I’ll wait by your car.’


    ‘What? What could you have...’


    ‘Your dog. You forgot to close my car door, and he jumped inside.’


    ‘To hell with the bloody thing!’ he snapped. Then he thrust past me and headed with long angry strides to the lift.


    I found his Rover three cars from mine. I was waiting beside it when he arrived, Laddie sitting on the pavement beside me.


    He unlocked his car without a word, tossing a brown paper parcel on to the passenger’s seat. He opened up the rear door, but Laddie didn’t move. I said: ‘Up, boy.’ Laddie jumped inside. Orton slammed doors, and was away with a grand, tyre-whining swing into the flow of traffic.


    I guessed that the place he’d called at on the way would have been Pool Street Motors. I drove round there, but it was dark and silent and deserted. Shrugging, I used their forecourt to swing round, and headed back towards the park.


    Twice I’d seen Orton swinging his set of keys on its chain. It had reminded me of something. I still had the three keys I’d taken from the Volvo’s ignition lock. One of them fitted the side door to the Social Security office.
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    The office car park was always left open, the building being too far from the shopping centre to attract the general public. In the old days I’d have driven inside, parked openly, walked into the building, flooding it with light, and given it not a second thought. Now I left the car on the park perimeter road and walked across in the shadows. Slipping the key in the lock, I felt like a crook. I did not dare to touch a light switch, but this was March, after the winter period when blinds would be lowered against draughts, and before the sun was too strong. All the blinds were raised. The streetlights would be sufficient.


    I had a yearning to do two things, discover the address of Charlie Graham, if it was on record, and get another look at the file on George Peters. I knew there wasn’t much chance, unless the normal security arrangements had been slack.


    Downstairs in the main Benefits sections most of the records were in small drawers, themselves in cabinets. Each block of drawers should have been secured by a lockable bar that came down the front. All the bars were in place. I found the drawer containing Ga to Gr. The bar was secure. The chance had been slim. His General Benefit Unit would have been in there only if Charlie Graham had made a claim at some time. My weakest screwdriver in the car would have broken that bar away, but I shrank from actual damage.


    I walked upstairs, and along to Contributions Section. Here, in the large drawer cabinets, would be kept the file for George Peters. Each cabinet had its own lock, set simply by thumb-pressing the cylinder home. Sometimes they’re left open. What burglar would search here? This one did. The cabinet was locked.


    Experience told me that a set of keys would be lying in the supervisor’s drawer, this probably unlocked. I’d have made a lousy lawbreaker; my thought was that to open that desk drawer would be an intrusion.


    Disappointed, I turned away, and the lights snapped on. My nerves jerked.


    ‘I might have guessed,’ she said, on an indrawn breath.


    ‘You didn’t know?’


    ‘I saw movement through the windows. The odds were it was you.’


    ‘For God’s sake!’ I shouted. ‘You walked in here not knowing? It could’ve been somebody violent.’


    ‘It is somebody violent,’ Nicola said.


    Then we looked at each other, and laughed. I lifted my shoulders. ‘I still had my key.’


    ‘You are a fool, Cliff,’ she said, striding past me. ‘I could have done what you wanted. And gladly.’


    ‘That was the reason,’ I said quietly.


    She slammed the desk drawer, the bunch of keys in her hand. ‘You knew darned well the keys were here.’


    ‘I’ve got no right...’


    ‘Well...I have.’ She stopped in front of me. ‘D’you think you can afford these paltry principles?’


    ‘The snag is...’ I grinned ‘...I don’t know whether I’ve got any, paltry or not, so I’m playing safe.’


    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I see.’ But she obviously didn’t. ‘I suppose you want the George Peters file again?’


    I nodded. She unlocked the cabinet marked: Pa – Pz. Somebody’s idea of a joke, that was.


    ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Let’s go into my office.’ She thrust the file at me.


    I followed her along the corridor. No worry now about the lights being on. She sat me at the desk, the file in front of me.


    ‘And I suppose you want Charlie Graham’s address?’ she asked.


    ‘If you would,’ I said weakly.


    For a moment she stared down at me, then she marched out. When she returned I still hadn’t opened the file. I hadn’t dared to, in case everything had changed inside there too.


    ‘There it is,’ she said, putting under my nose a piece of paper with an address on it. ‘Charles Vincent Graham, aged twenty-three. Sure to be him. Last incapacity two years back. Nasal sores and mucus excess.’


    ‘What?’ I said, lifting my head in surprise. ‘Is that a doctor’s version of a common cold?’


    She drew up a chair. Our knees touched. ‘You’re a great innocent, Cliff. Those are the classic symptoms of cocaine sniffing.’


    ‘Oh Lord!’


    I stared at the slip of paper. Would he still be at that address, I wondered.


    ‘Come on,’ said Nicola, wriggling in the chair. ‘Tell me what’s happened.’


    ‘I’d rather not.’


    ‘You con me into helping you, and you think you’re going to tell me nothing! Let me tell you...’


    ‘That’s the trouble, you see.’


    ‘What’s the trouble, for heaven’s sake?’


    ‘I’ve been to see my ex-wife. Ex, Nicola. Our marriage broke down. I don’t know what she’s like now – she’s changed a lot – but when we were married she was overbearing and wanted to run my life. That’s why it broke down. Opposites are supposed to attract. We didn’t. She accused me of being weak and stubborn. Damn it, Nicola, you don’t have to nod. Maybe I am. Weak...and stubborn because it’s the only defence I’ve got. I don’t know.’


    ‘Is this getting somewhere?’


    She was frowning fiercely, and on Nicola a frown was powerful, bringing into play a whole range of creases and wrinkles that made her look like a fretful gnome.


    ‘It’s just that – seeing Val – it’s made me realise I’ve got to do this myself. On my own.’


    ‘You’re not making sense. Why did seeing your ex-wife make you realise that?’


    ‘You two, Val and you, you’re so much alike.’


    ‘In what way?’ Her voice was deep, dangerous.


    ‘You’re taking me over, Nicola. You’re bossing me. I’m sorry, but it might be that I shan’t like it. And then where’ll we be?’


    Her mouth was all screwed up in such a way that I couldn’t tell what it meant. Then it unfolded itself, and she was laughing at me.


    ‘Oh, you poor dear. That depends where you want us to be.’


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said miserably.


    ‘Well...’ she said, ‘I do. So just let me do the deciding. Then, when you’re all sorted out, you can take over. All right? Say yes, damn you.’


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Damn you.’


    ‘Right. Now start by telling me what’s happened.’


    I told her what had happened, including my attempt to get a sight of the Pool Street Motors books.


    ‘And now you’ve told me,’ she said, ‘you can hardly refuse to let me help you.’


    ‘I can, you know.’


    ‘Why?’ she demanded forcefully. ‘You’re too damned awkward for words.’


    ‘Because George Peters finished up in a black plastic bag, that’s why. And if you ask me, you’re more bloody awkward than I am.’


    She nodded. ‘We’ll see about that. Now tell me – why did you want to see the George Peters file again?’


    I opened it. The withdrawal he’d signed was still there. Nothing had changed. I had become so dependent on my memory of George writing his statement, that the withdrawal had begun to seem unreal, a nightmare not yet dissolved. But it was real enough. I touched it. Yes...real.


    I sighed.


    ‘What?’ she asked.


    ‘I was hoping I’d imagined this.’


    ‘It’s definite enough.’


    ‘If it’d only been in ball-point, I might have accepted it more easily.’


    She was smiling at me, nodding. ‘Why?’


    ‘I might well have been carrying a spare ball-point.’


    ‘But it’s definitely in ink.’ She had her head tilted, considering me carefully. ‘What’s the matter?’


    A stress pain had shot into my head, behind my eyes, almost blinding me. I sat still, waiting. Gradually, it subsided.


    ‘Are you all right?’ She was looking at me anxiously.


    ‘Yes, it’s gone now.’ I smiled. She shook her head. But a thought had sprung forward, waiting to be claimed, and I’d lost it.


    She put a forefinger on the withdrawal. ‘You can’t argue against fact, Cliff.’


    The residue of the pain reminded me I’d nearly trapped an important thought. I felt irritated. The anger streamed from me.


    ‘But I remember Peters writing a statement. I saw that. It’s how I remember things, in pictures. I can’t remember names. Sometimes I can’t remember people, until I can get a mental image of when I saw them before, and put ‘em in a setting. It’s how I am. And I remember that. He was left-handed, and he was cursing the oblique nib, because it’s right-handed, but in fact...’ I slapped the withdrawal note angrily. ‘...this fact, he used another pen to write this with, and I don’t remember any of that.’


    ‘Easy,’ she said. ‘Easy now, Cliff.’


    ‘And I promised Tessa Clayton something, but I can’t remember that, either. And if there’s something I am sure about, it’s that I don’t make promises unless I can keep them. So why would I forget that?’


    ‘Perhaps you didn’t get time to keep your promise, so you don’t have to get yourself all worked up.’


    ‘And I can’t locate my driving licence and the car’s registration.’


    ‘They’ll turn up.’


    ‘And why had you got my wallet? Why wasn’t it in my pocket? What was it doing in the briefcase?’


    ‘Now stop it!’ she said. She stood over me, forcing me to look up at her. ‘That’s enough. There are reasons. Don’t get yourself in a tizz.’


    ‘What reasons?’


    ‘We’ll find them. Don’t worry, Cliff, we’ll find them.’


    ‘But I always carry my wallet in my inside jacket pocket.’


    ‘Of course you do.’


    ‘But it was in the briefcase.’


    ‘All right. So it was.’


    ‘I was wearing my green Harris tweed jacket.’


    I stopped. There had been a sudden picture of me, here in this office, shrugging into that jacket, reaching for my anorak and the briefcase with the George Peters file in it. But where was that jacket? I hadn’t seen it since.


    ‘I was,’ I said. ‘I was.’


    ‘If you say so, Cliff. So that’s where your driving licence and the car registration papers are, in your green jacket.’


    I looked at her in desperation. ‘But I haven’t got a green Harris tweed jacket.’ Then I had to put my head down and grab it with both hands in case it burst wide open.


    Nicola was shaking my shoulder. ‘Cliff, Cliff!’


    I raised my head. Her face swam, contorted. ‘And Nicola,’ I said, ‘I did take that money.’


    ‘But not as a bribe. You didn’t know.’


    ‘I did know. I’ve remembered. I can see it now, Tessa Clayton with the envelope in her hand, showing it to me, and I knew what it was, and what was in it.’


    She couldn’t say anything, only grip my shoulders and stare at me with her eyes dark with worry. The only comfort would be for her to tell me that what I remembered was false. But she knew I couldn’t face that.


    ‘You’d better go home,’ she whispered.


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘I’ll drive you.’


    ‘No. Give me a minute and I can manage.’


    ‘All the same...’


    ‘I can manage.’


    ‘Sometimes,’ she said, ‘I feel like giving you a right thump on the nose. And don’t think I couldn’t.’


    I tried to grin at her. Certainly I managed to get to my feet and stand steadily. ‘I really am all right. It passes. Maybe I’m a bit crazy, but that seems to be a qualification of car drivers these days. Come on, I’ll show you.’


    ‘Do you think I dropped in here just to catch you snooping. I wanted to use the phone. Hold on.’


    The telephonist always left the Inspector’s phone plugged through to the exchange. She began dialling, and got her number. Vaguely I heard her telling somebody called Marsha she’d been delayed. She replaced the phone. ‘Come on, then,’ she said. ‘What’s the matter?’


    ‘I came to this building that night, as you have now. When we talked about it, there didn’t seem to have been a reason. There’d be no point in dropping in here just to leave my briefcase, and the money – which I’m sure I’d got but I still don’t know why – that wouldn’t have brought me here. But now I see. I came here to use the phone. I was going to ring somebody...but who? And why? Oh hell, Nicola, it’s even worse when I half remember.’


    ‘But you’re sure of this?’


    ‘What other reason could there have been, except to phone?’


    I’ll use the phone in the office.


    ‘Now what?’ she demanded.


    It had been almost as though I’d heard my own voice in my head. I had said those words. I’ll use the phone in the office. I shook my head, clearing it, leaving only a hum like a disconnected line.


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I came here to use the phone.’


    I was aware she was eyeing me with concern. ‘Where did you leave your car?’


    ‘By the park.’


    She put off the lights and locked up, then walked me to my car. Very nearly, I felt, she put her hand to my arm to steady me. I felt old and uncertain as I got behind the wheel, but I did the correct actions in the right order.


    ‘You see, I’m quite capable.’


    ‘Keep in touch,’ she told me. ‘That’s an order.’


    ‘Yes ma’am.’ I gestured, and drove away.


    The trouble with my aunt’s place was that there was only on-street parking. The street, one of the main ones out of town towards the west, was lined with solid and pretentious Victorian semis, built at a time when car parking had not been an issue. I left the car on the road, under a streetlamp.


    Aunt Peg, not sure if I’d be back or when, had a stew going. I knew before I reached the front door. She glanced at me as I walked in, but that’s all she ever needs.


    ‘I knew it would upset you.’


    ‘It’s all right. Stew, is it?’


    ‘On the table in two minutes.’


    ‘I’ll just wash my hands.’


    I ran up the stairs to my room, straight to the narrow wardrobe she called a tallboy. Inside was my one decent suit, two pairs of jeans and a pair of slacks, a brown sports jacket, a blazer short of two buttons, and my mac. I was wearing the anorak over the grey jacket of an otherwise defunct suit and a pair of baggy woollen trousers. There was no green Harris tweed jacket.


    When I went down again I remembered to kiss her on the cheek. She nodded, having noted the omission. The piled plate was placed in front of me, and she sat opposite before commenting.


    ‘In a fair rush, weren’t you?’


    ‘Something I wanted to check. Had to.’


    ‘Hmm!’ She stared at her plate. ‘Too salty, do you think?’ I was expected to contradict. ‘Not a bit. It’s marvellous.’


    ‘I could tell you every item in that tallboy.’


    ‘You listened for the door! You crafty old auntie. I was looking for a green Harris tweed jacket.’


    ‘There isn’t one. I could’ve saved you the trouble.’


    ‘But there was one, wasn’t there? Before the incident.’ Between us, my battering was ‘the incident’. It made an attack with a heavy spanner sound more genteel.


    For a few moments she chewed placidly, head to one side as she thought about it. Then: ‘I did wonder what had happened to that. Certainly you had it, but it wasn’t in the parcel that nice sergeant brought from the hospital. I didn’t want to worry you about it.’


    ‘I’m not worried.’


    ‘And that’s a lie, to start with.’


    I smiled as well as I could with a mouthful of beef. ‘Not worried about the jacket. But one or two things are missing, and they might have been in the pockets.’


    She placed knife and fork on the plate and sat back, her serious ‘I’m listening’ attitude.


    ‘Don’t let it get cold,’ I said.


    ‘What things?’


    ‘At the moment – all that’s obvious – it’s the registration form for the Volvo, and my driving licence.’


    ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘then I think I know...’


    ‘For heaven’s sake, auntie, eat your dinner. It’ll do after.’


    As well try to stop a charging rhino. Dabbing her lips with a napkin, she went over to her old Welsh dresser, opened a drawer, and came back with an envelope.


    ‘I’ve always kept these for you, but you wouldn’t have carried them around with you, I’m sure.’


    I emptied them out beside my plate. The Volvo’s registration, my birth certificate, blood donor’s card, and my copy of the decree absolute. No driver’s licence. I would have been carrying that.


    Gradually, the detritus of my former life was coming together. But I was not getting anything like a clear picture of how the missing bits fitted into the outline.


    Clearly, with the meal finished, the washing-up done and the wiping by me, it was expected that I’d settle down in my uncle’s easy chair and doze in front of the TV set. Aunt Peg’s meals were always huge, her husband having been a steel erector, a large man with a mountainous appetite. I felt I didn’t dare to doze. I had an address that needed chasing up.


    ‘You’re not going out again?’


    ‘It could be urgent.’


    ‘You’re tired. Sit down and rest.’


    But my mind wasn’t going to sit and rest. ‘I wouldn’t be able to relax. Don’t worry. It’s nothing strenuous.’


    She sighed, and slapped the arms of her chair. ‘Just like your father. No sense or reason in what he ever did.’


    ‘He married your sister, didn’t he?’


    ‘That’s what I meant.’ Her lips puckered. ‘He should have married me.’


    For a moment I gazed into one of life’s tragedies, and then it was gone. I touched the back of her hand. ‘Heaven forbid. You’re bossy enough as an aunt, heaven knows what you’d be like as my mother.’


    ‘Get away with you,’ she said, so I went away.


    It wasn’t likely that Sergeant Porter would be on duty, but I tried the station. He wasn’t. The duty officer asked whether he could help.


    ‘Not really. It’s a friendly chat I want.’


    He eyed me with uncertainty, then made up his mind. ‘Eight o’clock onwards, he’d maybe be in the Duke of York or the Mitre. Don’t tell him I said so.’


    ‘Thanks. I won’t.’


    It was eight-twenty when I located him at the bar in the Mitre, laughing with a group of his mates. I ordered my statutory half and waited until he chose to join me at one end of the bar. It took ten minutes.


    ‘Cliff? No good offering...’


    ‘I’m fixed, thanks. Any news?’


    ‘The date of death’s vague. Any time from a year to eighteen months ago.’


    ‘Sixteen,’ I corrected. ‘I spoke to him on November the 16th.’


    ‘So you did.’ He lifted his glass and stared into it. ‘At his place in Rock Street.’


    ‘Why d’you say it like that?’ I asked.


    He lifted one eyebrow. ‘Your account was vague. No. Wrong word. Contradictory.’


    ‘Damn it, Bill. You know about my memory.’


    ‘But certainly he signed something on that day.’


    ‘By “something” you mean that withdrawal form?’


    ‘So it’s a fair assumption he was alive then.’


    Our conversation was in the form of light banter, but I detected a coolness about him. For a moment I hesitated. Then I plunged.


    ‘Why’re you taking that tone with me, Bill?’


    ‘You’re asking too many questions.’


    ‘Then answer that last one.’


    ‘I have. You’re showing too much interest in this.’


    ‘It was my car...’


    ‘It’s not that.’


    ‘Then will you believe...I want to find out what happened that day. I’ve got to find out. Bits of memory...they’re just confusing the issue. To me it’s important, Bill.’


    ‘He might not have died that day. Or do you know he did?’


    ‘Not him,’ I said. ‘He’s your affair. It’s me I’m worried about. I’m no longer certain about my mental balance.’


    I hadn’t wanted to say that; it wasn’t what I’d hunted him out for. But for some reason I thought I could trust him. He drank beer, licked his lips, looked round for the barmaid.


    ‘It’s not your brain I’m worried about, sport,’ he said. ‘It’s the rest of you. We’re moving into a new aspect of it, and it could be unhealthy.’


    ‘I’m only trying...’


    ‘They found something else on that arm of his, which is pretty well all they’ve got to work on. Tracks. D’you know what they are, Cliff?’


    ‘An idea. You’re saying he was on drugs?’


    ‘You’re not surprised?’


    ‘Clayton told me he suspected that.’


    He banged the glass down on the bar with more emotion than I’d ever seen him use. It attracted the barmaid, frowning.


    ‘Fill it,’ he said, not glancing at her. He put his face close to mine. ‘And you’re still sniffing around!’


    ‘I don’t think the drug aspect’s relevant. Look Bill, I came here to ask you something, and you won’t let me say it.’


    ‘Not relevant!’ He raised his eyes, grunted in disgust, and said: ‘Ask away.’


    ‘That night. In the office car park. Were you there?’


    ‘One of the first. I was on duty.’


    ‘Got there before they took me away?’


    ‘Yes. Didn’t I tell you how you were lying face down on the doorstep?’


    ‘When they took me away – ambulance, I suppose – did you notice what I was wearing?’


    ‘Oh brother!’


    ‘What’s up?’


    ‘It was pouring with rain, cold with it, the light rotten, and you lying there with your head bashed in, and all you can think about is your sartorial elegance.’


    ‘Stop playing the fool, Bill. It matters.’


    ‘How in God’s name d’you expect me to remember that?’


    ‘Visualise it. Me lying there...Get the picture.’


    ‘My memory doesn’t work like that. Names, numbers, lists, those I remember. Faces of villains I can picture, if I’ve studied their mug-shots.’


    ‘Try.’


    ‘Go away, Cliff.’


    ‘Please.’


    He sighed. ‘All right. Shoes. You were wearing shoes.’


    ‘Funny!’


    ‘No gloves. Slacks, not jeans. I remember that. No hat. Pity. Could’ve helped you. Anorak – something zipped and padded, anyway. Shirt and tie, when they eventually turned you over. A cardigan or pullover. There, you see, I can do it.’


    ‘Not all of it, Bill. The jacket. What jacket was I wearing?’


    ‘You got more than one?’


    ‘What colour, style, material…’


    ‘You must be crazy. Anyway, you weren’t wearing a jacket.’


    ‘I had on my green Harris tweed.’


    ‘If you know, why ask me?’


    ‘When I left home, I had it on.’


    ‘Well, you hadn’t then. I remember, there was a bit of a fuss about keeping you warm. One of the men – ambulance men – said something. No jacket in this weather. Something like that.’


    I believed him. His mention of the weather had revived another memory. I’d been cold, in spite of the anorak, walking from Pool Street Motors. Had I walked, then? Not gone for a bus, but walked? Possibly. That meant I’d had a problem. I recalled that much about myself. I’d always walked problems until they’d resolved themselves. Now I recalled cold hands. Cold, fumbling in pockets for keys. Keys that couldn’t have been there, because I’d left them in the car. Water was streaming from my hair down my face. What about the anorak’s hood? Ah yes, it zipped off. I didn’t use it in the car. Something else I’d left behind, the hood – at home? Perhaps. My mind raced, and nothing came together and made sense.


    ‘We could find a table.’ He was eyeing me strangely.


    ‘I’m not staying.’


    ‘I’ll get you a brandy. Miss...’


    ‘No. You know I’m not supposed to.’


    I don’t remember saying goodnight to him. I stood by the car. I was wearing that same anorak, without the hood. Then, feeling round the neck, I detected the broken zip, and remembered something else. It was nothing remarkable that I hadn’t been wearing the hood that night, because it had been torn off. I smiled at the simplicity of this solution, and stood, wondering when it had been torn off.


    And saw the picture clearly, Charlie Graham coming at me...no, not at Rock Street. I banished that background from my mind. Charlie Graham, whom I had at once recognised at 17C Rock Street, as a figure of aggression! Now I saw why. Charlie Graham was coming at me against a background shadowed in patterned metal. Clayton had said we’d had a right barney...


    I clung to the car’s roof for stability while I fought for the true image in my mind. Graham with his face distorted, one hand reaching for me, the other raised and clenched into a fist. We were in the repair bay at Pool Street Motors. The reaching hand was tearing the hood free...


    The image died. I was again in the car park behind the Mitre, no hood to the anorak, which I remembered peeling off as I turned from him, trying desperately to free my arms.


    I must have got into the car because I realised I was in the driver’s seat with the keys still in my hand. There had been a period without either the present or the past reaching my consciousness. My heart was pounding, and pain pressed behind my eyes.


    Drive home, I told myself. Drive home, you fool. But what I had seen was real and valid. Charlie Graham. I’d felt something between us, and Tony Clayton had mentioned a right up-and-downer, as he called it. So at least I had something from the near-present to validate the memory. But my mind shied away from it. Tentatively, I attempted to recapture the image, but my mind fired and died, like a car with damp leads.


    I knew what was the trouble. The image had revealed me as twisting free from the anorak, yet I was now wearing that same anorak. It was the jacket, which had been beneath it, that was missing.


    I reached forward and started the engine. Only one person could tell me the truth. Charlie Graham.


    But I did not dare to drive to his address. I was afraid that Graham would shatter this latest memory.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    11


    


    Pool Street Motors was not well enough situated to attract custom to its petrol pumps after the local factory workers had gone home. I didn’t expect to find it open. It wasn’t. The forecourt was dark, and the only sound was the flat, metallic thumping from loose sheeting flapping at the rear in the breeze.


    I drew in behind the pumps and got out of the car. As with the darkened room at 17C Rock Street, I hoped that quietly, on my own and free to concentrate, I could seize on the aura of the place and convert it into solid memories. Well...not hoped, exactly. Feared would be closer to it. I hoped for memories that could be proved to be valid, but feared that once again I’d have to face jumbled nonsense, skirting the truth but not probing deeply into it.


    It was no help that the frontage had been changed. Quietly, I moved round in the shadows, and nothing stirred my interest. Clayton had said I’d parked the Volvo, that day, over at one side. Out of the way. The only place this could be was now occupied by an air line outlet, at this time with its pressure gauge detached. I had the impression that I’d parked the Volvo there, yes, and backed up, edging into the corner. And left the keys in? I plunged my hand into my anorak pocket, and there were the keys to the Escort. I couldn’t remember taking them out, but it had been instinctive. Surely, with the Volvo it would’ve been equally instinctive!


    I looked round. Yes, there’d been a tatty hutment where the present self-service and pay office stood. I’d walked into there and asked to see the boss. They’d taken me through into the back.


    The back? The repair bay, that would be. I’d been told to walk through...there’d been a door just past the foreman’s office. I’d walked through and seen the men working, found the door at the side, then the outside staircase.


    I discovered that the new, open-woodwork fence, which formed the forecourt boundary, did not quite reach the wall of the neighbouring property. There was an eighteen inch gap, enough for even a bulky type like me to squeeze through, if I sucked in my stomach.


    There was an earth surface with clumped grass beneath my feet. Here, not much of the light from the street penetrated. I made my way forward cautiously, with one hand running along the corrugated iron wall of the tall service bay. I was searching for something, anything, that was familiar. My hand abruptly swung into space, and I realised I’d reached the far end of the building. I stood, allowing my eyes to accommodate, aware that in front of me should be a twenty foot flat surface, and then the open space with the scattered wrecks of plundered cars.


    The moon was racing from cloud to cloud. A brisk and cool wind met me head on. I saw scattered shapes, and as I explored farther with my eyes the moon caught the dead surface of the clay pool.


    I moved round the corner. Now the metallic thumping was loud. One of the big sliding doors was moving restlessly in its channels. If it was moving, it meant it was not fully closed. Or so it seemed to me. I felt along it, its vibrations communicating. There was a gap, six inches between the doors. There should have been a padlock between the hasps. I felt for it, and the moon suddenly shone free and showed me there wasn’t one. With both hands to the vibrating door, I heaved sideways, and it moved. There was a grating sound, and then I had two feet of dark space to slip through.


    I wasn’t sure whether my memory would recall anything if I had to stand there in complete darkness. I would have needed, I thought, at least ghostly shapes, in order to orientate myself. Fortunately, I had ghostly shapes. There was a small amount of light. It came as a dim glow from the small office in the far corner.


    This was the foreman’s office. Partly clerical. There the foreman would complete chits of work done and time spent, oil-blackened from his hands. Clayton hadn’t had a foreman...but he could have been his own foreman.


    I approached this metal shack cautiously. The door was open. Some of the light came from there, the rest from an almost-obscured window in its facing wall. There was no sound from it. I cleared my throat tentatively. Still no sound. The sliding door thumped. Inside the bay there was silence. I walked with confidence into the office, tapping the door on the way past.


    Nobody was there. The light was from a small anglepoise lamp on a long, narrow bench at the rear. Nothing was on the bench. In racks on the wall above it were the numerous, tatty car maintenance manuals that had accumulated over the years. There was a green metal chair, a green metal filing cabinet, and along one wall a row of coat hooks on which were draped years of the accumulation of black-stained overalls, which had gone way past sending to the laundry.


    I remembered them. I had sat facing them. On the same metal chair, yes. I had been speaking to Tony Clayton...no, Tessa, it had been. Not speaking to, listening to. Her tone was quite clear in my mind, intense, hurried. But no words came. There, I had sat. My briefcase had been across my knees, my notebook open on it. Still I could not hear what she was saying. Something about help. She needed help. She needed help. Personally. That much I knew, before the memory died.


    I reached forward and turned the head of the lamp, pointing it at the grimy window, then went out again into the dim expanse of the repair bay. The improvement was small, but it was an improvement. Gradually, I absorbed the scene.


    There was no sudden and blinding image, as I’d had before. It came together slowly, like a normal mind recalling the past. For some moments I did not appreciate the normality of it, and then the realisation flushed me with warmth. My mind was deliberately and calmly presenting me with fact.


    To my immediate left, tucked into the corner beside the office, was a dump for empty oil cans, old rags, leaking sumps and general filth. This much I knew, and I could keep free of it. I didn’t know why I knew, but the thought was that my feet would be insecure on that surface, so I moved father into the centre of the bay. Now the main hydraulic lift was to my left, raised, a vehicle on it. On the ground beneath it there were shapes. Part of the engine had been dismantled. Beyond it, along the wall, was a squat bulk of machinery. I didn’t know what that was – and then I did. Clayton had told me; the compressor and tank for the air supply on the forecourt. To my right, set back against the wall, was an electronic tester they used for tuning, in front of it the wheel rollers for the MOT test for braking. In the corner, beyond that, an empty space, where my Volvo had sat for sixteen months. Ahead, near the thumping door, there was a shape that had to be a car. A tiny red light against the wall, and a faint humming, told me that a battery was being charged.


    I stood, looking round. I filled the echoing space with movement and life and noise. Here I had stood, briefcase at my feet, and watched Clayton as he walked away from me to give instructions to one of his three mechanics.


    I had stood there before, in that exact spot, and I had groaned my dismay. I had come on an enquiry involving an accident to one George Peters, who had signed a statement...yes, damn it, there had been a statement. I had come there to confirm what Peters had said, that he’d had a car roll off its jacks and crush his arm.


    I was standing in a near-dark repair bay, the wind flapping a door, and otherwise silence. The picture was now very clear to me. I had walked into trouble, innocently, because I’d had no warning. I’d come there to confirm the details of an accident. This should not have provoked violence; I had never before been involved with violence in my work. Nevertheless, the image was clear, of Charlie Graham coming at me with fury in his eyes...fury provoked by fear. Why did I think that? Had there been anything for him to fear, in what I’d said? And yet, I had that impression distinctly. We’d been the other side of the hydraulic lift. Yes, between it and the wall. I’d been shouting, but that was not from anger, rather because of the noise being made by one of the men...


    My concentration was so absolute that the small side door could have been open for several minutes without catching my attention. But there was a change in the draught. I turned. The door stood beside the foreman’s office, and was open. Beyond it there was light, reflected down the outside staircase from the main office above.


    ‘I’m afraid...’ I began in apology, but Tessa Clayton moved in and closed the door behind her as though we shared something secret.


    ‘You shouldn’t have come here,’ she said, a strange intimacy in her voice.


    It was ridiculously like a meeting of lovers. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said quickly. ‘I didn’t know there was anybody here – didn’t see your light.’


    ‘I was catching up on the bookwork.’ Her voice was cautious, searching. She was lying; she’d been in the dark in the office upstairs, otherwise I’d have noticed her light. ‘And what is it you want?’ she asked.


    I moved towards her. She threw a switch, and blinding light pressed down on us from floodlights high in the roof. She was wearing a crumpled skirt and a cardigan, and was peering at me as though she’d just awakened and was not sure where she was.


    ‘Only to stand here,’ I said. ‘In the shadows, trying to remember what happened the last time I was here.’


    ‘You must be crazy,’ she told me indifferently. ‘Why don’t you come in here?’


    She meant the foreman’s office. I wondered whether she was trying to keep me away from the main office. Then I wondered where the Claytons lived. There could not be living accommodation here, and yet, if she’d come from their home to check the books, where had she left her car? As I hesitated, she switched off the main lights, making the decision for me.


    ‘I don’t mind,’ I said equably, following her into the foreman’s office. ‘I owe you an explanation. It’s all a matter of getting some help for my memory.’


    ‘Daytime would have been better.’


    She was drawing out a stool I hadn’t noticed, from beneath an old desk below the window. Because she seemed to want me to, I took the green chair. We’d sat like this before, I realised, she and I. My heart quickened at the thought.


    ‘But now,’ I said, ‘it’s night time. That’s better for memories, when everything’s quiet.’


    ‘You frightened me.’


    ‘I had no idea there was anyone around.’ I was trying to keep my tone casual. ‘I really do apologise.’


    She was strange, no anger in her voice at my intrusion, no aftermath of the nervousness she must have felt. But the fear I had detected at 17C Rock Street seemed still to be with her.


    ‘You’re here alone?’ I asked.


    ‘Tony brought me. He’ll come for me later.’


    ‘Ah,’ I said. ‘After the pubs closed?


    ‘So you see, there’s no time. Very little time.’


    ‘To finish the books?’


    She smiled at my simplicity. ‘I very nearly shot you, you know.’


    I stared beyond her at the manuals in their rack, cleared my throat. ‘I startled you.’ I had to assume I’d misheard.


    ‘Tony keeps a shotgun in a cupboard in the office.’


    ‘Not loaded, surely?’ I tried for an easy laugh, but it nearly choked me.


    It’s leaning against the wall, just outside. I recognised you, you see.’


    ‘That’s good. Otherwise...’


    ‘That was when I nearly shot you.’


    I felt that reality was more of a nightmare than my moments of recall. ‘You’re not serious.’


    ‘You made me a promise.’


    ‘But surely...for a broken promise...and I can’t remember anything about it.’


    ‘I don’t believe that. Anybody can say they forgot. But you didn’t forget. You simply let him die.’


    ‘For heaven’s sake! You’re not talking about George?’


    ‘My son. You promised you’d use the phone in the office.’


    I’ll use the phone in the office.


    She was still sitting there on the stool, leaning forward. Both of her were sitting there, overlaid, the present Tessa Clayton in her skirt and cardie, the other in jeans and a roll-neck jumper. It was the other who was leaning forward, beseeching me, pleading with me. I could feel my own sympathy and concern...and hear the protest I’d made.


    ‘But I can’t do that...’


    ‘You could save him.’


    ‘I’m sure you’re exaggerating.’


    ‘But he has to have it.’


    ‘Not tonight, surely.’


    ‘It’s your fault, coming here. I’d have done it myself. Look, I’ve written down the number...’


    She had been holding out something in her hand, but the image was flickering and dancing, and then we were in the main office, she showing me the manilla envelope before putting it inside the wages book. No...wrong image! I tried to reject it, and recapture the scene in the foreman’s office. What had she been offering me? A piece of paper...


    ‘...and now you can’t think of anything to say,’ she was accusing me.


    I took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘I would just love to remember,’ I assured her. ‘Believe me, that’s all I want to do.’


    ‘I should never have trusted you,’ she decided, jutting her lower lip like a child.


    I didn’t think she was completely sane. She couldn’t have been, to sneak off to her son’s bed-sitter and hide there to wait for him, when she hadn’t heard from him for over a year.


    ‘I came here,’ I said, ‘that day. I came to make a straightforward enquiry about an accident that’d happened to your son. He’d given me a statement that it’d happened here.’


    ‘No,’ she said flatly. ‘It didn’t. It couldn’t have done.’


    ‘All right. I now realise it probably hadn’t happened here. But at that time I was simply making routine enquiries. There was unpleasantness. I seem to remember a fight with Charlie Graham. Do you know him?’


    ‘It’s not Charlie I’m afraid of.’


    ‘But you know him?’ I talked past her fear.


    ‘George’s friend, yes. I know him. Hateful person.’


    ‘Did we fight? Charlie and me.’


    ‘George was afraid. Terrified.’


    She was nodding, maybe in agreement that Graham and I had fought, but she was not really hearing me.


    ‘I didn’t promise anything, though,’ I said in agony, in case George had died because I hadn’t fulfilled my promise.


    ‘You did so. You promised.’


    Patiently, I tried again. ‘I said I’d phone from the office?’


    ‘You said that.’


    ‘Mrs Clayton.’ I moistened my lips. ‘Tessa, listen to me. Please. Don’t you know...when I left here, my car wouldn’t start. If I was too late – doing something I don’t understand yet – then that was the reason. I was late getting back to the office.’


    Her fingers covered her mouth. From behind them she whispered: ‘But you promised.’ A veritable hell of despair danced behind her eyes.


    ‘Just to phone? Is that what I promised?’


    ‘To make contact,’ she said impatiently. ‘I wrote down the number for you.’


    ‘A telephone number? Whose number?’ I was having to draw it out, word by word.


    ‘A phone box. I told you. I don’t know where. That was the point. They might have found him. It was to pay for the consignment.’


    Consignment? And George had been on drugs!


    She was talking about money. I had been carrying money that night. So was she telling me that I’d agreed to become involved in the payment of a sum of money for drugs? And that I would phone a call box and arrange a shadowy meeting in some dark alley, to complete the transaction?


    ‘We’re talking about drugs?’ I asked carefully.


    ‘Yes. The consignment he lost.’


    And dear heaven, to imagine myself getting involved in drug trafficking! I didn’t want to listen to her.


    ‘And did I know it involved drugs?’


    ‘Of course not. I told you he had to have it. I didn’t tell you why.’


    She was trying to give me an acceptable explanation, and yet, if I was to believe her, she’d put me in a position of danger that evening. Drugs? What violence that word carried with it. But she had mentioned a ‘consignment’, so £600 began to seem inadequate in that context. It seemed inadequate, too, as justification for the fear in her eyes. All this was past, but the fear was very much in the present, a living thing between us. The simple explanation would be that she could be afraid of me.


    And she had a loaded shotgun only ten feet away. The hackles rose on my neck.


    ‘I don’t believe you, Tessa,’ I said, sticking my neck out, hackles and all.


    She was indifferent to my disbelief. ‘I wouldn’t expect you to. It’d put you in rather a poor light.’


    ‘In what way?’


    ‘Causing George’s death.’


    ‘Oh, I see. You’re saying they killed him, these people he owed the money to? Because they didn’t get it.’


    She sat back on the stool, one knee clasped in her hands, her mouth open for a laugh that never came. It looked like a laugh. ‘Of course not. They wanted their money. They didn’t get it that night, but I’ve paid it since.’


    Her wide, dark eyes told me what she meant, that this was not the cause of her fear.


    ‘Then who’s frightening you?’ I asked carefully.


    She pouted, not accepting my ignorance. ‘I can see I’ll have to trust you again. I can’t go. Tony’ll be here for me soon, and it wouldn’t do if I’m not here. But you can go. Then you’ll see for yourself.’


    ‘Go where?’


    ‘To 17C Rock Street.’


    I held my breath, waiting. My brain was tossing around again.


    ‘I know I’m expected,’ she told me, nodding. ‘You’re to say I haven’t got it, and that I never had it. I’ve been telling lies, you can say. But it’s got to come to an end. I can’t go on. Say I shan’t be any more trouble. It’s all over...finished. Make sure that’s understood. Finished.’


    Was she talking about George? For pity’s sake, did she still believe him to be alive, as she’d held on to the belief for the past sixteen months?


    ‘Promise,’ she said.


    ‘How can I promise that? There’ll be nobody at 17C Rock Street.’


    ‘You haven’t been listening. You never did. Oh...why did I ever trust you!’


    ‘I don’t ask to be trusted.’


    ‘Go there! Go! Do what you can.’


    But she was talking to somebody whose mental stability was as rocky as her own. She might need my help in some obscure way, but I needed the backing of total recall before I dared to assist her.


    It was ‘true’ that I’d knowingly taken money from her, because that image was clear in my memory. It was also ‘true’ that I’d said I’d phone from the office. But what was not true, because I’d not yet excavated it from my memory, was that she’d written down and given me a phone number, and that it was one I’d promised to call. She was perhaps playing on my memory loss. Did she really expect me to go to 17C Rock Street on such a vague and fantastic story? And why? She spoke of her fear. If it was of me, then this could be a trick to send me there for a very different reason. I was to be lured there.


    I believed she was lying. If she’d given me a phone number...well, I knew myself in that respect. I’d have glanced at it, and carried the physical memory in my mind. And there was no such number in my mind.


    It came to me abruptly that I could be a danger to somebody. I knew something, but I must not be allowed to remember it. Dead men carry no memories. Except, perhaps, of their own death?


    I shuddered from the thought.


    ‘Can I suggest,’ I said, ‘that you phone your husband now, and ask him to come and fetch you. I’ll wait until he arrives, and then you’ll be safe.’


    ‘No!’ She was on her feet, her hair wild. ‘No!’ Fury, because the trick had failed?


    ‘Then I can’t help you.’


    I was backing out of the office, my eyes on her. The shotgun could have been a lie, too, but I didn’t dare to bank on that. ‘I’ll go out the back way,’ I said.


    Out in the repair area I found it dark and dangerous in itself. I’d been sitting in the light of that bench lamp. Now all was dark to my pampered eyes. I stumbled. Planks of wood moved beneath my feet. I looked down. Dimly I could see I’d disturbed the covers of the old pit they’d used before the hydraulic lift was installed. My heart pounding, I swerved, and headed for the vertical patch of moonlight.


    Behind me, she was screaming.


    Not waiting to slide the massive door shut again, I fumbled round the outside of the iron building. The metal reverberated under my fingers from her screams. I found myself in the forecourt, running to the Escort, the keys in my hand.


    Inside the car it was quiet. Either she’d stopped screaming, or too much space stood between us. Suddenly, it was as though it hadn’t happened. I’d awoken from a nightmare.


    I drove away. Not fast. The instinct was to bang down on the throttle and set the tyres spinning, but I didn’t know that I was doing right to leave her. I should perhaps not have been so eager to get away, but I was terribly aware of that shotgun. I am a physical coward, I suppose. Violence is not part of my normal life-style, which was why the memory of a physical encounter with Charlie Graham was so disturbing.


    So I drove away, but slower and slower as I progressed.


    It was a damp night, the streets quiet in that breath-held pause before the pubs closed. I drifted. My mind was not on my driving. Because of this, when a bus stopped in front of me, I couldn’t make the effort to pull out round him.


    I sat there, foot holding the clutch down. Its route number was 259.


    259...259…


    My mind played with it. A flicker of memory probed it. I watched the bus roll forward, and still I couldn’t summon the necessary actions to drive away.


    259...259...2592...


    My brain fumbled. An image intervened. A larger number appeared, but darted away before I could capture it. I groaned with frustration, and the engine stalled as my legs drew up. I couldn’t stop them from doing that. I was drawing them up in self-protection, and there was Graham coming at me again, his face distorted, his fist raised. I put down my face and covered it with my hands, forcing the memory to go away. It wasn’t the image I wanted, the one I knew I had to have.


    259…259…my brain cried out. 2592...2592...2592...


    Oh God, and it wouldn’t clarify. Charlie Graham was shouting his anger – no, his fear – at me, and I knew the number was more important.


    It came up again, the number. It flickered on and off as though with a faulty switch, gone before I could capture it. No, I’d got another digit. Was it a 3? I clung to it, mentally forcing the number to hold steady.


    Then I had a stable image. A rectangle of paper. Not white. Brown. On it a number. Felt-tip pen. Blue. Blue on brown.


    25923...no, 25928. I had it that far, and yet was aware that the full number had one more digit. It was hidden from me by a crease in the paper. Fingers were creasing it, so urgent was the grip on it. But then I was taking the paper in my own hand, and looking at it squarely.


    259287.


    I knew then that I had to go back.


    There was a tapping sound behind my image, an insistent sound. I lowered my hands, sighing as the true picture of the number faded. As I raised my head the car door opened. A round, serious face, a peaked cap, a checkered band round it.


    The trouble was that it was the wrong time to sit in a stalled car with your head in your hands. He smiled slightly.


    ‘Trouble, sir?’


    ‘Two five nine two eight seven,’ I said. ‘Write it down.’


    He was not disturbed by this answer. ‘If you’d care to get out...’


    ‘I’m not drunk.’


    ‘No sir. Of course not. We’ll just check that, shall we.’


    ‘I tell you I’m not drunk. Write the number down.’


    ‘Never mind numbers.’ He was becoming impatient.


    ‘I’d like you to get out of the car.’


    ‘And if I don’t?’ I felt a stir of anger, that he might deprive me of the number for ever.


    ‘Then we’ll have to take you to the station, and do it there.’


    I got out of the car. If he expected me to be uncertain on my feet, he wasn’t disappointed. I was still not a hundred per cent with the present world. I had to clutch his arm. ‘It’ll have to be the station.’


    ‘In the other car, sir, if you please. I’ll bring yours.’


    ‘Then for Christ’s sake, let’s do it fast,’ I said, and plunged for the police Rover.


    The driver grinned at me. ‘Seat belt,’ he said. I grabbed it angrily.


    ‘Let’s get going,’ I said, and he raised his eyebrows at me.


    As we started, I gestured to the red glow beneath his dash, above the hanging microphone. ‘Can you call ahead?’


    ‘We can manage. Don’t worry.’


    ‘Ask them if Bill Porter’s come in. Ask them...please. If not, try to get him. It’s urgent. I’m not drunk. I’m not crazy. Or perhaps it’d be better if we turned back to Pool Street Motors.’ I glanced at him, but he said nothing.


    ‘I’ve just come from there. There was a woman, and she was talking about being frightened. She had a shotgun...’


    ‘You saw it?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Then we’ll go to the station. Bill Porter’s there.’


    ‘Thank God for that.’


    He spoke a few words to his control, was answered with squawks I couldn’t understand, and hung up.


    The car leapt forward. I closed my eyes to the swinging streets, and concentrated. 259287


    I reached for my pen, found an old receipt, and wrote it on the back. Then I felt better, sat back, and suddenly became so weak that I almost passed out.
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    Bill Porter was waiting on the station steps. ‘Why don’t you let me go home?’ he complained, but I grabbed him by the arm and dragged him inside. There, in the duty office, I gabbled out a condensed version of what had happened. My eyes must have been wild, and my voice on the edge of hysteria, because he was staring at me with uncertainty.


    ‘I didn’t believe her, Bill. I just couldn’t accept she’d given me a phone number...nor that I’d have phoned from the office. But now I’ve remembered a number, and if she was telling the truth about that...’


    ‘Did you get the impression she was mentally unbalanced?’


    ‘I thought that. But she said she was afraid. Maybe it was fear that caused it.’


    He grunted. ‘You didn’t see this shotgun she mentioned, though?’


    ‘No.’ I thrust my receipt at him. ‘Call the number, Bill.’


    ‘This is your fancy memory we’re talking about?’


    ‘It won’t hurt you to call it.’


    He considered me for another painful moment, then walked over to the counter. I followed him slowly, feeling whacked. He used the phone, carefully dialling: 259287. He listened for a few seconds, then he held it out to me. I could hear the number ringing out.


    ‘There’s no reply,’ he said unnecessarily.


    ‘But it is a phone number.’


    ‘Cliff,’ he said heavily, ‘you must have dozens of phone numbers tucked away in your memory.’


    ‘I saw this one, clearly, in my mind’s eye.’


    ‘In your mind’s eye?’ he said flatly, not trusting either the mind or the eye.


    ‘Bill...ask the exchange whose is that number. They’ll tell you.’


    ‘Want a bet?’


    But all the same he did it. I stood at his shoulder while he mumbled words, waited, mumbled again, then hung up. His face was expressionless when he turned back to me.


    ‘It’s a phone box,’ he said. ‘At the corner of Rock Street and the Mecklin Road.’


    I breathed out fully and drew in a shuddering breath. ‘There you are then.’


    ‘We’d better go and have a look.’


    The two men from the patrol car were standing in the doorway, chatting. Porter raised a finger. ‘You two had better follow me.’ And he walked out, me at his heels.


    They had my car in the yard at the side. I automatically moved towards it. He said: ‘We’ll use mine.’ I didn’t argue. I wasn’t sure I could have driven, anyway. I felt cold, right through to the bones, and my legs seemed to be moving stiffly. Twice I had failed her, once in not making contact with George Peters at the call box at the end of Rock Street, and again in refusing to believe her. She had pleaded for help, and I’d not been able to get away from her fast enough.


    But if George Peters had been waiting by that phone box for the call, he could not have been the one who attacked me in the office car park.


    ‘Can’t you go any faster?’ I mumbled.


    The patrol car swerved past us, and put on its winker and siren. We went faster. When we drew in behind the pumps at Pool Street Motors the siren was moaning down to silence. Then all was quiet. I lifted my head. Yes, the sliding door was still open, I could hear it thumping.


    ‘How did you get in?’ Bill asked.


    I gestured to the far side. ‘There’s a gap.’


    ‘There’s a gate this end, though.’


    The white, open-paling fencing was broken by a ten feet wide gate, opening into the yard behind. It didn’t look as though it was padlocked. Of course, there’d have to be a way to drive the cars round...‘I happened to be over there,’ I told him.


    He grunted, and gestured to the others. The gate swung open. I wanted to run ahead, but my legs hadn’t got a run in them. Bill Porter raised an arm to restrain me, just in case.


    ‘Take it easy,’ he said.


    I led them to the sliding doors. One of the constables slid it open. The small light in the foreman’s office was no longer switched on. I found myself whispering.


    ‘The switches are over in the corner, by that office.’ I was pointing into blackness. One of the men switched on a torch. It searched out the office. ‘There,’ I said. ‘And there’s a side door to the staircase and the main office above.’


    ‘Saw it as we came past,’ Bill said. ‘No light up there, either. She’s gone home, Cliff. Tony Clayton came for her, as she said, and he’s taken her home.’


    But he didn’t sound convinced. We moved into the repair bay, the torch’s light dancing over the oil-black concrete floor ahead.


    ‘I’ll get the switches,’ I offered.


    ‘Careful,’ said the constable sharply.


    His torch flicked at the planks I’d almost tripped over coming out. I’d disturbed a couple, I recalled, but surely no more than two. The torch steadied on my feet. Each of the planks, which should have notched into the recessed edges of the inspection pit, was displaced and scattered beside it. I’d nearly walked into a six foot fall.


    The constable came to my side and cast the rays down into the pit. It was strewn with empty gallon oil cans and filthy rags. Lying face down amongst them was the woman I’d last seen in skirt and cardigan, beside her the shotgun I hadn’t seen. The back of her head was a pulverised mess.


    ‘By God,’ whispered Porter, ‘you do find ‘em, don’t you Cliff!’


    Then he turned to one of the men, who hurried away. The other one took my arm, and we managed to reach the foreman’s office. He found the bench lamp switch, at around the time that Porter located the main switch by the side door and flooded the building with light.


    ‘Just sit there, sir, if you will,’ said the constable, then he went away.


    I should not have been left alone with my thoughts. Bitter self-recrimination flooded over me, and I sat, huddled with it, trapped with it in the close confines of that office. The trouble was that Tessa was still there, still reaching for me with her voice, pleading for help. And time and again, as the memory tortured me, I was once more getting to my feet and walking away from her. Except that now I couldn’t get to my feet and walk away because I was trapped there. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to walk away from it, because the trap was not the constable’s calm and authoritative directive, it was my conscience.


    A policewoman eventually came and rescued me. She drove me away from there, fussing over me as though I was a baby, fastening my seat belt for me and driving carefully, as though speed would be too great a shock for my system. At the station there was no suggestion that I should take my car and drive home. At this thought I vaguely wondered whether I should phone Aunt Peg; it was surely getting late. But as we pushed through the growing activity in the outer office, and made our way to the canteen, I forgot about it.


    She got me a cup of tea and a sandwich. I hadn’t thought I was hungry. The canteen, open all hours, was nevertheless quiet, lights on only at one end. There was a cosy intimacy about it, a warmth. This I realised when the shaking ceased. I hadn’t noticed the shaking, but she had.


    ‘There,’ she said. ‘Feeling better now?’


    I nodded. ‘Yes, thank you.’


    Then she began talking to me, drawing me out, yet not a word related to what was in the forefront of my mind. She had her instructions. I was to be unfrozen.


    ‘Why are we waiting here?’ I asked at one point.


    ‘Chief Inspector Caldicott will want to see you.’


    ‘It’s getting late.’


    ‘Yes,’ she agreed.


    It was too much effort to look at my watch.


    Eventually I was taken up to Caldicott’s office. Probably he’d handled many witnesses in my condition, half in shock. His technique was simple. He ignored my feelings and stuck to the basics.


    ‘From the beginning,’ he said. ‘What were you doing at Pool Street Motors?’


    ‘I was trying to dig into my memory and get some idea of what had happened there...’


    ‘Never mind your memory. You broke in. Why?’


    ‘Not actually broke in. The main sliding door was open.’


    ‘Take it from there.’


    I did. In detail. He had a tape machine recording our conversation. As long as I went on talking he did not interrupt, simply kept his eyes on me, boring in, unimpressed. He didn’t even say anything when I could not give a coherent account without mentioning my memory loss. When I came to an end he switched off the recorder and sat back.


    Not much wrong with your memory, there.’


    ‘It’s just one specific day, sixteen months ago, and odd bits before then.’


    ‘What’s a day between friends?’ He smiled thinly. ‘You make a fair statement, by the way. We’ll type it up verbatim.’


    ‘I had umpteen years of experience in making out statements and reports. I can quote you the Judges Rules by heart, if you like.’


    He laughed, rising from his desk and walking round. ‘More than I can. I’ve got the stuff written on a bit of card.’


    ‘Me too.’ I grinned at him. ‘I was just kidding.’


    For a moment or two the misery had drained from me. Caldicott was probably a very good policeman. But outside his office the mood was left behind. She was waiting for me, my policewoman. I saw that she was a good-looking woman in her twenties, not tall, smiling and pleasant but always with her eyes assessing me. She took me down, and into a waiting room with a bit of privacy.


    ‘I’ve got to leave you now.’ It was an instruction. ‘You’ll be all right.’


    ‘What am I waiting for?’


    ‘The typist. Your statement. Then you can go home.’


    Home, I thought. Of course. I should have realised. Aunt Peg, I thought, as she smiled and left, I ought to ring her. That was when Nicola put her head round the door.


    ‘Here you are,’ she said, closing it behind her. ‘You look lousy, Cliff.’


    ‘What on earth...’ I got to my feet. ‘What’re you doing here? It must be...’


    ‘It’s three in the morning.’


    ‘Oh God, poor Aunt Peg, she’ll be worrying herself stiff.’


    ‘Don’t worry...I called her. She was worrying, but when I told her you’d come across another of those bodies you keep finding, she said that was all right, then, and she could get to bed.’


    Nicola’s sense of humour. I tried a weak grin and took her hands, and suddenly I felt weak and ridiculously close to tears.


    ‘Everything under control,’ I said.


    ‘You do get yourself into trouble.’


    She turned away. We found ourselves chairs. I was able to look at her, feast my eyes on her. Her hair was untidy and there was no trace of make-up. The lack of discipline in her features was obvious, now. Her clothes had been thrown on, a blue jumper with pink joggers.


    ‘You didn’t say,’ I reminded her, ‘why you’re here.’


    ‘That sergeant sorted out my address and phoned me.’


    ‘Oh?’


    She puckered her mouth and eyes at my blank expression. ‘You’d been asking for me.’


    ‘Had I?’


    ‘So he said. This sergeant. But he could have been telling lies.’


    The door opened as though he’d been listening outside and couldn’t stand the insult. Sergeant Porter slid in and closed the door quietly, found himself a chair without a sound.


    ‘It wasn’t a lie. You asked for her.’


    I tried to grin at her. ‘That’s a relief. Proves I wasn’t crazy, and for a while I thought I was.’


    ‘Tell me,’ she said, nodding, not taking no for an answer, accepting it as humour but not smiling.


    I told her, in detail. Porter sat, heels hooked on the cross brace of the chair, chin cupped in his hand. I was well aware that he’d probably heard what I’d told Caldicott; that micro-phone on the desk might have led elsewhere than to the tape recorder. Maybe this was his friendly act, seeing whether my account now corresponded with my previous one. As far as I could make it, it did, though maybe now embroidered with more emotional arabesques.


    Porter stirred. ‘You were asked to go to 17C Rock Street? No hint of who’d be there?’


    ‘Not a thing. I thought she was speaking about George.’


    He snorted. ‘We’ve been round to the room, and gone over it in detail. There was nothing, no sign at all that anybody had been there this evening.’


    ‘There wouldn’t be.’


    ‘Possibly not,’ he mused. ‘But if there had been, it was this person she was afraid of?’


    ‘If it wasn’t my imagination.’


    ‘So you believe that whoever it was got tired of waiting, and went to find her?’


    ‘It’s not for me to believe anything.’


    He smiled thinly, and reached for his pack of cigarettes. ‘Isn’t it, Cliff? We’re not getting that message around here. You’ve done nothing but poke around...’


    ‘My memory. That’s all I’m digging for.’


    ‘Yes. This damned memory loss of yours. Don’t you think it’s causing too much trouble all round?’


    I looked at Nicola. She was big-eyed and solemn, and she gave me no encouragement. It was my memory, so I could do the talking.


    I sighed. ‘Look Bill, it wasn’t just the missing day. I could have lived with that, but there were other things, not so positive. It was like living in a vacuum. Kind of a personality problem. I wanted to bring it back, but didn’t feel like making the effort. But now it’s too late, and I’m right in the middle. I’m remembering parts of things, bits and pieces, and it doesn’t all come together and make sense. I can’t leave it now. It’s my bloody mind we’re talking about. I’ll go crazy if I can’t get the complete picture.’


    Nicola was nodding. It made sense to her. She had a proprietorial interest in my mind. If there’d been time, I might have worried about that, but Bill Porter picked me up on what I’d said, and carried it on.


    ‘So...what have you found out about the day of your assault?’


    ‘Fact...or guess?’


    ‘Both. See what we get out of it.’


    I felt I’d have liked notice of the question, time to marshal a few thoughts and reject a few. Nicola didn’t give me much chance.


    ‘He went out on an Industrial Accident claim – George Peters – and got a statement from him...’ She let it hang there, her eyes on me, eyebrows raised.


    ‘I’m sure, now, that I got a statement,’ I said. ‘There’s a withdrawal on the file, but I took a statement from him. He’d crushed his right arm, and described how a car had run off its jacks and collapsed on him. This was at Pool Street Motors. I went there. That’s fact. Then my memory’s vague, though there’s something about a barney I had with a chap called Charlie Graham. I can’t understand that. But I do know that at one time I had four statements. There were three men there, in that repair bay, so it seems to confirm that I’d already had a statement from George Peters. I don’t know what sort of statements, though. I mean...I seem to have walked into a situation where George Peters’ accident fitted almost exactly the circumstances of a fatal accident to a chap called Colin Rampton. As described by George Peters, who must have seen it. But in any event, my enquiries that day couldn’t have involved money.’


    ‘Ah yes.’ Bill nodded, gazing at his toes. ‘I get your point.’


    ‘If I’d stuck to the accident question, then money wouldn’t have been mentioned.’


    ‘And so the money in the envelope could well have been intended for George Peters,’ put in Nicola with triumph.


    Porter raised his head and looked from one to the other of us. ‘So what d’you think was going on, Cliff?’


    ‘I think George Peters had some sort of accident, about ten days before my visit there, and got himself a crushed arm. On the same evening, I believe Colin Rampton died when a car fell on his chest, at the garage.’


    He held up his hand. ‘November the 6th,’ he said. ‘That was the evening Colin Rampton died. I’ve been checking records. On that same evening a police patrol car was chasing a Maestro, twenty miles from here, which turned out to be stolen, and which’d run through some traffic lights. They lost it, but it crashed and turned over. Before they could reach it, the driver managed to get out and did a bunk over the fields. Inside the car there was a package containing heroin. Take it from there.’


    I felt an upsurge of excitement. This was what I’d wanted. ‘I see what you mean. Tessa Clayton spoke about George having lost a consignment, and that was probably it. I suppose he’d have to pay for it, and she got the money together. Then, on the day I went there...’


    ‘Hold it,’ said Nicola. ‘You’re jumping the gun. That evening, the evening of the accident...I can see what happened, if you can’t.’


    ‘Oh, I see, I see,’ I calmed her. ‘Poor George, arm in a mess and knowing the police would be looking for hospital reports...managed to get back to town, here. He was in trouble, so he’d head for his friend Charlie Graham, who was working at the garage. About five-thirty to six, that’d be.’


    ‘We can tie it down,’ said Bill Porter placidly. ‘Colin Rampton died at five-twenty.’


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Thanks. Where was I? Oh yes. Five o’clockish, George Peters got to the garage. He’d got to be careful because he wasn’t too well-in with Tony Clayton. So he crept round the back, and it was there he saw the car fall on Colin Rampton. Then there’d be a lot of fuss and bother, and he’d have to make himself scarce, with ambulances and policemen on their way. So now he simply had to go to a hospital, but at least he’d got an acceptable story to tell about how his arm had been crushed. And once having told it there, I suppose he reckoned he’d better tell it to me, too. An exact description of the death of Colin Rampton.’


    ‘Hmm!’ said Bill. ‘You’ve given this some thought.’


    ‘Yes. I had to try to make logic out of it.’


    He smiled thinly, robbing his words of intended insult. ‘As you seem to have done with Tessa Clayton tonight. Made logic of it.’


    I felt the warmth flooding into my face. ‘It was the phone number. I couldn’t remember the phone number.’


    Nicola silenced me with a frown. She turned to Porter and tapped him on the knee reprovingly. ‘That wasn’t fair. Cliff’s making sense.’


    ‘Of a kind. All right, Cliff, so you went along there ten days later and started asking questions...’


    ‘About the accident. But of course, it didn’t fit. Arm for a chest, and the wrong person. And maybe Charlie Graham didn’t like the questions I was asking, because I was talking about his friend...’


    Bill Porter was shaking his head. ‘Not a friend. We don’t think so. George Peters was a heroin user himself, but he must have been a pusher, too. Or maybe a courier. It’s how they finance their own habits. Peters had probably picked up a consignment of heroin, and was taking it to his supplier, and lost it. There’s a point, there, by the way. Six hundred quid in that envelope, that’s not much for what you’d call a consignment. The stuff they found in the car would have fetched forty to fifty thousand on the streets. Think of it in those terms, and George would’ve been in deep trouble that end, and Graham would also have been in trouble, not being able to get his supply. So, by the time you went there he could’ve been half crazy with withdrawal symptoms.’


    ‘How the hell you can talk about it so calmly...’


    ‘Or I go insane,’ he said. ‘As simple as that.’


    ‘All right. I guess you know your own position. In any event, I took statements, and it seems nothing would fit right. So the obvious thing would’ve been to get back to George Peters and check with him. No great problem there. But somewhere along the line...have you thought of this, Bill? George owed around six hundred quid. His adoring mother had got it together for him. But I’d been there all afternoon, and delayed things. She had been intending to make the phone call, but because of me she wasn’t able to. So she got me alone. Somehow, she persuaded me to phone that call box and hand over the money to George, wherever he wanted us to meet. At that time the money was in an envelope in a drawer in the main office. She arranged...and like an utter fool I must’ve agreed...that we’d go up there and I’d say I had to take the books away with me, and she’d put the envelope in the wages book. You see...I can remember seeing her do that, but somehow Clayton realised, and went after me...’


    ‘And there you’re stuck,’ said Bill, with apparent satisfaction.


    ‘No he’s not,’ said Nicola, looking at me in expectation.


    ‘Yes I am,’ I told her.


    Bill laughed. ‘You see, he knows. It doesn’t fall together. Assuming he went back to the office...’


    ‘I did that sure enough.’


    ‘...with the intention of phoning the number, which turns out to be a phone box convenient for George Peters, then how was George Peters at the office when Cliff arrived?’


    ‘I’ve worried about that.’


    ‘And why should violence be necessary, if Cliff intended to hand it over peacefully?’


    ‘I did. I would have done, I suppose.’


    ‘And if Tony Clayton followed you to your office, just to get the money back, why should he resort to violence? You’d have handed it over as meek as a lamb.’


    ‘As a lamb,’ I agreed.


    ‘And what happened to the statements you say you took?’


    ‘Ah!’


    ‘If you took them.’


    ‘I seem to remember...’


    ‘Seem to? Did you? Can you actually say you did?’


    ‘I got a flash of memory – four statements.’


    ‘And yet you can’t even prove you took one from Peters...’ He held up his hand. ‘Listen, damn you. All right, you can say there was no reason to have gone to the garage if you hadn’t had a statement from Peters in the first place. That may or may not be true. But what there was – is– on the file is a withdrawal of his claim. In other words, a withdrawal of any story Peters might have told you.’


    ‘I remember a statement, damn it.’


    ‘Your memory! And how reliable is that, Cliff?’


    ‘In this instance, totally.’


    ‘That’s a confident claim. Right. Accept you had a statement. No sign of it, mind you. But accept it. Accept you took it round to the garage. Accept you left there with that statement, plus three others, an envelope of money, and something or other with a phone number written on it.’


    ‘You’re accepting all that?’


    ‘Please listen, Cliff. No point in being sarcastic.’


    ‘What d’you expect?’ Nicola demanded. ‘Accept this, accept that. What the hell’re you getting at, Sergeant?’


    ‘It’s all right, Nicola,’ I said, trying to cool the atmosphere.


    ‘It’s not all right. You just won’t...’ She stopped. Her hand fluttered to her lips, and she shook her head. ‘Sorry.’


    ‘Let’s hear what he’s got to say. Huh?’


    Porter grimaced. ‘It’s not a question of theories, you see, fancy stuff based on flashes of memory. It’s what we’ve got. And that is that you were found unconscious, Clayton standing over you with the money in his pocket, and no statements, no phone number, but a withdrawal was in the file for George Peters. Clayton wouldn’t have had time to get rid of those statements...so what’s the answer?’


    ‘That,’ I said, ‘is what I’d like to know.’


    ‘But would you, Cliff? What if you don’t like the answer?’


    ‘There’s already plenty I don’t like.’


    He was silent, watching me, waiting for it to penetrate. ‘What d’you mean, Bill?’


    He looked unhappy. ‘It’s a question of timing, you see. Clayton found out his wife had handed money to you, but we don’t know when he found out. It might’ve taken some time. So how did he manage to reach your office just after you? You must have lost a lot of time.’


    ‘My car broke down. I had to...’


    ‘Did it?’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Your car was found outside the garage later that evening. Nobody remembers seeing it there before then. You could have driven away from there in it. Wouldn’t it be reasonable that you’d have decided there and then to go back to George Peters and challenge him about the statement? Wouldn’t it?’


    I could do nothing but stare at him. My heart was pounding, seeming to choke me. Porter turned to Nicola, raising his eyebrows.


    ‘I think I would have done that,’ she said quietly, but her eyes smouldered.


    Porter looked away from her quickly. ‘So maybe you’d see George at 17C Rock Street, Cliff, or even spot him pacing outside that phone box – always assuming there was a phone number.’


    ‘For Christ’s sake!’ I croaked.


    ‘But see him you did...I’m suggesting. And got a withdrawal, and tore up all four statements. And the money...’


    ‘I’d still got it when I reached the office. Still!’


    ‘Well yes. That’s the trouble. That’s where my imagination gets stuck. Your car was found at the garage, so you’d have had to drive it back there. Perhaps you hadn’t given him the money, for some reason, so you intended to return it to Mrs Clayton, in that envelope, and tell her you hadn’t been able to contact her son. But by that time the men would’ve packed in and gone home, so the garage was empty, except for Clayton and his wife, rowing about the money. So quietly you went away...’


    He shook his head and fumbled for another cigarette. I thought he was waiting for me to protest. I didn’t intend to say a word to contest the whole absurd rigmarole. I shouted:


    ‘And left my car with the keys in? Went to the office with no keys to get in with? What the hell d’you think I was doing?’


    He cleared his throat. ‘You’ve forgotten that whole day. With concussion it’s not unusual to lose a short period before the...er...trauma, they call it. But not you, Cliff. It’s a whole day you’ve lost. But there are other traumas than physical violence. Emotional. I’m suggesting you walked away from your car at the garage because you couldn’t face getting into it again. You forgot your keys because you were in a confused state. You’d decided by then to keep the money. Perhaps you needed it. Divorces are expensive, even undefended. You went to the office to hide it away, somewhere other than the place you lived. Clayton had time, in that way, to catch you as you reached the office. And recover the money.’


    He waited. Nicola and I stared at each other. There were no words.


    ‘A theory,’ Porter murmured. ‘Just a theory.’ He was uncomfortable.


    Nicola at last turned from me. In that second, I thought, she’d lost her faith in me. She stared at her hand on her knee.


    ‘This trauma,’ she murmured. ‘This mental violence that could have brought it all on...what do you suggest, Sergeant?’


    He at last lit his cigarette. It seemed that he relaxed. ‘It’d have to be a guess,’ he conceded.


    ‘That’s understood.’ She nodded encouragingly.


    ‘George Peters, faced with Cliff and a statement that was false...he’d perhaps see that the game was up, and he was going to be linked with the crashed Maestro and therefore the drugs. Went at Cliff. Cliff’s a big chap. Defended himself.’ He shrugged. ‘It’d explain why Cliff didn’t get round to handing over the money.’


    ‘You’re saying,’ she persisted, ‘that George’s body was in the Volvo’s boot when Cliff drove it back to the garage?’


    ‘It would explain its presence,’ said Bill gently. ‘And there’s a convenient alleyway behind Rock Street.’


    ‘So perhaps,’ she said tensely, ‘he wasn’t taking the money back. He was taking George back. “I’ve got your son outside, Mrs Clayton. He’s in the boot.” Is that it? “I’ve put him in a black plastic bag for you.” Something like that?’


    ‘Well...hardly.’


    ‘I mean, in Cliff’s disturbed state, it’d be just as likely as what you’ve said.’


    ‘It’s not the same.’


    Then she was on her feet, bristling, red-faced, her arms flying, her hair dancing, eyes blazing.


    ‘Of all the stupid rubbish! Call yourself a policeman! Theory, you call it. You’re not fit to lick his boots, him in shock and he can think straighter. Your mind’s warped, it’s diseased. Take your ideas somewhere else, you nasty creep. How dare you! Look at him. He’s had shocks that’d put anybody down, and you have to throw that at him. You’re despicable. You’re...you’re...’


    Porter rose slowly, a grim smile behind the cigarette. ‘Take him home, will you. Save me the trouble.’


    ‘You haven’t heard the last of this.’


    ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Bill heavily. He turned to me. ‘Take her home, Cliff.’


    ‘I’d just like to endorse...’


    ‘It wasn’t the same pen!’ she shouted.


    I took her arm. ‘Let’s go, Nicola.’


    She shook herself free, and took my arm, and marched me out, right into the street, where she stopped and turned to me, her teeth again clamped on her lower lip.


    ‘Did you see his face!’ she screamed, then she was almost helpless with laughter, which was so infectious that we staggered round into the yard with our arms round each other like a couple of drunks. Then we were silent, still in each other’s arms, staring at each other’s understanding.


    ‘Cliff!’ she whispered, reaching up and touching my mouth.


    It might have got out of hand there and then, if Tony Clayton hadn’t stepped from behind my car and stood there, poised on spread feet.
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    It was a shock to realise that I had completely discounted Tony Clayton from his wife’s death. There had seemed a personal sharing in it between Tessa and myself. Yet he was her husband. It was he who should have called for her and taken her home, but had not. It was he – come to think of it – who should not have allowed her to be there at the garage alone, in her state of fear. And he who should have witnessed that fear, not me.


    But he was so distraught that I didn’t feel I could blame him. The feeling that enveloped me was one of distaste. Nicola and I had emerged from the police station, laughing ourselves silly in each other’s arms, when our presence there arose from the fact of his wife’s death.


    Nicola was rigid at my side, her fingers digging into my arm. I thought she gave a little moan. The light was poor, a single opalescent globe above the side entrance to the station, and that on the far side of the yard. But even so I could see clearly his distress.


    Clayton stood with feet apart to support himself. His arms hung loosely at his sides, his face was crumpled. I thought there were tears in his eyes, down his cheeks.


    ‘You killed her,’ he whispered.


    ‘No! Tony, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left her, I know...’


    He took a step forward, one hand reaching out, his fingers clawed. ‘Your fault. Your bloody fault.’ His voice grew in strength ‘You didn’t help her when she asked.’


    ‘How do you know that, Tony?’


    ‘They told me. In there. I’m gonna kill you, Cliff Summers.’


    Then his advance on me became more purposeful, and both hands reached for me. I thrust Nicola away, and heard her gasp throatily: ‘Cliff!’


    ‘Tony,’ I said. ‘You ought to go home. Isn’t there anybody taking you home? We’ll have to see about that. You’d think they’d run you home...’ Just talking. Repeating the word: home. Hoping to present to him a more attractive objective than my death.


    Beside me, Nicola broke free and began to run towards the side door. Tony threw back his head. I’d inflicted a wound. Home! He hadn’t got any home, just an empty house. With a hoarse shout he threw himself at me.


    I could feel no wish to fight. To get me going I needed a background of righteous anger, but nowhere in this situation could I feel that I was in the right. Clayton came at me. His flailing arms were ineffectual, but one fist caught my arm and twisted me off balance. His impetus thrust a shoulder into mine, and I was down, on my back, skidding across the rain-slicked surface of the police yard...


    ...and saw Charlie Graham snarling above me. I was skidding on my back across the oil-slicked surface on the floor of the repair bay, crashing with metallic rattles into the corner behind the foreman’s office. Graham was screaming: ‘Bloody, liar! Bloody liar!’...


    ...then I was looking up at Tony Clayton, struggling in the arms of Bill Porter, Clayton shouting: ‘You killed her!’ A constable was running in from the side, followed by Nicola, shouting words I wouldn’t have expected her to use. Porter helped me to my feet. The constable had taken over with Clayton, who was now limply useless. ‘I’ll run you home, sir. You’ll feel better...’ I didn’t hear the rest, because Porter was dusting me down, when I knew you couldn’t dust off thick, black oil, and it was Nicola whose voice came through most clearly.


    ‘Are you all right? That idiot...’


    Bill Porter grimaced. ‘I’m all right,’ I said. ‘Glad I caught you,’ he was saying. ‘I forgot to get you to sign the statement.’


    Nicola spoke bitterly. ‘It’s a bit of luck he was detained, then.’ She was walking round me, assessing the damage.


    I sighed. ‘I’ll come back in, Bill. You might as well go home, Nicola. Thanks for your help.’


    ‘I’m driving you home.’


    ‘No you’re not. I’ll drive you.’


    ‘There’s my car...’


    ‘If I drive you, you can collect yours tomorrow.’


    ‘The bus doesn’t go past...’


    This could have gone on for ever, but Porter intervened. ‘For heaven’s sake, drive him home. It’ll only take a minute for the statement. I’ll run his car along.’


    We looked at each other.


    ‘When they’ll let me go home myself,’ he added.


    So back we went into the same room, where he left us staring blankly at each other. It was taking longer than a minute. I moved my shoulder restlessly.


    ‘You’re hurt,’ she accused me.


    ‘I came down a bit heavily. It’ll go away if I ignore it.’


    ‘That great oaf!’


    ‘Can’t blame him, though.’


    ‘I suppose not.’


    Silence. We were both carefully avoiding the same thing, the obvious fact that I was still affected by the evening’s events.


    ‘You’re not taking him seriously?’ she asked at last.


    ‘Who? Bill Porter? No. He was just shaking the bottle to see what fell out.’


    ‘Shaking you, though.’


    ‘Uhuh!’


    ‘It’s Tessa, isn’t it?’


    ‘Of course it is!’ I said sharply, annoyed that she didn’t seem to understand.


    She pouted at me. ‘Not it’s not, and you know it. What’s upsetting you is that you relied on your memory, and it didn’t work out.’


    I moved in the seat. ‘It’s not even that. It’s what I made out of what I remembered.’


    She considered this carefully, then she shook her head. ‘No. That wouldn’t upset you. It’s meant so much to you, Cliff, recalling that day. Don’t reject it, just because it doesn’t work out.’


    ‘And what if it’s all false?’


    She looked down at her hand, where it rested on her knee.


    ‘How on earth did I come to put on these joggers?’


    ‘I’m not sure I want to remember any more of it.’


    ‘I can see your point.’


    ‘As the man said: what’s a day between friends?’


    ‘Depends on the friends,’ she said casually. ‘I’d have thought.’


    I looked at her suspiciously. She was at her most dangerous when she went all mild and equable. ‘And I have been trying.’


    ‘I didn’t suggest you hadn’t.’


    ‘At my wife’s place this evening, trying to get a sight of the Pool Street Motors books, from Michael Orton.’


    ‘Not much chance of that. Not much you could get out of them, anyway, I’d have thought.’


    She seemed to have lost interest. In a couple of seconds she’d have taken it too far and started to stare at her fingernails.


    ‘Well I thought they might jog my memory.’


    ‘Even though you can’t remember even opening them?’


    ‘I think so.’


    ‘That’s good, because I’ve served him with a notice to produce.’ She looked at her fingernails.


    ‘You can’t do that!’ I burst out.


    ‘Done it.’


    ‘No case file, no excuse. If he complains to the manager...’


    ‘I’ll think of something.’


    ‘I don’t want you mixed up in this,’ I complained.


    ‘You’ve got me mixed in it,’ she said loudly. ‘I’ll get ‘em tomorrow – no, today now. You can come and see them at my place.’


    ‘I will not have you...’


    ‘Here they are,’ said Bill Porter, crashing in with no warning. He looked from one to the other of us. ‘Everything cosy?’


    In a creaking silence I read through the statement and signed it, plus two copies. ‘Your car’ll be outside in the morning,’ he said, holding out his hand for my keys.


    We left. The argument continued all the way to Aunt Peg’s. No use, of course. She’d already done it. Nicola could get herself into serious trouble, though, using official legal procedures for her own ends. My own ends. We pulled up outside. It was after five o’clock, but the light was on in Aunt Peg’s bedroom.


    ‘But you’ll come to see them?’ Nicola asked. ‘At my place.’


    ‘If you’ll tell me where it is.’


    ‘Come for tea.’ She told me where it was.


    I had the car door open, and remembered, and put my head back in to kiss her, but the fact that I’d had to remember ruined it. She gave me a flicker of a grimace, and drove away. Auntie’s curtain fell back into place.


    And then of course she came down to make me a hot drink and hear all about it, lips pursed in disapproval. ‘You’re best out of it,’ she decided. ‘Now off to bed with you.’


    As though I could lay down my head and sleep, I thought, laying it down, and instantly sleeping.


    It was nearly midday before I got out to my car, at the kerb as promised, keys through the letter box. As I climbed into it, the thought occurred to me that they’d casually borrowed it in order to go through every inch to see what they could find. Bill Porter was a cunning bugger.


    There were now only two memory lanes left to explore, the account books for Pool Street Motors, and Charlie Graham. I’d driven half a mile before I realised I had no enthusiasm for exploring either of them. As I’d promised Nicola that I’d go to tea and examine the books, there was no getting out of that. Graham...he was my own choice.


    I parked in the multi-storey behind the library and went for a walk round the town. I felt, I decided, like myself. There was no significant deprivation in that I’d lost a day out of my life, there wasn’t even a feeling that my personality was any longer in doubt. But there was a slight snag, there. My personality might not have been in doubt, but the evidence I had relating to it was not pleasing. I wished it was in doubt, come to think of it. My performance up to date was nothing to feel proud about. Not as far as I could remember...


    Frustrated, aware that I was trapped into exploring deeper into a memory I was beginning to find hateful, I turned into Janie’s Tea Room, almost without intending to.


    ‘Why...Cliff...’ said Valerie as I walked past her, looking for solitude.


    If I’d had my wits about me I wouldn’t have gone in there. It had been our favourite meeting place, before we were married. I wanted neither that memory, nor Valerie.


    ‘Join me?’ she asked. She was alone at a table for two against the wall.


    I wanted to turn and go out, but that would have been entirely mannerless, even cruel, considering her smile. I said that would be very pleasant, and sat opposite her, and as always happens with Val, a waitress appeared at her elbow.


    ‘Oh...tea, please,’ I said.


    ‘Better make it a fresh pot for two,’ said Val, leaning forward, elbows on the table. ‘You’ve been having quite a time, Cliff.’


    And she couldn’t, yet, have heard about Tessa Clayton. I nodded. ‘A bit rough, yes.’


    ‘You need a holiday. I’m sure it’d do you good.’


    I could almost see her reaching for her personal panacea, her cheque book. It was an effort to smile and casually shake my head.


    ‘Couldn’t get away. I might manage something later. And you?’


    ‘Pardon.’


    ‘It’s March. Wasn’t that Riviera time for you? Or Monte?’ She grimaced. ‘Rather passé, Cliff. You’re not in touch.’


    ‘Well...wherever.’


    ‘Like you, I couldn’t get away.’


    The tea arrived. I nodded. We waited until the waitress had left. I said. ‘Responsibilities, Val? All this directorship.’


    ‘That doesn’t take much of my time.’


    Her hand was moving across the table. I made a natural gesture out of picking up my spoon. ‘Did you stir it? Then what does?’ I flipped up the lid of the tea pot.


    She laughed lightly, but there was strain in it. ‘Michael doesn’t have your hang-ups.’


    ‘Shall I pour, or you?’


    ‘I’m into accounting now, you know.’


    ‘You’re one of the associates?’


    ‘There’s a lot of money in it.’


    ‘He’s doing well,’ I observed. ‘So now you’re a business woman, Val. It suits you well. How long before we see the dark suit and the dickey-bow?’


    ‘Sarcasm,’ she said, ‘will be your downfall.’


    But I’d retreated into it because of embarrassment. She had been appealing to me. This was not my affair, her personal relationship with Michael Orton. Perhaps she had discovered that my own refusal to use her money was more acceptable than Orton’s eagerness – as I had no doubt it would be – to use it. And her. But in a few seconds she would be asking my advice. Because I disliked him, it would be biased. Because I still liked her, it would be even more biased. And appealing to me might be a dangerous thing; I had a tendency to run away.


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘But I’m glad you’re keeping busy.’


    Funny about women. They’ll go on doing nothing for ages – the tea sat there cooling– and then they’ll do two things at once. She took up the tea pot in one hand, managing to fill both cups without spilling, while her other hand reached across and touched the back of my hand.


    ‘I wish you’d let me help you, Clifford.’


    I avoided contact by reaching for the sugar. It embarrassed me that she seemed to be harried by her conscience. ‘You’re meeting Michael for lunch?’ I asked.


    ‘No. Not today.’ Her voice was empty. I’d given her my answer; I could offer her nothing. ‘He’s had to stay in his office. Some interview with a person from your old place. He’s very upset about it.’


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘People are.’


    I knew that Nicola intended to impound the books and take them away. Orton would be furious. Though, thinking about Nicola, I realised that it was he who had most to fear.


    I asked about the dog. She said he was fine. I shouldn’t have used him as a let-out, because it only made me sad that he was no longer with me. I asked about the house. Were they intending to move to somewhere larger?


    She grimaced. ‘We’re not intending to start a family.’


    ‘I didn’t mean that.’


    ‘Yet.’


    ‘I meant grander. As suited the image.’


    ‘Whose – mine or Michael’s?’


    I made a gesture. It was clear that we’d talked ourselves into a dead-end. I followed her outside, and we parted on the pavement. She put up her cheek and I kissed it. I felt I would never see her again.


    Then I went and stood outside Michael Orton’s office block, hoping that Val hadn’t got the timing wrong.


    Nicola came bouncing out of the revolving door, all energy and triumph. I stepped forward. ‘You got them, then?’


    She stopped, gripping the briefcase protectively. ‘Now...how did you know...’


    ‘I’ve just been sharing a pot of tea with my ex-wife.’


    She absorbed that, dismissed it with one flicker of her eyelids, and was at once her normal self. ‘He was charming.’


    ‘Told you, didn’t I.’


    ‘Nothing like you described him.’


    ‘Of course not. Now...just turn round and take them back.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘That charming man is probably, this second, phoning your manager to complain. And you know the trouble you could get in.’


    This wasn’t the full reason I wanted her out of it, but there wasn’t any point in bringing that up again.


    She tossed her head and made a sound of contempt. I almost smiled, but it wasn’t the right time. We were standing below Orton’s office window, and even if he’d been phoning, that would have finished by now. He was more likely to be looking down on us. I should have anticipated this possibility, and fumbled for actions or words that might make amends.


    ‘Can’t you see it’s useless, Nicola? He took the books home, so you can’t imagine he’s left one tiny item unchecked.’


    ‘We’ll see about that.’


    ‘He knows, you see. The coincidence – I go round to see him, and then you serve him with a notice to produce. Can’t you just feel him laughing!’


    ‘He’d better not.’


    ‘I can feel it on the back of my neck. Oh...don’t look up. Don’t give him any more pleasure.’


    ‘You might at least show some gratitude, damn it.’


    ‘I am grateful. But what do you expect from it?’ I was overacting now, my gestures accentuated for Orton’s distant entertainment. ‘I don’t think I ever saw the insides of those books, so what memories can you expect?’


    ‘It was you who did the expecting,’ she said angrily.


    ‘I didn’t expect you to make a fool of yourself...’


    ‘Damn you,’ she snapped, and she half turned away.


    I caught her elbow. ‘Well...isn’t that what you’re doing? I can almost hear him sniggering from here.’


    She shook herself free. Her eyes were blue ice when she raised them. ‘Do you want to see them or not?’ Each word was carefully and individually frozen.


    ‘Oh sure...now you’ve taken the trouble.’


    ‘What’s the matter with you? What’s got into you?’


    ‘If the invitation’s still on...’


    ‘By God, you’ve got a nerve.’ But her anger was faltering.


    I stood and looked at her, aware that she was at last beginning to realise why I was putting on the performance. Her eyes opened wide, her mouth twitched.


    ‘Haven’t I!’ I agreed.


    ‘Seven-thirty, then,’ she spat at me. ‘Marsha’s doing one of her paellas.’


    ‘Marsha?’


    ‘My flatmate.’


    I sneered, forgetting that a sneer wouldn’t be visible from up there. Suddenly her hand came across and she slapped me painfully on the cheek. Then she was off and away, hips swinging, head high, and I realised there’d been a little more than acting in the blow. I stood and watched until she disappeared in the crowd, standing appalled, as one does when slapped in the main square.


    Orton had not been watching from his window. As I turned, he came from the foyer door, striding across the pavement with one hand outstretched, pleasure shining all over his face. I didn’t know whether he’d seen any of it, or perhaps all. His pleasure was based on another facet of our relationship.


    ‘Clifford! I thought it was you – saw you from my window. I’m glad I caught you.’


    ‘Are you?’


    I was aware of that strong hand on my shoulder, squeezing it, a comradely gesture. But it didn’t make me happy.


    ‘I wanted to apologise,’ he told me. ‘Damn it all, my behaviour was inexcusable. Here...have you got time to come up? We’ll have a drink.’


    ‘That’s good of you...but...things to do.’


    I couldn’t understand him, didn’t really want to.


    ‘Val really told me off,’ he explained. ‘You’re not a hundred per cent – I knew that. I should have allowed for it. But me...you know me, Clifford. Plunge in, not giving things a second thought. It’s natural you’d want to see those books. I understand. It was just a question of a jolt to your memory. And there was I, worrying you were going to involve yourself...’ He glanced to right and left. ‘There’s been murder, Clifford. You wouldn’t want to get involved.’


    A friendly, helpful and effusive Orton was worse than his usual self. ‘I certainly wouldn’t,’ I agreed, trying to edge away, but not too effectively in case I missed what he was getting to.


    ‘So I’ve been through the books,’ he said blandly, his eyes wide with sincerity, ‘and there’s nothing. I’d show you, but that foolish young woman from your old office has taken them away. But I assure you...’ A double thump on the shoulder. ‘...there was nothing.’


    ‘Nothing...what?’


    ‘To connect you, Clifford. Nothing that’d warrant a bribe. Nothing giving you any reason for harming that poor young man, Peters. And as for Mrs Clayton...’ He pursed his lips, shaking his head. ‘You can relax, Clifford. You’re in the clear.’


    My throat seemed dry. I’d been panting to get free of him. ‘That’s very reassuring, Michael,’ I managed to say. ‘I do appreciate your concern. I really do.’


    He nodded. Thanks were accepted and docketed, though whether under debit or credit I couldn’t tell. ‘That’s all right. But, a tip, huh? I’d steer clear of Clayton if I were you, and well away from Pool Street Motors.’


    ‘If you say so, Michael.’


    ‘A word to the wise.’


    ‘Sure.’


    I watched him march back into his office foyer. His word had not been to the wise, but to the wary. It’d been to a stubborn fool whose wisdom hadn’t been improved by a belting with a spanner. Tell Cliff Summers not to go somewhere, and there he’d head. But Orton might not realise that.


    Besides, I still hadn’t explained to Tony Clayton my full responsibility for Tessa’s death.


    I went for my car, which I’d left on the roof of the high-rise car park, but not quite prepared to drive away. I hated the thought of facing Clayton again, yet owed it to myself to defy Orton. He’d made it very clear that he’d left me nothing to see in the Pool Street Motors books. He’d enjoyed making it clear. That meant there was nothing left to see.


    I had an abrupt and urgent desire to get my hands on those books.
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    I was not going to be able to do that until seven-thirty. There was a lot of time to be filled in, and the obvious way to do that was to run round to Pool Street Motors, and from there to go on to hunt out Charlie Graham. I couldn’t feel enthusiastic about either.


    Tony Clayton wasn’t at his business premises. This I found to be a relief. For a few minutes I wandered round, having words with the mechanics in the back, who were a little confused as to the situation and doing no work to speak of. None of them knew Charlie Graham. I was wasting my time, and set off again, heading for the address I had for him, four miles out of town. Reluctantly. I was, take it simply, afraid to face what Graham might have to tell me.


    To the west of the town there had recently grown a new housing estate, a mixture of council and private. Scattered amongst it, a planner’s deliberate idea I’m sure, there were a few old country houses, left there for atmosphere. Most were converted into flats. In one of these houses Graham lived. Eventually, I set the car to the old road that led out to the estate, the town falling away behind me.


    There is a set-back parking area at the top. I drew in there and got out, trying to tell myself I didn’t need to meet Graham. It wasn’t doing me any good. I knew I had to.


    I stood and looked at the view, not appreciating it. A van drew in behind my car. I was aware that it was there, and glanced over my shoulder, getting the impression of a battered white Ford Transit. As it was less attractive than the view, I turned away again, and it was some time before I realised that I’d heard no sound from the van, no slamming of the door as the driver got out to stretch his legs. I turned and took another look, and had the distinct impression that I was being observed.


    This was absurd, I told myself. I was becoming paranoiac. Of course he wasn’t watching me. Why should anyone be interested in whether or not I visited Graham?


    To test this out, and prove I must be wrong, I strolled round the Escort to the driver’s seat.


    Before I reached it I heard his engine spring into life. Then I knew. It was too late, though, to put this knowledge into effect. I tried to jump free, because he was heading straight at me, and was going to get the Escort side on. His front offside wing caught at the cuff of my slacks and touched the heel of my shoe. It was enough to set me flying, over and over on the grass verge, trying to kill the roll before I reached a point where the slope eased over into a steeper fall. My nails dug into the turf as my feet kicked. I swung to a halt, lifting my head.


    He was backing off. He’d caught the front wing of the Escort, firmly swinging it so that it was nose down to the slope. I hadn’t, it seemed, put on the handbrake. I watched as it lurched, gained momentum, and trundled forward. On hands and knees I continued to watch, aware of the diesel clatter of the van’s idling engine. The Escort put down its nose and accelerated away down the slope, pitching and lurching, and finally dug its nose into a tree. The sound of the impact rolled back up to me. The rear wheels lifted, then settled.


    I waited for flames, but they did not come. It sat quietly, sad and collapsed. I looked away.


    The nose of the van was pointed directly at me. A foot revved the engine. I stared up from my ungainly position. Then hopelessly I glanced over my shoulder. There was retreat there if I cared to roll backwards and let myself go.


    I had not realised it, but by doing this I was pointing out to the driver that the slope behind me was a positive danger to himself too. I heard a gear grate home. The van ducked its nose, then backed away, swerving wildly. It headed back towards town.


    Managing to get to my feet, I looked around me. Lots of open space, with my Escort spoiling the idyllic beauty of the shallow valley, a stream trickling through it, undisturbed by the metallic intrusion. In each direction, the road was empty. Well, it would be, I supposed. This was the old road, the original access to the few scattered mansions. A new road had been laid when the estate became established.


    I stumbled down to look at the Escort. To me it looked like a write-off, chunks of metal protruding where metal should not have been. The impact had sprung one of the doors. Fortunately, I hadn’t had the car long enough to have cluttered it with possessions, but what there was I had to empty out. I plodded back up to the road with a fistful of maps and my gumboots.


    I waited, on the side of the road that would take me back to town. My actions were now dictated to me. I had to go to the garage and see Clayton. There was a question of insurance. There was also a question of what he had available to lend me, to keep me on the road.


    The first vehicle I saw was going the other way, coming from town. A blue Bedford van. I crossed over and waved, and he pulled in. I found I was in a position to report my accident at once, not simply that but also to display the evidence. Tony Clayton was driving that van.


    From his seat he stared at me bleakly. He’d have been excused if he’d simply driven away. Instead, almost wearily, he eventually got down and came over to me.


    ‘What now?’


    I gestured down the slope. He grunted, stood with feet apart, hands on his hips, staring down at the wreck. It would seem to him that I’d simply driven off the road. The tilt of his head suggested that he wasn’t at all surprised.


    ‘I was coming to see you about it,’ I told him.


    He shook his head with professional doubt. ‘Need a winch to pull that out.’


    ‘I meant about the insurance.’


    ‘Well...I wouldn’t know about that.’


    ‘The policy for the Volvo’ll cover it...’


    ‘Dunno about that, do I?’


    ‘...I’d have thought. What d’you mean, you don’t know!’


    ‘We’d better contact the insurers.’


    ‘The small print fiddle, I suppose?’ I said in disgust.


    He turned to me, grinning, his teeth tight together and no humour in it. ‘Wouldn’t be surprised.’


    He was enjoying it. He was pleased to find himself enjoying it, aware that in a small way he found himself with a debt repaid.


    ‘Give you a lift?’ he asked, friendly again.


    ‘You’re going the wrong way for me.’


    ‘Come up to my place, then. No hurry is there? Have a cup of tea, then I’ll run you back.’


    I looked at him with doubt, but he seemed sincere. ‘If you like, thanks.’


    I went round and climbed in, dumping gum boots and maps on the floor. He stared away.


    ‘Been at me all day,’ he grumbled. He looked sideways at me, to see whether I was with him. ‘The police, I mean.’


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘They’re like that. I am sorry, you know. About Tessa. It really upset me.’


    He was silent. We topped a rise, and the new estate lay before and below us. They’d done a good job of blending-in the old houses. They weren’t even visible. Nothing seemed to break the depressing symmetry of it.


    ‘They told me what happened,’ he said at last, then he amended it. ‘What you said happened.’


    ‘Only the truth.’


    He grunted. We were heading for the western perimeter of the estate. Scatterings of woodland were still there.


    ‘I’ll need another car,’ I said. ‘Got anything you can lend me?’


    ‘Not really. We don’t handle secondhand sales. There’s the van. Not this one. The old van. It’s diesel, though. Not exactly a private job.’


    ‘Diesel?’ I asked. ‘It wouldn’t be white, would it?’


    ‘You’ve seen it? Then you’ll know.’


    ‘Yes. I’ve seen it.’


    We said no more. He turned off one of the outer perimeter roads. Here, at the end of a cul-de-sac, was lurking amongst the old beeches a large, dark detached building. Clayton swung into the drive. The double garage was modern. He stopped, and we got out. The house had two huge curved windows on the ground floor, with a cavernous porch between them. Somewhere, a door or window was rattling in the breeze. Clayton came to stand at my elbow. ‘Through here,’ he said, and he led me through a gate, along the side of the house, and into his kitchen.


    I had expected it to be untidy, as Tony had been busy the last few days, but not this bad. If the whole house was like this, then Tessa hadn’t done much to it for the last few weeks. He gestured in despair. ‘It’s a mess. Find somewhere to sit, if you can.’


    There was unwashed crockery even on the chair seats. Automatically I began to tidy it a little, to make room to sit down with a cup and saucer before us.


    ‘I hate this place,’ he said. ‘It was his, her first husband’s. Lionel Peters. Can’t wait to move out.’


    He had put on a kettle and was swilling out the tea pot. He swung open a tall cupboard door and revealed rows of clean cups and plates and dishes, through which he’d clearly been working. He was bustling about, making a great performance out of brewing a pot of tea, simply, I thought, to give himself an excuse not to look at me.


    ‘What did she say to you?’ he asked, tossing it casually over his shoulder.


    His tone confused me. ‘What? Who?’


    ‘Tessa. At the garage.’


    ‘I’d gone there...’


    ‘I know why you’d gone there.’ Now there was a snap in his voice. ‘What did she say?’


    ‘You told me the police explained all that.’


    ‘Your own words, not secondhand.’


    I wasn’t sure it was a good thing, for either of us, to talk about Tessa. I hesitated, but for too long. He came across to the table and crashed cups and saucers in front of me, and, not satisfied with the space I’d achieved, swept an area of the scrubbed table surface clear with his arm, sending assorted crockery crashing off the other end.


    ‘Or daren’t you say?’ he demanded.


    ‘I dare to say. It’s just that it doesn’t sound real. Not in daylight.’ I managed to keep my voice even and cool. ‘The kettle’s boiling.’


    For a moment he allowed his eyes to bore into mine, then he swung round and returned to his kettle. ‘Let’s hear it anyway.’


    ‘She accused me. Said I’d made her a promise, and hadn’t kept it.’


    ‘That’d be about George?’


    ‘Yes. I couldn’t remember anything about a promise, but we went on, and suddenly I did remember. A bit, anyway. About her telling me that George desperately needed the money, and she’d been trying to persuade me to get it to him.’


    ‘Was that likely?’


    ‘What? That I’d agree?’


    ‘Yes.’ He put down the pot, stirred the tea, and plopped a cosy on it. ‘I mean, is a civil servant going to allow himself to get conned into being a messenger...’


    ‘You’re saying she conned me? A funny word to use.’ Strange, anyway, considering we were talking about his wife.


    He poured the tea. ‘Persuaded, if you like. With pressure. Help yourself to milk.’


    ‘Well yes. I’m not remembering that day – the day of the promise – too well. But I get the distinct impression of her desperation, on behalf of George. You understand, Tony? Drugs he’d lost or something. The people involved wouldn’t be prepared to wait.’


    ‘Drugs!’ he said, sipping his tea cautiously. ‘What’re we talking about here? Do you know about drugs? I don’t. But...seems to me...six hundred quid ain’t much to go desperate about.’


    ‘Possibly not.’


    ‘Which was what it was.’


    ‘So I understand.’


    I didn’t know where he was leading, but I had to allow him to lead. I stirred sugar in, round and round with the spoon. Waiting.


    ‘So you promised,’ he murmured.


    ‘It’s just possible that I promised something.’


    ‘More than possible. I heard you doing it. Promising.’


    I gave a sigh. One memory confirmed. ‘She gave me a phone number.’ Then I registered what he’d said. ‘You heard us? When did you hear us, and where?’


    He smiled. ‘Thought that’d liven you up. You and Tessa, you were down in the foreman’s office. That’s the little place in the corner...’


    ‘I know it.’


    ‘She’d got you down there...oh, don’t worry, I knew what game she was up to. It wasn’t any big deal, with George in danger from the mob. Don’t make fancy stories out of it. She’d been slipping money to him, and I knew it. The same old thing – to feed his habit. That’s all. How far d’you think six hundred would go? Ever tried to buying horse on the market? Horse...that’s heroin.’


    I nodded. I couldn’t speak. Clayton was rationalising the memory away.


    ‘So I knew what she was up to,’ he said, ‘and I was right fed up with it. Profits drifting away...and George was as good as dead already. Have you thought of that? When they get to that stage, six hundred a week...hell, they’re not going to last long. Either an overdose, or degeneration and something like flu’, that they can’t fight against. I hated it, Cliff.’ He looked down at the table. I was Cliff again. I’d been brought there to support him in his self-recrimination. ‘Hated it, and didn’t know where to turn. For him and for her. But I wasn’t going to sit back and just let it happen. Oh no. Not let that stupid bugger kill himself...’


    His voice broke. He was silent. But surely...my memory of George Peters, as I’d seen him that same morning, was not of a person on the edge of dissolution, not a young man broken by drugs. But I couldn’t trust my memory. Could I? What had I seen and done that day? My hand shook as I picked up my cup.


    ‘But she gave me a phone number,’ I said gently. ‘A phone box, it turned out to be.’


    ‘Of course she did,’ he snapped, turning on me. Then he gave a weak grin; he’d been reprimanding me for being slow. ‘What did she get you thinking – that you were getting involved with the Mafia? Sordid meetings arranged by secret phone messages! Load of rubbish, friend. That phone box was how she always got in touch with him. Same time every evening. Reckon he couldn’t afford the change to phone the garage, not with all that gunge he shot into his arm. So she gave you a number! Oh...great.’


    Maybe I’d romanticised my memories, but not to such an extent that it merited his angry contempt. ‘But she did give it to me!’


    ‘I said, didn’t I! Agreed. She gave it to you. One phone number.’


    ‘And I remembered it. Digit for digit.’


    ‘Good for you. So what?’


    ‘It proves my memory’s all right.’


    ‘Does it have to be proved?’


    I looked away from him. He was calmly, scornfully, eroding my images of recall. But they were all I had of that day.


    ‘But I made her a promise,’ I said carefully.


    ‘What? What did you say?’


    ‘I made a promise. You agreed.’


    He stared at me in surprise at my concern. I was talking to a motor engineer, whose life consisted of promises idly given and casually broken. Then he gave a snort of laughter. ‘Oh mate, your face!’


    ‘I said I’d ring from the office. Said that to Tessa.’


    It was another of my cherished memories. I’ll phone from the office. I’d heard my own voice clearly. Was he about to destroy that, too?


    ‘What did you promise, sport?’ he asked, abruptly serious.


    ‘That I’d phone from the office.’


    ‘Well then...’ A grin. ‘There you go, then.’ He thumped me on the shoulder. ‘So you kept it.’


    ‘How the hell could I have done? I didn’t reach the office.’


    ‘Not that office. Our office!’ he shouted into my ear. ‘Our bloody office, upstairs. That’s where you phoned from. I remember it. I’d better phone in, you said. Here, have some more tea.’


    And so I had. I’d phoned in to see whether we had a file on Pool Street Motors. I’d spoken to Maureen. I watched the tea going into my cup. I didn’t hear it being poured, nor smell it. I was staring at the whirlpool that was my mind. How could I have remembered it as a promise? How could Tessa even have taken such a statement as a promise, particularly if I’d afterwards simply done it? Yet she’d accused me of failing to keep my promise.


    ‘She was afraid,’ I said, myself afraid to say it in case he had something with which to destroy that.


    He swung himself to his feet. ‘Something to eat? I’m starving.’


    ‘No thanks. Not for me. Didn’t you hear what I said?’


    ‘I heard you.’ His head was in the fridge. ‘You said she was afraid.’ He straightened, a box of eggs balanced on his palm. ‘Of you?’


    ‘I got that impression. But she spoke about somebody waiting for her at George’s place in Rock Street. She said that that was the person she was afraid of.’


    ‘And you believed her?’ He hadn’t moved, standing stiff, fridge door open, palm flat with the eggs on it. ‘You believed she was afraid of somebody at George’s place?’


    ‘Yes,’ I had to swallow.


    ‘But all the same, you left her?’


    ‘I didn’t think...’


    Then he moved at last, taking the eggs to the sink unit, swinging the fridge door shut with his foot. He was breaking eggs into a basin before he realised I hadn’t gone on.


    ‘No, you didn’t think,’ he agreed.


    ‘I didn’t think she was quite balanced.’


    ‘So you bloody-well ran away.’ He said it away from me, at the window.


    ‘She’d got that shotgun.’


    ‘You can’t really have believed she’d have used it.’


    ‘That was the idea she gave me.’


    He made a sound of disgust, then he was beating the eggs, like a mechanical toy, his eyes wet, his mouth loose.


    I had to look away. The tea was nearly cold. I cupped it with both palms, and devoted myself to it. After a while he’d beaten them into a froth and I heard him tip them into a saucepan. I looked up, watching his bowed shoulders. I had to try for something I could seize and hold on to.


    ‘But all the same, I did have the phone number, and she did slip me the envelope of money in the wages book, to take away. She intended me to contact George...’


    ‘No,’ he said softly.


    ‘No...what, for God’s sake?’


    ‘No – she didn’t slip you the money in the envelope.’


    ‘Oh, come on, Tony.’


    He was niggling at the eggs with the fork as they cooked, twisting his head to watch me. ‘She didn’t give you that envelope with the six hundred quid in it.’


    ‘But I remember that. Clearly. You might not have seen. I mean, she wouldn’t have done it if you hadn’t been looking away at the time. So how could you know? Come on, Tony, stop buggering about.’


    He showed his teeth in what he might have meant for a grin. ‘I heard you, didn’t I! I told you that. Heard you promise...’


    ‘So I did...’ I cut in eagerly.


    ‘Agreed. Put it like that. So I nipped back up to the office smartly, ‘cause then I knew it had to be somewhere, and there it was in the desk drawer, six hundred in an envelope. And how do I know she didn’t slip it to you? Because I slid it into my inside pocket and said nothing.’ He slopped out two helpings of scrambled egg on to two plates, clattered in a drawer for two forks, and brought it all back to the table. He banged one plate under my nose. ‘Get it down you. You look like you need it.’


    I wasn’t feeling well, and it must have shown. That memory was still clear, Tessa slipping the envelope into the wages book. I could see it. I could recall it to my mind’s eye that very second. Tony’s revenge, this had to be, I told myself. He blamed me for his wife’s death, and this was my just reward. He was intent on driving me insane. I had to fight back.


    ‘I know she did it.’


    ‘She didn’t.’ He stirred the soggy mess on his plate, tried it, sprinkled on salt and pepper. ‘I had the money in my pocket.’


    ‘But I took the books with me, including the wages records.’


    ‘So you did. Must have gone insane, ‘cause there was no point.’


    The scrambled egg wasn’t bad. I managed to swallow, and nearly choked. ‘I was not insane,’ I whispered. ‘And I know my job. Knew it. There was talk...somebody said...that I’d demanded the wages book, to take away.’


    ‘Tessa said that.’ His mouth was moving. He had no difficulty in swallowing. His eyes were on me, mocking. ‘But as you said, she might not have been rational. Is that the word?’


    ‘Yes. Rational.’


    ‘Or was it you – not rational?’


    I felt light-headed, but struggled against it. ‘If I said it, I’d have a reason. I must have done a job on the books, and spotted something...’


    ‘Depends what you mean by: a job.’


    ‘Examined them.’


    ‘You never even looked at them. Didn’t ask for them, and when I offered – stuck ‘em under your nose – you didn’t even open one book.’


    He was like a vicious infighter, aware he had his man floundering and going in for the kill. I saw only one dim but possible avenue for escape, and pressed for it, keeping my eyes on the plate and the fork, using them to concentrate all my remaining senses.


    ‘I wouldn’t have done such a thing. I’d examine them in your office, and only take ‘em away if they were complicated.’


    ‘You’re not calling me a liar?’ he asked gently.


    ‘Someone’s lying,’ I said to my plate. ‘You say you had the money in your pocket, and I took the books.’


    ‘Seems like that.’


    ‘Just the books? Nothing else to take?’


    ‘Nothing...no, I tell a lie. Gotta be accurate, ain’t we! There was your bleedin’ statements. You took them. Not that they were any use to you. Nobody would sign ‘em.’


    My fork went screek-screek on the plate as I forced that thought into the background. I gave it two seconds, then I looked up, right into his eyes.


    ‘Then if I didn’t take any money, why the hell did you follow me to the office, where, incidentally, I wouldn’t have gone unless I was going to make some sort of phone call. Who else could that have been but George, about the money? Tell me that, Tony.’


    His eyebrows shot up. His hands flew up in a gesture of astonishment. ‘Well of course! Why else would I follow you, except for the keys? You’d left your car. Remember? It wouldn’t start. But you took the keys.’


    ‘You followed me to the office for that? Some garage owner! Never heard of such wonderful service in my life!’


    ‘Ah yes. But we’d got to keep you happy, hadn’t we! There you were, all soddin’ afternoon, playing old Harry with the three lads in there...you’d have thought we’d busted every law in the land. And threatenin’ to come back next day. Gotta keep you sweet, old son. So I chased after you for the keys, and there you were, flat out on the doorstep. Well...’


    I stared at him. He’d destroyed all my precious items of recall, picked them off, one by one, and ended by describing somebody I knew I could not have been. Gradually his face blurred as my personality, as I thought I knew it, became smeared by his implications.


    ‘Finish your eggs, sport,’ he said.
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    I had to cling to something, and seized on one thought, my only support, shouting it at myself over and over until the mists cleared. It was my one solid, undisputable fact.


    The keys were in the car.


    But I treasured the thought to myself. Or rather, I tried to convince myself that I was treasuring it, to throw at him later and disconcert him. But I knew the truth was more simple: I was afraid that this, too, could in some way be taken from me.


    He said: ‘Aren’t you going to eat that?’


    For a second his words didn’t register. Then I managed to nod, and applied myself to it, forcing it down, cold now.


    It didn’t seem he was going to start on the mountain of washing-up in front of him, but at least he was starting on the job of getting it together. I sat at the table, aware of his movement behind me.


    ‘What were you doing, up this way?’ he asked. ‘Not coming to see me, surely?’


    ‘No. Didn’t know you lived here. It was Charlie Graham I wanted to see.’


    ‘Ha!’ When he laughed there was a note of contempt in it. ‘Him! A lot of chance you’ll get.’


    ‘Can try.’


    ‘Reckon he’s upped and offed by now. There’s been all the signs. I get to hear, you know, and his dad’s a mate of mine. That’s his place, there.’


    I turned. He was pointing an empty sauce bottle down the long, narrow garden. It had been totally neglected, flower plots now distinguishable only by the more luxuriant growth of their weeds, fruit trees at the far end old and gnarled and unpruned.


    ‘We’re back to back,’ he explained.


    ‘Yes...’ I said in realisation. ‘That’d explain how he and George were friends.’


    ‘Friends! Charlie tagged on. George was the little ‘un, but he’d got the brains. Till he addled ‘em with that filth. Couldn’t call ‘em real friends, though.’


    I got up and stared through the window. It was another old house, looking even more decrepit than Clayton’s.


    ‘What did you get to hear?’ I asked.


    ‘When somebody’s going round calling in old debts and borrowing anything that’s going – when he wants money from his dad when there’s nothing but the house left...in my book, it means he’s lining up for a quick getaway.’


    I looked sideways at him. His voice had sounded casual, but he was telling me something. ‘From the police, you mean?’


    He shrugged.


    ‘He’s not involved, surely?’


    ‘Maybe it’s you he’s scared of.’


    ‘Me! Good Lord!’


    I thought about that. If Graham had already gone – whether from me or not – I was left with nobody. There was so little to be salvaged of my precious memory that Graham was becoming important in my life. Suddenly, the loss of him became of critical importance. Almost, I felt panic in case he’d already left.


    ‘What about the other two?’ I asked. ‘There were three men in your repair bay, the day I called.’


    ‘Long gone. Geoff Tranter...somewhere up north. Arthur Pitt...you’ll never get to him. He fell out of a window and broke his neck. LSD, I suppose. It wasn’t any great loss.’


    ‘I’d better go and see,’ I said quickly. ‘About Graham. If you don’t mind...I mean, if the lift back to town’s still on.’


    ‘Sure it’s still on. You go ahead. You can get through down the garden, if that gate still opens. See it?’ He pointed. ‘I’ll amuse myself with this mess, till you get back.’


    He’d struck a facetious vein. I simply glanced at him, and followed his directions. The narrow path down to the gate was overgrown, and lashed my thighs. The gate itself creaked open, and the bottom hinge broke off, having been rusted solid. The other side of the gate was exactly the opposite, a patch of near-bare earth with a chicken pen, a pigeon loft, and two kennels scattered around. A stripped-down motorcycle leaned against the boundary wall. I picked my way through the pecking hens, and two ducks that wanted to be friendly followed me to the back door.


    The tall, thin woman was in her fifties, and looked beaten to a point where she made no more concessions to pretence. She leaned against the door jamb, making only a token gesture as the two ducks pushed their way past her legs.


    ‘How in God’s name did you get here?’ she asked. ‘The gate’s on the latch.’


    I pointed. ‘From Mr Clayton’s.’


    ‘Y’ didn’t leave that gate...’


    ‘No ma’am, and I’ll wedge it when I leave.’


    ‘Well...I ain’t buyin’ nothin’ at the door, so you can leave right now.’


    ‘It was Charlie I was looking for.’


    She threw her head back. ‘Ha!’ she said. ‘Ha-bloody-ha! He’s away and gone, mister. Took his hook. Scarpered.’


    ‘Pity. I just wanted a few words. And when did this...’


    ‘’Safternoon. A bit earlier and you’d have got him. Now ain’t that a pity! Got a warrant, have you?’


    ‘I’m not police.’


    ‘They’ll get him. Mark my words, some day they’ll get him, and serve the bugger right. It’s what he wants, a bit of discipline. That lazy sod back there...’ A toss of her head, indicating the house ‘...useless. Just no use to man nor beast, I can tell you...’


    ‘I’ll be off then.’


    ‘You might just catch him.’


    ‘Where?’


    ‘The bus station. It’ll be that, sure to be. Bus to anywhere. So long as he never comes back here.’


    If I’d been wearing a hat I’d have raised it. I turned away, making thank-you gestures. She watched me leave, nodding.


    ‘And make sure you shut that soddin’ gate.’ I waved to indicate I would.


    Tony Clayton watched me into the kitchen. ‘Well?’


    ‘He’s gone. If it hadn’t been...’ No use in ifs, though. ‘Can you give me that lift?’


    ‘Sure. We’ll go now.’


    I sat beside him in the van again. We were silent for a long while. At last he spoke.


    ‘Can’t see why you’re troubling. What’s a day? Forget it, mate.’


    ‘Seems like I have.’


    ‘I mean...’


    ‘It’s just that I’d like to know what really happened.’


    ‘I’ve told you that.’


    Oh yes, I thought, have you? But it wasn’t just the memory. My confidence in myself had been growing. That was Nicola’s work. But now, undermined by this scrambling of my mind – I winced at the memory of Clayton pounding those eggs with his fork – I wasn’t sure, again and even more so, what and who I was. I was a body, carrying around an alien personality and a tortured mind.


    ‘You’ve told me some,’ I conceded. ‘You’ve been helpful,


    Tony. Thanks.’


    ‘All part of the service.’


    ‘There’s only one lie that I can tie down.’


    He shook his head. ‘Not one.’


    ‘You haven’t explained why you followed me to the office.’


    He drove a hundred yards and slowed for an island. ‘Where d’you want to be dropped?’


    ‘The bus station.’


    ‘And I did explain. You’d taken your car keys.’


    ‘But we know that’s wrong.’


    I said that quietly. My heart was racing. I was playing my only good card and I didn’t dare to lose this trick.


    ‘Do we?’ he asked.


    ‘The keys were in the car when I picked it up.’


    ‘Oh...that!’ he said casually. ‘Sure. I see what you mean. We found ‘em on a hook in the foreman’s office, and wondered what they were, then tried them in the Volvo and they fitted. Oh...this was weeks after. But they weren’t in the car on that evening.’


    I felt he’d slammed me back into the seat. I tried to shrink down into it, away from the fact. Pain hammered between my eyes.


    ‘I don’t believe you,’ I croaked. It was too...Christ, I couldn’t find the word...too...too...facile.


    ‘Don’t take my word for it,’ he said easily. ‘When I went out to it, we had to push it round the back. The keys weren’t in it then.’


    ‘We?’ I asked, one single, narrow lane of retreat still available.


    ‘Me an’ Charlie Graham. Here’s your bus station. You ask him. If he hasn’t left.’


    I managed to pull back my lips from my teeth. He’d stopped. I fumbled for the door. ‘How...c...convenient,’ I stammered. I slammed the door. ‘Thanks, anyway.’


    But he didn’t hear me, simply took the van round in a tight lock and drove away, taking my gumboots and maps with him.


    I was standing in the wide and high opening which was the entrance to the bus station. Already the light was going from the sky, and inside that high, echoing shed the few lights up in the latticed steel rafters were making heavier shadows in the gloom. I moved inside. Diesel fumes polluted the air and engines throbbed. Two buses waited, but they were locals, no use to Charlie Graham, who’d want to get as far away as possible.


    Along one side was a row of booking offices, rest rooms and toilets. I walked along them quickly, verifying his absence from most by a mere glance through the smeared windows. At the end was a cafeteria. The huge complex seemed half dead, at that time nobody wanting to go anywhere. In an hour the building would be packed, the din deafening in the echoing vastness. In the cafeteria there were three people, two women facing me, one man with his back to me, a kit bag and a haversack beside his chair. He had the general dimensions of Graham. I approached, and touched his shoulder.


    His nerves must have been tensed to breaking point. One touch and he was on his feet, whirling on me, eyes wild and fists clenched. Seeing who I was, he gave a short yip of anger, then he sprang past me, his chair flying, me after it as he put his hand on my shoulder and used it to boost his speed. I lay there, legs tangled in the chair, and watched him gallop out into the departure area.


    An elderly woman put her hand to my shoulder and helped me up. ‘What an unpleasant person,’ she said. ‘Are you hurt?’ I said I wasn’t. Her friend asked whether I’d noticed his eyes. She was nodding, nodding. My elbow ached, but I was not displeased.


    ‘He forgot his luggage,’ I said. I heaved them up and took them outside. No sign of him.


    There was plenty of room. I set them down on the blackened concrete, one each side of me, and waited. He hadn’t many places to hide, and I was standing guard over the sum total of his worldly possessions.


    Eventually he appeared, first a head round the entrance to the Gents, then the rest of him, dragged reluctantly into the open. He approached. I made no move. If he snatched up his belongings, with them he’d not be able to run as fast as me. When he came closer I saw that even without them he wouldn’t have got far. He looked terrible, all of a twitch, face drawn and flabby, eyes blank but huge. He was wiping his hands down the seat of his jeans, and went on doing it all the time we were speaking.


    ‘Where’re you heading?’ I asked.


    He stood in front of me. ‘What d’you want?’


    ‘To talk.’


    ‘Oh yeah. I can see it coming off.’ He gave a false snigger, looking round as though for approval. ‘What about?’


    ‘You know what about, Charlie. That day. The day I came to the garage.’


    ‘It’s gone, mate. Way back. Forget it.’


    ‘I can’t forget it. Want to sit down?’


    ‘No. Not with you.’


    ‘So we talk standing. How you like. But we’re going to talk. I’ll ask questions. You give answers. Is that understood?’


    ‘Then ask ‘em.’ He shrugged.


    ‘I went there. That day. You were there, with Arthur Pitt and Geoff Tranter.’ It’s always a good idea to show how much you know. He was blinking at me. ‘I asked a lot of questions. What about?’


    ‘Some bleedin’ accident, that’s all. Don’t you know?’


    ‘Some accident? What accident, Charlie?’


    ‘That feller Rampton.’


    ‘Not George Peters?’


    ‘What the hell’s George got to do with it?’ he yelped.


    ‘It was why I’d gone there. So we talked about Colin Rampton?’


    ‘Rampton’s accident, but you kept on about George. You crazy or somethin’?’


    ‘Maybe, Charlie, maybe. But all the same, an accident. Tell me about it.’


    ‘Well...you know...’


    His attention wandered as soon as he was asked to initiate a thought pattern. I said: ‘Did Rampton have his car on a pair of jacks?’


    ‘Yes. Bloody stupid. The clown. We told him. Said to him, “Don’t be a prat” but he wasn’t gonna wait. Not on yer nelly, ‘cause he was working on his boss’s time.’


    ‘His boss. That was the accountant, Michael Orton?’


    ‘Dunno his name, do I?’


    ‘All right. So Rampton had got it on jacks.’


    ‘I was using the lift.’ A trace of arrogance had crept in. He was gaining confidence.


    ‘So I understand.’


    ‘Asked him to wait.’


    ‘Sure you did, Charlie. But he didn’t, did he! He’d got the car on two jacks – this’d be the front, would it?’


    ‘The front – of course. How else’d he do his track-rod ends?’


    ‘This was what he was doing, was it? His ball joints?’


    ‘You know that,’ he said pettishly, almost stamping his foot.


    ‘I’m asking you.’


    ‘You said it was. Ball joints. What you said. So you musta bleedin’ well known.’


    ‘Maybe I did at the time, Charlie. Don’t get excited. So...front end on jacks...any bricks chocking the wheels?’


    ‘Well...he would, wouldn’t he!’


    ‘Did he? I would, myself, though I wouldn’t lie under it like that. But he did?’


    ‘Lie under it? Yer.’


    ‘Did he have bricks chocking the rear wheels?’


    ‘I suppose,’ he agreed sullenly.


    ‘Do you know?’


    ‘He asked me to find ‘em for him.’


    ‘House bricks?’


    ‘Not quite. Breeze blocks.’ Now he was uneasy, his eyes going beyond me, sliding away.


    ‘A bit bigger than house bricks, then. But all the same, the car rolled off the jacks.’


    ‘But not his arm. His chest. Yer kept sayin’ about his arm. Wasn’t that.’


    ‘I know, Charlie. But the car did roll off the jacks?’


    He shuffled his feet. ‘Y’ keep on and on.’


    ‘Yes, I do. And I’m going to keep doing it till you answer me.’


    ‘I clocked you one last time,’ he said darkly, lowering his head. ‘Can do it again.’


    I looked up into his smeared eyes, beyond it to his pickled brain. He’d done that to himself, I thought. Dear Lord, and here I was, near frantic because mine might be the same. But he...he’d had a choice.


    ‘Yes, I’m sure you can,’ I said easily, sure he couldn’t. ‘Is that why you did it last time – because I went on insisting?’


    ‘Didn’t take no fer an answer.’


    ‘Perhaps it wasn’t an answer.’


    ‘Y’er doing it again!’ he cried feebly. ‘On and on, wavin’ your soddin’ bits of paper. You wasn’t goin’ to get me signin’ nothin’, I can tell yer.’


    ‘So you clocked me one, you say?’


    ‘Well...enough’s enough. Kept on. Somebody had to stop yer flappin’ mouth.’


    Charlie coming at me with his eyes wild, and me sliding away.


    ‘Where was this, Charlie?’


    ‘In the garage, you goon. Where else?’


    ‘Whereabouts in the garage?’


    ‘That corner, by the lift. That was where I was workin’, the lift. In that corner.’


    ‘Where the old cans and oily rags are?’


    He laughed in my face. ‘Yer. Great, that was. Brilliant. Should’ve seen your face. Flat on yer back in all that oil and yellin’ out...Shoulda seen your face...’


    ‘And my jacket, I bet.’


    ‘Well yes. A write-off, that’d be. Here...that what you’re after me for? Is that it? To pay for your mangy old jacket?’


    ‘No, it’s not that. It’s to get the story straight. Such as – did the car roll off the jacks?’


    ‘Y’ keep sayin’ that!’ he howled dismally.


    ‘Saying it again. Did it?’


    ‘Yer,’ he admitted reluctantly.


    ‘How...with bricks – breeze blocks – against the rear wheels?’


    ‘They do.’


    ‘No they don’t. Not without a shove, they don’t.’


    ‘Lay off it, will yer!’


    ‘So what pushed the damn thing off its jacks, Charlie?’


    ‘I dunno what’s the matter with you. Where d’yer get it from?’ He’d got his face close to mine. There was panic, as far as his eyes would register panic. ‘Lay off it, will yer!’ he said again.


    I grabbed hold of a bunch of sweat shirt that’d really earned its name. ‘I don’t know where I got it from, damn it,’ I shouted. ‘I just know. Something nudged it off the jacks. What was it, Charlie? Come on. Give.’


    ‘It was a car,’ he said hoarsely.


    ‘Ah! A car nudged the one Rampton was lying under. Nice. What car?’


    ‘How the hell...’ He stopped, dragging himself free and looking round. ‘I don’t know. Came in from the yard, and it was dark. No lights. Leave it be, for God’s sake. I ain’t tellin’ you nothin’ else.’


    I sighed. I nearly had something. ‘Take it easy,’ I told him. ‘Let’s have a recap. I was there. I got a statement all filled in…’


    ‘But I wasn’t goin’ to sign it.’


    ‘Why not? Seems easy enough to me.’


    ‘You’d put that in,’ he said, spit running down his chin.


    ‘I see. I’d put in the bit about a car shoving Rampton’s off its jacks...’


    ‘But I never said that.’


    ‘Not till now?’ Again he looked furtive, but he nodded agreement. ‘And that was why you wouldn’t sign it?’


    ‘Wasn’t gonna stick my neck out, was I!’


    Then...where had I got it from? The picture was there in my mind, yet none of those three had admitted to having seen the second car. I’d known about it at that time, or I wouldn’t have written it into the statement. There was only one answer – I’d learned it from George, who’d seen the incident, and he had told me about it. Told? But I had to believe he’d put it in a written statement, whatever evidence there was against that.


    ‘You seen what happened to George,’ said Charlie quietly, gulping.


    ‘So George saw it?’


    ‘Musta done.’


    ‘And made a statement?’


    ‘Y’ don’t think he’d’ve been so stupid!’


    ‘But he did.’


    ‘Never.’


    ‘I had a statement from him...’ I stopped. No I hadn’t. I’d had a withdrawal from him, written not with my oblique nib, but with an ordinary nib. And yet...hadn’t George Peters simply used the incident he’d seen and transferred it to cover his own injury? In which case...


    ‘How the hell could I have known about the second car,’ I demanded in fury, ‘unless George had told me?’


    ‘That stupid bugger,’ he muttered.


    ‘Stupid or not, George told me...’


    ‘Not George,’ he cut in. ‘That stupid bugger, Arthur Pitt.’


    ‘What...about...him?’


    ‘He told you. I heard him at it.’


    And Arthur Pitt had fallen out of a window! LSD, Clayton had suggested. It stood for: Less Said Dead.


    ‘There’s my bus,’ said Graham in agitation.


    ‘Never mind your bus.’


    ‘I’ve gotta get it.’


    His words were rolling round and through my mind, with me trying to seize on to a thought, an idea, anything to silence the clamour.


    I knew now. I’d believed that George Peters had witnessed the death of Colin Rampton, and had hijacked the story for himself. But it need not have been like that. What about the other way round? Perhaps I had heard the story of the death of Colin Rampton, pieced together from what I’d drawn from the three men word by word, and I had written it into a statement. Three statements, one for each man. But then they had refused to sign them. And at this later time, when it suited my garbled mind to play about with reality, I had taken the substance of those statements from the tangled wreck of the drawer in which my memory was filed, and had allocated it to George Peters.


    My brain had needed that imaginary statement to rationalise the stirrings of a dormant conscience. Somewhere, money had come into it. I needed to believe that I would not have accepted money. So I’d invented a statement, even to the spluttering of an oblique nib as he wrote it.


    ‘I’ve gotta go,’ he was saying. He had my arm. ‘You’re all right, matey. All right. I gotta catch that bus.’


    I reached over, clamping my hand on his wrist. ‘No...wait...please.’


    ‘I can’t.’


    ‘You didn’t sign...you said you didn’t sign?’


    ‘Christ man! You spent all day, wavin’ your bleedin’ pen under my nose.’


    I fumbled in my breast pocket, dropped my comb, but got the pen. Waved it under his nose.


    ‘This pen?’


    ‘Lor...no. Not a gold pen. Not that’n. It was a blasted black pen. Black fountain pen. Look. Gotta run...’


    He bent down and scrambled his luggage together, for one second put a hand on my shoulder, then he was running for the bus and shouting as the door began its automatic slide shut, scrambling aboard as it hissed open for him.


    I was on my knees, feeling around for the fallen comb because I had difficulty seeing. My fingers played with it, until they came up with it between them. I stared at it closely until I was sure it was my comb. Then I had it in my top pocket again, and I was aware of a surge of triumph at such an achievement. But I was still on my knees, trying to work out how a biped raised itself from that position to the vertical. One foot sideways, no...forwards, under your behind. The other. Straighten. Easy now. Turn. Head for the lights. Along the wall, there were benches along the wall.


    I slowly lowered myself to a bench. It was necessary to concentrate. On a pen. A black pen. A black ink black pen. My spare pen, it’d been. Funny how I hadn’t remembered it. Nothing fancy about it. Nobody but me seemed to like an oblique nib, so I’d had to have something to offer people to write with. No ball-points for me. Hated ‘em. Good old traditionalist Cliff Summers. So I’d carried that pen. I hadn’t got it now, but I’d had it then. Charlie Graham had just told me that.


    And if I’d had it then, on that day, then George Peters could have used it to write out his withdrawal. That surely proved there never had been a statement, and every damned memory I’d managed to dredge into the present was either false or distorted.


    A sane man could not support such thoughts. Not and remain sane. I sat and considered that proposition for a long while, and wondered what, in my position, a sane man would do.


    I went to buy a cup of coffee, very pleased that I could still manage that simple action.
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    It was a long while before I realised I had not asked Graham about the keys in my car, even longer before I remembered I should have asked him why he’d been searching George’s room. But by then it didn’t matter.


    I was in the shopping complex beyond the bus station. I hadn’t got far, but I’d managed to move. My fingers were playing with a carpeted surface. For some moments I could concentrate on this, on the awareness that they’d surfaced the concrete benches with pieces of carpet to take the chill from them. There was comfort in the thought that I could sit there as long as I liked, but this was a release to my mind, which, having parked me safely, flew away again into chaos. The present slid away.


    There’s nothing unusual in this. Quite often, pondering deeply, it’s possible to return to the present and realise your train’s run through two stations and you hadn’t even noticed. Worse, perhaps, when you’re driving: that four or five sets of traffic signals are behind you, and you can’t remember driving through them. Perhaps on red! But it’s all right. Nothing to worry about, because your mind’s right on the job, part of it controlling the car, observing, operating normally. The real and the present are still dominating, the contemplation in the background.


    But what happens when the contemplation becomes dominant, and all there is to contemplate is a mess of darkness? When reality is no haven to which you can awaken with relief and hope? Reality was a cold seat, a draught round my ankles, a splitting pain in my head.


    I raised my eyes, the focus slow in adjusting.


    A man in a green uniform was standing in front of me, looking down at me with concern, one of the precinct guards the council had regrettably had to take on in case of trouble. I was trouble. I turned my head and looked around. I was his only trouble. At closing time, barriers at each end of the complex were shut and locked. Another recent happy innovation. Now the place was empty, except for me.


    ‘Can’t stay here,’ he said, shaking his head, his radio in his hand just in case I disputed it.


    ‘No,’ I agreed.


    ‘Got anywhere to go?’ He was concerned.


    ‘Yes. Somewhere to go.’


    A hundred places there were to go, but would I want to be there when I arrived?


    ‘Got to lock up,’ he said, watching me as I forced myself to my feet. Probably he had this every day, the job of clearing out the vagrants who really did have no place to go. He was kind about it.


    I found myself the wrong side of the barrier, the guard still at my elbow. I need help, I thought, but didn’t know in what way.


    I need Nicola, I thought.


    It seemed like a blinding flash of inspiration, but Nicola was in the present of my life, and I’d been watching George Peters writing out the statement that he hadn’t written, and I’d seen Tessa Clayton offering me money in an envelope that she hadn’t offered. They would continue to do that until I found the magic word to silence them. It was a miracle that Nicola had been able to intrude.


    I had no idea of the time. Twice I raised my wrist and stared at my watch, but the information didn’t register. All I knew was that I had to reach Nicola. Hadn’t she said something about her place? Wasn’t I going there for some reason? Books entered into it. Office records. I was supposed to be going to Nicola’s place...but I couldn’t remember where it was.


    The only possibility was to go to the Social Security office and hope she was there. My legs led me there. So many times I’d found my way to that office, from all directions, that I simply allowed instinct to take over, whilst in my mind Graham was again charging at me and attacking me, and I was sliding on my back into that oily black corner...


    I realised that I now knew where my green Harris tweed jacket was. Soaked in grease and black oil, it was hanging amongst all those equally black overalls along the back wall of the foreman’s office at Pool Street Motors. In that office I must have emptied my pockets – why else had my wallet been in the briefcase? – and hung it up out of the way. One ruined jacket. And hung my keys on the rack of hooks there? No, no! That image was false. As false as all my other images? No...wait, my brain shouted. My images were real, even if distorted and inaccurate.


    I stood in the empty and dark parking patch of the Social Security office, realising that I had made a logical thought. It might have been wrong, but I’d used my brain. When I raised my eyes to the dark, blank windows, I could barely see them for the tears in my eyes.


    And then I could again see Tessa offering me a piece of brown paper, or an old envelope, with a number on it...and my self-congratulation collapsed. I needed Nicola, and her window was as dark as the others.


    My hand fumbled the key into the side door and I opened it, went inside, made my way up the stairs. I was putting on lights as I went. It seemed to me that I was making signals in the darkness, signals that might bring her to me. I made no attempt to be silent. All was long past the point where I might worry what was right and what was wrong.


    She had been working there. The briefcase was on the floor, open, beside her chair...our chair. On the desk was spread half a dozen books, one of them open. She had been sitting there, working, and had got to her feet and walked out.


    I sat in the chair. These books I recognised. I’d seen them before, battered, corners dog-eared, oily and fingered, with no titles on their covers. Oh yes, I’d seen them before, in a pile on Clayton’s desk in his main office. They were the poorly-kept, even pitiful, office records with which he’d managed to run his business. Bank statements. Cheque book stubs. Petty-cash. Invoices. Work sheets. MOT records. Wages book.


    Wages book?


    Wages meant that he’d paid wages. Deep, that, but relevant. I opened it. Yes, this was his wages book. Barely readable because of the illiterate writing and the childish figures, smeared with oil, in places dissolved by oil, but nevertheless there were gross amounts, deductions for income tax and insurance and sundries, and weekly payments. C. Graham. G. Tranter. A. Pitt.


    This meant that he had employed these three men, that he had kept the correct records and made the correct payments. There had therefore been nothing wrong. I’d have made no fuss about that aspect of the work. It was no more than confirmation that there could have been no official demand or request from me for money.


    I got up from the chair abruptly, rubbing my face with my palms. Then I sat again. My whole afternoon at the garage must have been spent on the entirely different aspect of the accident to George Peters, which hadn’t happened.


    The terrible thing was that I knew I had never seen inside the covers of those books. There would have been no need to take them away, except as a favour for Tessa, as an excuse to smuggle out an envelope of money for her...but she had had no envelope of money to slide between the pages of that wages book, because Clayton had slipped it into his pocket.


    What I should have done at that point was get up and walk away from that desk. But the desk was my only contact with Nicola. I sat, eyes shut, and concentrated. Her address – she’d given it to me. Nothing came. I could phone – but I didn’t even know her surname. Nicola...what? But I’d heard it once. Only once. My former manager had used her surname. Hadn’t he said: ‘I thought I heard Miss So-and-so...’


    Miss Waldron!


    I opened my eyes and reached for the phone book. Waldron, Waldron. Nancy, Neville...Nicola!


    The phone had been left connected through. My finger shook as I dialled. It rang, and at once a voice answered.


    ‘Nicky! Thank heaven, I was...’


    ‘It’s not Nicola,’ I said, already feeling rattled.


    Silence. It was a woman who had answered. Now it was agony to keep torturing my memory for facts.


    ‘Is that Marsha?’ I asked.


    ‘Yes...Who...’


    ‘My name’s Cliff Summers.’


    ‘Oh...yes.’


    ‘I must reach her.’


    ‘I don’t know...’ Then Marsha’s own worry came tumbling free. ‘She was at the office. I was expecting her home. Was cooking something special, because you were coming.’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘She phoned. Said she’d come across something. You know what she’s like. Simply had to check it, not a moment to lose. She said she might be late, and I was to keep you entertained, but you haven’t come, and it’s all spoiling...’


    ‘I’m sorry.’ Her voice had been climbing into hysteria. ‘Marsha, did she say what she’d come across?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Or where she was going?’


    ‘What’re we going to do?’


    ‘Or anything at all?’ I pleaded.


    ‘She said something about a Day Work Book.’


    ‘Day Work Book?’ What the hell was that?


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘That’s all?’


    ‘Oh, where could she have gone?’ Marsha wailed.


    ‘I’ll find out,’ I promised emptily. ‘What exactly did she say about this Day Work Book?’


    A pause. A clicking sound of a tongue expressing annoyance. ‘I know,’ she burst out. ‘She said it wasn’t with the rest, and she was going to chase it up.’


    ‘Thank you,’ I managed to say.


    I hung up, stared at the books, then sorted through them frantically. What on earth could Nicola have meant? There was certainly nothing to record the daily input of work and its clearance. The words Day Work Book would have described it. But where...


    It should have been simple to work out. Nicola had said she’d be late. The person she would have to approach would be Michael Orton. She had jumped from her seat and dashed out to see him. But surely not at his office. Orton never stayed late. So...at his home? Had she really gone dashing along to see him at his home? My previous home! Oh...surely not. But I had told her he’d taken the books home.


    I was already dialling the number. It rang. The same thing happened.


    ‘Michael?’ she asked. ‘Where are you?’


    ‘It’s Cliff, Val.’


    ‘What the hell d’you think you’re doing, phoning me now...’


    ‘Heh! Val, it’s me. Take it easy, will you.’


    I heard her take a deep breath. ‘Sorry Cliff. But I’m so worried. He hasn’t come home.’


    Another one! It didn’t take even the tattered remnants of my brain to put two and two together. The question now was where. Holding fiercely to panic, I said:


    ‘Have you had a visitor?’


    ‘Who? Oh, I see. A young lady.’


    ‘Nicola...’


    ‘She didn’t give her name.’


    ‘But she came to see Michael?’


    ‘How do you know this?’


    ‘What time, Val?’


    ‘What’s the matter with you?’ she demanded. ‘You’ve never used that tone with me.’


    ‘What time?’


    ‘Around seven.’


    I stared at my watch. Eight-thirty. ‘Did she say what she wanted?’


    ‘I don’t know. Get off the line. He might be trying to get through.’


    ‘Don’t you dare hang up,’ I snapped. ‘Val, do you hear me?’


    ‘I hear you.’ Her voice was very small.


    ‘Did she say what she wanted?’


    ‘She was strange. You obviously know her. Don’t you find her strange?’


    ‘What did...’


    ‘All right. All right. Something about a book, an accounting book, I suppose. As though Michael would have it here! Really!’


    ‘Did she say why...’


    ‘No, she didn’t. We chatted. She said how much she liked my car. You know, the BMW.’


    ‘But he didn’t arrive?’


    ‘No.’


    Then where had she gone? I moaned to myself.


    ‘He rang while she was here,’ said Val.


    ‘Then why in God’s name...’


    ‘Kindly moderate your voice.’


    ‘Sorry.’ The top of my head lifted to accommodate the effort.


    ‘Go on.’


    ‘He’d phoned to say he’d be late. I told him your young lady was here, and he spoke to her on the phone.’


    ‘And?’


    ‘And nothing. She simply said she’d see him there, and hung up.’


    ‘See him where?’


    ‘He was calling from his office.’


    ‘But where did they arrange to meet?’


    ‘Heaven knows, Cliff, and if he’s having it off with your woman friend at this very minute, I tell you, Cliff...’


    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Val,’ I said angrily, and I hung up.


    Michael Orton Associates! My fingers flicked and fumbled through the phone book. His phone rang on and on. I hung up, defeated.


    She was missing. It had been for too long for any simple explanation to cover it. Orton was missing, but I wasn’t going to worry about him. What I had to fear was that they were missing together. And where.


    I groaned in frustration. Nicola had been sitting there, and had suddenly gone to look at a Day Work Book. Therefore, she had seen something. I drew towards me the account book that had been open on her desk when I arrived.


    It was a book of invoices, or rather, of copy invoices. The carbon paper used had served out its life, and the copy I was staring at was barely legible. Date: 10 Nov. 1984. That was six days before my visit there, four days after the death of Colin Rampton.


    Vehicle: BMW 525


    Registration Number: CWS 73 P


    Description of Work Completed:


    To realigning steering, checking tyre pressures, checking brakes, test on road. Pull to right now corrected. To checking and topping-up of battery, oil-level, gearbox level, brake fluid level.


    Signature: T. Clayton.


    Accepted as above: M. Orton.


    I saw now what had attracted Nicola’s attention. The registration number. It had my initials: CWS. But she couldn’t have known why.


    This was just before I bought the Volvo. It had been the reason I’d bought the Volvo. We’d been married three months, and Val was still trying. One day she drove me into town. She’d been using her old Jag at that time, and had taken me to the showroom where they had ready for the road, taxed, insured, and all checks completed: one BMW 525. Somebody had gone to extensive trouble to locate the district using the registration prefix: CWS. Edinburgh, it turned out to be. At Val’s instructions. It was a rather laboured gesture of personal consideration, and my instinct was to reject it. But her kind thought had been there. I’d accepted the car with gratitude and driven it home, and there, gently but firmly, I’d told her I just could not use it. A BMW 525 with a personalised number plate was simply too ostentatious for a Social Security Inspector to use, but of course Val hadn’t wanted me to go on with the job, anyway. The car was intended, really, to persuade me not to go on with it. Because of this, I’d had to reject it, and because of it, as a gesture of independence – which I now realised to have been infantile – I’d bought the Volvo. Only fractionally less ostentatious, but mine.


    So she’d parted with her Jag, which had begun to drink oil, and used the BMW herself.


    But Nicola could not have known this. The initials must have caught her attention. Yet she’d gone to my former home.


    Perhaps she had gone there because of the registration number, and had discovered it was now Val’s car. And then she had made an appointment to see the Day Work Book.


    Why? What could that have told her? The day the work was done?


    Oh dear Lord! I thought. What had Nicola seen? What had she realised, from having seen it?


    The fact that I couldn’t see anything in it didn’t mean that she hadn’t. She was bright. She would’ve used feminine logic, jumping barriers and associating impressions. Whatever she’d done, it had been for me, in order to rationalise my missing day and put my mind at rest.


    But where else but to Orton’s office could it have taken her?


    I set my elbows on the table and buried my face in my hands, and tried to think. To find her, and quickly, I needed to make sense out of all my conflicting images. I’d needed her help, but now, I believed, she needed mine. My poor, faltering and battered mind would not work. Every time I had approached a new avenue of information, I’d been presented with a fresh contradiction. Only one item of information remained to be explored.


    I knew where to find my Harris tweed jacket.


    But that way, I was certain, lay insanity. I knew what I’d find in that jacket. There’d be a black fountain pen, with which George Peters had written a withdrawal of his claim, so that I’d have had no reason to go to Pool Street Motors. And there’d be a piece of brown paper, or a brown envelope, on which Tessa had written a phone number for me to call, in order to deliver money she couldn’t have handed me, because Tony had had it in his pocket – although I’d seen her doing it.


    In those two items I would have to recognise the collapse of all reason.


    Yet I had nowhere else to turn. I had to go to my jacket, in the hope that truth, however frightening, would take me to Nicola.


    And if that, I thought grimly, was a logical idea, then surely I was already climbing the wall.


    I thought this with a sour, internal humour that surprised me. But I was busy steeling myself to an action that terrified me through and through. Didn’t one traditionally face terror with humour? Wasn’t that the way to go down – laughing?


    I wasn’t aware that the door behind me had opened until Bill Porter spoke.


    ‘I guessed it was you.’ He stood in the doorway, with two uniformed men behind him. ‘What the hell d’you think you’re doing?’ he asked.


    I groaned. Another minute and I’d have persuaded myself I could face the Harris tweed jacket.


    ‘Doing what you should be,’ I told him, angry that he’d disturbed my thoughts. ‘Trying to make sense of it.’


    ‘We’re making sense. It’s you who’s not. Come along, Cliff, let’s have you out of here. You’re trespassing on Government property. I could take you in...’


    ‘I’m finished here.’


    ‘And what you expect to achieve here, I don’t know.’


    ‘How many more people have got to die before you take action?’ I demanded. ‘Colin Rampton, Arthur Pitt, George Peters, Tessa Clayton...how many more?’


    ‘I’ll run you home. You need some sleep. Look at you, for God’s sake!’


    I flung away his arm. ‘Leave me alone.’


    ‘And you’re talking nonsense.’


    ‘It’s Orton you ought to be talking to. Haven’t you realised that, yet?’


    The two constables glanced at each other. Bill came to the desk and stared down at the books. ‘Is that where it says it? That I ought to speak to Michael Orton.’


    ‘Nicola saw something...’


    ‘You’re obsessed, Cliff. If you don’t leave voluntarily, and now, I’m taking you into custody.’


    He wasn’t real, poor old Bill. Not with it, as they say. Reality was a Harris tweed jacket hanging in the foreman’s office. Now it was beckoning me, like a spectre’s finger.


    ‘Don’t worry, I’m going.’


    Then, out in the car park, I calmly waited for them to leave before I pocketed the key and walked away. For some reason, dignity seemed to be called for. I watched them drive away, then I went to catch a bus.


    When every nerve strained for action and called for speed, when my heart cried out for Nicola, in danger I was certain, when time was an enemy that might erode my resolution...I caught a bus. This seemed logical to me. On the reverse face of the urgency there was trepidation. I wanted to run just as fast, but in the other direction. Cowardice demanded this. I thought I’d done rather well to climb on a bus at all. I was still on the right side of doing nothing; I was moving towards Pool Street Motors.


    The bus dropped me at the corner of Rock Street. I had to walk back, and then down Pool Street, where I could stand on the forecourt again.


    One of the streetlights was not working. It gave a bloody red flick every few seconds. The street was quiet. A long way off, a dog was howling. There was no breeze that evening to flap the sheet metal. No rain. A clear and quiet night, ideal for breaking and entering.


    I headed for the gap against the neighbouring wall. That gap was my friend; I couldn’t use the gate, open or not. I edged my way round cautiously towards the sliding doors.
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    There was no reason to expect the sliding doors to be open. It was simply a venture, to be followed, if necessary, by more violent action to gain access.


    They were two feet apart. I viewed the gap with suspicion. Once before I’d been led into a trap. I put my shoulder to one of them, trying to force it into the closed position. It was wedged by a stone in the track. This provided logic for the opening, so I was comforted. I put a foot inside, edged my shoulders through, and stood in the darkness with all my basic instincts straining.


    There was a dead smell in the air, the normal petrol, oil and fume smells now being commonplace to me. Even the dust seemed to be static. Now there was no faint light from the foreman’s office to guide me. I had no torch. Nothing but a patterned darkness faced me, broken only, from a point to my left where I’d previously seen it, by the red spot of light from the battery charger. There was no hum, though, this being overcome by the steady thump, thump of the air-pressure pump, and the whine of its electric motor.


    For some moments I stood and thought about that, and whether it meant that somebody was on the premises and had switched on the pump. But there could be no necessity for an air-pressure line at night. No...the answer was simple. The pump fed a cylinder of compressed air, and would therefore require a pressure-controlled switch so that the pressure would be maintained. It would be automatic, on and off.


    There, you see, brain working satisfactorily. Everything had a logical solution. But really, what I was doing was taking my mind from that foreman’s office and the jacket I would surely find inside it. I didn’t want to think what that jacket would tell me.


    My heartbeat was loud in my ears. Or was it the air pump? I moved forward a yard, panting with the effort. The terror was not of the dark, I told myself. Nobody’s terror is ever of the dark, it is of what might lie beyond it. I wanted to turn and grope back into the slightly less dark night, but Nicola’s face swam in front of me, and I had to go on.


    There were dangerous obstacles to be avoided, even to reach the office. But now I’d stood long enough for my eyes to have adapted, and shapes were becoming separate blacks, and my memory supplemented the information. Sweat trickled down my face and into the lines around my chin. My jaw ached. The air pump throbbed at a steady beat.


    One hand touched the hydraulic lift. It meant I’d passed the pit, which might still have been open. The frame of the lift guided me. I ran my hands along it, and jumped as I touched something loose that swung and rattled. I looked round. The red spot of light gave me a fix. A quarter turn to my right should line me up with the foreman’s office. I held out both hands in front of me and moved forward again, felt my fingers touch the door, felt it move. I forced myself to take the step inside, and groped across to the bench. My fingers found the bench lamp, and I pressed the switch.


    The flood of light was blinding. The shade was turned up directly into my face. Flailing in sudden panic, I twisted it around to face the wall, then I fell panting into the metal chair, my legs jelly and my heart tripping over itself.


    When I eventually raised my head again I saw that the light was centred on the row of filthy overalls. They were hung two or three layers thick, some originally white, some brown, some blue. But the oil and grease had layered them to a uniform black. No green of a jacket was visible.


    I got to my feet and moved to them, and starting from the left moved along, parting them up. It was the touch that alerted me, the rough, hairy feel of Harris tweed. My jacket. I had to lift off three sets of overalls to free the collar tag, then I had my jacket in my shaking hands. I held it by the collar, away from me. It stank of oil. The desire was to drop it on the floor and turn away. But that would be turning away from Nicola.


    Slowly I turned it. The breast pocket swung into view. There was a fountain pen clip showing outside it. Without my intention, my right hand moved forward and clipped it out. I held it in my palm.


    It was my black Parker pen with the normal nib. It meant I’d had it with me that day, had it when I visited George Peters. It would be dry now, but could have held ink at that time, and could have – undoubtedly had – written the withdrawal of his claim in George’s hand. I had the pen there in my palm, the proof that George hadn’t written a statement for me, the proof that I would therefore have had no reason for coming here to the garage. And yet I had come. I had heard a story of an accident, which my addled brain had later attributed to George.


    But I am not insane, I howled inside my head. I am not. And somewhere within the chaos of my mind another voice was calling out: help me, Cliff.


    I had to get out of there. All I had come for had been achieved, but it was destroying me. I reached for the desk lamp switch, and plunged myself into darkness, but darkness now was beyond acceptance. I put it on again, and saw, at the back of the bench, a black rubber battery torch. This I took in my hand. With this I might, I thought, find the main switch outside. I needed light...light. My legs were shaking as I fumbled my way out into the repair bay, my eyesight not reliable. But I found the main switch, and light flooded me. I dropped the torch and stood swaying.


    The jacket still hung from my left hand, the pen had disappeared. I must have dropped it, I decided wearily. Still the distress ran round in my brain, but through it was hammering the thud...thud...of the air pump. Did it never stop? I had to make it stop. It seemed that I could not force myself through the barrier of that sound to reach the beckoning night.


    I realised I was on my knees. All my energy and will power were required to bring me to my feet again, and now my objective was the pump. I staggered over to it, eyes squinting against the glare, head throbbing from the eternal beat.


    The main cylinder was about four feet long and two feet across. On it was mounted the electric motor and its V-pump. Now, close to it, I could hear the hiss of escaping air from the copper pipe running along the wall. The letters on the side of the cylinder read: MWP 200. The pressure gauge showed a needle against its stop. I leaned over, and managed to see the reading: 300+. I decided they meant: Maximum Working Pressure 200, and gauge level well above 300. The hiss now seemed loud. The pump throbbed on. I located a square box on the top of the cylinder, which must have been the automatic cut-out switch. The top of it had been smashed in.


    Then the answer swept over me, draining the blood from my face. It was due to explode, had been rigged to explode. But how could anyone have known I’d come there? There was no panic desire to run. My brain hadn’t got to it. In any event, there was a master switch box on the wall above it. I reached for its lever. There was no lever. It had been broken off.


    Then the panic hit me. I began to run. Twice, before I reached the sliding doors, my legs gave way, but I sprawled and scrambled and reached the gap, and panted into open air, still not safe, if that thing exploded, but with every second safer. Now, with one hand to support me against the outside steel wall, I could move faster, could reach the gap, the forecourt, the pavement...and it was there that I finally collapsed, sitting on the kerb, cursing my weakness and weeping at my own frustration.


    But I had to do something. The police, the fire service, Tony Clayton; somebody had to be told. I had to reach a phone. I saw a car approaching, and forced myself to my feet, managed to move a yard into the roadway and feebly wave my jacket, but they drove past. I stood with legs apart, cursing, and realised that something had fallen from the jacket pocket.


    It lay at my feet. I stared down at it. In the orange light it was difficult to be sure, but it seemed to be brown. An envelope. I stooped and picked it up. Written on it was the number: 259287. In blue felt tip.


    Again I collapsed on the kerb, the envelope in my hand. Somewhere in the back of my mind there was a whisper of hope. So she had given me the number. Again I saw her hand, holding it towards me, slipping it inside the wages book. So it was true. True! I must have taken it out of the wages book and put it in my inside pocket. Before the fight with Graham...


    Oh dear Lord! I thought. The screaming in my mind faded to the background, and lurked there. It was uncertain whether to launch another attack. Frantically, buoyed on by the hope, I fumbled through the jacket. In the inside breast pocket there were other things. I found my driving licence, and a sheet of white paper, now discoloured by oil. With my fingers trembling I opened it up. It had been folded twice, and was a sheet of A4 official minute paper. On it was written, spikily, with the splutters of a right-hand oblique nib used in the left hand:


    I, George Peters, state that:


    My accident happened on the 6th November 1984 in the repair shop at Pool Street Motors. I got my arm crushed when I was lying under this car I’d got on its pair of jacks, and the front wheels off, trying to change one of the steering ball joints. I’d been warned I ought to have it on a hydraulic lift, but Charlie Graham was using it, and I couldn’t wait. While I was looking up I saw the underside of the car moving, and I knew it was running off the jacks. I looked back, and saw what had happened. I saw some oaf backing up a car. I yelled, but he didn’t hear. I’d got the back wheels against a couple of bricks, but he nudged my car and it was sliding the breeze blocks. Then the car fell on my arm, crushing it. I saw part of the registration number. It was CWS–P.


    George Peters 16/11/84


    I wanted to run about the street, shouting my joy. This had to mean it was all true. My mind had produced the correct pictures. I was sane...sane...


    Then I stopped. My mind stopped. I started it again, forcibly. What I was holding was more than proof of my sanity. It provided reason for the death of George Peters. He had seen the genuine accident, and noticed the car’s registration number. My car’s registration number. He had been so foolish as to put it into a statement. Charlie Graham had seen the car, but perhaps he was now safe. Arthur Pitt was not safe. He had dived from a window. LSD? Perhaps. Hadn’t Charlie said that Arthur Pitt, too, had seen the car? And Tessa? Tessa probably had not seen the car, but she’d seen George Peters’ statement – probably I’d shown it to her – and she had phoned Michael Orton to tell him that I had that statement. Tessa, good friend of Michael Orton, who’d allowed her to continue to live, until I began to ask awkward questions and came too close to the truth. Originally, I had no doubt, I’d not been intended to live. But I had, and more recently there had been the chance that although I was alive, I might not remember. I had remembered too much.


    It hadn’t been for the money that I’d been attacked, but for the statement. By that time there’d been a withdrawal form to substitute for it, signed by George, and extracted from him by force before he died. But the statement hadn’t been conveniently in my briefcase, it’d been in my jacket in the foreman’s office.


    I saw all this in a second. Now, released from its terror, my brain was clear. I understood, and I saw what Nicola – so clever Nicola – had seen. If the car, CWS 73 P, had been collected on the 10th November, when had it been brought in? So she’d wanted to see something she called the Day Work Book. Work in, work out, by the day.


    And that...my God, I thought, such a record was not an account book. Orton had collected the account books from his office to check that nothing in them linked the BMW with the day Colin Rampton had died. He had seen nothing, so he’d felt safe in letting Nicola have them. But he’d forgotten about the Day Work Book. The old one could well be in use, still, and would be...where? Why, in the main office in the garage behind me.


    With a howl I sprang to my feet and turned. She was there...I knew it. I began to run for my friendly gap, the way in, was easing through it, running round, and stopped at the sliding doors.


    The air pump throbbed on. It seemed to throw its steady beat to the night. The lights from inside dazzled me. I took a step inside. The hiss of escaping air now dominated. From all sides it seemed that the pressure was seeking release. I could not walk past it. I could not.


    But there was another way. I turned and ran round the building to the outside staircase. Here there was no hiss, but as I put my hand to the rail I could feel the continuing thump, thump, thump through my palm. I clattered up, stumbling, my shoulder to the door in case it was locked. It wasn’t. I was in the darkened office, reaching for the switch.


    Nicola was sitting behind the desk, her head down on it, hands spread each side, one arm through the strap of her handbag. Her face lay on an open book. I ran to her. The pump and its cylinder were almost directly beneath us. It pressed its throb into the soles of my shoes. I groaned, and reached for her, lifting her head. There was an abrasion behind one ear. With the movement, she muttered something. Her fingers were clenched on the book. I tried to release them, but could not.


    I lifted her on to my shoulder, head and arms dangling behind me. The throb in the floor seemed to mislead my feet, and I had difficulty finding the door. The staircase was a monstrous obstacle. I tended to fall forwards but dared not, nor dared to lean backwards in case I banged her head on the stairs behind. I reached the concrete surface and turned, heading round, now, for the gate.


    There, just inside, was her Volkswagen Golf. If I’d used this gate earlier...if...if. I pushed it open and almost sprawled face down, but staggered across the forecourt and to the pavement, laying her down with her head on my greasy jacket. She still held the book in her fingers, desperately.


    It was then, as I bent over her, that the cylinder blew. I heard it first, and crouched low, looking back. The roof of the rear building lifted, then flew apart, and as I watched, the front of the self-service shop blew out, and a wave of solid air and glass splinters hit me and threw me sprawling across Nicola’s still body. There was a clattering sound as parts fell all round me, a crash as a corrugated sheet of iron whirled past me into the road, then it all tinkled down into silence.


    I lay still. Everything that mattered to me lay beneath me on the pavement.
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    I did nothing, apart from gradually raising myself to a sitting position, and making Nicola more comfortable. The explosion did it all, brought the Fire Service, ambulance, police. Brought Bill Porter.


    By that time Nicola was conscious. She smiled at me. I kissed her, and said we’d never be parted again, which was a bit stupid because they were just about to rush her into hospital, but she knew what I meant. Seeing it was me, she released her precious Day Work Book.


    I showed it to Bill. There it was, BMW 525 – No. CWS 73 P – due for intake 5.30 on 6/11/84. My car, at that time Val’s, being brought in by Michael Orton.


    ‘Proof?’ he said. ‘Never. It means nothing. Besides...look at that.’ He prodded a finger. ‘It was actually brought in the day after.’


    ‘Put it all together...’


    ‘We’ll question him, of course.’


    I seized him angrily by the arm. ‘I know what you’re thinking. You know I hate him, so you believe I’ve made all this up.’


    ‘Get some rest, Cliff, you look terrible.’ He gently detached my fingers. ‘I’ll run you home.’


    I was disgusted with him, bent and gathered my jacket, for what good it might be, the statement, the empty envelope...except that it wasn’t empty.


    ‘Hold on,’ I said. ‘Look at this.’


    He’d been standing back, looking at the wrecked garage. His glance at me lacked interest. ‘You’ve told me all about the statement.’


    ‘This,’ I said, waving the envelope under his nose. ‘Tessa’s writing on it – the phone number. But it’s sealed, Bill. I think you’d better open it, it feels bulky.’


    He took it from me, weighed it in his hand, raised his eyebrows, then produced his penknife. He slit it open with care, giving the action weight and importance, and slipped his fingers inside.


    ‘Money,’ he said. He flipped through them. ‘Sixty notes, in fifties. Cliff, there’s three thousand pounds here.’


    I took a deep breath. ‘You did say six hundred didn’t seem much for a consignment of heroin, Bill. There’s your answer. That was what I was supposed to hand over to George. There were two envelopes all the time. And...’ I whistled at the thought. ‘...Tessa told me she’d been able to replace it. Well now...fancy that.’


    Tessa had been milking the firm for cash to maintain George’s habit, and for the rent of the room at 17C Rock Street. But she’d also managed to raise £3,000 to cover George’s loss of the consignment, and then, when that disappeared, a further £3,000. And yet, over the past year, the garage had had a face-lift, and was showing a profit. No wonder Tony had been concerned. He had known of her affair with Michael Orton, and had almost dismissed it with contempt. That contempt must have covered a greater worry, though he could only have guessed at the truth.


    Tessa had known too much about the death of Colin Rampton. Had she, then, been handling a continuing affair with a man she was at the same time blackmailing? Perhaps she had even claimed she had George’s statement about the accident. That would have been a dangerous business. It is always risky to blackmail a murderer. I wondered how she had been prepared to lie beside him, with his hands so close to her throat.


    The sudden thought that he must have been genuinely in love with her shot through my mind. In that case, what would it have cost him to blast her to death with a shotgun?


    I decided I ought to ask him about that.


    ‘I’ll take charge of this,’ said Bill, meaning the money. ‘I’ll run you home.’


    ‘No.’


    ‘The hospital, then.’


    But I needed my own transport. I shook my head. ‘Nicola’s Golf is round the side. Have you looked at it?’


    ‘You can’t use that.’


    ‘She won’t mind.’


    ‘Without permission, it’d be theft.’


    ‘What’s the matter with you, Bill? You trying to find an excuse to get me inside? I’m not taking a powder. Is that what you’d call it?’


    He grunted. ‘Nobody does. You’re living in the past.’ Quietly and impassively, he was furious. ‘Let’s go and look at it.’


    The Golf was still standing squarely on its four wheels. Apart from a dent in the roof and a smashed rear window it seemed all right. The keys were in the ignition. I climbed in and tried it, and the engine fired first touch.


    ‘I’ll use it,’ I said.


    Bill grimaced, but he went and lifted open the gate, which had been blown off its top hinge.


    At that time of night the parking meters in the centre of town were only sparsely occupied. I parked, got out, and walked along the line. Orton’s Rover was there.


    I approached his office block from the other side of the square. His office would be on the twelfth floor. No windows were lit, as the building was entirely offices. Not discouraged, I crossed to the main entrance. The doors were locked, the lobby dark apart from a small light above the reception desk. I walked round the building, into the alleyway called Shepherd’s Fold, and found the rear entrance. Each resident would have his own key. I touched the door, and it was open.


    That was interesting. Had he left it open for me, thinking I might hunt him out – always assuming I was alive to do so? I went inside, and closed it behind me. At the far end of the corridor there was a tiny light, which I found to be the indicator light for a service lift. I pressed the UP button and the doors slid open.


    The twelfth floor corridor was dark, though street lighting seeped through the glass-fronted office doors. Michael Orton Associates had a suite. Four doors, the end one of which bore his own name: S. Michael Orton. It was half open. I pushed it, and walked in.


    I could see the shape of his shadow outlined against the window behind him. He was sitting at his desk, his double windows flung open. The paltry sounds of the town centre drifted up.


    ‘In the dark?’ I asked, reaching for his switch.


    The overhead light was gentle and diffused. He was in his swivel chair, a bottle at his elbow, a glass cradled in both hands. He looked at me calmly, but already the drink had dulled his responses.


    ‘It seemed appropriate for what I was contemplating,’ he said in a dead voice.


    He wasn’t drunk; he’d managed that last word perfectly. I looked round. It was a large office, with a fitted carpet and vintage car prints to break up the flat surfaces of the walls. He had a leather easy chair in front of the desk, and a long leather settee against the side wall, both in green to match the carpet. But his desk dominated the room, a massive slab of teak on chromed legs.


    I nodded towards the opened windows. ‘You heard it?’


    He grimaced, inclining his head. ‘Even from here. That wasn’t the reason...’ And stopped.


    ‘No,’ I agreed, lowering myself into the easy chair. It almost succeeded in lulling me into friendliness, but not quite. ‘It didn’t work, you know. Nicola’s alive, and we have the Day Work Book.’


    ‘We?’


    ‘The police. Sergeant Porter, to be precise.’


    He twisted his lips into a sour smile. ‘And now?’


    ‘I’d expect the Fraud Squad people, if I were you. Bill Porter didn’t say much, but he hasn’t got any alternative. I’m assuming that was how it started. Fraud. Had to be something like that, otherwise Colin Rampton wouldn’t have had to die.’


    He leaned forward. ‘Advice for you, Cliff. If you’re ever in a position to take on assistants, never employ a person who’s cleverer than you. Rampton got on to it inside a couple of months. I was in deep trouble at that time, and he just about floored me.’


    ‘Blackmail?’


    ‘He simply suggested it was time he had a pay rise. I doubled his salary. He suggested I should treble it. They’re never satisfied. And that was just for the fraud.’


    ‘There was more?’


    ‘It started with fraudulent conversion. It’s so easy for an accountant. We handle investments for our bigger customers, and all you have to do is borrow a bit here and there, playing the stock market with their money. Grand if it works. They need never know. If it doesn’t – and in my case I lost one packet after the other – then you have to feed one client’s funds to cover the other’s losses, and by then you’re only playing for time.’


    ‘But fortunately, there was Val.’


    ‘Ah yes. Valerie. Dear Valerie, she just loved bailing me out – and owning me. But even she’s never known about the drugs.’


    I slid down into the leather, shoulders down and knees up. It was a surprise, but I pretended it wasn’t.


    ‘Was this before or after the marriage?’


    ‘Oh...long before. I was approached. Lord, how did they get to know I was desperate for money! A partner was needed, one with a fluid access to money and looking for quick profits. That was me. I found the capital and shared the profits. My partner’s been scrupulously fair with me – until that idiot George Peters lost a consignment. The supplier wanted his money. Three thousand. That consignment would’ve fetched fifty thousand on the streets. My partner was livid. George had to pay, he said. So George was pressured – oh, not by me, by our street agents – I never came near the actual handling aspect of it.’


    He took a drink to clear his voice. He seemed to think he’d produced something in his favour. I said nothing.


    ‘So of course,’ he went on, ‘Tessa had to find it for George, and so Tessa pressured me, and I supplied the money myself. Go on, you can laugh. It’s funny, Cliff, so stupidly funny.’


    I didn’t feel like laughing. ‘And that was lost?’


    He grimaced. ‘You were supposed to be carrying it, and you weren’t. Nor the statement that that idiot George had made out. But I took your keys. You can see, I had to search your car for them.’


    ‘And you had to find a home for George’s body?’


    ‘That too.’ He shrugged. ‘I seemed to be stuck with that damned car. I’d had to put it out of action, to delay you, and give me time to get to George, and persuade him to sign a withdrawal. Then I had to get back to your office to wait for you, but there was no statement in your briefcase, and nothing on you, and no bloody money, so I had to take your keys and go back and search the Volvo. They’d got it round the back by that time, so I had a clear run at it. Nothing in the Volvo – but you know that. But by that time I’d got George’s body in the boot of my Rover, and I had to unload him somewhere, so the Volvo’s boot was the obvious place.’


    He stopped. The memory of that night still harrowed his face.


    ‘It wouldn’t start when I tried it,’ I prodded gently.


    He gave a short, dry laugh. ‘The old potato trick, stuck in the exhaust. I’d heard it worked, but I’d never tried it.’


    ‘It works.’


    ‘And when I finally left it, I pulled a wire loose, just to make it look good.’


    ‘Got it all worked out,’ I commented.


    ‘A mind for detail,’ he said complacently. ‘An accountant’s mind.’


    ‘And the keys?’


    ‘Hung ‘em on the rack, when I was round there, a day or two later.’ He glared at me. ‘What’s so damned funny?’


    I straightened my face. ‘When you did that, you were only a yard from the envelope of money and the statement Peters made.’


    ‘That blasted statement! Tessa told me later that she’d got it.’


    ‘As she had, I suppose, though she didn’t know it.’


    ‘Oh God! Why did she insist? But, statement or not, too many people knew, and from then on it just grew. When you came back to the real world, and started working on your memory, things seemed to fall apart. I’d raised the three thousand again, though of course there was Val’s money to draw on then. But Tessa had got her teeth in. She wanted more and more. For the garage, that was, as a special gift for Tony when he came out of prison. She said something ought to be done for Tony.’


    He was silent, contemplating what he’d done for Tony. I spoke gently.


    ‘I wonder she dared.’


    The glass banged down on the desk surface, spirit splashing out and ruining the polish. ‘Don’t take that tone with me. I’m warning you.’


    ‘She died, Michael. In the end, she died.’


    He looked beyond me and filled his glass as his eyes fell. He gulped it down. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I suppose she had to die.’


    ‘But...’ I said. ‘...the money you made from drugs, the money from Val – all poured into Tony’s business, and this business...’ I waved my hand embracingly. ‘Surely, with all this...’


    His mouth twisted. ‘But in the end, it wasn’t money. It all grew from Colin Rampton’s death. Too many people knew, or were finding out. I couldn’t keep up with it. I’m drowning in it. That’s the truth, Cliff. Drowning.’


    It seemed to me he was asking for sympathy. From me? I shifted uneasily in the chair. ‘We have the statement Peters made.’


    ‘That too?’ He raised his eyebrows. He seemed unconcerned. ‘Have you told anything of this to Val?’


    ‘You know I haven’t had time.’


    ‘Then perhaps you will.’


    ‘As a favour?’


    ‘I’d find it too difficult. She doesn’t know about the drugs.’


    I levered myself to my feet, rubbed my hands on my hips, and looked round. There seemed nothing more to say. I nodded and went to the door, and paused.


    ‘This partner you mentioned?’ I asked. ‘Am I to know his name?’


    He smiled bleakly. ‘Perhaps I’ll write it down for you.’


    ‘Bill Porter will want to know his name.’


    ‘Porter knows it.’


    As I opened the door he raised his glass to me. I closed the door gently behind me.


    I walked away rapidly, but from the far side of the square I stopped and looked back, just in time to see his light go out. I turned away quickly and went to collect Nicola’s car. I drove directly to the hospital. An ambulance raced past me, going the other way.


    They told me that Nicola was asleep, under sedation. At my concern, they said it wasn’t serious, but I knew something about head injuries. No, they assured me, no skull fracture. Simply keeping her under observation, and she’d probably be out in a couple of days.


    I drove to Woodstock Heights to see my ex-wife, stopping at the first call box to ring Aunt Peg and have a word with Marsha, who by that time was in a fair panic. Aunt Peg had been worried, but was calm enough. Marsha had to be dissuaded from dashing round to the hospital. I told both of them I’d be in touch.


    Val had the front door open before I’d got out of the car. She peered into the darkness of the drive.


    ‘Michael?’


    ‘It’s me, Val. Cliff.’


    I walked up to her. She clutched at my arm. ‘Have you seen him?’


    ‘Quite recently.’


    She stood firm and tense. The porch light above her head cut hollows into her cheeks and shadowed her eyes.


    ‘May I come in, Val?’


    She seemed to jerk awake, but her mind wasn’t completely engaged. She backed away, then turned, walking with uncertainty into the house. I was on her heels. When she stopped in the living room doorway and turned, I nearly fell over her. From behind the settee, Laddie came out suspiciously. He didn’t even raise his tail for me. They can sense atmosphere.


    ‘I don’t think he’ll be coming back, Val.’


    She stared into my eyes. Even in the small period since I’d last seen her, the flesh seemed to have fallen from her face. Her lips were thin and cold and bloodless, teeth showing as though the upper lip had stuck to them. I put a hand to her shoulder gently and led her across to the settee, where she stood firmly, as though to sit down would be to concede a weakness.


    ‘What do you mean?’ she demanded. ‘Why have you come here?’


    Setting an example, I took the easy chair and leaned forward, knees apart, arms resting on my legs. I held the silence long enough, until she slowly lowered herself to the cushions, but she’d read my mind and her legs would no longer support her.


    ‘He was at his office, Val.’


    ‘Why there?’


    ‘I believe he expected me to go to him there.’


    She touched her forehead briefly, and shook her head. ‘Talk sense, Cliff, please.’


    ‘When I left, he had his window wide open.’


    She gave a tiny moan and pressed her fingers to her lips. But her voice was quite firm when she spoke. ‘I don’t believe what you’re trying to say.’


    ‘It’s all over, you see. The police now have George Peters’ statement, and I know all about what happened. About George’s death, Tessa’s death, perhaps Arthur Pitt’s death, but I couldn’t prove it. And all of it arose out of the original death of Colin Rampton. Even the attack on me. After all, I must have known by that time, though I probably hadn’t made sense out of it. But the intention wasn’t just to get the statement from me, it was to make a good job of it and finish me off. I wasn’t intended to recover, because then I might have denied that George Peters had signed that withdrawal.’


    I had been talking on, deliberately giving her time to recover, using a dull, matter-of-fact tone. She was taking deep breaths, and eventually her eyes moved away from me. She had absorbed it, taken it in, and accepted.


    ‘Would you like a drink?’ she asked.


    ‘Thank you, but not now.’


    ‘Then you don’t mind if I do?’


    ‘Don’t you think you’ve...’


    She was on her feet, her voice a whiplash. ‘Don’t dictate to me, Cliff. You never could, so don’t try to start now.’


    I smiled up into her face until she turned away with a sharp exclamation of anger. She went across the room. I didn’t follow her with my eyes, but listened to the agitated rattle of glass and bottle. Laddie put a damp nose on to my knee. She returned, carrying a glass of amber liquid that looked like straight scotch, and sat deliberately, straightening her skirt primly as though I was a stranger to her legs. She was calm and contained again.


    ‘And Michael admitted all this?’


    ‘I didn’t take a statement – but yes.’


    ‘If that’s a poor attempt at sarcasm...’


    ‘Far from it. I’m only putting on record that there’s no proof, nothing in writing. He spoke at length, and I listened. He was using me to wash out his conscience. Nothing in writing, though he did say he’d write down the name of his partner.’


    She stared at me over the glass. Her eyes reflected the amber. They were big, and filled with pain. ‘Partner?’ she whispered.


    ‘Didn’t you know he was into drugs, Val?’


    ‘That’s a lie!’ she shouted. ‘Michael would never take...’


    ‘I didn’t say take. Into drugs, in a small way. Trafficking. Pushing. Call it what you like. For money, Val. Money.’


    ‘Damn you!’ she spat, and she threw the dregs of the glass at me.


    I fished out a handkerchief and wiped my face. It would have been an insult to her. She underlined it.


    ‘Why should he?’ she cried, her voice breaking with her anger. ‘He had mine. He knew that. Why...’


    ‘I think it started before you were married, Val. Easy now. Listen, please, and think. He was desperate for money, and I suppose, when you get into that sort of thing, it’s not easy to back out of it.’ And also, he would strive to be free of Val’s money, but I didn’t say that.


    She searched my face, wondering whether I was trying to be kind, then she gave an exclamation of rejection. ‘Not Michael.’


    ‘Very well. If you say so, not Michael. It’s not vastly important.’


    ‘It is to me.’


    ‘The treasured memory?’


    ‘God-damn you, Cliff! That blasted sarcasm again.’


    ‘No. I assure you.’ I shook my head. ‘Sorry – I suppose it was. But you’d naturally be annoyed that he hadn’t turned to you.’


    ‘Anything!’ she cried. ‘Anything he asked, he could have had.’


    ‘Or taken,’ I murmured.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Anything he couldn’t have, he killed for it.’


    ‘That’s a filthy thing to say.’


    ‘One crushed skull, Val, one, two, three murders, possibly four, and tonight, nearly another.’


    She showed her teeth. ‘He admitted to all that?’


    ‘Not...exactly. Colin Rampton, now. Killed with a BMW 525, gently pushing Rampton’s car off its jacks. I know exactly how it was done. Your car was due in for some work to be done on it. Something about pulling to the right when braking. It was due in at the garage at 5.30, and Rampton died at 5.20. That was the time it was actually delivered. Michael delivered it.’


    I paused. She made no comment, for a moment stared into her glass, saw it was empty, then jumped up to refill it. I waited patiently until she was sitting opposite to me again.


    ‘But there’s something out of phase with that reconstruction,’ I said. ‘I mean, you can imagine Michael using your BMW that day, intending to drive it in the same evening and leave it. Think about it, though. How would he have got home? Taxi? Seems very cumbersome. And to arrange for you to drive in with the Rover to pick him up...well, that would be stupid. Much easier all round for you to drive the BMW in and leave it, and have Michael pick you up there, on his way home from his office. Don’t you think?’


    ‘Your brain was affected!’ she said thinly. ‘I think you’d better leave, Cliff.’


    ‘There’s more.’


    ‘More nonsense?’


    ‘I don’t think so. It would be natural for you to drive round the rear, in the circumstances I’ve just told you, cut your engine and lights, and walk through to the foreman’s office with the car keys. A BMW is quiet. You need not have been noticed – not noticed, even, when you walked through the repair bay, the noise they sometimes make. And there you’d see Colin Rampton, lying dangerously with his car sump inches from his chest and a ton of car above him. You had perhaps met Rampton in Michael’s office, and what Michael’s said suggests you’d have known Rampton had been blackmailing him. No reason why you shouldn’t, because he’d have had to tell you about the fraud.’


    I paused, waiting, but she said nothing. I smiled at her. ‘So you went back to the car, started it again, and gently shoved Rampton’s car off its jacks.’


    ‘This is pure fantasy!’ she cried, waving her glass wildly.


    ‘But is it, Val? Remember we’re alone, and there’s no scrap of proof. What would you do next? I’ll tell you what I’d do. I’d back out and drive away, and bring the car back the next morning. Yes...I can see that that was what probably happened. That was how Tessa Clayton came to be suspicious. This is the original murder I’m talking about, Val. The murder that sparked it all off. Your murder.’


    She stared at me sightlessly. I waited, but she seemed not to be with me.


    ‘Val?’


    There was nothing of her lips now visible. She parted them with an effort, and spoke with quiet dignity.


    ‘It was an act of love.’


    I glanced down at my hands. ‘I see.’ Looked up. ‘As the others were. Michael’s reciprocal offering to you.’


    ‘Why do you have to degrade every emotional act, Cliff! You’re completely insensitive.’


    ‘Degrade?’ I looked beyond her head. ‘I suppose I am.’ I reached forward to prevent her response. ‘Maybe I had all the emotion knocked out of me, that night, but try as I may I can’t feel sorry for him. Did George really have to die, just because he’d seen Rampton killed? Did Tessa have to be blasted to death because of her petty bit of blackmailing? I suppose you know he loved her, Val? No? Don’t shake your head like that – you’re rejecting it, not denying it. But he loved her, yet all the same he killed her. An act of love. But by that time love didn’t enter into anything. Everything was for himself. In the end, it was all a desperate attempt to cover up.’


    I got to my feet. ‘But as I say, no proof. Nobody will be coming for you, Val. You’re safe.’


    ‘Cliff...’


    I looked down at Laddie. ‘I wish I had time to take him a walk.’


    Suddenly, that was what I wanted more than anything else, to walk and walk, away from it, with a fellow creature I could trust and who trusted me. But I’d have to bring him back, and I wouldn’t be able to face that.


    But he was the one who came to the door with me to say goodbye.


    I drove home slowly, too exhausted to concentrate. It seemed an eternity since I’d last seen Aunt Peg. She fussed over my obvious distress, and fed me. I don’t remember going to bed.


    The next day I went along to tell Nicola what had happened. She was bursting to get out of bed, and eager for details. I told her the lot. Her excitement gradually tempered to concern.


    ‘And Valerie?’ she asked.


    ‘Best left alone, I thought.’


    She nodded. ‘And they’ll never get Orton’s partner.’


    ‘No. Bill Porter tells me he didn’t leave a name written down, as he said he would.’ I thought about it. ‘I don’t suppose it matters.’


    We both knew what mattered. I had someone to walk with.


    But on the way home, through the town, I was still unsatisfied that Michael had left me nothing in writing. At that point, he’d had nothing to lose. So I parked, at that time with difficulty, and walked round to the office block.


    The police had just about finished there. The fraud experts had no doubt impounded all the books and records. Assorted associates were wandering around looking stunned, and in Michael’s own office I found Bill Porter.


    He, too, was obviously still worrying about the name.


    ‘You’re certain he said that?’


    ‘The last thing he said.’


    ‘We’ve combed the place. Nothing.’


    ‘Win some, lose some,’ I comforted him.


    ‘Sure,’ he grunted, and he went across to close the still-open windows, a gesture that also closed the case. I went to assist him by closing the right-hand window.


    But Michael Orton’s last act had been his very last. He’d left it until he’d been standing on the sill. Then he’d used his finger on the open window, impressing the dim words in the dust:


    BILL PORTER


    Bill made no attempt to explain that. He simply lunged at the window as I stood aside, with the intention, I assumed, of polishing off the words. But unfortunately I hadn’t latched it.
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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    Perhaps there was something wrong with my smile. The thing called Troy levered his shoulders away from my wall and moved down on me. I didn’t have time to shift from the desk as the cigar came stabbing down at my fingers. I fanned them, and a square inch of plastic top was permanently scarred.


    And all I’d said to Finn was: ‘What d’you do to make it talk?’


    ‘There’s an ashtray,’ I said mildly, indicating a couple of pounds of glass, and Troy flicked it to the floor with one of the three fingers on his left hand.


    That was just about the end of the visit, the closing pleasantries, you might say. Carter Finn’s true business had been gracefully skirted. He stood up and called off his hired support with a movement of his eyes, and they moved to the door.


    ‘Oh,’ said Finn, ‘to start you on your new career…’ And he tossed the briefcase over. I caught it. ‘An enquiry agent needs a briefcase.’


    I stood at the window and watched them go. Troy glanced up for a moment and the day lost its charm. The car, I decided, was a big Rover.


    It was a bad omen that my first client should have been Finn. If you could call him that. My office door had been open for a fortnight, and nobody had shown any interest. Then that morning I’d climbed the last of the stairs, opened the door, and there he was in the outer office. I don’t think I registered shock; I simply led the way through.


    I might have guessed Finn wouldn’t be alone, but I hadn’t spotted his goon, standing in the corner. Then somehow, by the time I’d got to my desk, he was easing apart two of my walls with his shoulders.


    Finn looked round with contempt, then took the only chair I’d got in there. It creaked a little. He’s a big man, broad with it. He smelt faintly of an after-shave that could have been deadly nightshade.


    ‘I heard they finally threw you out,’ he said patiently.


    ‘You could say it was mutual.’


    ‘Not what I heard.’


    He was greying a little, I thought. How old would he be—fifty? But still aggressively active.


    ‘A man in your position,’ I told him, ‘hears what people think you want to hear.’


    He made the shishing noise that Finn used for a laugh. ‘Oh come on, Mr Mallin. Would I be pleased that they’d pitched you out of the force?’


    Would he? We’d never directly clashed, but there’d been some edgy moments.


    ‘We found we didn’t think on the same lines,’ I told him.


    ‘And now you’ve gone private?’


    ‘I’m going.’


    ‘But not busy?’


    ‘Not busy,’ I agreed.


    There was a buzzer connected to the outer door, but I’d never yet heard it. There was a phone that I knew was working but it never rang for me.


    ‘You ought to advertise,’ he said placidly.


    ‘I do.’


    What the hell did he want from me? Anything I had to offer did not fit in with his background of clubs and gaming houses. Yet there was that new pigskin briefcase on his plump lap, and a keen, searching gleam in his eyes.


    He said it was mild for March—you could almost smell the Spring in the air. I got up to look out of the dirty window. There was no sign of Spring on the asphalt below, but almost opposite was parked a big grey car that was probably Finn’s. Something ugly was behind the wheel and had a pink paper spread over it. I agreed it was very mild for March.


    ‘What you want to do,’ he said, ‘is let me have some of your visiting cards. I meet a lot of people.’


    ‘I can’t see your friends bringing me anything legal.’


    Finn smiled. He had one of those soft, smooth faces that simply shine when they’re pressed to it. There was talcum in the wrinkles spreading from his eyes. He was trying to be friendly, and nearly succeeded in hiding his viciousness. But he owed me no favours, and I certainly owed him none.


    The smile was so surprising that I glanced at his nurse-maid to gauge the effect. He was smoking a small cigar, making no show-off attempt to appear bored, but calmly watching me. He knew his job. He’d remember me. A good lad. I looked away, feeling uneasy.


    But in fact it was all too easy to toss insults at a man like Finn. You didn’t have to worry about hurting him, and as he said from time to time, he couldn’t lash back. Always calm and precise, Carter Finn. Always walking a legal tightrope.


    ‘So you haven’t got work for me.’ I paused, but he didn’t say he had. ‘Then why have you come?’


    He lifted his hands a few inches and spread them in appeal. ‘Why else but to wish you luck?’


    ‘I don’t need your sort of luck.’


    The lad in the corner moved and a shoe creaked. I looked across in time to catch a frown, though whether at me or at his shoe I couldn’t tell.


    ‘I was driving past,’ said Finn blandly, ‘and I thought I’d drop in on David Mallin. They lost a good man when you resigned…’


    ‘Resigned?’ So he’d known.


    ‘You should look us up, Mallin. Usually I’m at The Beeches. You’re an honorary member. Did you know?’


    I was not sure I wanted any connection with Finn’s clubs, but I couldn’t have said exactly why. When I’d been in the police we’d kept a sharp eye on him, but there’d never been anything we could put a finger on.


    ‘I may look you up.’ I tried it again. ‘But no work?’


    ‘I’ve got all the staff I need.’


    All right, I nearly shouted, then why don’t you go? He looked around at my filing cabinet and my desk. The cabinet was new, full of empty folders to take my case records. The desk was old. The drawers held my new pipe and a tin of tobacco, and a paperback I couldn’t wait to get back to. There was a fancy calendar on the wall.


    ‘You’re in business on your own now,’ he said. ‘So brighten the place up. Look big, Mallin. Make a show. They want to give money to those who’ve already got plenty.’


    His philosophy. With him it had certainly worked. A lot of money circulated round Carter Finn, and a good deal of it drifted into his bank accounts. That was a very expensive suit he was wearing. The pin in his silk tie would have kept me eating for a year.


    ‘I’ll do that,’ I agreed readily. I nodded towards his helper. ‘One you’re breaking in?’


    Finn looked at his protégé with affection. ‘He’s a likely lad. We call him Troy.’


    We both stared at him. The square shoulders moved with what might have been embarrassment. Not more than twenty, I thought, slim and fast. He was wearing a large-checked jacket in mustard and brown over a cream shirt with a red and gold tie, knotted large. Hair not too long, a wide brow with hard, dark and straight eyebrows, and tiny eyes, grey I thought, though he didn’t show me much of them. If he’d smiled he might have been handsome. His mouth did something, but it didn’t turn out as a smile. He moved his right hand across his lips, perhaps annoyed that they had done something, and there was a gold chain round his wrist.


    I turned back to Finn. ‘What d’you do to make it talk?’ And that was when Troy decided he’d had enough of the cigar.


    I turned away from the window and went to have a look at my wall calendar. It usually comforted me. March. A snow scene—the pessimists! A magpie on a low gate, with the fence shadows pink across the snow bank. But now it chilled me. I shivered, and decided there was nothing wrong with the calendar. It was me.


    There was nothing you could definitely level against Carter Finn. He ran a number of successful and rather smart clubs on a strictly legal basis. Where he had gaming tables, they were rigidly honest. There was nothing wrong. So why the hell did he need so many ex-cons and crooks in his establishments?


    I looked at his present. It was an expensive item, with double straps and a lock. He hadn’t left me the keys, but when I looked inside they were there, way down beneath all the paperwork. I laid it all out on the desk to see exactly why Carter Finn had come to see me.


    I was looking at a transcript of the trial of Neville Gaines, aged 48, for the murder of Andrew Paterson. There were photostats of the reports, day by day, in The Times. There was also a photostat of the report of his execution. Pentonville. The 12th of March, twelve years ago. It was his anniversary today.


    The only interest, as far as I could see, that Finn could have in the case was that he now operated from the house where Neville Gaines had lived—The Beeches.


    Just because it was there, I sat down and read it through. It took me through seven pipes of tobacco and two pots of coffee from the Ramona opposite. Finn couldn’t have known—my name never appeared in the papers—but it was only a matter of refreshing my memory. I’d been on the case. Well, not exactly on it, because I was a very young constable then, but I had been there. Det. Chief Inspector Crowshaw’s driver, that was me.


    But all the same I read it carefully, because I hadn’t gone to the trial. Twice, as I say, I went across for coffee, mainly to try and get a clear sight of the man sitting behind the wheel of the car just along the street. He was there all afternoon. It was a red Mini Cooper with a black top and those matt black patches on the doors to impress you with the driver’s technique. I didn’t get my clear sight. The very pleasant March sun hit back at me from his windscreen.


    As he didn’t seem inclined to come up and see me, I phoned Elsa at about three. I’d thought I would find out how far things had gone with the arrangements, and at the same time I asked if she’d like to go out that evening.


    ‘Evening dress stuff,’ I said.


    ‘I’ll be too tired.’ Her voice was tense. She was obviously working on it too hard, but I suppose it’s always the same with weddings.


    ‘You could do with the break,’ I suggested.


    ‘David, you simply don’t realize…’


    There was perhaps a criticism there. But I’d offered. Really, I had. And she had said get off to your office, David, and let me get on with it. You’ll gather she wasn’t keen on the office.


    ‘But you could manage it?’


    ‘Oh—I suppose so.’


    So we fixed it up, which meant I’d got to dig out the dinner jacket and press out a few wrinkles.


    I locked away Neville Gaines and drove back to my place. The car was a Porsche that Elsa had given me for an engagement present. I felt good, driving it. I let the Mini tag along.


    Up to that time I had not moved from my two and a bit rooms in the crescent. Now that there was an impending break between us I was feeling a sentimental liking for the place, even its pokiness. I put the kettle on and laid out two cups and saucers, and I was just pitching tea into the pot when the knock came at the door.


    ‘Come in,’ I shouted. ‘It’s open.’


    He eased his way in cautiously, as though I might be lurking just out of sight with a cosh. His eyes swept the room. But I was alone. He closed the door behind him.


    He would have been half-way through his twenties, a dark, shy-looking young man, a little shorter than I am. He had still got his huge sun glasses on. His hair was untidy, I suppose because it would be against his principles to drive with his window shut. His face was interesting. He was quick, sharp, his mouth moving, never still for a moment, expending expressions so fast that you never caught up. And nervous. His eyes flickered, caught me, hesitated, backed off. He was fiddling constantly with a pair of black driving gloves, half stuffing them into the pocket of his padded motoring coat, then pulling them out again.


    ‘Sit down,’ I said. ‘The kettle’s coming up.’


    He sat with his knees together, perching the gloves on them. After a moment he took off the glasses, and I saw that his eyes were grey and wide.


    ‘It took you long enough,’ I said.


    There was very nearly a blush. ‘You saw me?’


    I looked at him solemnly. ‘I’m a detective.’


    It seemed to give him satisfaction, as though he’d set me a test and I’d passed with honour.


    ‘I wanted to be sure,’ he said at last.


    ‘I’ve got an office you could have made sure in.’


    He blinked. ‘Your kettle’s boiling.’


    I made the tea. It was the Porsche that’d done it. He’d trust a man who ran such a car, not knowing it had been Elsa’s choice. I looked around. His eager eyes were on me almost imploring. I waited.


    ‘It’s this murder, you see,’ he burst out. ‘I wanted you to dig into it. An old case. Twelve years old and more.’


    I poured the water placidly; my nerves jumped. ‘Milk?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You may have heard of it. They hanged him. All you’d have to do is dig out all the facts. It wouldn’t take you long.’


    It wouldn’t take me any time at all. ‘What’s your name, son?’


    ‘It’s Hutchinson. Paul Hutchinson.’


    For one moment I’d wondered if he was going to say Gaines. There’d been a daughter, but I hadn’t heard of a son. ‘Nobody can help the poor devil if he was hanged.’ There was still a chance it was another case. ‘What was his name?’


    ‘A chap called Neville Gaines. Here, I bet you can even remember him. You’re old enough.’


    I’m thirty-three. ‘I think I remember it.’ I sipped tea. ‘There’s nothing there. He did it sure enough.’


    ‘Yes. Yes, I’ve no doubt he did.’


    ‘Then why rake it up?’


    ‘I thought… there was a chance I’d got a new slant on it.’ He had to fumble with his spoon. It was his first lie.


    ‘And you want me to do the background work?’ I waited for his nod. ‘Then what?’


    ‘There’s a sort of idea I’ve got.’


    Throw him out? Certainly. ‘What’s your interest in it?’


    ‘Well—I’m kind of a writer.’


    ‘What have you written?’


    ‘Actually… well… this’ll be the first.’


    Give him time to finish his tea? Yes. No hurry.


    ‘Ah, I see. One of those brilliant re-thinks of old cases. You’ll throw doubts, I suppose, on various integrities, and finish up annoying a lot of people who’ll sue the pants off you.’


    I’d let him have it straight, get the air cleared. He blinked a bit and put on his glasses.


    ‘I’d do my own research, but there’re snags.’


    So now we were coming to it. I went to look in the cupboard, and asked him if he’d like a biscuit.


    ‘Lots of snags, son. To start with, you’re treading on toes. The Gaines widow, for instance, wouldn’t like it.’


    ‘Oh, Myra’s quite happy about it.’


    Damn the lad, why’d he keep surprising me? ‘Myra?’ Myra Gaines would be getting on for twice his age, surely.


    ‘I went to ask if she minded if I researched it.’ His eyes moved. He took a biscuit. Another lie had crept in. He said warily: ‘She was quite pleased… really.’


    ‘And what else?’


    ‘There’s a daughter.’


    So there we were. He’d barged in there, all brash and naïve, claiming he wanted to re-think the case. Nothing personal, you understand. Only there’d been a daughter. Then things had abruptly gone wrong. Suddenly it became very personal indeed, and he’d realized it might not be such a good idea after all.


    ‘Aged?’ As though I didn’t know.


    ‘Oh—twenty-one.’ He looked away. ‘Her name’s Karen. She’s five-four or so, blonde, you know, kind of willowy, with those sort of far-off eyes that go all smoky when she laughs.’


    ‘I get the picture.’ I went and looked out of the window. A traffic warden was prowling. ‘You’d expected to sit for hours with the family, digging out the little personal details that mean so much?’


    ‘I suppose it would’ve been something like that.’


    ‘But now you want somebody else to pop the questions?’


    He lied again, more glibly because there was only my back to do it to. ‘It would be better.’


    I turned on him slowly. ‘What did you mean—you’d got a new slant on it?’


    He put on his glasses, took them off. ‘Did I say that?’


    ‘You know damn well you did. Earlier on you said you thought there was a chance you’d got a new slant on it. Have you got something, or is this just a matter of hoping?’


    He should have left them on, then maybe the fear wouldn’t have got through the smoked glass. ‘Well naturally, one tries not to bring preconceived notions—’


    I cut him off. ‘Nobody dives unprepared into a thing like this. Nobody picks out an old and fusty murder case and plunges into it blindfolded, hoping to bring in a new slant. Not even an experienced author. Not you, son. Certainly not you.’


    There was half a biscuit pathetically in his left hand. He moved it towards his mouth, seeing it was open, then stopped. He waved it. ‘One has to start somewhere.’


    It wasn’t me scaring him. He wasn’t trembling and confused. Just persistent.


    ‘It’d be eight quid a day,’ I told him flatly. ‘And expenses. Could run out at quite a figure.’


    ‘Then you’ll do it?’


    ‘No,’ I shouted. ‘Not until you tell me the lot.’


    ‘I’ve told you all there is.’


    ‘There’s the bit about what’s got you scared. You went into this like an innocent baby, for some reason you’re keeping to yourself. Then you came up against a snag, so you decided to toss somebody else in, in case things got rough.’


    He got to his feet. From somewhere he scavenged a little dignity. ‘Then I’m sorry to have wasted your time.’


    Stubborn, he was, I hated to see a frightened lad walk out of my door.


    ‘I can’t work unless the client levels with me.’


    ‘I’m sorry you think I’m not.’


    ‘Why pick on me, anyway?’


    ‘Your name was mentioned.’


    Fame, by heaven. I watched him reach the door. I knew I should not let him walk through and out of my life. He reminded me of that solitary magpie, alone in a cold expanse of snow.


    ‘Who’d mention my name?’


    ‘She married again, Myra Gaines. Her husband, it was, who told me. His name’s Carter Finn.’


    I prised the door handle out of his fist, locked my hand on his shoulder, and got him back to his chair.


    ‘Have another biscuit. They won’t be on expenses.’


    He smiled. The fear went from the hard line of his mouth. Tiny wrinkles flickered at the corner of his eyes.


    ‘That’s very good of you, Mr Mallin.’ He chose another biscuit. ‘Is there any more tea?’


    I looked. And there was.


    


    To download the book and continue reading click here.

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
Returning to the scene of the crime...





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpeg
FULL FURY





