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ONE

‘REDHILL. This is Redhill. The train now at platform three is for . . .’

A boy stepped down from the train and stood on the platform, dazzled by the shimmering car park, the gilded hands of the dead asylum clock, the Surrey Mirror building, a glittering cube of golden glass in the early morning sun that illumined the town below him, made a halo of his hair and pearlised the prison pallor of his face. He noted a sign that warned ‘REDHILL EXHAUSTS AND TYRES’ as he made his way to the station forecourt where a semi-circle of mini-cabs dozed like basking sharks.

Not far away, Pearl Slattery wound a last violet skein of icing sugar. The air was drenched with roses and vanilla; her night’s work was done; the day shift was clattering into the sweet factory. Pearl hung up her white coat and cap. Aves atque vales flew about like parakeets as she hurried into the street with her heavy handbag. A few coloured nonpareils spangled her hair. She arrived at her broken gate as a car pulled away leaving a pale youth on the pavement. She thought that the driver blew him a kiss, but of course this could not have been.

‘Mrs Slattery?’

‘Yes.’

‘My name’s Luke Ribbons. I believe your husband wrote to you about me . . .’

‘Oh yes. You’d better come in.’

He followed her into the front garden. Big indiscreet roses flung themselves after them and fell back in an expense of petals and dew. They passed between two stone pineapples, climbed three shallow mossy steps and entered a dim hall. Mrs Slattery was speaking to him but her words were sucked into the buzz of a hoover elsewhere in the house. Luke’s head struck a plastic chandelier, throwing a necklace of cheap rainbows over the ceiling. The hoover was drowned by music from a radio as they came into the kitchen.

As Luke lounged awkwardly against the wall he saw a little girl, in T-shirt and pants, half sitting, half kneeling on a stool at the table, reading; a spoon loaded with Rice Krispies poised in the air, dripping a stream of sugary milk on to her comic. Mrs Slattery upturned her handbag and a heap of sweets and chocolates, pink and green and silver, violets and roses, golden hearts and bloomy squares of Turkish delight poured on to the table.

‘Oh, hello Mum, are you home?’

The child dropped her spoon with a soggy splash into the bowl and resumed reading, while her fingers, like a skilful crab searching among pebbles, clawed around for a choice chocolate.

‘This is my youngest, Tiffany.’ She kissed the top of the child’s spiky head.

‘Tiffany, say hello to Mr Ribbons. He’s a friend of your father’s.’

‘Ribbons!’ Tiffany choked and giggled, displaying chocolate teeth which her mouth had not yet grown to fit. ‘Ribbons!’ She sprayed milk over the table.

Luke was thinking that her name was much sillier than his; a silly taffeta or reproduction lampshade of a name.

‘Don’t be so rude, Tiffany. People can’t help their names. I almost said “your late father” then, funny isn’t it?’ Mrs Slattery added in an aside to Luke. She pulled back a chair and slumped into it. Her legs were bare; she eased off the heel of one shoe with the toe of the other; they were of emerald satin with square diamanté buckles clinging riskily to loose black stitches. She wriggled her toes.

‘How is the old buzzard, then? Jack, I mean.’

She pulled a wine bottle from the cluttered table and put it to her mouth.

‘Yuk.’ She wiped away a bitter dreg.

‘He’s . . .’

‘Fancy some breakfast? A bit of fried bread?’

Upstairs, Cherry Slattery was preparing a room for the new lodger. She bashed the vacuum cleaner under the bed, hitting a pile of old shoes. If she was a cherry, it was the Napoleon variety; under her tousled yellow curls a flush mantled her fair skin and a curse flew from her red lips as the hoover, from humour or spite, seized her exiguous nightdress in its plastic trunk and twisted it into a tight knot. She wrenched free, kicked off the switch and yanked out the plug.

She burst into the kitchen.

‘I don’t see why it always has to be me that – oh!’

She stood panting in her short nightdress, grey cotton sprinkled with greyer flowers, glaring at Luke Ribbons eating fried bread. He stood up greasily.

‘Well, I hope you find your room to your satisfaction!’

‘I hope I haven’t put you to any inconvenience . . .’

‘Oh, no, I just love – And those are my knickers! Get them off!’

She lunged at her sister, who fled, to the sound of screams off-stage.

Luke sat down again. He looked inquiringly at Mrs Slattery.

‘My other daughter, Cherry.’

Her fried breakfast had sent her into a torpor. She wondered if her arm looked older than it had yesterday, and dismissed it as a trick of the light. She took a small round mirror from her bag and sighed.

‘I don’t really look like this,’ she explained, ‘I’m much thinner, really. Trouble is, I’ve put on a bit of weight so it makes me look fatter than I am.’

‘I see.’

‘You look as if you could do with a bit of fattening up,’ she added, a touch jealously. ‘Didn’t they feed you in that place?’

‘Oh yes. It was mostly stodge though. You should see old Jack . . .’

He stopped, embarrassed that his words might be taken as an accusation. She had not been to visit her husband at all during his latest sentence for petty crime. Cherry re-entered, trim as a geometry set in her navy blue school uniform, followed by Tiffany in a cobbled mini-skirt.

‘Is Sean up yet?’ asked their mother.

‘He went out early.’

‘That’s not like him. Tiffany, take your jacket, it’s going to rain later.’

‘No it isn’t.’

‘He had to go and see about that YTS scheme.’

‘Don’t argue. Take your jacket.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Of course you can. Don’t be so stupid.’

‘Oh, come on, Tiffany. We’ll be late!’

Cherry dragged a jacket from a heap of clothes and flung it at her sister. It fell to the floor.

‘I can’t wear a skin’ead jacket with a post-punk skirt, can I?’ shouted Tiffany as she ran from the room. Their mother lifted a hand in a dispirited wave as they passed the window. The faded head of a dried flower fell from a vase on the mantelpiece; an immortelle belied its name.

‘Well, I suppose I’d better get this place cleared up . . .’

She built a higgledy-piggledy pile of plates and knives and forks and dumped it in the sink and, satisfied, or defeated, sat down and lit a cigarette.

‘Want one?’

She threw the pack at him, and a slick lighter like a lipstick.

‘Mrs Slattery . . .’

‘You may as well call me Pearl.’

‘Thank you. Are you sure it’s all right, you putting me up, I mean. It’s very kind of you . . . I’ll start looking for a job right away. I can’t . . .’

He broke off as a youth of about his own age was supported in by two others.

‘Sean!’

‘He collapsed outside the Job Centre again.’

Dismissed by a glare, the bearers melted away.

Sean sank on to a stool. His fair hair was tinged with pink, so that his head, bowed between his hands, was a daisy with pink-tipped petals.

‘Mum,’ he croaked, ‘do us a bit of fried bread.’

A huge yawn swelled Luke’s face; he could not hide it.

‘Shall I show you your room? You could rest up for a bit.’

He nodded.

As they went out Sean looked at him. Luke saw the question he had dreaded issuing from his mouth.

‘What was you done for?’

‘Sub-post office,’ he muttered, manufacturing another yawn and exiting under its impetus.

When Pearl left him he lay down on the bed in a heavy scent pouring through the open window and a few moments later music from Sean’s stereo pounded him to sleep.

The gun was small, the ammunition damp, and yet . . .

It was hardly the crime of the century, nor yet the crime of the week, even in the suburban sub-zero street where the tiny sub-post office in which it was perpetrated was sited. It had been knocked off the front page of the local paper by an accident involving three coach loads of pensioners on their way to a matinée of Puss in Boots at the Ashcroft Theatre. The coincidence of this disaster and the fact that his victims were also in the twilight of their lives went hard with Luke.

If his father had not sent him to buy stamps that day, if he had instead roused himself from the fug of his study where he sat like a frazzled marshmallow toasting and mottling his legs through his frowsty cassock by the gas fire; if his mother had not called after him an urgent plea for navy blue darning wool from the couch where she lay watching a re-run of ‘Belle and Sebastien’ on the television, for it was the Christmas holidays; Luke would not have found himself on the frosty road to ruin that Thursday morning.

He was in a bitter mood, he had had other plans, as he walked up the hill. A sudden sluice of soapy water foamed over his feet, soaking his shoes. An old woman washing her steps had emptied her bucket. Why were old people always doing such dumb things? He caught sight of another, in a nylon overall and a hat, wiping her clothesline with a J-cloth, and an old man rubbing at his brass letter box with a piece of dirty wadding. Luke shuddered; he had sometimes been made to clean the church candlesticks with the self same stuff and hated the way it made his hands all black and dry and the way the brass curlicues deliberately bruised his fingers as he rubbed. Behind him, he heard the old man spit. What was the point of having a gleaming letter box when you voided your rheum upon the garden path? He almost tripped over a stiff-legged dog in a plastic coat starred with sleet picking its way on cold clicking pink claws towards the post office.

‘Just off to get your pension, are you?’ Luke inquired.

The dog rolled a moist eye and nudged open the shop door just as Luke reached for the handle, so that he lunged through the door into the back of the last person in the queue, almost setting it falling like a line of dominoes.

The post office had once been a grocer’s, and a redundant bacon-slicer, huge and red and silver, seeming to threaten the wintry rumps of the customers stood by the wooden counter that still ran the length of the shop, up to the grille at the far end. Serrated orange and yellow garlands shivered in the haze of warm air from the paraffin heater above shelves stacked with packets of little toys, cardboard jigsaw puzzles, friable cars, kits for making necklaces and bracelets, dollies’ vanity sets, that hinted of Christmas mornings strewn with broken plastic and tears, jammed up among the jampot covers, paper cake cases, biros, rubber bands, rubbers and ruled writing paper. Luke glared at a thriving poinsettia whose garish bracts were reproduced on a million Christmas cards. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other on the puddled floor and, like a blow to the chest, realised that there were in fact two queues, one for the post office, and one for other purchases, and that he was in the wrong one. There was nothing to be done, he was firmly wedged. The queues shuffled along, a two-headed monster studded with protuberances of sticks and umbrellas heaving its scales painfully through the mud. A wicker basket on wheels pressed into his calves as he moved to let pass a mother with a baby in a sling, whose doleful grizzling, although painful to the ear, was entirely understandable. Luke felt like joining in. As he drew nearer to the grille he realised why progress was so slow.

‘– And I’ve brought Mrs Smith’s book too. She’s a bit poorly today, poor old leg’s playing her up.’

‘This weather doesn’t help.’

‘I’ll say. And two telephone stamps if you please, and one, no, better make that two, television stamps and eleven thirteen and a halves. Do you mind having one of these nasty little coins?’

‘It’s all money!’

‘Ha ha ha. Thank you very much. Have a happy Christmas.’

‘And the same to you. Good morning, Mr Johnson, and how’s Mr Johnson this morning?’

‘Oh, not so bad, mustn’t grumble.’

‘That’s the spirit.’ The postmistress dropped her voice. ‘And how’s Mrs Johnson? Any improvement?’

A shake of the head.

‘Fifty-five, sixty, sixty-five, seventy and five makes seventy-five. Don’t spend it all at once.’

‘Thank you kindly, madam. The compliments of the season to you.’

‘And to you. Remember me to Mrs J, if she, you know . . .’

As the old man stumped past brushing the wing of a huge tweed overcoat against him Luke was amazed at the huge wads of notes that were being clawed into mothy wallets and handbags.

‘Forty-one, forty-two –’

‘Can’t look after herself properly, and of course it makes more work for me, not that I mind –’

‘Of course it does, and twenty makes a pound . . .’

‘And I’m under the doctor myself. Take it easy, he says, I wish I could, Doctor, I said . . .’

‘You know you can have two weeks’ today . . .’

‘I’d only spend it –’

‘. . . And nineteen second-class stamps . . .’

‘. . . I’ve brought Mr Peale’s book – only I expect he’s forgotten to sign it . . .’

‘. . . Merry Christmas . . .’

‘. . . Spread to the other lung . . .’

‘. . . Ninety-nine, one hundred . . .’

‘. . . And these three for Rhodesia, if you please . . .’

Now Luke was close enough to see the sub postmistress who was so tiny that she must have placed her chair on several telephone directories in order to see over the counter, rolling her eyes ceilingwards as if to indicate that she had a houseful of bedridden up there if she only cared to mention it. Of course few chose to take two weeks’ allowance today, being eager not to pass up the chance of another sojourn in this ante-chamber of Death.

All that money. There must be thousands of pounds behind the counter.

It seemed that the customers were vying with each other in their seasonal wishes to the subpostmistress; some of their efforts were worthy of the cards that Luke was now studying, but there would be no mice in Santa Claus caps hiccuping cutely beside brandy glasses ballooning like their plum-pudding-stuffed stomachs, no be-muffed and bonneted ladies and top-hatted gents carolling round a lantern in the snow, no winking owl hanging its stocking from a branch in any of their gardens. In a week or two they would all be back inquiring of each other if they had had a nice Christmas.

‘Very nice, thank you,’ they would reply, and then add, ‘Quiet . . .’

‘What a tragic farce,’ Luke thought, thrusting his hands deep in boredom and despair into the pockets of his Oxfam overcoat. He remembered that he was in the wrong queue.

‘May you have a happy and blessed Christmas,’ a woman was saying as she gathered up her muddle of Giros and stamps and pension books. Luke picked from the shelf a gun. He took a little green cardboard box of caps. He rolled the caps into the gun and fastened the safety catch.

‘. . . And a happy New Year.’

Luke leaped on to the chair which had just been vacated, waved the gun and shouted.

‘This is a stick-up! Everybody lie on the floor!’

The complete silence was broken by a babbling, a terrified dribble of words from an old lady’s lips.

‘I said, everybody lie on the floor. You’ – he jabbed the gun towards the subpostmistress – ‘hand over the money.’ He fired into the air, the cap failed to explode. Then an ancient grabbed the back of the chair and shook it; Luke wobbled for a moment and fell; an oldie had him in an arm lock, an umbrella was jabbed into his stomach, that damned dog was at his throat, the subpostmistress worrying at his knees and someone jammed a shopping basket over his head. A balloon belched discreetly.

Through the shameful wicker he saw a policewoman’s black legs and heard her radio for assistance. Someone kicked him as he was led out through a tunnel of boos and hisses and he had to sit in the police car with the basket on his head.

‘It was only a joke. Just a joke,’ he kept repeating after he had been charged and a constable had filed through the handle of the basket.

‘I hope you find that funny then,’ said the policewoman as she struck him across the face.

‘I felt sorry for them,’ he tried to explain to his mother, rattling the locked bathroom door. From the kitchen came the dread familiar rasp of the top of a bottle of whisky.

Now Baskethead, the scourge of the sub-post office, slept uneasily through the day in Cherry Slattery’s bed. From time to time he woke for a few seconds and then let himself sink back into the unaccustomed softness of the sheets. The sere fibres of the clean but grey pillowcase parted under his head and in his restlessness he stuck his face into the gap. He dreamed that someone was twisting a wet towel round his neck. He woke in a sweat to find that someone had placed a cup of tea beside the bed. Although the tea was cold and the cup cracked, this sweet act of domesticity comforted him so that he fell at once into a peaceful sleep.
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