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Peter Jinks was born in 1970, and is a journalist and a scriptwriter. He has written two novels, Hallam Foe and Intuition. He lives in Sicily.

Praise for Hallam Foe:

‘Quite an achievement…quirky and charming’ Independent on Sunday

‘The most assured first novel I’ve read all year’ Mail on Sunday

‘An old-fashioned story of wicked stepmothers manipulating sex-blind fathers, wronged children, revenge and happy endings…I would recommend it’ Spectator

‘Rightly compared to Iain Banks’ The Wasp Factory’ Belfast Telegraph

‘This ambitious first novel cleverly shows that voyeurism is not always motivated by desire’ Times Literary Supplement
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Hallam Foe

Intuition


About the Book

Hallam Foe, a confused and sweetly old-fashioned teenager, is in no doubt that his father and wicked stepmother are responsible for his mother’s suicide and, subsequently, must be watched at all times. In fact, he may as well spy on everyone else at the same time.

However Hallam’s mastery of treehouses, telescopes and dead badgers arouses suspicion and, after a rather unfortunate incident, he’s banished to Edinburgh’s medieval Old Town. Set adrift his voyeurism becomes more dangerous. But Hallam is inventive and ceaselessly romantic and soon skylights, drainpipes and curtain rails will have potential beyond his wildest dreams.


Thanks to Lucia, Bella Bathurst, Stewart Hennessey, Ruaridh Nicoll and the other friends who have given me help. Thank you also Natasha Fairweather and Charlotte Mendelson.


one

Up in the oak tree, below the angled roof of the treehouse, the telescope swung smoothly before returning to its original position. Behind the long fingers guiding the telescope’s shaft, soft breathing was just audible, alongside the clatter of leaves and the slap of some loose plastic sheeting.

Sunshine emerged from behind a white cloud and cast a long rectangle of light over the hunched figure from whose coathanger shoulders a camouflage jacket sagged. A large ring of keys and several rumpled handkerchiefs poked out of one of the bulging pockets. The intimate fug of bark and sap made the wooden cabin’s interior seem stuffy, despite the choppy breeze.

With one eye pressed to the telescope’s viewing lens Hallam Foe’s face was mostly hidden behind twin curtains of thick brown hair, although the other eye, open but temporarily unseeing, was caught in the leaf-filtered light and shown to be grey. His plimsolled feet were muscular like a ballet dancer’s and scuffed brown along the instep. They shifted with the mounting excitement.

He let out a harsh little cough, more like a hiccup, and pulled back. Pale bristles on the chin of his long white face confirmed that he was well past the age generally associated with playing in treehouses. But Hallam wasn’t playing, he was observing.

The place was Leicestershire, in the geographical belly of England. The precise location Chanby Hall, up at the Back Lake, in the centre of a network of lookouts and listening posts. Platform One. Lower Point. South-West Traverse. Gatewatch. The lookouts spread across thirty acres of trees, lawns, obscured paths and patches of meadow. The lens of the telescope blinked once against the sky. Hallam mashed his nose with the palm of his hand, a nervous gesture that caused the cartilage to click moistly. Then he reached out, without needing to look, for a curly yellow logbook that sat upon a pile of hardbacks, the top one entitled British Birds and How to Identify Them. In the logbook he marked the time down, and began to scratch an entry in a swaying, mildly jaundiced hand.

3:32 It looks like they are beginning courtship. Mating expected soon. Not before time, this being midsummer.

A loud, urgent bird cry came up through the trees. The warning was unnecessary; Hallam had already been marking their progress, guided by the quietness and occasional twittering disturbances in the canopy that preceded someone’s walk through the lakeland. He put aside his logbook and went back to the telescope. Through it he saw Carl’s head appear over the grassy bank. Carl was the gardener, a muscular man in his early twenties with cropped sandy hair. He paused at the top of the incline and looked back. Into sight came a girl. It was Jenny.

Hallam did not need to check his logbook. She was from 36 Bosworth Avenue, which backed onto a stand of conifers at the east edge of the Hall grounds, in the modern part of the village over the hill. On weekdays she would retire to her bedroom at around eleven forty-five, usually undress with the curtains open and, having turned out the light, open the window and lean out to smoke a cigarette. At the end of her smoke she performed a private custom that still impressed even a seasoned observer of unwatched behaviour like Hallam. She would turn round on her bed, arch her back to face the stars and vertically propel a chunk of phlegm into the air with the aim of catching it again in her mouth. Even in daylight it was a feat. To Hallam’s mute applause, she often succeeded, and he would mark it down with a tick in the margin of his logbook.

Hallam’s records also confirmed more salacious but, to him, less interesting phenomena; for instance that Jenny had slept with four men from the village in the last two months, with a couple of other possibilities in the nearby village of Seaby. Because she lived with her parents, her preferred location, along with several other of the village’s teenagers, was a spot off a little-used public right of way in a meadow which flanked the far borders of the grounds. The little condom-strewn nest was sheltered by brambles but was observable from Lower Point. Pairings would often visit around half an hour before the nearby pub’s closing time, presumably to avoid the encouragement of drinkers piling home.

Carl, it seemed, was making a bid to be number five. Hallam’s grimace of concentration widened into a grin, but only for a second. He pushed his head out of the slit, arranged his bony fingers in his mouth and drew breath to make the answering call that would declare his presence. But then he paused and withdrew his head without a sound. Not bothering to return to the telescope just yet, Hallam saw Carl wait for Jenny to catch up; she must have stepped in something and was wiping a stack heel with a wad of grass. Carl offered her a hand which she accepted and then together they walked to the edge of the lake. Hallam jumped up and in one surprisingly feline move slipped out of the window and onto the roof.

He trotted along a thick bough with a bandy-legged gait that seemed to leave his upper body immobile. He held an arm loosely above him, where a rope was slung. His feet, aimed outwards, curled unerringly round the branch and seemed to have their own knowledge of the precarious route ahead, because Hallam’s eyes were mostly fixed on the couple. He gripped the rope with both hands then heaved his legs up and hooked his ankles round. Swinging easily under the rope, hand over hand, he swiftly crossed the gap between the oak and a horse chestnut that stood at the top of the lake.

Safe on the other tree he took out and held ready a pair of cheap and lamentably weak binoculars, but concentrated first on listening. He was perfectly positioned. From this transmission point he could hear almost everything the two distant figures said, as their voices bounced off the slick water’s surface.

‘It’s ten years since I’ve been here,’ said Jenny.

‘Notice any changes?’

With an earnest expression she surveyed the trees flickering in the wind and the shifting crops beyond. ‘Not really, but I remember it being more interesting on glue.’

He laughed – hur hur – with affectionate sarcasm. ‘Bostik nostalgia. Spare me, please.’

Jenny frowned and looked at her feet. ‘I shouldn’t have worn these shoes. I wish you’d said.’

‘Don’t you like it up here?’ he asked, anxious.

‘That depends.’ Jenny swung a leg languidly and waited. Flirtation wasn’t Carl’s strong point. He stood there uncertainly then fired a nervous glance over her face, looking for guidance, but by then she was smiling out over the lake, carefully unconcerned.

Having attempted to decipher these worrying messages, Carl, it seemed, made an executive decision and courageously ducked in for a kiss, but he did so clumsily and their foreheads bumped. She cracked up laughing and he had to step back with a sheepish grin.

‘What was the head butt for?’ she asked, rubbing the spot.

‘Nothing. I didn’t hurt you, did I?’ asked Carl, very embarrassed. Shyness knocked about ten years off his body language. He looked at his feet and began to tamp down a piece of turf with his heel. ‘Sorry,’ he said reproachfully. He did not look up, sensing perhaps that she was enjoying his discomfort. She dipped her head, searching for his eyes, and on seeing her sad clown expression he submitted to a grin.

‘Yeay, that’s better,’ she said.

Hallam shook his head and wondered what women saw in these pitiful displays of gaucheness – especially in someone of Carl’s (admittedly camouflaged) intelligence. This was the first time that Hallam had seen Carl meaningfully in the company of a woman, and it was perhaps no coincidence that his chosen mate was the person who had been awarded the monicker of Village Slapper, with only mild affection. Carl really ought to get out more, Hallam reflected loftily, enjoying the observer’s freedom from equal judgement.

However Hallam did concede that Carl brought out reserves of tenderness in Jenny that he had not noticed in her other couplings outdoors or inwindows. Taking pity on Carl, Jenny hooked her arm in his and pulled him close to her side, and together they looked over the sadly unromantic green-brown surface of the lake. In silence. It seemed that Carl had become tongue-tied.

Jenny sighed. Then she sighed again, louder this time, displaying what might have been impatience or longing. Either way, Carl took the hint. Attempting a slower and no doubt even more agonising lunge than the first time, he leant over and their lips met. And locked. They stayed that way for a long time. It was too far away to be sure, but with the aid of the binoculars Hallam could just see the shadow of Carl’s amateur tongue shifting inside her cheek. Hallam took a moment to make an entry.

3:44 Doing the busy maggot.

The two lovers disengaged – after one minute and twenty-five seconds according to Hallam’s measurement – and started to walk, with Carl leading her by the hand. Hallam returned to Centre Point, only a light shaking of leaves betraying his passage from outside the canopy. From the side window Hallam saw Carl come all the way up the side of the lake. Jenny liked the look of the beech tree, which anchored the higher reaches of the oak with a taut stretch of thick wire. The wire was looped round the beech’s base and rose at about thirty-five degrees from the horizontal, the bark protected by a wad of synthetic padding. Carl was less keen. ‘Further up,’ he suggested.

‘I like it here,’ she said a mite petulantly, and sat down on the thick grass, knowing that he was unlikely to argue. Carl took the opportunity to shoot a glance up at the treehouse, but Hallam had already anticipated him and was standing at the back of the cabin, out of sight. It was a clear betrayal of trust, but what the hell.

‘What’s that wire for then?’ asked Jenny.

‘It’s to keep up the oak. See the cracks at the base?’ Carl settled himself next to her and threw an arm over her shoulder, satisfied that Hallam was not up there.

‘Where?’

‘I’ll show you later.’

Recovering his confidence, Carl reached across and grabbed Jenny’s left buttock, then swivelled her round and laid her down. Her giggle was quickly muffled as, lips slipping and sliding, they rolled away from the base of the beech and down onto the thick bed of windblown wild grass, the long green blades silvery pale underneath.

Almost immediately Carl’s hand rose up inside her top. This she allowed without protest, but slowly Hallam saw her eyes open and look up towards the oak. Jenny continued to stare as Carl gingerly held her left breast with a degree of curiosity that strongly suggested his previous refusal to talk about women had less to do with honour than raw inexperience. Hallam was unfazed by Jenny’s direct upward gaze; he was used to invisibility and was already acquainted with most of the tricks. From her perspective, with the sun in her eyes, he knew all you could see of Centre Point through the foliage was a large black blob clinging to the trunk, more like an enormous growth than something manmade. Carl began to rub himself against her hip with movements reminiscent of the neighbour’s beagle, Raymond, until Jenny spoke again. ‘What’s that up there?’

‘What?’

‘That big thing on the tree.’

‘Eh?’ Carl was irritated by the interruption. ‘Oh that. An old treehouse.’

‘Does anyone use it?’

‘Nah, it’s shot through with rot.’

Hallam’s eyebrows rose. Carl had lied with uncharacteristic fluency; sex seemed to bring out the brigand in everyone.

‘It was the son’s to play in when he was younger. His father built it, old Foe’s an architect. He even put a shower in at one point, made from an old Victorian toilet cistern. Hung it on the next-door branch, till the gale broke it off.’

‘He’s strange, that young one.’

‘Hallam? He’s all right.’ Jenny gave Carl a look of superstitious mistrust. Carl laughed. ‘OK, so maybe he is a bit peculiar.’ Up in the dark, stock still, Hallam gave out a minute puff of exasperation. Carl pulled Jenny close to him but she sat up and plucked at her bra, unsettled by the mere idea of being watched, and reached into her handbag for cigarettes. She smiled at Carl’s frustrated expression.

‘Put a knot in it, you’ll last longer.’

Jenny sparked up with a lighter – Hallam heard the electric click of it – and blew out smoke. She looked around her while Carl grumpily adjusted himself.

‘Still got a funny atmosphere, this place.’

‘It’s old.’

‘We used to come here on dares after dark when we were kids. You always felt you were being watched. Trish said it was haunted.’

Carl wearily turned back to conversation mode. ‘These lakes were dug during the plague, Jen, that’s why.’

‘What a drag.’ This glib remark was a mistake on Jenny’s part, as it gave Carl a prompt to plunge into village history, an opportunity he rarely passed over, even at a time like this.

‘Well, back in the thirteen hundreds whole villages were getting wiped out by the plague and they thought it was poisoned water spreading the illness. The truth was, nobody had a clue. But the landowners – it was a religious order back then, the Knights Templar, a bit like masons – had to do something or they’d look powerless. So they organised the digging on the lookout for a clean water supply, led by the old owner of the Hall whose tomb’s in the church. See, you can see the church spire, all lined up with the lake.’

Jenny exhaled smoke heavily and leaned forward to take a look, betraying only mild interest, clutching her knees. Hallam, too, gazed up at the spire, set on crumbling sandstone masonry, as he must have done a thousand times before. Sure enough the spire was perfectly aligned, poking up over the shrubs one quarter of a mile away. If it could be called a spire. It was levelled off halfway up, truncated, with a weather vane stuck in the top like a comic afterthought.

Carl continued with gathering enthusiasm, fired as always by the distant past. ‘So they dug this lake, and kept breathing the virus over each other. That’s why the spire’s so short – most of the able-bodied men died off. There was no one to finish it. Meanwhile the lake got used to breed trout for the Hall table. Just imagine it, the whole village fading away, except for a few terrified peasants, people like you and me, praying and digging away into their own graves.’

‘Shurrup you!’ Jenny landed Carl a surprisingly hard punch in the ribs and he rolled over, groaning and laughing. ‘I hate ghost stories.’

‘Come on, you must have heard this stuff before.’

‘I’m not interested in that old crap. Look to the future, that’s what I say.’

Carl suppressed a squawk of indignation because even he realised that now was not the time to argue about the relevance or otherwise of medieval history. He risked moving back closer and having a squeeze of her shoulder. She didn’t shrug him off but she was not ready to lie back down just yet.

‘So it’s your job to keep louts like us out of the grounds, is it?’

‘I let you in, didn’t I?’

She did not seem impressed, so Carl took his hand off her and lay back, staring up at the sky, playing it patient. Jen took another drag, eyes half closed, looking straight ahead now but nowhere in particular. And sure enough she softened after a few quiet seconds, giving him a little dry, sideways look. ‘So is abduction off the menu now?’ Her gaze moved down to between his legs and Hallam felt a little burst of excitement in the pit of his stomach.

Carl patted the grass next to him. ‘Come here.’

Jenny smiled coaxingly and lifted her hand to flick the fag butt away over the water.

‘No!’ Suddenly Carl was grabbing for her arm, but he was too late. The half-smoked butt fluttered out ten feet or so over the water before dropping with a damp sizzle. Small ripples marked the spot. A muscle in Hallam’s jaw shifted slightly.

Jenny was taken aback. ‘What’s got into you?’

‘You shouldn’t have done that.’

‘What?’

‘Thrown your fag in the lake.’

‘Why not?’

‘He doesn’t like it.’

‘Who doesn’t like it?’

Carl knew he had to lie. ‘My boss.’

‘The boss didn’t see it though, did he? He’s not here, is he?’ Jenny’s scowl intensified when Carl failed to reply. She began to collect herself together. ‘Prick,’ she said, with conviction.

‘Come on, Jen, I’m sorry. It’s just he’s got a thing about cigarette butts floating on the lake. You weren’t to know. I didn’t mean to snap. Don’t go.’

Jenny was getting up, straightening her skirt. She humphed, still put out, but Carl smiled hopefully, and tentatively reached up a hand to tug her little finger. Damage limitation. Hallam could see the affectionate gesture doing its work. Carl got onto his knees and gently kissed her on the hand – quite the gallant medieval knight – then firmly pulled her back down into the grass.

She was slow at first but soon they were kissing deeply, pressed close.

Then suddenly Jenny sat up and tucked her hair back matter-of-factly. She’s going! thought Hallam. But no, instead she began deftly to unbuckle Carl’s jeans, which reminded Hallam that she was training to be a nurse. Carl only had to lift his buttocks for her to pull down his pants and jeans in one swoop, causing his erect penis to bounce up. Jenny pulled off her top and bra, then shuffled round on her knees and presented her back to Hallam. He observed that Carl’s face appeared awed by the sight of her large bust. To Hallam, however, Jenny’s breasts were about as erotic as a truck’s headlamps, vulgarly designed to attract male attention.

He much preferred her back, the long white stretches of muscle bisected by the indented spine – the gentle curve of it suggesting unexpected defensiveness. What particularly drew him was the pale brown birthmark that ran down alongside the spine on the right-hand side. It was not ugly or even obvious, but Hallam could sense in the hunch of Jenny’s shoulder and the way she kept Carl’s attention elsewhere as she undressed that she was self-conscious about it. These were the things that Hallam liked to know about his subjects. He was excited by what people desired to hide, not what they displayed. His breathing had thickened, less with arousal than enthusiasm for the idea forming in his head. He knew Jenny had not violated the lake on purpose but it could not be overlooked. He turned away from the couple and rubbed his viewing eye, but decided in favour of a second look and returned to the viewing lens, just in time to see Jen lift her skirt up about her waist. Her usual position, Hallam noted. She cocked a leg over Carl and planted herself onto him.

Satisfied that everything was going ahead smoothly, Hallam shrugged off his camo jacket and began to unbutton his shirt, keeping only half an eye on the couple below. He reached across to a King Edward cigar box. The inside of the lid had a mirror on it. Hallam sorted through some ancient-looking make-up. He selected lipstick, dried but still usable. He screwed the base until the greasy red block rose about half an inch, then paused to shrug off his shirt. Carefully he drew a lurid red circle round each of his nipples, and then another larger one to make a bull’s-eye of each. He added three arrows for each, pointing inwards round the circumference, evenly spaced.

Having checked his handiwork in the mirror, Hallam pinched his nipples tightly to heighten their colour. He glanced down at the couple again, now fully immersed in sex, faraway moans coming out of them. Hallam rubbed some foundation into his face, which left his skin glossily white and artificial, and thickly applied some eyeliner. He took up an old badger pelt from the floor with the head still attached – a gift from Carl, who skinned animals in his spare time – and secured it on his head with a piece of leather that served as a chin strap. The dried snout of the badger hung over his forehead, its black and white stripes arching over his skull. Then he rose to a crouch in the confines of the treehouse and waited, peering down.

Carl was grunting faster. Her rhythm shifted up a gear and became more jerky. Hallam recognised the sign. He went out of the window and onto the gnarled junction of the oak’s main branches. He reached up above his head to where the thick wire supported the trunk. A roller was attached to the wire with a large butcher’s hook hanging off it, slung over a branch. The sharp end had been hammered blunt and rags had been wrapped round the hook for a more comfortable grip.

Hallam detached the hook from the branch and gripped it firmly with both hands, interlacing his fingers. He flexed his long, thin biceps. The circles round his nipples elongated slightly as he put his weight on the hook and shifted the roller forwards and back on the wire. The moans beneath were louder. Hallam reminded himself of the distance and likely speed of descent. At which point he found himself distracted. His gaze had not moved from Jenny’s smooth white back and splayed buttocks. She was moving gently, instinctively. Her plump body, usually so clumsy and graceless in clothes, had somehow acquired a classic beauty. He saw Carl raise his hands and put them reverently on her, then throw back his head in abandon.

Jenny speeded up her movements, up and down, and it was that noise, the accelerating clap of skin on skin, that brought back to Hallam the obscene comedy of the physical act. He was able to relocate his anger and with it the need to admonish her for sullying the lake. He gathered himself together again.

Carl pulled Jenny over and onto her back, thighs spread wide now, before resuming his inexpert prodding. Hallam checked his grip one last time, pursed his lips with resolve, took a brisk dive and was gone, launched into thirty feet of air. A nearby set of twigs vibrated briefly to mark his passing.

The roller buzzed loudly on the descent. It must have reverberated above her head where the wire was attached because her eyes half opened. Hallam let rip a high-pitched Tarzan warble. Over Carl’s heaving shoulders her eyes were now wide in horror at the anaemic figure plunging towards her. She barely had time to let out a scream but her involuntary muscle-tightening caused Carl to climax inside her just as Hallam made impact.

Jenny struggled for a moment under the combined inert weight of Carl and Hallam, one post-coital, both winded. The hook swung drunkenly at the bottom of the wire, clattering against the beech. She wriggled out and scrambled to her knees.

‘You dirty lying piece of shit!’ she screamed at Carl. She swung a kick into his side. He grunted softly, lacking the breath for anything more expressive. She stepped over him and raised her foot, about to ram the heel between’s Hallam’s legs, but something stopped her, maybe the awareness that she was on his land, maybe even some residual barrier of class. In that moment’s hesitation she realised he could see up her rumpled skirt. She stepped back and tugged it down in a belated attempt at modesty. Tears of anger and humiliation appeared in her eyes as she confronted Hallam’s masked face.

‘What . . . who the fuck do you think you are? You’re a fucking disgrace.’ She turned to leave and stamped heavily on Carl’s stomach as she went, causing him to double up.

Hallam lifted himself onto an elbow and watched as Jenny jogged away down the slope, ugly and commonplace again in her department-store clothing. She paused after a few hundred yards, kicked off a shoe, and pulled up her knickers which were hooked round one ankle. She wobbled unsteadily on her feet.

Carl at last got his breath back. ‘Jen!’ he cried. ‘Come back here, Jen, I didn’t know . . .’

But she was gone. Carl hitched up his trousers and scrambled to his knees to face Hallam, who had flopped onto his back again, looking up at the sky and laughing soundlessly.

‘I tried to stop her,’ said Carl. ‘You saw it, didn’t you?’

Hallam sat up effortfully and frowned at Carl. ‘I’m terribly sorry, did I interrupt something?’ He slowly grinned.

Carl looked relieved, but that swiftly turned to anger. He batted Hallam quite hard around the head.

‘Hey,’ said Hallam mildly.

‘You’ve ruined that for me now.’

Hallam’s smile faded, he could see his friend was upset. ‘Aren’t you impressed? That was a precision landing.’

The beginnings of a smile moved across Carl’s lips, but he dislodged it with an irritated movement of his knuckles.

‘You call that a joke, you little pervert? What were you doing spying on me?’

Hallam shrugged and inspected a graze on his elbow.

‘Get your own bloody thrills,’ shouted Carl. ‘What are you, nearly eighteen?’

‘Seventeen. Carl . . .’

Carl got up and walked away, buckling his jeans as he went. ‘That’ll be right round the village, within the day.’

‘She won’t talk, Carl. She’ll sound like a right slapper if she does.’

Carl swung round, then struggled to contain himself. ‘She’s not a slapper. Well, not to you. Get it?’

‘Not really,’ said Hallam, with inappropriate honesty.

Carl was going to retort but instead scowled and turned away to hitch up his zipper. Hallam watched him go down the slope then sighed and thoughtfully put his hand on the warm silvery shadow of flattened grass that the couple had left. He felt an unusual pang of loneliness, and decided to return to the treehouse.

He climbed up the rope ladder on the far side of the trunk. Back inside, he heard the mini tractor engine start up. Soon, from his elevation, he saw Carl moving away towards the back drive. The trailer, which Carl was supposed to have been emptying of grass cuttings, left behind it a residual scattering of green confetti. The rattle of its metal hinges could be heard, even at this distance, as it bumped over the rough ground.

Hallam leant his chin on the lip of the treehouse’s slit, glum but content. He enjoyed the reassuring dusty smell of old wood baking in the heat. Beneath him stretched an expanse of hip-high wild grass, several fruitless fruit trees and a collapsed line of fence, grey from age and rot. At a higher elevation the upper branches of a great many trees could be seen – chestnuts, silver birches, more oaks – and among them, just visible, the white balustrade of the Hall. The rest was obscured by a long redbrick stable block.

His reverie was interrupted by the whine of a highly revved car from down the slope. Then he saw confirmation, the red stripe of a car cruising up the rear entrance track. Lucy, his sister. Hallam noted his clocking off time, 4:02, snapped shut the logbook and dropped it along with the other books into a sealable plastic bag. He rubbed at his face with make-up remover and put on his shirt again. He slipped a cover over the telescope and replaced it in a chest kept in the darkened corner of the cabin. The books and binoculars went on top, along with the badger pelt. He locked the chest with a separate key, slid back the window slats and bolted them, and stepped outside, snapping the padlock shut behind him.
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