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Till mamma och pappa migliori genitori





Memory believes before knowing remembers.

William Faulkner, Light in August




Michael he whistles the simplest of tunes,

And asks of the wild woods their pardon.

For his true love is flown into every flower grown,

And he must be keeper of the garden.

Richard Thompson and Dave Swarbrick,
‘Crazy Man Michael’






PROLOGUE

He stops for a moment, turning the keys in his pocket. A single car creeps past and his gaze follows the beams of its headlights until they pick out one of the oaks at the bottom of the street; its bare branches are veins feeding blood to the dusk. Then the car is gone and gloom settles again over the village. He listens into the drizzle. Nothing.

He turns back into the fractured light cast from a couple of old-fashioned lanterns on either side of the door. Somewhere above, the wooden sign hangs heavily from its chain. He can’t see it now but remembers well the painted hare and fox. He pushes the door open and steps inside, on to a sludgy carpet. To his right, a fire is failing in the grate. There’s a faint smell of wet dog but the space in front of the hearth is empty now, where normally a beast or two would be resting after a walk on the moors. A thin man enters from the room behind the bar and for a moment, as the door swings open and shut, there’s the glare of strip lights and the hum of a dishwasher.

‘Evening.’

‘Can I have a pint of your local draught, please,’ he says, placing one arm on the polished wood of the bar.

The barman pulls the beer. ‘It’s very quiet this afternoon; must be this God-awful weather.’

‘Yes,’ he agrees.

‘Here you go, sir.’

‘Thanks.’ He takes his first sip of the bitter and looks around the room. It’s as good as empty, except for a lonely figure in the corner, reading a paper. A TV with the sound turned off is flickering above the bar and both men stare at it as the news comes on. There’s a photo of a man in his mid sixties. You can tell he is heavyset, although the picture is only showing his face. It’s a bit grainy and the eyes look dull. There’s nothing much to him.

He hears a rustle of paper as the figure in the corner looks up at the screen. It’s a woman – quite small and plump, he notices, but he cannot make out her features.

‘Good riddance,’ the barman snarls. ‘He was an unpleasant fucker; came in here a few times. Never liked the look of him.’

He takes another sip from his pint.

‘They sent him down for ten years. Apparently a new witness came forward. About time, too.’ The barman shakes his head.

‘Yes,’ he agrees, ‘it was about time.’

The barman looks at him. ‘You from around here, then – or just visiting?’

‘I’ve just acquired a house down the road.’

‘Oh, yeah? Which one would that be?’

‘Oakstone.’

‘I see.’ The barman falters and looks at him again, more intently this time.

Something touches the air between them, something damp and chill. He hears a dull thud behind him and turns towards the door. Then he stares into the corner again; this time there’s only a shadow – and a newspaper lying open on the table. There was something vaguely familiar about the woman, he realises now that she is gone.

He sighs. The clock behind the bar says five o’clock; two arms reaching out from the heart, one slightly shorter than the other, stunted, damaged.

‘I should get going,’ he says and feels in his pocket for some change.

‘Well, welcome to Mortford. I hope you will drink here again soon.’

He smiles and nods and then looks at the clock again. Five o’clock does not look right, he thinks for the first time; not quite balanced, slightly askew.
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