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To Nancy, my inspiration and my love.


Chapter 1

Wilt drove down to Fenland University feeling in a thoroughly bad mood. He’d had a row with his wife, Eva, the previous night about the expense of sending their four daughters to boarding school when, in Wilt’s opinion, they had been doing very well at their old school, the Convent. Eva, however, had been adamant that the quads must stay at the private school.

‘They’ve got to learn good manners and they weren’t doing that at the Convent. And in any case, you swear so often they’ve become quite foul-mouthed and I’m not having it. They’re better off away from home.’

‘If you had to fill in totally useless forms and supposedly teach Computer Studies to the illiterates I’m lumbered with – who actually know far more about using the bally gadgets than I do – you would swear too,’ Wilt had said, choosing not to point out that since they’d become teenagers the quads’ repertoire of obscenities put his own to shame.

‘I can’t afford to carry on paying for another God knows how many years just so that you can boast to the damn’ neighbours about where your damn’ daughters go to school. Even the Convent was already costing a small fortune, as you well know.’

Altogether it had been a most acrimonious evening. To make matters worse, Wilt had not been exaggerating. His salary really was so small he couldn’t see how he was going to go on paying the boarding-school fees and still maintain the modest standard of living his family presently enjoyed. As merely Head of the so-called Communications Department he was paid less than the heads of academic departments, all retitled Professors when Fenland College of Arts and Technology had been designated a university and, as a result, earning a great deal more than he was. Eva had, of course, made that point several times over during their row.

‘If you’d had the gumption to leave years ago, like Patrick Mottram, you could have got a really decent job with a much better salary in a proper university. But, oh, no, you had to stay on at that stupid technical college because “I’ve got too many good friends there”. Utter rubbish! You’ve No Get Up And Go in you, that’s what you’ve got.’

At that Wilt got up and went. By the time he got back from the pub, resolving to have it out with Eva once and for all, she had given up on him and gone to bed.

But as he drove into the ‘University’ car park the next day, Wilt had to admit to himself that she was right. He ought to have left years ago. He hated the wretched Communications Department and actually could probably number his friends still working there on one finger. He should probably have left Eva too. Come to think of it, he should never have married such an infernally bossy woman in the first place. She never did things by halves: the quads were proof of that.

Wilt’s spirits sank even lower when he thought of his daughters, all four of them exact replicas of his ghastly wife and just as loud and overbearing as she was. No, more loud and overbearing than she was, given the combined effect of their quadruple efforts. All four girls were inexhaustible in their petty squabbling and inter-sororial battles, and he was pretty sure that the demise of his get up and go had pretty much coincided with their arrival.

There had been a moment in their early infancy when, in between the nappies and bottles and the disgusting pap-like baby food Eva insisted on shovelling into them, he had briefly entertained great hopes for his offspring, imagining shining futures ahead of them. But the older they grew the worse their behaviour became, from torturing the cat to tormenting the neighbours – though pinning anything on any one of them was impossible since they all looked exactly the same. He supposed that at least now they were boarders they were someone else’s problem, although it was a bloody steep price to pay for it.

Wilt cheered up on his arrival when he found a note inside a sealed envelope on his desk. It was from the Chief Administrator, Mr Vark, telling him that his presence was not required at the meeting of the recently created Academic Apportionment Committee. Wilt thanked God he didn’t have to attend. He wasn’t sure he had the patience to sit through another interminable session of paper-shuffling and self-important pronouncements about nothing.

Feeling in a better mood, he went off to check the classrooms but found them largely empty except for a few stray students who were playing on the computers. It was the end of the summer term in a week’s time and with no exams in the offing most of the staff and students saw no point in sticking around. Not that the lazy sods stuck around much in the first place. Wilt was back at his desk, making yet another attempt to sort out the following term’s timetable, when Peter Braintree, the Professor of English, poked his face round the door.

‘Are you coming to Vark’s latest nonsensical gathering, Henry?’ he asked.

‘No, I’m bloody well not. Vark has sent me a note saying I’m to stay away and for once I’m going to do what he wants.’

‘I don’t blame you. Rotten waste of time. Wish I could get out of it as well, I’ve got stacks of exam papers to mark.’ Braintree paused. ‘I suppose you wouldn’t think of …’

‘No, I wouldn’t,’ Wilt said firmly. ‘Mark your own papers. Can’t you see I’m occupied?’ He waved airily at the timetable in front of him. ‘I’m working out how to fit the Digital Future into Thursday afternoon.’

Braintree had long since given up trying to make sense of any of Wilt’s more obscure remarks. He simply shrugged his shoulders and let the door bang loudly behind him.

Wilt gave up the timetable as a bad job, and for the rest of the morning sat filling in the forms the Administration Department concocted practically every day to justify employing more staff than the ‘University’ had lecturers.

‘Suppose it keeps the sods off the street,’ he muttered to himself, ‘just like having so many so-called students makes the employment figures look far better than they really are.’ He could feel his bad temper returning.

After lunch he sat for an hour in the Staff Room, reading the newspapers piled up there. As usual they were filled with horror stories. A pregnant woman had been stabbed in the back for no apparent reason by a twelve-year-old boy; four louts had kicked an old man to death in his own garage; and fifteen insane murderers had been released from Broadmoor after five years – presumably because they hadn’t been allowed to kill anyone in that time. And that was in the Daily Times. Wilt tried the Graphic and found it just as sickening. In the end he skipped the political pages, which were full of lies, and decided to go for some air. He went out to the park and was walking round it when he spotted a familiar figure sitting on a bench.

To his surprise Wilt realised it was his old adversary Inspector Flint. He crossed over and sat down beside him.

‘What on earth are you doing here?’ he asked.

‘As a matter of fact, I was sitting here wondering what you were getting up to.’

‘Not a very interesting topic. I should have thought you’d have been concentrating on something more in your line,’ said Wilt.

‘Like what?’

‘Oh, arresting innocent people perhaps. You’re good at that. Trying to convince yourself that they’re criminals. I know you were certain I was one when I was idiotic enough to dump that beastly inflatable doll down a pile hole, but I was drunk at the time and anyway it was years ago.’

Flint nodded. ‘Quite. Then there was the drug stunt and the terrorist business in Willington Road. You were involved in all those rotten affairs. Not intentionally, I agree, but it’s interesting how you repeatedly seem to find yourself in the middle of particularly curious situations. There must be something criminal about you for you to get caught up in quite so many nefarious activities, don’t you think?’

‘No, I don’t think. And nor, quite often, do you. Though you’ve got a really fantastic imagination, I’ll grant you that, Inspector.’

‘Not me, Henry. Oh, definitely not me. I’m just quoting your old friend, and my old colleague, Mr Hodge. Superintendent Hodge to you, of course, Wilt. And I can tell you, Mr Hodge still hasn’t forgotten the quagmire you led him into over that drug business … nor has he ever got over it. Speaking frankly, I myself don’t think you could commit a real crime if it was handed you on a plate. You’re a talker, not a doer.’

Wilt sighed. The Inspector was only too damned right. But did everyone have to keep reminding him of how impotent he was?

‘Well, apart from thinking about me, what on earth are you doing sitting out here?’ he asked. ‘Have you retired or something?’

‘Been thinking seriously about that too,’ said Flint. ‘I think I may do. I’m never given anything interesting to do, thanks to that bastard Hodge. He goes and marries the Chief Constable’s daughter, and gets promoted to Superintendent as a result, while I’m desk-bound, filling in forms and doing nothing but paperwork. It’s as boring as hell.’

‘Join the club,’ said Wilt in spite of himself. He hated the expression. ‘I’m doing the same. Forms, agendas, bumf of all sorts … and all I get in return is hell from Eva when I go home because I earn a miserable salary and she insists on our paying a small fortune to send the quads to an expensive boarding school. God alone knows how we’re going to continue doing it.’

They chatted on, grumbling about the economy and politicians in general, and it was some considerable time before Wilt glanced at his watch and realised it was later than he’d thought. He wondered if the Academic Apportionment Committee meeting had ended yet.

He said goodbye to Flint and went back to his office. It was past four o’clock before Braintree stuck his head round the door again, this time with the news that he’d only nipped out for a pee and the committee was still at it hammer and tongs.

‘You were bloody sensible deciding not to go even if Vark would have let you. They’re all having a hell of a row. Mostly the usual topics,’ he said. ‘Anyway I’ll definitely be finished by six. Do you want to hang on for me?’

‘Suppose so – I’ve nothing better to do with myself. Thank God I kept away,’ Wilt muttered as Braintree hurried back out. For the remainder of the afternoon Wilt sat in the Staff Room, occasionally wondering about Inspector Flint’s assessment of his ability to attract crime. ‘I am a talker, not a doer,’ he said to himself. He’d have given anything to have had the old Fenland Tech back. He’d had a sense of doing something useful in those years, even if that only amounted to having arguments with apprentice technicians and making them think.

By the time Braintree returned, Wilt was thoroughly depressed.

‘You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,’ Braintree said.

‘I have. The ghost of things past and opportunities lost. As for the future …’

‘What you need is a stiff drink, old chap.’

‘You’re damned right I do and it won’t be a pint of beer this time. Whisky is what I need.’

‘So do I after that verbal punch-up.’

‘Was the meeting as bad as all that?’

‘Let’s just say that in the end it couldn’t have been much worse … Which pub do you want to go to?’

‘In my present mood I suggest the Hangman’s Arms. It will be quiet and I’ll be able to walk, or at least stumble, home from there,’ said Wilt.

‘I’ll say! By the time I’ve had a few, I’m not going to risk driving either. Nowadays those buggers will breathalyse you as soon as look at you if you’re within a bloody mile of a pub.’

There was no one in the bar when they entered. The place was as grim as its name, and the barman looked as though he’d been a hangman himself once and, given the opportunity, would be happy to demonstrate his skills on either of them.

‘Well, what’s it to be?’ he asked gruffly.

‘Two double Scotches and go easy with the soda,’ Braintree told him.

Wilt noted the order and sat down in a dark and grubby corner. The situation must be genuinely dire for Peter Braintree to order doubles and go easy on the soda.

‘Well,’ Wilt grunted when his friend brought the drinks over to the round table, ‘spit it out. Was it that bad? Yes, clearly it was. Out with it then.’

‘I’d say “Cheers”, but in the circumstances … Well, mud in your eye!’

‘All I want to know is, have I been given the boot?’

Braintree shook his head and sighed.

‘No, but you’re not out of the wood yet,’ he said. ‘You were saved by the Vice-Chancellor. Correction: the Vice-Principal. Sorry, I know how you feel about these pompous new titles. As you’re bound to know also, Mayfield was in the Chair and doesn’t exactly like you.’

Wilt bridled.

‘That’s the understatement of the decade.’

‘Agreed. But he loathes Dr Board even more, and since Board is Head of Modern Languages, and languages are vital if they’re going to go on calling the place a university, there’s damn all Mayfield can do to get rid of him. So, because you’re a friend of Board, and because Mayfield doesn’t like you in the first place, it was starting to look bad for Computer Studies …’

‘Meaning my job is at stake?’

‘Well, yes, but wait for it: the Vice-Principal came to your rescue by pointing out that the Communications Faculty … sorry, the Communications Department … has many more students than any other, and now that History has gone and Maths is down to around forty which is even lower than Science, the Univers— the College can’t afford to dispense with Communications. And that includes you.’

‘Why? They could find someone else to take my place.’

‘The V-P doesn’t think so. He put the boot into Mayfield by asking him if he’d care to volunteer to take your job on, and Mayfield said he wouldn’t dream of dealing with the hooligans in your department. Oh, yes, the V-P had him by the short and curlies there! Mayfield had gone quite white by then but the Vice-Principal still hadn’t finished. He said you handled the brutes very deftly and …’

‘That’s very decent of him. Did he actually say “deftly”?’

‘His exact word, and he was backed up by Board who said you had a real gift plus years of experience in dealing with blighters he wouldn’t go near with an AK47 or something even more lethal. At one point he called you “something of a genius”.’

Wilt gulped at his whisky.

‘I must say, Board’s always been a good friend,’ he murmured. ‘But he’s gone above and beyond this time. No wonder Vark didn’t want me there.’ He looked down at his glass gloomily. ‘They may be hooligans but some of my lads are good-hearted enough. The main thing is to let them get on with what they really like to do.’

‘You mean, muck around playing games and surfing the internet for porn?’

Wilt shook his head.

‘They can’t get on to the pornography sites. I got a couple of technicians over from Electronics to block that area off, and in any case it costs money to download the really hard filth and none of my lot have credit cards. Or only ones they’ve stolen from someone, of course, which don’t usually work on the internet.’

‘Oh, well, that puts paid to Mayfield’s argument that they should never have forced all those computers on to you,’ Braintree said.

Wilt finished his whisky.

‘Shouldn’t have closed the old Tech down,’ he declared. ‘Still, I’ve got something to celebrate. At least my job’s safe for the time being and the Vice-Principal isn’t going to resign any time soon. He earns such a whacking great salary, lucky bugger, and so long as he’s around it sounds as though dear Professor Mayfield’s scuppered. I’m going to have another Scotch. No, don’t move. I’ll get them.’

This time he ordered triples.

‘I’d love to have seen Mayfield go white. He’s no more a professor than I am. Let’s drink to the V-P … and to Dr Board.’


Chapter 2

Despite the row with Henry the previous night Eva had had one of her better days. In fact, it had been her best day for a long time. For some months now she had been cultivating a very upper-class woman who regularly visited the Harmony Care and Community Centre where Eva helped out. Lady Clarissa came down once a week from North Fenland to see her uncle, a retired colonel who had lost a leg in the Second World War.

‘I’ve found a perfect home for Uncle Harold,’ she told Eva when she arrived. ‘It’s called the Last Post. It’s quite near here in Clarton Road, and a doctor lives just two doors down the street. But, best of all, it’s especially for retired officers and the woman who runs it has a son who was in the army. Obviously he wasn’t in the army during Uncle’s war because he was far too young if he was even born at the time … but he was definitely some sort of officer in a war somewhere. He works in the Black Bear Hotel now. In fact, he’s the manager according to Matron, but he still puts his old uniform on from time to time and she’s awfully proud of him.’

The old man sitting in the wheelchair beside her, a tartan rug draped over his knees, looked up at her with a livid expression and swore that he wasn’t going anywhere called the Last Post because that was what the buglers played when they buried the dead, and he’d seen too much of that in his time.

‘Well, it’s a lot better than some of the other places I’ve visited and the Matron there was only too pleased to take you in. She’s got a son who was an officer in some county regiment or other so you’ll have special treatment.’

Lady Clarissa turned to Eva to explain, ‘Uncle lost his leg at Arnhem.’

‘At the crossing of the Rhine, damn it,’ grumbled the old man. ‘Can’t you get anything right?’

‘Oh, well, somewhere in Europe.’

Uncle Harold raised his voice.

‘In Germany, confound you!’ He scowled. ‘What about women? I suppose that place is crawling with old hags. I see enough of them here already.’

Lady Clarissa sighed and shook her head.

‘There are no female residents. Well, except for Matron, of course.’

But the old man still wasn’t satisfied.

‘Trust you to choose a nursing home in Clarton Road. There’s a graveyard there, you know.’

‘Well, it was a choice between that or one called Journey’s End which, come to think of it, is conveniently close to the Crematorium. Perhaps you’d prefer that,’ Lady Clarissa suggested sweetly.

‘The Crematorium, damnation!’ squawked Uncle Harold. ‘I wonder why you don’t call it the Incinerator. I don’t want what remains of my body crisped up, thank you very much. Bad enough that the ruddy Hun barbecued my leg when they blew it up.’

‘Oh, all right, I’ll see to it that you aren’t cremated then. And since we’re on the subject, where exactly do you want to be buried? Not that I hope it is any time soon, Uncle dear.’

‘Hmm, you must think I was born yesterday. I know you have a very good reason for coming to visit me … damned if I can work out what it is, though. God knows, I haven’t got two pennies to rub together. But I’ve been thinking about this and I want to be buried in Kenya, where I was born and brought up.’

‘But that’s in Africa! It would cost a fortune to get you there … and anyway it’s too far for the family to visit.’

‘As though I care! Not one of them has visited me for years and years while I’m still alive. What could it possibly matter once I’m dead?’

‘Well, I must say, that’s not a very nice thing to say and anyway it’s not even true,’ protested Lady Clarissa. ‘I come all the way down here, week after week, and where would that leave me if you were buried in Kenya? I’d have nothing local to visit. You’re being very ungrateful, if you don’t mind my saying so, and after I’ve found you a really good nursing home too.’

‘Possibly,’ said the old man. ‘Though you could have found one with a more cheerful name.’

‘Well, if you don’t like it there I’ll try to find somewhere else,’ she sighed. After kissing her uncle on his forehead she left him there, still muttering bitterly.

‘I’m more than ready to go back to the hotel,’ Lady Clarissa told Eva as they went out to the car park together. ‘Uncle isn’t the easiest person to deal with. And I’m so delighted you can join me there for lunch, my dear. Why not come in my car?’

They got into her Jaguar and drove to the Black Bear in silence.

‘I think I’ll have a nice sherry,’ Eva said when Lady Clarissa asked her what she’d like as an aperitif. Instead of her usual sweet sherry, though, she was given a Tio Pepe while Lady Clarissa had a very large dry martini.

‘That’s better,’ she sighed as she took a great gulp of her drink and settled back in a chair. ‘Now then, last week Miss Clancy at the day centre mentioned that your husband lectures at Fenland University so I suppose he must be a very good teacher. Do you know which university he went to himself?’

‘Cambridge,’ said Eva, who actually had no idea.

‘Mmmm. You wouldn’t happen to know which college, would you?’

‘I didn’t know him then but he’s spoken about one called Porterhouse.’

‘But that’s marvellous! My husband was there too so he’ll be delighted to have a fellow Old Porterthusian up at the Hall. Someone for him to talk to. I’m afraid he gets terribly lonely.

‘Now, Eva my dear, what I want to know is whether you think your husband might be prepared to tutor my son Edward in history to A-level standard? You see, I’m determined to get him into Cambridge, and preferably Porterhouse.’

‘I’m sure he would,’ Eva said with a demure smile. ‘In fact, I know it.’

‘Oh, that’s wonderful. Of course Edward should have been taught much better at his laughably named public school – I can’t think of anything less public given that it costs an absolute fortune and schools like that are usually miles and miles from anywhere! The one we sent him to near Lidlow was useless. He has yet to pass history despite sitting it three times. The place cost us a fortune, my dear,’ she repeated, signalling to the wine waiter. ‘Another dry martini – and this time use Tanqueray fifty per cent and less Noilly Prat. I could hardly taste the gin in the last one, it was all vermouth. And another fino for my guest.’

‘Oh, I don’t think I’d better,’ said Eva, who’d never had a dry sherry before and hadn’t liked it either. ‘You see, I’ve got to drive this afternoon and I don’t want to lose my driving licence.’

‘My dear, two finos aren’t going to put you over the limit,’ Lady Clarissa told her.

Under the influence of the previous sherry and an obviously rich woman who called her ‘my dear’ and treated her as an equal, Eva relented.

‘I do wish you’d let me pay for this round,’ she said but, fortunately, Lady Clarissa waved the offer away.

‘It goes on my room bill. I always stay down here and do some shopping when I visit Uncle.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘In any case, my husband pays for everything. Such a sweet man.’

‘But what happens when you drive home? I mean, if the police breathalyse you.’

‘You don’t seriously think I’m going to drive? I have a chauffeur. Actually he’s the local garage man but he doubles as a chauffeur. I gave him the morning off but he’ll be lurking somewhere, ready to take me back. Of course, I never drive over the limit at home either, but then the police there never stop me. That’s one of the advantages of being married to George. You see, he’s a JP,’ said Lady Clarissa, and, realising that Eva still didn’t understand, continued, ‘Well, actually, if he’d been more ambitious he would almost certainly have been a QC by now but he’s too lazy. We live virtually separate lives.’ She finished her gin and modicum of Noilly Prat and got to her feet. ‘Let’s go through and have lunch.’

Eva, whose knowledge of acronyms was virtually non-existent, especially those beginning with a ‘J’, and who had even less of an idea what a ‘QC’ might be, was only too glad to move on. She left her sherry and followed Lady Clarissa into the dining room. By the time they’d finished lunch, with which Eva had been persuaded to have a glass of white wine, she was in a decidedly good mood. With coffee Lady Clarissa, who had finished the bottle of white burgundy they’d had with the meal, ordered two Armagnacs and insisted Eva try one. She sipped at it but Clarissa ordered her to drink it all.

‘Down the hatch,’ she said, and drained her own glass. ‘You’ll find it a perfect digestif.’

Eva did as she was told and wished she hadn’t. Only then did the subject of Wilt’s salary for tutoring Lady Clarissa’s son come up.

‘We’re prepared to pay your husband fifteen hundred pounds a week and all found. If he can get Edward into Porterhouse there’ll be a bonus of five thousand pounds. I mean, the summer holidays last two months so there’s plenty of time. I realise this is frightfully short notice and you might already have a holiday planned …’

‘The Lake District,’ said Eva, with some difficulty, ‘we go every year.’ The spirit had gone to her head. And the thought of a £5,000 bonus made it reel even more.

‘Well, you can cancel and come to us instead. There’s a furnished cottage in the grounds you are welcome to use, rent-free. And we’re not far from a delightfully sandy beach. I’m sure you’ll love the Estate too.’ She paused for a moment. ‘I suppose you’ll have to discuss the idea with your husband, and I must meet him too.’

Eva hurriedly stopped any suggestion of that. The notion horrified her. Wilt wouldn’t make the right impression at all.

‘I’m afraid he’s gone down to see his mother this weekend. She’s not been at all well lately.’

‘Oh, I am sorry. Still, I’m coming down again next weekend to get my wretched uncle into the nursing home. He really is a curmudgeonly old man! I do everything for him and nothing seems to please him. Perhaps I’ll be able to meet your husband then?’

Eva gave a small nod which could have been interpreted either way. She would have to rehearse Wilt endlessly if he weren’t to go and spoil everything.

Lady Clarissa stood up. ‘Time for a catnap before I head off. It’s been a great pleasure talking to you, my dear. And I am so glad that you’re a fairly normal size.’

She left a puzzled Eva still sitting at the table wondering what on earth her size had to do with anything. Perhaps the boy was a dwarf or height-impaired or whatever you had to call it nowadays. But then Lady Clarissa would surely have asked about Wilt’s size and not hers? How very strange the whole lunch had been … and, come to think of it, how very strange she herself felt after all that alcohol. She went out and took a taxi, abandoning her car at the day centre. Once back home she took an unplanned catnap of her own, waking up several hours later on the floor of the sitting room with no clear memory of how she’d got there. Thank God Henry hadn’t come back and found her! she thought as she groggily came to.

She needn’t have worried. Several hours later the supper she had hastily prepared for him was still uneaten. Thinking of the difference Lady Clarissa’s money would make, she hummed happily to herself as she took Wilt’s steak and broccoli out of the warming oven and put it in the fridge. After that she sat in front of the TV for a little longer, watching a movie, but finally gave up waiting. She turned out the light and went to bed, hoping Henry had a front-door key. She was sure now he’d been in a pub all evening and would be drunk when he came home.

Wilt was. He’d switched from double whiskies to pints of strong bitter. Even more ominously, when he and Braintree had left the Hangman’s Arms they’d found themselves unable to see a thing as the street lights in that part of Ipford were out. As a result he’d stumbled down several wrong turnings before retracing his steps and, eventually locating the one that led to the bridge across the river, finally finding his way home. Here at least the street lights were on though the house was in darkness. It took him some time to find his front-door key and, after several attempts, to manage to insert it into what he supposed was the lock. It was the wrong one. Eva had become so terrified of burglars she had installed a second lock, much stronger than the first, the previous month. The useless key dropped to the ground.

‘Shit!’ Wilt slurred, and groped around for it, but before he could find it the pressing need of his bladder had to be answered. He stepped on to the small front lawn and was in the process of peeing when a light came on in a house on the other side of the road, revealing Mrs Fox peering out of her window. Wilt promptly swung round – or would have done if he hadn’t been so drunk. Instead he tripped over his own feet and fell face down on a most unpleasantly wet patch of grass. He lay there with the consoling thought that at least Mrs Fox couldn’t see him now for the low hedge bordering the front garden.

He might almost have drifted off to sleep were it not for the sound of the phone ringing inside the house, followed by the bedroom light coming on above him and Eva clumping down the stairs. Wilt tried to think. Even in his drunken stupor he realised what had happened: Mrs Fox had phoned Eva to say that someone was trying to break into their house. He struggled to get to his feet and failed, so crawled over to the front door and pleaded through the letter box to be let in.

‘It’s only me,’ he squawked. But Eva wasn’t listening. She was too interested in discussing whether or not to call the police. Wilt tried to hear what she was saying. The only words he caught were, ‘No, not the police. I’ll double bolt the door.’ And: ‘Thanks for calling. Yes, I’ll definitely tell my husband.’

She put down the receiver and waited. Like Eva herself, Mrs Fox had a phobia about burglars. She took her time over going back to bed and turning off the light. Eva wasn’t about to admit it to a neighbour but, having heard the cursing at the front door, she was certain she knew the identity of the ‘intruder’.

Wilt resumed his pleas.

‘It’s only me. For goodness’ sake, let me in. I’m soaking wet and if I’m out here much longer …’ He was about to say he’d go down with pneumonia but Eva had had a flash of inspiration and interrupted him there. She was going to get her own back for his rudeness the night before.

‘Who is “me” exactly?’ she asked, to prolong Wilt’s agony.

‘Oh, for God’s sake, you know who I am! Your bloody husband, Henry.’

‘You don’t sound like him. And whoever you are, you’re obviously drunk.’

‘I don’t give a tuppenny damn what I sound like, I’m soaking wet! And, all right, I’m sloshed.’

‘If you’re who you say you are, you must have a key on you,’ said Eva, determined to prolong his misery. ‘Why don’t you use it?’

‘Because I’ve dropped the bloody thing!’ Wilt shouted through the letter box. ‘Why did you turn off the outside light? I can’t see a bleeding thing out here. It’s pitch dark.’

Eva considered turning the light back on and decided on another tactic.

‘I’ll call the police …’ she began, noisily putting the door chain on.

‘Are you off your rocker? That’s the last thing we need.’

Even Eva had to agree with that. The notion of having police cars arriving, with sirens almost certainly blaring, and giving the whole street something to gossip about, did not appeal. All the same, she wanted to extend Wilt’s misery just a little longer. She turned the overhead light on and, keeping the chain in place, opened the door a few inches and peered out. Wilt had mud all over his face and looked awful.

‘You’re not my husband,’ she insisted. ‘You look nothing like him.’

‘I’ve had enough of this, Eva. I’ll break the bloody door down!’ shouted Wilt. ‘If you don’t open it this minute, I’m going to go straight across the fucking street and pee through Mrs fucking Fox’s letter box. Then see what the damned neighbours have to say.’

‘Well, I suppose I’ll have to let you in,’ Eva hastily decided, and shut the door slightly before undoing the chain. By the time she’d opened it again Wilt had slid to the ground and was being sick into a flower bed.

‘All right, you can come in,’ she went on when he’d finished vomiting.

Wilt tried to get to his feet and failed. Instead he crawled across the doormat while Eva, with a smile of satisfaction, went outside in her dressing gown and found his key. Back inside, she locked the door and regarded her husband with disgust. She’d never seen him quite so drunk before and was looking forward to his hangover next morning. He’d be in no condition to oppose her plan for him then.

‘You go upstairs straightaway and have a shower. Then you can sleep in the spare room. You’re definitely not sleeping next to me.’

And she went back to bed, leaving Wilt to drag himself upstairs

Half an hour later, after he’d tried to take a shower only to fall in the bath twice, a bruised and bitter Wilt crawled into the spare room feeling like death warmed over and fell asleep.

Next morning he phoned the ‘University’ to say he was in bed with some bug and wouldn’t be coming in. No one answered the phone.

‘It’s Saturday,’ said Eva. ‘Of course you aren’t going in. No one does at weekends.’

Wilt thanked God and went back to bed. Presently he was woken by Eva who had learned more from her treatment at the hands of her Auntie Joan the previous summer than she had realised. She’d been turned out of the Starfighter Mansion in Wilma, Tennessee by Auntie Joan – kicked out would be the more strictly accurate expression – and as a result her own attitude had hardened. She had endured years of Henry’s drunkenness and obscenity. Auntie Joan’s style of retaliation was an example she intended to follow. It was about time she stood up for herself.

‘Now, you listen to me,’ she snapped when she’d shaken Wilt awake and dragged the bedclothes off him. ‘You’re going to do exactly what I say.’

She looked down at his naked body with disgust.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ Wilt moaned. ‘Do you want me to freeze to death?’

‘It’s a hot day. If you’re cold, it’s your own fault. You came home last night drunker than I’ve ever seen you.’

‘All right, so I did. I’d been celebrating with Peter.’

‘Celebrating what?’

‘It’s a long damned story. Can’t it wait?’

‘No, it can’t.’

‘Well, if you really want to know, I haven’t been made redundant. That’s what we were celebrating.’

‘Thank goodness for that,’ said Eva. She was about to leave then but changed her mind. She knew her Henry and he lied whenever it suited him. She wasn’t going to be hoodwinked this time.

‘Who said you were going to be made redundant? And I don’t care if it is a long story, I want the truth.’

Wilt stared up at her with blood-shot eyes and wished to God she’d never been to America to visit her aunt. Previously she always used to leave him alone with his hangovers, and he wasn’t sure he could cope with a newly assertive Eva, particularly not in this state.

‘Give me back the bedclothes and I’ll tell you,’ he whimpered.

Eva threw the sheet and blanket over him.

‘Go on. Tell me.’

‘First, I was supposed to attend the ACC,’ he began.

She hated it when he used those damn’ acron … anachron … abbreviations.

‘What’s that mean?’

‘The Academic Apportionment Committee. It’s where they decide which courses to get rid of and, of course, who the next head of department to get the chop will be. Communications isn’t considered sufficiently academic, though, so I wasn’t required to attend. Peter told me what happened. May-bloody-field wanted to have me replaced.’

‘What’s he got to do
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