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Prologue 

It’s Good Friday 1929 and a record crowd has paid to see the 
cyclists. Down on the oval I watch Paul focus on his hands. 
Hands that used to handle white-eyed horses, deliver lambs, 
right fence posts blown over in Campsie gales and put his 
drunk father to bed. 

The Herne Hill grandstand sits dignified along the home 
strait of the velodrome and today it’s full of clueless celebrities 
(Barbara Hepworth, Vita Sackville-West, Lord Pritchards, 
Riccardo Bertazzolo, the boxer) and people in the know (A. 
A. Weir, F. T. Bidlake, G. Hillier – and me). The arena heaves
under the pressure of people fighting, betting, spilling gin and
smoking.

The cyclists line up, then Crack! With a jostle of elbows and 
straining thighs they’re off. We’re all cheering, all drinking, 
all hoping the weather will hold up so that we can see the boys 
swirl round the concrete bowl like so many eggs whisked for 
an omelette. 

Paul gives himself over to the centrifugal force and to the 
animal he usually keeps caged in his lungs. Today he can’t 
settle for anything less than a miracle. He lives by his lungs and 
by the grace of Mr Morton. I dry my hands on my trousers, 
something I’ve not had to do for many years.

About a third into the race Paul drops down in the field. 
His grimace says he’s hurting. My hands are now sweating 
so much the cummerbund of my cigar has become attached 
to my ring finger. I claw at the piece of paper like a married 
man given a once-in-a-lifetime chance to spend the night with 
Vilma Bánky. 

Halfway through the race I know he won’t win. My heart 
sinks for Paul, and for myself, as I have to start planning for 
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his disappearance. I stand up, spilling ashes all down my front. 
I walk outside to one of the stands selling Venetian Ice 

Cream. As soon as I’m finished with my ice cream, I vomit 
in the gutter. People laugh and ask if the beer’s too strong this 
side of the river. Standing up, wiping my mouth with the back 
of my hand I hear the shouts from the arena, but can’t bear to 
witness the defeat. I walk away. 

One of the little grimy boys I have working the crowds for 
me runs up. Pulling my sleeve, something I never allow, he 
says ‘Silas, Mr Silas, your man, Paul. Come, come quickly!’
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Chapter 1

It’s Easter 1928, and a lot of people are travelling. Seeing 
family. I’m not. I’m just standing here enjoying the spectacle 
of humanity. For the last half hour I have been watching one 
man in particular. King’s Cross, with its tangle of tracks and 
rabid porters shouting and shoving, can be overwhelming, but 
it’s absurd for such a robust man to pace the same spot. His 
hat tucked into his armpit. His hands – big, strong hands – 
come up to his eyes every so often. Wiping tears?

I don’t usually have time to stand and sip coffee in draughty 
train stations, looking at men, but I’ve got another few hours 
before I have to see Mr Morton. I don’t especially appreciate 
being summoned by the Elephant Emperor, as I now secretly 
refer to him, but I’m not worried. These days I’m in his good 
books. Since that little job at Dartmoor, which I pulled off 
myself, and the one out by the Greenwich docks, which took 
a few hands, he trusts me. I just hope it’s not something too 
tiresome this time. I’m not one to shy away from slicing a man 
up like a ham if it’s warranted, if he’s put himself in trouble, 
but some of the other boys enjoy it. I wish he could leave that 
aspect of the work to them. Blood spots are beastly to get rid of.

After I’ve seen Mr Morton, I plan to quietly celebrate my 
birthday. No party, no band or cake, no dancing girls or coach 
trips to the seaside to ride on deathly tired ponies. Just a drink 
or two with the son of a very wealthy shipping merchant. The 
boy, young, with dark intense eyes, and a sharp sense of dress 
and entitlement, is in need of a shoulder to lean on, someone 
to talk with in the dark hours of the night. I have no interest 
in becoming his go-to, but I am happy to be a rung on the 
ladder, and I’ve never regarded being paid for one’s troubles in 
champagne much of a chore.
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I finish my drink. It has warmed my hands if nothing else. 
The big man, incredibly, is still pacing. I walk over. It’ll pass 
the time if nothing else.

‘Can I help you?’ I ask. Possibly the least used phrase in 
London. Sometimes I’m more than half-foreign. More Greek 
than I like to admit to myself, may my father rest in peace. The 
man, who is younger than I thought, looks at me like I’ve said 
something indecent. 

‘No thanks,’ he says and continues rifling through his pockets. 
By now he’s probably even run out of lint. Then he looks up, 
eyes shining, and says, ‘Actually, yes. Yes please, you can.’

‘That’s fine. What’s your name son?’
‘Paul MacAllister.’ 
‘Pleasure,’ I squeeze his hand and my knuckles roll like 

marbles in a bag. I put my other hand on his shoulder to steady 
myself, and also for professional, appreciative reasons. ‘Silas 
Halkias.’ 

‘That’s an unusual name,’ he says, looking at me and the 
melee of the station.

‘There are a few funny sounding names around here,’ I say. 
‘I take it you’ve never been to London?’

‘I’ve never been anywhere bigger than Glasgow,’ he says 
and shuffles his feet.

‘Now, tell me what’s made you this flustered,’ I ask. He 
doesn’t say anything at first and I nod my head to coax him 
on a little. 

He smiles a row of pearly whites, looks both proud and 
ashamed at the same time and says, ‘Well, it began with a fight 
with my father.’

‘On the train?’
‘Oh no, a couple of days ago. Before I ran into trouble here.’
We start walking, and immediately I sense that he has no 

idea where we are going. He talks and I smile and nod, ‘I have 
a bike, or rather, I had a bike. A beautiful thing, my uncle 
gave it to me,’ he says. When I was getting off the train this 
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boy came up to me and asked me if he could help me with 
my luggage. I thought that was very friendly, but I told him 
I didn’t have much. Then he noticed my stub, and said he’d 
fetch the item for me. Before I could do anything about it I saw 
him cycle off on my bike.’ 

‘That’s terrible,’ I say, but I’m not really listening. I’ve heard 
this story before. ‘My uncle brought it back from the Meteor 
Works in Coventry. It was a Rover, the Imperial model. Do 
you know it?’

‘No, I don’t know much about bicycles.’
‘Well, it’s the most expensive thing I’ve ever owned, 

probably the most expensive thing I’ll ever own.’ Here I have 
to guide him past a flock of a certain kind of women trying to 
get his attention. 

‘Don’t be so sure,’ I say.
‘I ran after the boy but he was too fast. When I came back 

I saw two other little boys run off with my bag which had my 
wallet in it.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it.’
He nods and continues, ‘Now I’ve got nothing for food or 

lodging or anything, not even the trip back, if I was so inclined.’
Judging by Paul’s size, by his ruddy face and straight teeth, 

he could be useful. I could put him to use in the yard out at 
Sandown if he knows his way around horses. Or make him a 
wrestler, smeared in petroleum jelly. His strong arms locked 
around another man’s waist, in tight black breeches, no top. 
As we cross the road I make up my mind and say, ‘Right, let’s 
get something warm into you. My treat.’

‘I don’t know how to thank you.’
‘We’ll think of something,’ I say smiling. 
I guide him out of the station, now with half a plan. I find 

myself sheltering from the wind behind him. It’s supposed to 
be spring but the weather hasn’t turned yet.

There’s a place on Bidborough Street that serves jellied eel 
with plenty of nutmeg. Not my cup of tea, but cheap. The 
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woman who runs it wasn’t always as respectable as she looks 
now, and she owes me a favour or two. I’ll stuff him full of as 
much mash as he can stomach and by then I should know what 
to do with him. I can tell he’s not used to people being this 
close to him. The way he bumps into street vendors, the way 
he looks at fashionable women, the way he smiles at children, 
the way he says sorry too often, but not to the right people. 

I guide him inside the café. It looks like a miniature chapel, 
but with two shop windows letting in light. There’s a middle 
aisle with booths – marble tables and dark wood, touched by 
many greasy hands, all the way down the rectangular room. 
The walls are tiled white up to about chest-height, and above 
painted a light green. Seaside scenes are pinned at regular 
intervals. It’s nice to come inside. I feel my hands thaw a little. 
I nod to one of the girls and she moves a dirty man from a 
good table, wipes it and curtsies. 

Once we’re sitting down, Paul says, ‘Maybe it was a mistake 
coming to London. I just didn’t know what else to do.’ 

I nod, and raise a finger to order for him. Belinda nods from 
behind her counter.

As he eats, his high cheekbones become flushed, from being 
inside. From the smoke and the beer I put in front of him. He 
seems thirsty but not a very seasoned drinker. Good for me.

‘Sounds like you were quite desperate,’ I say while looking 
around the room for familiar faces. My eyes get stuck on a 
picture of the Eastbourne pier. It looks awful. 

Paul finishes his beer, and starts on the next one I’ve 
thoughtfully provided. Wiping foam from his upper lip he 
continues, ‘My father’s a...’ He doesn’t finish the sentence. ‘I 
don’t want to sound like I’m the disrespecting kind,’ he says 
instead, ‘but he’s done a thing, and though I have forgiven him 
in the past, this time it was too much.’

‘You want more mash?’ I ask. He nods while separating 
another piece of eel from the block of jelly. I shout for Belinda 
and one of her little girls scurries over with another plate of 
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the stuff. Makes my stomach turn, but for Paul it seems to do 
the trick. 

I sit and look at him. He’s huge. Effortlessly so, just by birth 
and accentuated by regular, manual work. Ruddy and with 
eyes set wide in a freckled face, cheeks with slight stubble, 
shifting between ginger and gold depending on the light from 
the window. One hand around his beer glass, the other steadily 
forking food into his mouth. He looks so pure. 

I’m tired of being me. This thought creeps up on me like a 
vicious cat, and it scratches at my heart. I’ve been caught off 
guard by myself, and I quickly look around to see if anyone’s 
seen me falter. 

Then, luckily, he interrupts my thoughts. 
‘Mr Halky, this is delicious. Especially after such a long 

journey,’ he says.
‘It’s Halkias.’
‘Sorry.’
‘Don’t apologise.’
I remind myself I’m a lender and a promoter, not a lovesick 

spinster, and that if I play my cards right, he could be profitable. 
Paul pushes his empty plate away. Leans back and after a short 
flicker of contentment he starts to look worried again. 

‘I’m a long way from home,’ he says and wipes his mouth on 
his sleeve. When he realises I noticed he looks embarrassed. 

‘Then we need to find you somewhere to stay,’ I say. ‘What 
are you good at?’

‘My father has a dairy farm. I’ve been running it for a long 
time but he doesn’t own it any more. A man he gambled with 
owns it now.’

‘Well, there are no forests or farms in the city, so I’m not 
quite sure what you expected.’

‘I just presumed with so many people living in the one place 
there would be plenty of jobs needing done.’

It strikes me he might not be so good with horses. Maybe 
farm horses, but not race horses. He is perhaps like a horse 
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himself. A machine you put grain into and get power out from. 
I sigh and change tack.

‘How comfortable are you with violence?’ I ask.
‘If an animal is hurt and can’t be fixed we kill it. With some 

practice I could probably work as a butcher.’
‘I’ve no interest in animal butchers. How about humans?’
‘I’m not a murderer.’ The poor boy pales, and looks over my 

shoulder to see if anyone’s heard us. I smile and continue, ‘I 
know you’re not. I meant human violence. Boxing, wrestling, 
that kind of thing. You’re a big man, ever tried fighting in a 
ring?’

‘Never liked it much. I’ve been in a few fights, like everyone. 
Nothing organised, mind you, bar fights. People get excited 
when they’ve been paid, or angry when they haven’t been, and 
the whisky’s pretty strong where I’m from.’

‘Which is?’
‘Lennoxtown.’
‘Never heard of it.’
‘Very pretty, apart from the chemical works.’
‘Like I said, never heard of it. But, how about boxing? You’re 

a big man, you must have broken a nose or two in your day?’
‘Can’t say I have. I’ve been close to it with my old man, 

but no. I’m strong, but not much of a fighter to be honest. My 
hands are not very fast, like you see on some. Or maybe people 
don’t want to pick fights with me because I’m this tall.’

‘That’s another thing that won’t be the same here in London. 
Here people will pick fights for the flimsiest of reasons. Just 
to have something to do. The distraction of a good fight has 
led many men into unforeseen circumstances. Regardless, I 
might have some work for you, then again I might not.’

‘I’ll do anything.’
‘Well, judging from how you’ve answered my questions you 

wouldn’t.’
‘Ask me again.’
‘I won’t.’
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‘Ask,’ he says, so earnest.
‘Fine. If a widow with fourteen children owed you money, 

and couldn’t pay because all her money went to pay the doctor 
who couldn’t help her now dead husband, would you kill her 
youngest daughter? With your bare hands, in front of her 
mother? Would you set fire to a hospital, starting in the ward 
with people in wheelchairs? Would you deliberately blow up 
a boat full of returning soldiers, all heroes? Would you take a 
shot at King George? Burn down a church?’ 

‘No! No. Is that what you do?’ he says.
‘No, I’m just proving that you wouldn’t do anything.’
‘I’m an honest man.’
‘I have no need for honest men. No one does.’
‘Well if that’s the case, it was nice meeting you, and I am 

very much in your debt, thanks for helping me. If you give me 
your address I will reimburse you for the meal.’ Paul stands 
up. He holds onto the table trying hard to look at some kind of 
nominal horizon. The beer has gotten the better of him. I’m a 
tiny bit afraid I’ll lose him, but I know that he needs me more 
than I need him.

‘Sit down, Paul. As I was saying before you turned into 
Saint Andrew. I think I can find other uses for you. In the 
meantime you need somewhere to stay until you find a job. 
I have somewhere you can stay. I’m lending you a month’s 
rent, plus some money for food and such. Don’t ask me why. 
If you decide to disappear, I will find you, wherever you go. 
Lennoxtown, Macedonia, or Antarctica. Just trust me, I will. 
That’s my job.’

‘I don’t understand.’
‘I don’t expect you to.’
‘I’ll pay you back as quickly as I can.’ 
‘I know you will. If you’re a bad apple, I will know within 

the hour. 
‘I’m a good apple.’
‘You would say that.’
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‘Why are you so kind?’ 
‘I’ll be honest with you. I own a house and I’ve got tenants 

who are about to move out, that’s my business. ‘But I’m a 
nice man, and since you’re in serious trouble I will give you a 
favourable rate, don’t worry.’

He still looks suspicious, I can see that he’s weighing for and 
against in his head. I go over and pay for the food and when 
I come back he’s still there, which certainly means he’s not 
going anywhere. 

‘Paul, don’t worry, you’ve not borrowed anything yet, 
and you’re just coming with me to have a look at a room, no 
obligations.’ He nods so I tell him, ‘Say bye-bye to Belinda, the 
one in the apron. This is a good, cheap place to come and eat, 
and you might want to return. When you do, speak nicely to 
her, she’s a bad apple turned good, and once you can afford it, 
pay a little extra and she will give you the best bits and a table.’

Paul walks over to her and even makes her smile. A rare 
thing with strangers, but it proves me right. He is handsome, 
and he has a way, an innocent, childlike way. And as he rolls 
his r’s and undulates his vowels more than one person looks up 
and smiles. He shakes hands with Belinda, the first person to 
do that in at least ten years. Maybe he genuinely liked the eel? 
When he turns Belinda touches her nose with her index finger. 
I’ll be damned if I can’t get this boy to eat out of my hand, and 
make me some money in the meantime.

I take him the long way to the house on Copenhagen Street. 
It’s not far from the station, but I want to confuse him a little, 
see what he’s made of. The crowds seem to get to him, but 
he does well considering. The shouting and pushing masses 
don’t bother me. It’s second nature. Some people lift their hats 
when they see me, one or two come up to me to shake my 
hand. These are the ones I’ve let pay back a day or two later 
than they should have. To some poor souls, a little rebate on 
their debts seems to be manna from heaven. If I can afford it I 
don’t mind these crumbs of perceived compassion. 
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We pause so I can light a cigar. Paul cranes his neck and 
looks down Pentonville Road where it meets Euston Road and 
Caledonian Road. Says something about the mass of people, 
and how busy everyone looks. I nod and muse as my Pyramide 
glows. He turned down my offer of a cigar. Not a smoker, who 
would have thought? I don’t think I have ever met a man who 
doesn’t smoke.

‘Mr Halkias, look at that, what a beauty,’ he says, pointing 
across the street, at two women holding bikes.

‘Which one? The tall one? I suppose, if you like them 
gangly, horses for courses. But a word of advice, I’d steer clear 
of some women, ones dressed up that nicely, loitering on street 
corners. They’re either married to someone richer than you, 
or not the marrying kind, if you know what I mean.’

‘No, no. The red bike. The BSA. That’s their Path Racer, 
look at the sloping head tube, that’s lovely. Good quality steel. 
My bike was good, but no match for that. Look it’s even got 
aluminium rims. Amazing. People in London must be very 
wealthy.’

‘It looks like a bike to me. Nothing more, nothing less. 
What’s the idea? Surely a car is better in every way?’

‘I’ll never be able to afford a car.’
‘There is that. But you could aspire to something more than 

two triangles with a bit of rubber attached.’
‘Horses for courses, eh?’
‘That’s the spirit. So you’re a racer then?’
‘I’ve cycled on tracks a little. I’ve been to the velodrome 

at Celtic Park in Glasgow a few times. I cycle a lot on roads 
around where I’m from.’

Velodrome cyclists are everywhere down here. They’re 
celebrities and some of them make more per race than I do in 
a month.

‘Is there a track near here?’ he asks.
I feel a plan niggling me, and smile at him, ‘Of course. I’ll 

even take you to Preston Park one of these days. That’s by 
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the sea, in Brighton you know. We’ll make a holiday out of it. 
Get you a straw hat and a bit of rock to lick. Have you ever 
competed?’

‘No, but my uncle was a racer. Never at national level, just 
below. He once took me to the track in Glasgow. After, as I was 
so keen on cycling, kept sending me magazines and clippings 
about it.’

‘Sounds like a nice man,’ I say absentmindedly while 
looking at a shopkeeper who owes me money.

Paul continues, ‘He worked at the Park velodrome for the 
1897 World Championships, before I was born and I think he 
once even met Cyril Alden and Horace Johnson.’

‘I see,’ I decide to let the shopkeeper be for another day. I take 
Paul’s arm as we cross the busy road. His arm is completely 
solid, like a plank. 

He’s still rambling, ‘I trained with my uncle for a while, 
even in a velodrome a couple of times, but after mother passed 
away we saw less of him. With the farm and everything, there 
was never time, or money to travel for leisure. My father threw 
away the magazines one day when I was at church.’

‘The question is – are you any good at it?’
‘I cycle as much as I can. There’s a great big hill just where 

I grew up and I was always the fastest one up it.’
‘So if you were able to make a little money on top of what 

you’re paying me back would you buy a bike?’
‘Without hesitation.’
‘And if you were able to race, would you win?’
I don’t know cycling, I’m happy to admit, but I do know 

people. I’ve made their motivations, their honesty and varying 
ability to lie, my life’s work. His conviction is an unexpected 
bonus.

‘I would do my best,’ he says, earnest.
‘Would you win?’
‘At least now and again.’
‘Let’s try you out.’ I smile, thinking that I know horses, and 
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dogs, and boxers and rowers and strong men, and maybe soon 
cyclists. They’re popular, it’s big business, I know that much, 
but humans are different from animals. I’m happy to whip a 
horse, I’m just not sure how to whip a human into winning. 
‘Now and again is no good to me. How would I get a racer to 
win all the time?’

‘One way would be to pay his rent,’ he says.
‘I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that. But you’re saying you’re 

pretty good?’
‘As there is a distinct lack of farms and useful animals here, 

I would say yes. Yes I am.’
I want him to be dependent on me. So I tell him a white lie, 

and a solid truth. It’s a mixture I tend to use.
‘I’m going away for a little while after I’ve shown you your 

accommodation. Only a couple of days, but once I’m back I’ll 
look into the velodrome circuit.’

‘Fantastic.’ He extends his hand which I ignore. 
‘Well, don’t get too excited. You’re going to need a job, but 

I’m telling you to train while I’m away.’
‘How can I? I don’t have a bike.’
‘I’m beginning to think you’re either a bit slow in the head, 

or maybe you’re a curse that my mother has put on me.’
‘I wasn’t asking for one.’
‘But you were, and credit to you, there must be a brain on 

top of those legs of yours. I’m going to get you one. Take your 
landlord with you to a shop and he’ll make sure my money is 
spent well.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’
‘Say your prayers, that’s what. You’d better be good.’
‘Thank you. I won’t let you down.’
‘It’s a business transaction, nothing else. Remember that. I 

don’t care about you.’
We get to my building on Denmark Street. It’s dreadful, 

with plaster coming off in big chunks. The weedy front 
garden, a step or so long, the three crooked steps, the door 
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swinging open on bent hinges, all mine. All very good for my 
wallet. No costs, no tax, all below board. We get inside and I 
point him towards a door where someone has scribbled Ofiss. 
I’m surrounded by cretins. 

I don’t knock and catch Rupert, the landlord and my small-
time fixer, sleeping, cradling a bottle, his feet up on the desk. I 
cough loudly, and he wakes up. I won’t shout at him today, but 
I remind myself to drop in every now and then. 

The room is dim and full of smoke. Rupert’s desk is small 
and cluttered, apart from where he rested his feet. Over by the 
window, I have a bigger desk and a better chair. Both are the 
cleanest items in the whole house. On the desk sits a metal box 
with a huge padlock. Inside I keep a giant, starved rat. A nice 
surprise for anyone foolish enough to steal from me.

I introduce Paul to the embarrassed Rupert, who, once he 
sees my wink, tells Paul there are no rooms available. We’ve 
done this before. ‘But,’ Rupert says, ‘we have got a small place 
in the attic.’ He then mentions a sum that scares the wits out of 
Paul. Counting on his fingers he looks like a child in a sweetie 
shop, one that’s lost his money. Shaking his head he asks to be 
shown the attic. After we’ve been over the terms, he decides to 
go for it. I shake his hand and give him a little pocket money 
to sweeten the deal. 

Truth be told I’m not taking much of a financial risk. I 
employ the boys who took his bike, and I know how much 
they’ve sold it for already. I know how much was in his wallet, 
a cheap imitation one, as Belinda slipped me the money when 
we were at the eel house. The boys will have left the money 
untouched. They all remember what happened to their friend 
who didn’t.

With him settled in, and Rupert holding his hand as it 
were, I am off to see what bee is in Mr Morton’s bonnet this 
time. Then I’ll go to the Strand for something much more 
agreeable. Happy Birthday Mr Silas I hum to myself hailing a 
taxi, thinking of the gift horse sleeping under the eaves.
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Chapter 2

Rupert gives him a mattress of sorts. Two sacks sewn together 
stuffed with rags and newsprint. Paul realises that a blanket 
is another thing he will have to buy, then tries to stop himself 
from thinking about all the things he will have to find in the 
future. 

‘Come and find me in the morning,’ Rupert says, ‘we’ll sort 
you out.’ Then he climbs out of the attic. 

Lying down on the bed Paul realises he’s made the worst 
mistake of his life. He should never have come here, should 
never have left Scotland. Horrendous father or not, there must 
have been a better solution. But he’s here now. A horse in a 
mire. No ropes, no rider, no rescue. 

He thinks about the money he kept in a battered Hovis all 
those years. Money his mother left him in secret. Occasional 
gifts from his uncle Stephen. His earnings from farm work. 
That tin was his future, his escape from his father. But 
somehow the old man found out. He must have been spying on 
Paul through the curtainless windows. Maybe when returning 
from the pub? Relieving himself in the garden before being 
sick on the front step, as was his habit. Maybe he spied through 
the keyhole? Watched Paul counting, and counting again, 
planning and hoping. 

A week before Paul’s eighteenth birthday – when he was set 
to become his own man, make a down payment on a small 
farm – the tin disappeared. Then his father came back from 
Glasgow, drunk and proud as a cock. He told Paul the farm 
was now mostly theirs again. 

‘Where did you get the money from?’ Paul asked. ‘And isn’t 
it strange that my savings have just gone missing?’

‘How dare you?’ His father spat. ‘You wee upstart! Think 
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you’re a big man, do you? I run this farm and I won’t be told 
otherwise, especially not by you!’

‘That’s not fair! It wasn’t your money to take,’ Paul said, 
raising his voice.

Pushing Paul in the chest, his father drew himself up tall. 
Seething with anger, he hissed, ‘This is the land of my father, 
and his father before him. Generations of men who have known 
better than their sons. I’ve kept you. Fed you. Housed you. You 
think you deserve that money?’

‘You haven’t properly worked for years. Not since Mum—’
Paul’s father gasped, cheeks purple. Then he lunged at Paul. 
‘You and your brother killed her. You wouldn’t let her have a 

minute’s sleep when she was pregnant. He wouldn’t let her give 
birth to him. Then he went and died too. Silly sod.’

Then his father, panting like he’d been carrying logs, took a 
step back and said in a calmer voice, ‘Anyway, this is what your 
mother would have wanted.’

Paul lashed out, quick as the kick of a mule.
Silent for the first time in years, his father gurgled blood and 

finally spat out a shard of a tooth. Cradling his right fist in his 
left palm Paul walked to his room. He threw some things in a 
knapsack and retrieved his bike from one of the outbuildings. 
He cycled for almost an hour before he realised he was shaking 
and crying. Luckily it was raining so no one could see his tears.

He had just been paid for some work on a neighbour’s field, 
the envelope still in his pocket. It wasn’t much, but enough to 
give him some options. He hadn’t been thinking about where 
to go, so for want of a better idea he cycled to Glasgow and then 
got on the morning train to London. He had read somewhere 
that there were plenty of work opportunities down south. 
Wanted to be as far away from his father’s land as possible. 

And now he is here, in this room, lying on sacks filled 
with rotting newspaper for the mice to gorge on. Outside, 
Copenhagen Street is noisy. Paul turns over from his back 
and onto his side in an attempt to sleep. With his nose pressed 
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against the wall he can hear the mice scuttling up and down 
in their passageways. He hears a scream, half laughter, half 
fear from the street below him. There are pigeons on the roof, 
endlessly settling and re-settling and a pack of cats ramble 
back and forward, scratching and whining. 

Paul says his prayers, thanks God for Silas finding him, for 
the eel supper, the room. He decides the beer he had with his 
supper was the last alcohol he’ll ever drink and that he will 
take every measure not to end up like his father. He will never 
gamble. Never. Then, turning onto his back and clasping his 
hands he asks forgiveness for what he did to his father. He 
falls asleep while mumbling and will never know where his 
confession ended. 

***

In the morning he goes downstairs to find Rupert, but no one 
seems to be in the office. Paul walks up and down the stairs 
a couple of times, hoping to bump into him. After a while he 
decides to speak to his neighbours, to see if they know where 
Rupert might be.

There are three storeys, with three doors on each landing. 
Seeing that all the doors on the third floor are boarded up he 
decides to ask Rupert why he can’t have one of the rooms on 
the third floor instead of the little space he’s been assigned. 

Walking downstairs he knocks on 2A.
‘I’m ill,’ a coarse voice shouts. Paul knocks again. When he 

receives no answer he shouts, ‘Can I help?’ through the door.
‘Go away,’ the same person shouts.
Paul tries the doorknob of 2C and to his surprise it comes 

loose in his hand. He tries to put it back but the screws must 
have landed on the inside of the door. He pockets it, thinking 
he might be able to sell it or swap it for an onion or an apple. 
He pushes the door open with his foot. A black lump hangs 
from the doorframe. It’s as big as his head, shrouded in what 

FB_Devil take the Hindmost_TextV8.indd   17 31/05/2016   12:37



18

looks like dusty cobweb. At first he thinks it’s a hat and reaches 
for it, then he notices a snout and wings. The mass of bats 
screeches and flaps past him, and he jumps backwards, trying 
to make himself small. The black horde disappears upwards 
in the building. There must be an exit somewhere up there he 
thinks, hoping it’s not his attic space they’re after. 

He crawls up to the door on all fours. Looking into the room 
he realises there is no floor. The room is just a shell with a deep 
shaft going down into the basement. Finding one of the screws 
from the doorknob on the floor in the corridor, he throws it into 
the abyss but can’t hear the sound of it landing. Whether that’s 
because of the drop, the dirt floor, or whatever other organic 
matter might lie at the bottom, he doesn’t know.

Getting up on shaky legs he pulls the door shut, shuddering.
On the first floor he knows there’s no need to try 1C, as he’s 

seen the shaft extend far beneath the first floor. 1A is Rupert’s 
office. In 1B, as the door swings open from his soft knock, he 
finds a very drunk man. 

‘Have you checked the yeast?’ the man asks, fumes of alcohol 
rolling out of him like storm clouds. 

‘No, my name is Paul, I’m your new neighbour.’ This seems 
to upset the man greatly.

‘Go and check the yeast. It can’t, I mean, it cannot get wet,’ 
the man grunts.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Paul says opening his arms in 
a half pacifying, half questioning gesture. 

‘Oh, don’t play games with me!’
‘I’m not, I’m your neighbour.’
‘Have you checked the yeast?’
Paul gives up, and tells the man that yes, he has checked the 

yeast.
‘You stay away from that yeast!’
The man attempts to stand up, waving his arms wildly, 

trying to reach for Paul. ‘If I find that you’ve been stealing 
yeast again, you bastard!’
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Paul backs out of the room, only to bump into a man 
covered in flour.

‘Don’t mind my brother,’ the man says.
‘I’m sorry. I was just passing by. I live upstairs,’ Paul says 

trying to negotiate past the man. 
‘Nice to meet you. I’m Henry, and the drunk is David. And 

unless we help him, he’s going to be late for work. Would you 
mind fetching a bucket of water?’

‘There’s water?’ Paul asks.
‘In the tap in the cupboard on this floor only,’ says Henry. 
Paul goes off for the water, and when he returns, Henry, 

now in shorts and a vest, chucks the whole pail over his brother. 
David comes up screaming and clawing the air. Henry calmly 
punches him in the nose. 

‘I don’t like doing it, but it’s the only way to wake him up. 
Cold water and adrenaline. Then off to work for him.’

‘Speaking of work, you wouldn’t know of any going? 
Anything?’

‘We’re bakers. Not much trade at the moment, so I’m afraid 
not. But with your size surely you could get something. Lots 
of cargo ships I hear at St Katherine’s.’

‘I haven’t tried yet. I’m very new to London.’
‘Well, we’re all beginners in the beginning.’
Paul nods and says goodbye. He’s not eaten anything 

since the eel supper and he’s famished. He goes out to buy 
something to eat, but quickly realises the money Silas left him 
won’t buy him much. London prices are very different from 
those at home. He buys a bag of apples and thinks about the 
bike he’s been promised. About how weak he feels. 

On the way back to the building he sees ice cream with 
sticks of candied sugar and fancy pastries. Carcasses of heifers 
so big they look like skiffs hanging on hooks. 

Once he’s back at the building, he sits down on the steps. 
He’s hoping to catch Rupert, or, even better, Silas. But for the 
next four hours he has no luck. 
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He stumbles upstairs and on the lumpy mattress he thinks 
about getting on the train back to his father’s farm. To trudge 
all the way back, this time without a bike, and grovel. To 
apologise and to be hitched to the yoke again. He can’t do it, 
even if he had the money for the train fare. He tries to listen out 
for Silas or Rupert entering the building, but despite trying his 
hardest he drifts off. When he wakes up in the morning he’s so 
thirsty and hungry that he can’t think straight.

He tries to speak to the neighbours again. He knocks on the 
door to Rupert’s office, and sits on the doorstep. Drinks from 
the tap David showed him. But essentially the day is spent 
waiting in vain. Wasting more money on apples.
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