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2. The Cold, Dark River


Ray leaned against the fence in the Ploughman’s car park and waited while Charlie relieved himself in the shadows behind him.


And now he felt nervous out here. Pub closed and all. Just a few other blokes still sitting out on the far wall — smoking, drinking out of cans.


Charlie still hadn’t told him what was going on — but Ray suspected the bloke in the suit had something to do with it.


That should have been warning enough.


But that fat roll of cash? Kind of hard to resist.


He scanned the empty car park. Moths fluttered around the orange street lamps. Shadows moved unsteadily on the road that led down to Cherringham Bridge.


A car crept down from the village and disappeared into the night.


The local cop should be driving by soon. Alan bloody Rivers, keeping Cherringham safe!


“Ray!” said Charlie, suddenly at his shoulder. Ray spun round.


“For God’s sake, Charlie! You scared the life out of me!”


“Sorry, mate,” said Charlie. Ray watched him swaying and blinking in the bright light from the street lamp. Then, with a big grin: “Where’s the party now?”


“Party got cancelled, mate,” said Ray, shaking his head.


Charlie didn’t want the night to end — though clearly it had.


“Oh. Shame.”


“Yeah, right — shame. Maybe you should head home — whoa!”


Ray reached out and caught Charlie’s arm as he seemed to spin away towards the ground. Charlie came back up like a drowning man reaching for the surface.


“Wahey!”


Ray steadied him and propped him up against a low wall.


“That weed. Bloody strong stuff, Ray.”


Ray nodded. As well as another four pints and a couple of chasers, Charlie had smoked most of one of Ray’s joints out here in the car park. No wonder the other man was rocking on his pins.


“You going to be okay getting home?” said Ray.


He knew it was a good mile-long hike across fields and down lanes and paths back to Charlie’s old boat, moored down at Iron Wharf.


“Home? Me? I can always get home, Ray. When have I never? Hmm? I mean, here I am, aren’t I? ’S obvious.”


Ray laughed. But he knew Charlie was right. There’d been nights here at the pub where he’d seen Charlie so pissed he’d actually got down on his hands and knees and crawled off into the meadow — some homing instinct deep at work in his addled brain.


Bloody survivor, no matter how pissed he was!


“And — no work tomorrow,” said Charlie, suddenly dancing a little jig in the car park, again, nearly toppling. “In fact,” he said, words slurred, “no work ever! No work ever again!”


Lucky bugger, thought Ray. Whatever good fortune had come Charlie’s way he’d given away nothing about it all evening. The lottery? Lost treasure? An inheritance? A bank robbery? Who knew?



