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Relay 

 

He said his name was Dave.  I had no reason to think he was lying.  He approached the bar shortly 

after I arrived and made jokes when he heard me ordering tap water, but when I explained I'd 

missed the last bus out of town and hoped to kill the night in the pub, instead of in the wooden bus 

shelter in the square, he took pity on me.  

 “A pint and a packet of peanuts for the lad here,” he yelled, grinning and pulling up a bar 

stool beside mine.  He was a tall, wiry man, middle-aged and thinning on top but he carried himself 

well.  He had a military air about him and when he leaned in close and asked conspiratorially if I 

knew where he could buy some speed, I briefly wondered if he was an undercover police officer.  

The tattoos on his hands reassured me.  You don’t see policemen with tattooed hands.  There was a 

manic glint in his eye that suggested he was just another burnt out old head-case looking for some 

decent whizz and frankly, this far out of the city at this time of night, he’d be lucky.   

 “No,” I said, but remembering his kindness, I added, “I know a guy in Edinburgh. Let me 

know if you cannae find any tonight.  I’ll be heading up there on the first bus tomorrow.”  

 “Edinburgh?  What a coincidence,” he grinned, “That’s exactly where we’re going.”  He 

turned slightly and indicated a young man with sandy coloured hair, sitting slouched over a table in 

the corner.  “Me and Captain Sobriety over there.”  He looked back at me intently, “You want a 

lift?” 

 “Seriously?”  

 “Yeah, we’re on a bit of a tight schedule, driving through the night.  Not him, obviously.”  

He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at his friend, now clutching the edge of his table with both 

hands, staring straight ahead as if willing the room into focus.  “He’s not fit to drive,” Dave said. 

“We were gonna head off in a minute, but we can wait if you want to finish your drink.”  

 I said yes. It seemed perfectly sensible at the time.  I didn’t fancy sleeping in the bus shelter, 

Dave seemed nice enough and as a bonus I’d be doing a favour for my dealer, throwing a bit of 

business his way.  

 The car was a beat-up old Volvo estate.  A boxy eighties model, like a giant brick on wheels.  

I couldn’t tell what colour it was under the street lights in the square, but I could tell it was filthy.  

Dusty sprays of dried mud fanned like skeletal wings across the doors.  Dave folded his staggering 

friend into the back seat where he curled up and began snoring gently.  Dave slid into the driving 

seat and leaned across to unlock my door.  

 “This car’s proper vintage,” I said, sitting down and searching for my seat belt.  “How long 

you had it?”  

 “Not long.”  Dave started the engine.  

 “Get it cheap did you?” I asked.  

 “It was bequeathed to me.”  He made a barking, coughing noise that may have been a laugh 

and released the hand brake.  As we drove off I shifted my weight and tried to make myself 

comfortable.  Empty drinks cans and paper bags littered the floor, the rubber mat stuck to my shoes, 

a smell like stale biscuits came from the creases of the faux leather upholstery and the overflowing 

ashtray emitted it’s own pungent funk, but beneath all of these smells, catching the back of my 

throat, there was an underlying nauseatingly sweet stench of decay.  It was that rotting smell that 

initially made me want to run as far away from the vehicle as I could, but we were already on the 

road.  I wound my window down with the stiff manual crank, Dave had already done the same.   

 It was about three o’clock in the morning when we left town and coasted North up the 

deserted Edinburgh road. Dave wore a black fleece hat and gloves to protect against the cold wind 

whipping around the car from the open windows. The cold roused our drunk friend in the back seat 

who groaned and made noises of complaint, levering himself upright.  

 “All right Ian?” Dave said cheerfully.  Ian grabbed the back of our seats and leaned forward, 

his face appearing in the gap between our shoulders as he peered out at the road ahead.   
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 “Where we going now?” he asked.  

 “Edinburgh,” said Dave.  

 “Christ.”  Ian looked disgusted.  He stared at me blankly for a moment.  

 “This is Stuart,” Dave said quickly.  Ian rubbed his eyes.  “Stuart needed a ride to 

Edinburgh, and when we get there, he’s going to sort us out with some speed, aren’t you Stu?”  

 “If I can,” I said.  It sounded pretty cool when Dave put it like that.  Like I was the big man 

from the city.  “Where you guys from then?” I asked.  

 “All over,” said Dave. “You from Edinburgh?”  

 “Aye,” I said, “Fife originally, but mostly Edinburgh.”  

 “You've got family up North?” he asked.  

 “Yeah,” I said.  I felt uncomfortable sharing this personal information.  “What you going to 

Edinburgh for?”  

 “We’re taking the car North,” said Ian.   

 “Holiday is it?” I asked.  Ian snorted and leaned back in his seat.  I wasn’t sure what I’d said 

wrong, so I went back to staring out of the window.  A low-lying mist lay across the winding road 

which clung to the hillsides above the wide river valley. Round each bend in the road we saw the 

blue silhouettes of rabbits in the mist, leaping across the road in panic, like leaves in the wind, their 

hind legs spinning out as their front and back ends tried to run in opposite directions.  Dave did not 

slow down for the rabbits as they tumbled out of our way, instead he maintained a steady speed, 

following a racing line round the bends and tapping his gloved fingers on the grubby steering 

wheel.   

 Several miles into the countryside, our headlights flashed across the shape of a man standing 

at the side of the road, his pale face turned towards us, eyes squinting in the sudden light.  Dave 

swore and jerked the steering wheel.  I clutched the dashboard with both hands and turned to see the 

man watching us from the scrubby grass at the side of the road as we continued on our way.   

 “What the hell is he doing out here at this time?” I said.  

 “Stupid arsehole,” said Dave, “should be walking against the traffic.”  

 “Probably hitch-hiking,” Ian muttered, fiddling with his phone.  He barely glanced at the 

man we had almost run over.  

 “At this time of the morning?” I said.  

 “Homeless,” Ian said.  “They go south for the winter, he’ll be heading back north now.” 

 “What? Like ducks?” I grinned.   

 “Bollocks,” said Dave.  He looked a bit shaken so neither of us argued with him.  We drove 

on in silence.  Somewhere above the mist the sky grew lighter.  The shadows paled to blue and a 

few lights began to appear in distant farmhouses across the valley.  A muddy land rover passed us 

heading South.  The first vehicle we had seen on the road since we left the town of Kirkbridge.  

Dave flicked the indicator switch and slowed the car to a crawl.  I thought he planned on pulling 

over, but instead we turned up a narrow country road winding upwards through the hills to the East. 

 “Where we going?” I asked, trying to sound more casual than I felt about this unexpected 

detour.  

 “Got an errand to take care of,” said Dave.  “Won’t take long.”  He gave the impression that 

he didn’t want me asking what kind of business he had up that dark country road so I was careful 

with my choice of words.  

 “Anything I can do to help?” I asked.  

 “You can stop asking questions,” Ian said from the dark of the back seat.  Dave glanced at 

him in the rear view mirror.  

 “Calm down Ian. Stuart’s just being friendly. He’s not interested in anyone else’s business. 

Are you Stu?”  He shifted gears as the road climbed upwards through dense woodland. I relaxed a 

little in my seat.  Dave smiled and added in a paternal tone, “Got your own interests to protect, 

haven’t you Stuart?”  
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 “Aye,” I replied, “You can trust me,” I added, looking sideways at Dave. He continued 

staring at the road, smiling, a reservoir of serenity in spite of Ian’s impotent rage in the back seat. At 

the top of the hill the road emerged from the trees into a broad plateau of gorse bushes and scrubby 

moorland criss-crossed with crumbling dry stone walls.  Before us loomed the regimented turbines 

of a wind farm, jutting upwards through the last shreds of mist, the tips of their rotating blades 

gilded in the first warm rays of the morning sun.  We bumped off-road through a gap in the wall 

into a field below the turbines and stopped beside a copse of birch trees.  

 “You wait here,” Dave said.  “We won’t be long.”  The two men climbed out of the car and 

Dave opened the boot.  I felt the vehicle rock on it’s ageing suspension and the boot slammed shut.  

In the rear view mirror, I saw them lifting something heavy between them.  It looked like a pile of 

blankets or a bag of laundry.  I wondered what they were doing.  Getting rid of evidence, perhaps; 

weapons, a body, stolen goods?  I watched them carry the bundle behind some bushes imagining 

they would return with briefcases full of cash.  I enjoyed that image, it made me feel like a gangster 

in a movie.  I waited for a while, checking my phone and watching the sun rise over the distant 

hills, my eyes burning through lack of sleep.   

 Eventually I heard voices as Dave and Ian emerged from the bushes. I turned in my seat to 

watch them. Ian's voice carried across the field an unintelligible baritone accompanied by wild 

gesticulations as he stumbled over the uneven ground.  Dave responded quietly and at one point he 

stopped walking altogether and leaned in towards Ian clearly speaking slowly and purposefully his 

hand beating out the points he made, one by one in the air. Ian recoiled in anger, shaking his head as 

he walked back towards the car. He yelled over his shoulder at Dave.  

 “You do what you want man. Just drop me off at the next town.”  

 Dave increased his pace and caught up with Ian a few feet from the back of the car. He 

brought his left arm round in front of Ian’s chest, to hold him still, and punched him hard in the 

kidneys with his right fist.  Again I saw that military quality in Dave, only now he reminded me 

more of a bouncer manhandling a drunk with the cold, purposeful air of a someone just getting a job 

done.  I had expected Ian to put up a bit more of a fight, but instead he slowly collapsed to his 

knees, his face frozen in a comical mark of surprise.  He had dropped out of my line of sight so I 

leaned round to find a better view in the wing mirror.  I could see Ian in the hazy morning light, 

kneeling on the hard caked earth behind the car.  Holding his side, and still with that look of shock 

on his face, he pulled his hand away and looked at it.  My heart pounded now as I saw the blood 

spreading across his t-shirt and covering his hand.  Dave hooked his forearms under Ian’s armpits 

and dragged him round to the back of the car.  He opened the boot obscuring my view through the 

rear windscreen. Once they were out of sight I realised I had been holding my breath.  I gasped and 

tried to decide what to do. We were miles from the nearest main road, and even further from the 

nearest town.  I had nowhere to go.  I remembered the advice my Father gave me when I started 

High School.  “If you can make friends with the hardest guy in the playground you’ll never be 

bullied again.”  So I took a deep breath and opened the car door.   

 “Everything all right?” I said, as I edged towards the rear of the car.  Dave came into view 

around the side of the open boot, standing over Ian’s body lying crumpled in the mud.   The blood 

pooled black in the deep tractor tyre tracks. I swallowed and kept my eyes on Dave, fidgeting as I 

tried to look relaxed.  Dave had finished the job by slitting Ian’s throat and was now repositioning 

the body before lifting it into the boot of the car. “You need a hand?”  Dave grinned at me and we 

folded the body into the boot of the car. The boot was already lined with a thick blanket covered in 

dark stains which I recognised, to my disgust, as the source of the car’s pungent smell.  Once again, 

I felt the strong need to remove myself as far away from that car as I could. Dave slammed the boot 

shut and turned to face me.  

 “You said I could trust you,” he said.  

 “Aye. Aye you can trust me. A hundred percent.”  

 “If you want to dispose of a body,” he said, conversationally, “It’s best to bury it as far away 
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as you can from where they were last seen alive.”  He looked me in the eye and I nodded.  He lifted 

the knife, shifting it round and round in the palm of his hand. “How do I know you won’t go to the 

police?” he said, still smiling. My mind crumbled. The exhaustion, the stench from the boot of the 

car, the blood, the shock, the body. White lights flashed at the edge of my vision.  

 “I don’t know,” I replied. He took one step towards me and I was in the car. I don’t 

remember running to the door. I was just in the car and turning the ignition and bouncing over the 

rough field, headlights swinging across the five bar gate, the dry stone walls and then the road.  

Shifting gears without thinking, driving faster and faster.  I didn’t even look back.  The main road 

was still quiet as I swung out of the junction.  The old car juddered under every gear change as I 

pushed it faster and faster.  A few hundred yards up the Edinburgh road, I passed the hitch-hiker we 

had almost hit a few hours before.  He must have heard me coming as he turned, briefly extending a 

hopeful thumb before instinctively leaping backwards over the crash barrier as I drove past in that 

screaming, rattling tank of a vehicle.  That brought me back to reality.  I began swearing under my 

breath.  Repeating the short words like a mantra.  My mind suddenly flooded with thoughts.  

‘Where am I going?  Home.  I can’t go home.  I’m in a stolen car.  Lose the car.  How?  Dump it.  

Burn it.  Push it off a cliff.  They’ll find it.  With my fingerprints all over it.’  I squeezed the steering 

wheel.  ‘Dave wore gloves.  The bastard knew.  That’s what I’m here for.  Scapegoat.  They buried a 

body up that hill.'  My stomach sank.  'There’s a body in the boot of this car.’  A lump rose in my 

throat. Thinking I would vomit, I pulled into a lay-by, turned off the engine and covered my face 

with my hands.  The barman had seen us all.  He knew we were driving to Edinburgh.  I had to get a 

grip.  I looked at the time.  Ten to seven.  I tried to think.  Who did I know who could help with a 

situation like this.  I thought of my dealer, my friends, the guys who worked in my local pub.  I 

searched through the contacts in my phone, and then stopped.  This was serious, and the most 

dangerous men I knew were nothing but small time hard men.  They couldn’t help me, and they 

wouldn’t appreciate getting dragged into this.  I sank back into the driver’s seat and in my mind I 

saw Dave.  Dave standing grinning at me over Ian’s corpse.  Dave was the most dangerous man I 

had ever met, and I asked myself ‘What would Dave do?’  Dave would dispose of the body far away 

from here, give someone else the car and a reason to run.  I didn’t know how far Dave and Ian had 

travelled before they met me, but I knew what I had to do.  I began to feel calmer.  I looked up at 

the rear view mirror and saw the hitch-hiker jogging towards the car, waving and calling for me to 

wait.  

 “Where you headed?” I asked as he climbed into the passenger seat.  

 “Montrose,” he said, out of breath, “or as far North as you can?”  

 “What a coincidence.” I grinned at him, turning the key in the ignition, “That’s exactly 

where I’m going.”  


