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      To my friend, Michael.

      For showing me, every day, what recovery really means.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        If a way to the Better there be, it exacts a full look at the Worst.

        
          THOMAS HARDY
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      ‘I didn’t think you were coming back,’ the prisoner says. He had begun to roll a cigarette as soon as he’d sat down and now he licks the edge of the paper, his eyes fixed on the person in the chair opposite.

      ‘I had a lot of running around to do.’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘A bit of detective work, after what you said last time.’

      He is trying hard not to look nervous, or even particularly interested, struggling to remember exactly what he said all those weeks before. What he might have given away. He says, ‘It’s rubbish, isn’t it? Everything you put in that first letter. The reason you’ve been coming.’

      ‘Sorry about that.’

      He slaps his hand on the table, but not in anger. He’s just pleased to have been proved right. ‘I knew it.’

      ‘What do you care? You’ll be out soon enough.’

      ‘Yeah, I knew it first time I saw you.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘You don’t look like a student.’

      ‘What do I look like?’

      He shrugs, roll-up complete. ‘Well, you’re obviously some kind of nutter.’

      The visitor nods. ‘I can’t really argue with that. Some kind.’

      ‘So you know, if I see you once I’m out, I won’t be quite so friendly.’

      ‘There’s no danger of that.’

      ‘Just as long as we’re clear.’

      ‘I mean, we know all about that famous temper of yours, don’t we?’ A smile. ‘The only reason I came back at all was to say thank you.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘For giving me what I needed. For putting me on the right track.’

      Now he doesn’t much care whether he looks nervous or not. All these years saying nothing; not even then, after it had happened.

      He hadn’t let something slip, had he?

      No, he can’t have been that stupid.

      He sits up straight and lays his hands flat on the table. He says, ‘You hear stories inside about people like you.’

      ‘Really? What kind of people is that?’

      ‘People who get off on all this. Who just like being close to it.’ Now, he leans forward, confident that he’s hit a nerve. That he’s back in charge. ‘All this shit you’ve been giving me, all those questions, and I reckon you just want to know what it’s like.’

      ‘What it’s like?’

      ‘To kill someone.’

      The visitor’s face breaks into a grin. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about that. I’ll know for myself soon enough.’
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      Tony De Silva stands and watches Robin and Heather drinking coffee decanted from the large vacuum flask he lays on every week. They’re chatting easily and, as usual, Robin is helping himself to the lion’s share of the biscuits. Tony decides that he will need to speak to him about that. Diana is a few feet away, looking out into the garden and cradling a mug of herbal tea, while Chris is already sitting down, his thumbs working at the screen of his smartphone. Tony strolls across and glances over Chris’s shoulder to check that he is not playing any sort of combat game, which, for him, would not be permissible.

      The use of phones will not be allowed once they get started.

      Tony checks his watch. Six o’clock and it has been dark for an hour already, but outside the conservatory window the garden lights show up a scattering of frost on the lawn and across the bare, black beds.

      ‘Looks like she’s bottled it,’ Chris says, well aware that Tony is behind him, keeping an eye on what he is doing.

      ‘We’ll give it another minute or two,’ Tony says.

      ‘You’re the boss.’

      Tony takes a swig from a small bottle of mineral water. He says, ‘Wrong word.’

      It’s useful, he thinks, this ten or fifteen minutes before they begin. There are never any breaks during the session itself, so it’s good to get the small talk and light refreshments out of the way. It’s usually when toilet visits are made – to the downstairs cloakroom only, of course – and it gets conversation started, which he believes always makes the session itself go better.

      Diana turns from the window and smiles at him. She still likes to keep herself to herself in these informal moments, though she seems a little less anxious in the circle these days, which Tony is pleased about. On the other side of the conservatory, Heather says something which makes Robin laugh, and he spits crumbs which Heather stoops to gather up with her hands.

      ‘We should probably sit down,’ Tony says.

      He tries to place the melody that’s drifting down from upstairs, watching as Robin, Heather and Diana put their mugs back on the trolley and move across to take their seats in the circle. The chairs are identical, but each of them sits in the same position every week, their territory chosen early on and now carefully protected. Tony takes his usual seat, hangs his jacket over the back of it and looks across at the single unoccupied position in the circle.

      ‘Shall I close it up?’ Heather asks.

      It’s what they normally do, if there’s a no-show. Better a smaller circle than an empty chair. Tony nods and Heather is pushing the chair towards the wall when the doorbell rings. She says, ‘Sod’s law,’ and starts to drag it back into the circle again.

      ‘Bang on the hour,’ Chris says. ‘This one’s clearly got a major thing about punctuality.’

      Tony stands up, walks quickly out through the kitchen and opens the front door to a woman who looks much as he expected, having spoken to her on the phone a few days before. She tells him who she is anyway, and they shake hands before he leads her inside and through into the conservatory.

      Everyone except Chris watches her come in.

      Tony takes the new arrival’s coat and points out her seat. As she lowers herself into it, Diana and Robin, who are seated on either side of her, subtly shift their chairs away; just an inch or two.

      ‘Welcome,’ Tony says.

      There are nods and smiles, murmured acknowledgements from most of those in the circle. The newcomer nods and smiles back, if a little nervously.

      ‘Let’s get the formalities out of the way,’ Tony says. He looks towards the eldest member of the group, a man wearing a suit with an open-necked striped shirt. ‘Introductions?’

      ‘I’m Robin,’ the man says. He smiles at the newcomer then looks to his left.

      ‘Heather…’

      ‘You already know my name,’ Tony says. ‘But, once again, welcome.’ He looks to the next chair, but Chris is staring into space, as though completely uninterested in proceedings. Tony waits a few seconds. ‘Chris?’

      ‘Oh for heaven’s sake.’ The woman to Chris’s left shakes her head and turns to her new neighbour. ‘I’m Diana,’ she says. ‘And if you want some early advice, you’re best ignoring him. Some of us are rather more needy than others.’

      ‘Somebody talking about me?’ Chris says. He produces a radiant smile and turns it towards the newest member. ‘My name’s Chris.’ He sits back, laces his fingers behind his head. ‘Tennis pro, male model and part-time racing driver.’

      ‘You’re leaving “rent boy” off the CV these days, then?’ Heather says.

      Robin laughs, low and hoarse.

      Chris beams and casually gives Heather the finger.

      Tony waits.

      When the woman opposite him realises that it’s her turn, she sits forward. ‘Caroline,’ she says. A nervous laugh. ‘I hope I can remember everyone’s name.’

      The names will come quickly enough, Tony knows, but getting to trust and understand these men and women with whom she has one crucial thing in common will be a longer and far more difficult process.

      A respected doctor in his early sixties, with a history of addiction to a variety of easily available medications. A thirty-two-year-old woman once addicted to drugs and gambling. A young gay man, living in a series of hostels and shelters, his drug dependency now replaced by an addiction to computer games and online pornography. A well-heeled housewife who had drifted into alcoholism as her domestic life had disintegrated and now shops compulsively instead of reaching for a bottle of wine at breakfast.

      There are many different roads to recovery.

      ‘Right.’ Tony reaches beneath his chair for a laminated sheet of paper and passes it to his left. ‘Will you do the honours in a minute, Chris?’

      Chris snatches the sheet.

      Tony looks at Caroline. ‘This is what’s called a “slow open” group, OK? Meaning that I can bring new clients into the circle as and when, and therefore some members will have been part of the group a lot longer than others. Some have been in recovery much longer than others.’ He looks to Heather first.

      ‘I’ve been clean for nearly two and a half years,’ she says. She looks to her right.

      ‘Four years,’ Robin nods, ‘seven months and twenty-two days.’

      Diana says, ‘I haven’t had a drink in nine weeks.’

      They all wait for Chris. He grins, wolfish, and says, ‘Well, it depends which time you’re talking about.’

      Tony shakes his head, having heard the same line from Chris the last time a newcomer was welcomed. He looks at Caroline again. ‘We’re here to work on a range of recovery skills and to offer relapse prevention support, and whether you’ve been coming three months or five minutes, everyone in the group has equal status and equal rights and is equally protected.’ He nods at Chris.

      Chris has clearly given the same spiel before or heard others do it. He does not need to look at what is printed on the sheet and speaks in a monotone, like a call-centre operative trotting out a compulsory legal declaration. ‘This circle is a safe place. It cannot be broken or violated and that which is discussed within it should never be taken outside.’ He puffs out his cheeks to demonstrate his boredom. ‘Confidentiality is the fundamental principle that underpins these sessions and the only exceptions to this are where the revelation of a serious crime is made or where it is felt that a member intends to harm themselves or others. Then, the therapist is ethically bound to reveal only such information as is necessary. Blah blah blah.’ Without looking, he holds out the sheet for Tony to take.

      ‘Thanks, Chris.’ Tony looks at Caroline. ‘All good?’

      She nods, looks around the circle. ‘Everyone seems really… different, which is good.’

      ‘It’s really good,’ Heather says.

      ‘So what’s everyone’s…? Am I allowed to ask?’

      ‘Ask anything you like,’ Tony says.

      Caroline nods again, then, distracted, looks upwards. ‘Who’s playing the piano?’

      Tony stares at her, takes a few seconds. ‘I’m wondering why you would want to know that?’

      ‘Is it your wife? Girlfriend?’ She waits, but gets no answer. ‘You don’t want to tell me, that’s fine.’

      ‘Well… by not answering the question, I just think I’m more likely to find something out about you.’

      She shrugs, like she isn’t bothered, then grins. ‘Is it your gay lover?’

      Tony sits back. ‘See what I mean?’

      ‘Boom!’ Chris shakes his hand in the air, flicking the fingers against one another, like the black teenager he isn’t. ‘One nil.’

      Caroline looks at him, unable to mask her irritation. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘It’s not a game,’ Tony says. ‘And nobody’s keeping score.’

      ‘You can’t mess with Tony,’ Chris says. ‘He’s too good.’

      ‘I took everything I could get my hands on,’ Robin says, suddenly. ‘To answer your initial question. And I’m a doctor, so I could get my hands on almost anything I fancied. Diazepam, morphine, pethidine. Fentanyl was a particular favourite.’

      ‘Vodka and white wine for me,’ Diana says. ‘Though it was more or less whatever was going to get me pissed by the end. Actually, by the end, I wasn’t getting pissed at all and that was the problem.’

      ‘What about you?’ Heather asks. She looks at Caroline.

      ‘Oh, please!’ Chris leans forward. ‘It’s not like you need to be Sherlock Holmes, is it? Look at her.’

      ‘You are such a twat,’ Heather says.

      ‘I’m used to it,’ Caroline says. ‘Doesn’t bother me.’

      ‘That’s good,’ Tony says.

      ‘Yes… I had a problem with compulsive overeating. I’ve always had… issues with food, with weight. Then, when the knees started to give out, I got hooked on painkillers. So…’

      ‘Right,’ Chris says. ‘But it’s really all about why your knees gave out, isn’t it? Your basic addiction is to cake at the end of the day. Eating all the pies.’

      ‘That’s correct,’ Caroline says. ‘Wow, are you a therapist as well?’

      Robin looks to Heather, then to Tony. ‘I’m not sure he actually understands what the word “support” means.’

      Tony has already turned to address Chris. ‘I’m wondering why you’re feeling the need to attack Caroline like this.’

      If Chris is listening, he shows no sign of giving a toss. ‘Truth is it’s a bit of a pussy-arsed addiction, isn’t it? Food. Not even sure it is an addiction, not a proper one.’

      ‘You know the rules,’ Tony says. ‘If someone says they’re an addict, they’re an addict. Simple as that.’

      Chris ignores him. ‘It’s all a bit amateur-hour though, don’t you reckon?’ His voice gets higher, camper as he talks faster and grows more animated. ‘I mean, you have to eat food, don’t you? You don’t have to shoot up smack or guzzle gin, and let’s be honest, a few extra helpings isn’t going to kill anyone, is it?’

      ‘Have you any idea what damage obesity can do?’ Robin asks. ‘Are you a complete idiot or just pretending?’

      Still, Chris isn’t listening. ‘Sorry, I just think it’s a bit of a joke, that’s all. Weightwatchers, love, that’s where you should be.’ He looks around the room, ready with his killer punchline. ‘I’d go as far as to say our newbie’s a bit of a lightweight, except she’d think I was taking the piss.’

      Caroline stares at her shoes, and save for the hiss of Chris sucking his teeth, unhappy with the reaction to his wit and repartee, the group falls silent. Tony waits, in accordance with the rule he’d learned years before, when he was sitting in a circle himself. The therapist will never to be the one to break a group silence.

      After a minute or so, it’s Diana who says, ‘Perhaps we should start again.’

      ‘Good idea,’ Tony says. ‘We got a bit sidetracked, I think. So… everyone had a good week?’

      Nods and grunted yesses. Five of the six in the circle know what the question really means. Caroline will catch on quickly enough.

      ‘Good,’ Tony says. ‘Now, I wanted to raise an issue I’ve already spoken to Caroline about on the phone.’

      ‘This shame business,’ Caroline says.

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Shame?’ Heather says. ‘What about it?’

      ‘I think we should start discussing it, opening up a little about what it is we’re all ashamed of.’

      ‘Who says we’re ashamed about anything?’ Chris asks.

      ‘Of course we are,’ Robin says. ‘I think it sounds like a good idea. We talked about this a lot at Highfields.’

      Highfields House is a residential rehab in which Robin has spent some time; a place from which many of Tony’s clients have come in recent years. Others in the group have come to recovery via a very different route and Chris is one of them. He groans. ‘Don’t start with all that twelve-step rubbish again.’

      ‘It’s helpful,’ Robin says.

      ‘To you, maybe.’

      ‘I’m game,’ Diana says.

      ‘Good.’ Tony undoes a button on his shirt. The underfloor heating is cranked up a little high and it’s starting to get warm in the conservatory. ‘I think it will be helpful,’ he says. ‘I really believe that shame is at the root of a great many addictions.’ He looks around, mindful as always of making eye contact, where possible, with each member of the group whenever he can. ‘Shame about something we did. Shame about something that was done to us. I think that facing up to that shame and taking away the power it holds over us is a key recovery tool.’

      ‘I’m ashamed that I was a junkie and an alcoholic,’ Heather says. ‘Simple as that. Same as most of us, probably.’ Next to her, Robin nods enthusiastically. ‘I reckon anyone who’s half decent would be ashamed of that, right? I’m ashamed that I stole and lied all the time. I’m ashamed that I shat on people who cared about me.’

      ‘That’s all really positive,’ Tony says. ‘But I’m talking about the shame that drove you towards substance abuse to begin with.’

      Heather opens her mouth and closes it again.

      ‘Look, I’m not suggesting we dive straight into this, but I’d like us all to be thinking about it over the coming week and then maybe we can talk about it a bit more at the next session.’

      ‘Who’s going to go first?’ Caroline seems anxious.

      ‘Don’t worry, it probably shouldn’t be you,’ Diana says. ‘Not unless you want to. You’ve only just joined, so…’

      ‘Well, don’t look at me,’ Chris says.

      ‘Nobody was,’ Heather says. ‘Sorry, darling.’

      ‘I’ll go first.’ Robin blushes slightly as all eyes turn to him. ‘Well, somebody has to kick things off, don’t they?’

      ‘Thanks, Robin.’ Tony scribbles something in the notebook he keeps on his lap. ‘Like I say, think about it and we’ll see how it goes. It’s not a regime, it’s just a suggestion.’

      ‘Can I say something about the “here and now”?’ Diana asks.

      Tony nods, suppressing a smile. Whenever possible he tries to guide his clients from the ‘there and then’ to the ‘here and now’: to talk about the way things are in the present; their current lives as former addicts. Diana is, in many ways, a model client and is always keen to prove it. She has a noticeable habit of parroting Tony’s favourite phrases and buzzwords back at him.

      ‘Well, allowing for the fact that by “here and now” I mean yesterday, there was an incident in the supermarket I’d like to talk about, if everyone’s OK with that.’

      Heather, Caroline and Robin say that they are. Chris slaps his hand to his chest and says, ‘Oh my God, had Waitrose run out of mangoes again?’

      ‘My friend called me when I was in there,’ Diana says, ignoring him. ‘She was the one who first told me what my husband was up to. She’d seen him in a restaurant with his little bit on the side, you know?’ Her mouth tightens briefly. ‘Anyway… it must just have been that association or whatever it was. Like a sense memory or something, because without choosing to, I suddenly found myself standing in the aisle with all the booze…’
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      Caroline, Heather and Diana walk up to Muswell Hill Broadway. Caroline had suggested the Starbucks nearby, but to her great surprise the other two told her they always went to the pub after a session, and clearly, sticking to a routine is important to them. ‘There are some groups where you’d never be allowed to go somewhere “wet”,’ Heather said. ‘The pub, I mean. Tony’s a bit more relaxed about that kind of thing, as long as there’s more than one of us.’

      ‘I could never go into a pub on my own,’ Diana had said.

      Even though she’s the only one with no history of alcohol abuse, and despite the others declaring that they have no problem if she wants a glass of wine or whatever, Caroline insists on buying a round of soft drinks.

      ‘I know how I feel sometimes, if I’m watching someone putting a massive plate of fish and chips away,’ she says.

      They sit around a small table in the corner. Heather points out a bigger one, tells Caroline that’s where they usually sit, if it’s free and the whole group have come along. ‘Robin and Chris come most of the time,’ she says. ‘Robin a bit more than Chris, probably.’ Fifteen minutes earlier, leaving Tony’s house, Robin had apologised and told them that he had an appointment, while Chris had jammed earbuds in and walked quickly away, clearly not in the mood for socialising.

      ‘Yeah, what’s his problem anyway?’ Caroline asks. ‘Chris.’

      Heather rolls her eyes and looks at Diana. ‘Bloody hell, where do we start?’

      ‘You were right about him being needy,’ Caroline says.

      ‘He just wants attention all the time,’ Heather says. ‘Likes to show off.’

      ‘Still no excuse for being rude though.’ Diana tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. An expensive cut and dye job matches the high-end make-up which had been reapplied on the walk from Tony’s. Her dove grey tracksuit, aside from being a fraction of the size, looks a damn sight more expensive than the one Caroline had bought at Sports Direct. ‘Mind you, he would never admit to being an arsehole, he’d just say he was being “waspish”.’

      ‘He’s gay, right?’ Caroline asks.

      ‘Oh yeah, very.’

      ‘You just wait,’ Heather says. ‘A few sessions in and you’ll be sick to death of hearing about Chris’s bloody sex life. He likes to throw in as much graphic detail as possible, you know?’

      ‘He thinks he’s being shocking,’ Diana says. She mimes an exaggerated yawn. ‘All part of the attention thing. Actually, much as he gets on my tits, I think it’s just a defence mechanism. You know, a wall he puts up.’

      ‘He was just having a pop at you because you’re new,’ Heather says. ‘Wanted to see if you could take it.’

      Caroline sips her mineral water. ‘I can look after myself. I’ve had plenty of it over the years.’

      ‘Yeah, I bet,’ Heather says.

      The pub is getting busier, noisier, and Caroline has to lean in to make herself heard without raising her voice. ‘Robin seems nice, though.’

      ‘He is,’ Diana says. ‘He’s very… keen.’

      ‘So are you,’ Heather says.

      Diana reddens. ‘You know what I mean. Like volunteering to go first with this whole shame thing.’

      ‘Yeah, well.’ Heather gives Diana a knowing look.

      ‘Is that a South African accent he’s got?’ Caroline asks.

      Heather nods. ‘He came over when he was a teenager, I think. Went to university over here.’

      ‘He is a doctor or he was a doctor?’

      ‘He still is,’ Diana says. ‘But he stopped for a while.’

      ‘What he was saying about how easy it was to get drugs?’ Heather slowly stirs the ice in her drink with a straw as she speaks. ‘When it got really bad he used to do this whole drug diversion thing, yeah? So, he’d give his patient a bit, find some excuse to leave the room, shoot a bit in his own arm then go back and give his patient the rest.’ She sees the shock on Caroline’s face. ‘I know, sharing needles and all that, but it happens all the time according to Robin. With anaesthetists especially. Anyway, turns out he gave a few of his patients hepatitis C, which, you know, you can die from, and that was when he realised he needed to clean his act up.’

      ‘He wasn’t caught?’

      ‘No, but he knew it was only a matter of time, so he took a “sabbatical” for a year and sorted his life out. Amazing, really.’

      Diana nods her agreement. ‘Robin’s very passionate about being in recovery, very motivated. Still goes to a lot of meetings. NA and so on.’

      ‘What about you?’

      Diana shakes her head.

      ‘Me neither,’ Heather says. ‘Just Tony’s sessions. I meditate as well…’

      Caroline thinks for a few seconds. ‘What you were saying, about the moment Robin knew he needed to get clean or whatever? It was one particular photo for me. I couldn’t bear to look at it. That and chucking down tramadol like they were Smarties.’

      ‘Different for everyone, I suppose,’ Diana says. ‘There was one really bad week, I couldn’t get the lid on the recycling bin. All the empties, you know?’

      Heather lays a hand on top of Diana’s, just for a second or two. ‘I knew a junkie in rehab who decided to get clean when his mum died and the family wouldn’t let him see the body.’

      Caroline looks confused. ‘Sorry, I don’t…?’

      ‘They thought he might steal the jewellery they were laying her to rest with. Yeah… that’s probably the worst one I’ve ever heard.’

      ‘Jesus…’

      Heather finishes what’s left of her drink, then goes to the bar to get another round. She’s short, thinner even than Diana, but there’s little in the way of make-up and she has made no attempt to hide the smattering of grey in hair that is closely cropped. She wears skinny jeans and trainers, a sweatshirt under a bright orange puffa jacket.

      ‘You got any kids?’ Caroline asks.

      ‘One,’ Diana says. ‘Grown up now, more or less.’ She digs into her handbag for her phone. She stabs and scrolls, then leans forward to show Caroline a few pictures. ‘She’s in her second year at Exeter.’

      ‘Empty nest,’ Caroline says.

      ‘Very.’ For a few seconds Diana scratches at a stain on the table with a scarlet fingernail. ‘What about you?’

      ‘No, but I want to.’

      ‘Well, you’ve got plenty of time.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘What are you… thirty-something?’

      ‘I’m twenty-seven.’

      ‘Oh… sorry.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter, and you’re right, I’ve got loads of time.’

      Heather comes back with the drinks, muttering about the barman taking his time to serve her because she wasn’t buying alcohol. She pushes Caroline’s Diet Coke across, says, ‘What were you two gassing about then?’

      ‘Kids,’ Caroline says. ‘You got any?’

      Heather blinks and hands Diana a glass. ‘Always meant to, but it’s hard isn’t it, when the only meaningful relationship you’ve ever really had is with a chemical?’ She sits down. ‘It would be great, but you know, time’s running out and buggered if I’m using a turkey baster.’ She produces two packets of crisps from her pockets and tosses them on to the table. ‘Hope you don’t mind these. I’m starving.’

      ‘Don’t be daft,’ Caroline says. ‘You were fine about me having a drink if I wanted one.’

      ‘Sure?’

      ‘I think I can cope with people putting away a couple of bags of cheese and onion.’

      Heather smiles, showing teeth that are far too straight and white to be natural. She tears open both bags of crisps lengthways and nudges one towards Diana.

      Caroline watches them each digging in. ‘I was thinking… bearing in mind that whole “what’s said in the circle” thing, are we OK to talk about some of this stuff? You know, what you were saying about Chris and Robin.’

      Diana grunts and quickly finishes chewing. ‘Long as it’s still within the group, it’s fine, I think.’ She looks to Heather. ‘It’s talking to outsiders about the group that’s not allowed.’

      ‘It’s nothing Robin wouldn’t happily tell you himself anyway,’ Heather says.

      Caroline nods. ‘It’s kind of like when they bend the rules in Big Brother, isn’t it? You can’t talk about the nominations to anyone else, you know, why you’ve nominated someone, but you can sort of talk… generally about them.’

      ‘I’ve never seen it,’ Diana says. ‘It’s a bit like experimenting on rats in a cage from what I’ve heard.’

      Caroline laughs. ‘Trust me, that session tonight made the Big Brother house look like happy families or something.’

      ‘I thought it was all pretty relaxed tonight,’ Heather says. ‘Chris aside, obviously.’

      ‘So, come on then, tell me about Big Brother.’ Caroline grins and reaches across to take a handful of crisps.

      ‘Tony?’ Diana leans back, thinks about it. ‘He’s an interesting bloke, but he doesn’t give a lot away. Well, you can’t really, can you, doing what he does? They have to draw a line, I suppose, not allow their clients to get too close.’ She turns to Heather again. ‘You’ve been going the longest, what do you think?’

      ‘His family’s from Sri Lanka,’ Heather says. ‘But he was brought up in Scotland, I mean you can hear that, right? I know he used to be a bit of a songwriter, might still be for all I know. That’s what the piano’s about.’

      ‘We still don’t know who’s playing it though, do we?’ Caroline says.

      ‘Well, we do know he’s married, or has a girlfriend. We saw her once, when she came into the kitchen, didn’t we?’ Diana nods. ‘I don’t think Tony was best pleased, remember?’

      ‘He went a bit quiet,’ Diana says.

      ‘There’s a bit of stuff on Google if you want to have a look, but not much. The various therapy associations he’s a member of, all that.’ Heather nods. ‘I did find one of his songs on YouTube once.’

      ‘Was it any good?’ Caroline asks.

      ‘All right, I suppose.’

      ‘Oh, I quite liked it,’ Diana says.

      Heather pulls a face. ‘It was too hippyish for me. A bit James Bluntish.’

      ‘Is that rhyming slang?’ Caroline says.

      Diana spits mineral water on to the table, which makes Heather laugh even more than she has been. When she has stopped laughing, Heather says, ‘You are going to fit right in…’

       

      An hour later, watching Diana walk back to where she’d left her car, Caroline says, ‘She did well, didn’t she? That wobble she had in the supermarket, staying strong, or whatever you want to call it.’

      Heather shrugs. ‘We all have wobbles.’

      ‘I suppose.’

      Having established that they are heading in the same general direction, they turn and begin walking towards the bus stop.

      ‘You know, people or places that set you off,’ Heather says. ‘Stress is one of the worst things, money problems or whatever. Or it can just be something bad happening.’ Hearing the familiar rumble of a diesel engine, she turns to see a bus coming. ‘Shit.’ With the stop still fifty yards away she looks at Caroline, but it’s clear that, for one of them at least, running to make the bus is never going to be an option.

      ‘You go,’ Caroline says.

      ‘No, it’s fine.’

      They carry on walking, say nothing as the bus sails past them.

      ‘Thanks,’ Caroline says.

      ‘It’s fine, I don’t mind waiting.’

      ‘No, I mean for being nice. Saying I’d fit in and everything.’

      ‘Well, you will.’

      ‘Hope so.’ Caroline smiles. ‘I’m really looking forward to getting to know you.’

      Heather hums, non-committal suddenly.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Probably not a very good idea.’ Heather shakes her head, walks on with her head down. ‘If you knew me, you really wouldn’t like me.’
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      The escort had not been the one whose picture he’d chosen, but it had happened before and this one was pretty enough, so he hadn’t been overly bothered. He had been a little annoyed that, in the usual broken English, she’d demanded more money for a few of the things he’d wanted, especially as she’d specifically promoted those services on the agency’s website. It always amused him that these things were advertised in code. Did people seriously think that CIM might stand for ‘covered in mud’ or that ‘watersports’ had anything at all to do with boats?

      Once she has gone, Robin takes a shower; his second one in an hour, since the girl had insisted on him showering before they’d got down to business. Again, all pretty standard. He changes the sheets, as there seems little point in being clean and climbing into soiled linen later on. He microwaves a lasagne, and once he’s eaten, he stretches out on the sofa in his dressing gown, listening to Duke Ellington and trying not to think about how much he would enjoy a large glass of red right about now.

      A nice shot of fentanyl or methadone.

      Tonight’s session with Tony had gone well, he thinks. The new girl seems sweet enough and, lying there, he wonders how she might react if he were to have a quiet word in private with her, talk her through some medically approved weight-loss treatments he would be able to recommend. On reflection, it’s probably not a good idea. She’s almost certainly on one diet or another anyway, and if she took offence it could make future sessions a little tricky. He likes to get on well with everyone, however difficult that is sometimes.

      He is feeling slightly anxious about having put himself forward for the shame session the following week. He was only trying to help Tony out, because he could see that nobody else was in any rush to volunteer. He tells himself to keep calm about it, that he’s got a week to think about how best to tell the story, that it will all go OK. The other reason he’d spoken up was because he’d known it would irritate Chris, which was always rather fun. Poisonous little so-and-so doesn’t like him, has a problem with the way Robin talks about his recovery. Chris is not a fan of the twelve-step approach, of the passion and the proselytising. Robin asks himself why he even gives someone like that a second thought. After all, you did whatever worked and stuff anyone else if they didn’t like it. How could Robin be any other way, considering where he’d been and where he was now? How close he’d come to losing everything.

      Not that there hadn’t been a heavy price to pay.

      He’d just about escaped with his career, but more or less everything else had gone. Almost thirty years married, his wife had known what was happening very early on of course and had made it clear that it was her or the drugs. Gave him a simple choice, unaware that it was a contest she couldn’t win. It had been ugly and rancorous, but how could he have expected anything else?

      They had already been through so much together.

      He had been furious at the time, as the scale of his losses had started to become clear, but somewhere between the lines of those legal letters and in the pauses during those frosty phone conversations there was always the suspicion that his wife could send a letter to the General Medical Council any time she felt like it, have him struck off in a heartbeat. So, in the end, he’d been left with little choice other than caving in to everything her hatchet-faced solicitor had demanded. Thankfully, he’d clung on to his job by the skin of his teeth and had salted just enough away for a one-bedroom flat in an area that wasn’t completely hideous.

      He’d made the best of it, started again.

      He looks around. The place is clean and well laid out, it has everything he needs, but Christ, it’s so pathetically small. He has nobody but himself to blame, of course, but he can’t help remembering. He would be inhuman if he didn’t miss his study, his garden, his dog.

      It’s a struggle sometimes, not to be bitter, even if that goes against everything he’s learned and come to believe about recovery. He has always tried to abide by the programme, though in at least one respect he knows that he’s cheated. Making amends to those you’ve hurt is a step that’s important and it sounds so straightforward; seems so easy when it’s just a heading on a blackboard or a flip chart. But he has still not been brave enough to check on those patients he’d infected. He’s far too scared about what he might discover.

      It had been a death that had tipped him over the edge; that still lured him back towards it every day of his life. Any more deaths would be impossible to live with.

      Robin closes his eyes, and when he opens them again an hour later, the music has finished and he’s breathing heavily, sweaty beneath his dressing gown. Climbing into bed, he can still taste the girl, can smell her perfume on the headboard, and he lies there wondering why he bothered changing the sheets.
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Group Session: February 16th

      New client (Caroline) started this evening. Seems confident, though may of course be front to mask predictable anxiety. Held her ground against Chris, who was oddly aggressive. Will explore this more next week. 

       

      Others in the group supportive, as expected. Especially Robin and Heather. 

       

      Suspect that Chris is still struggling with secondary addiction(s). Same goes for Diana and shopping compulsion. Will need to monitor this carefully. 

       

      Robin has volunteered to begin exploration of shame/underlying cause of addiction at next session. Believe this will be very helpful. Others more reticent, but may be more willing once Robin has kicked things off. Firmly convinced this approach will yield good results. Hidden shame = guilt/anxiety/maladaptive behaviour (sexual violence, compulsion, addiction). Important to establish empathy in supportive atmosphere of group. 

       

      
READING FOR NEXT SESSION

      Shame: The Dark Core of Addiction (Hughes, Larner) 

      Hidden Shame and Rehab (Psych Review 2011) 

       

      Tony closes the file on his computer and turns round in his chair to look at the large calendar on the wall above the bookshelves. The week ahead is a busy one. He’s got two other group sessions with different clients, a number of one-to-ones and half a day at a residential centre in Sussex. It’s not untypical, but he’s already thinking ahead, to warmer weather and an altogether different few weeks.

      In three months he’ll be travelling across Europe; a ten-city tour, as ‘lifestyle consultant’ to a well-known musician he has worked with for several years. Everyone in the star’s inner circle knows exactly why Tony is there, of course, but to everyone else he’s just another member of the entourage, working alongside the dietitian, the nutritionist and the personal trainer. It means great food and five star pampering in a series of nice hotels and Tony would be being dishonest if he did not admit that it was something to look forward to after a series of sessions in grim hospitals and underfunded residential centres.

      That’s not to say working closely with such a client, making sure he stays clean and sober for as long as he’s on the road, is without its problems. Being on call twenty-four hours a day – ready to step in if there’s a problem, or if the client just wants someone to talk to – can be exhausting. It has also brought him some unwelcome attention over the years. His name has been linked with a number of celebrities online and this has led to frequent calls from journalists as well as more upfront questions from several of his own clients.

      Come on, Tony, is it really you know who? What’s he really like? I bet you get up to all sorts on those tours… 

      Tony says nothing; neither confirms nor denies. He could dine out for months on some of the stories he’s able to tell, but breathing so much as a word would mean the end of a very lucrative gig.

      The money’s important to him. The self-esteem that’s so very much tied up with it.

      He gets up, closes the door behind him and walks up one flight to Emma’s room at the top of the house. The music is loud enough to drown out the noise of his footsteps on the stairs, but he doesn’t need to go in. The stench is incredible.

      Walking back down to the ground floor, he remembers a night in Toronto a couple of years before. Sitting on the floor of a penthouse suite in the early hours, playing a borrowed guitar while a bored, insomniac, platinum-selling pop star sang one of his songs. Mangling his lyrics, but still…

      
        
          
             

            A sliver of moon that bleeds through the blind,

            Cannot light up the darkness in his mind,

            A past unnatural and people unkind,

            It’s time to leave the world behind.

          

        

      

      Just for a second, he thinks about going to the piano in the first floor sitting room and playing the song himself, seeing how well he can remember it. He decides that it’s probably a bit late.

      This is pretty good, mate. No, really. You should have stuck at it… 

      The memory quickly dissolves as he walks into the kitchen and sees Nina sitting at the breakfast bar. She has a large glass of white wine in her hand and her stockinged feet are up on an adjacent barstool. She’s slowly turning the pages of a newspaper, keeping one eye on the TV screen that’s built into the door of the stupidly expensive fridge she insisted on buying.

      ‘You eaten?’ he asks. When she doesn’t reply, he picks up the TV remote and turns the volume down. He notices the spasm of irritation on her face just before he asks again.

      ‘I got something on the way home,’ she says.

      It’s after nine, but Tony is used to his wife getting back late. She often has to entertain clients or go for dinner with other execs at the ad agency. There are night shoots and awards ceremonies, movie premieres sometimes. Now and again she asks Tony if he wants to go with her, but he always says no. He thinks that knowing he won’t want to is the only reason she asks in the first place.

      He opens the fridge, peers in.

      ‘How was your session?’

      ‘Yeah, fine,’ he says. There are some bits of salad, lots of jars; pickles and preserves. He pulls out a pizza that is probably meant for their daughter, but which she will never eat. ‘Went well.’

      ‘Good. So, how was your girlfriend?’

      Tony turns, lets the fridge door close behind him. ‘What?’

      ‘You know exactly who I’m talking about,’ Nina says. She cranes her head and stares past him, towards the TV screen. ‘The tiny one who looks like a boy.’

      ‘You’re being ridiculous.’

      ‘You didn’t see the way she looked at me that time, when I came into the kitchen.’

      ‘I’m not even going to talk about this.’

      ‘OK.’ Nina shrugs. ‘But it’s not like you haven’t got form in this area, is it?’

      Tony sighs, begins to tear at the packaging on the pizza box.

      ‘Very unprofessional, if you ask me.’

      ‘If it’s the woman I think you’re talking about, that was a long time ago.’ He moves to stuff the plastic and cardboard into the recycling bin. ‘She developed an attachment to me, that’s all.’

      ‘Which you did nothing about.’

      ‘I was trying to help her,’ Tony says.

      ‘I think shagging her would probably have helped her enormously.’ Nina sips her wine; precise, measured. ‘You get too involved with your clients, that’s the point.’

      ‘How can I not?’

      ‘What about the new woman? The one who came tonight.’ She turns to him and smiles. ‘She your type?’

      ‘Trust me, no she really isn’t.’ Tony walks across and turns the oven on. ‘And even if she was —’ Nina’s laughter stops him short. She either finds his protestations genuinely funny or else she is simply winding him up. Tony can no longer tell the difference. He opens one cupboard after another in search of olive oil and something different to talk about. ‘Have you been upstairs yet?’

      ‘I’ve only just got in.’

      ‘The smell up there… Jesus.’

      ‘Yes, well.’ Another delicate sip. ‘That’s your area of expertise, Tony, not mine.’

      ‘She not your daughter, then?’

      ‘I don’t know why you’re being so dramatic. They all do it.’

      ‘It’s getting out of hand.’

      ‘It’s just an appropriate rebellion, that’s all. Even I can work that much out. What do they say about a cobbler’s children going barefoot?’

      Tony closes the cupboard. He stands and studies his wife.

      ‘I’m sure you’ll sort it out with her.’ Nina reaches for the remote and raises the volume of the TV. ‘When you’ve got time. I think that’s the attachment you should be concentrating on, don’t you?’
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      Nicola Tanner read through the email twice, then clicked on the attachment. She thought about the tens of thousands of other Londoners starting work in bland, open-plan offices much like this one, right about now. Many would be exchanging meaningless platitudes with workmates; chatting about what had been on TV the night before or complaining about the day ahead, just as several of her own colleagues were doing at desks nearby. Loosening ties and needlessly rearranging paperwork. Finishing overpriced coffees bought from chains on the way in, because they could not face the slop that squirted in fits and starts from the machine in the corner.

      She clicked on the first picture, sucked in a fast breath.

      Many of them would be working at computers, as she was, and might spend the first ten minutes weeding out spam or checking Twitter. Some might even ease themselves into the drudgery of the working day by checking out a few of the hilarious videos someone else thought they might enjoy.

      She doubted that too many would be staring at pictures of dried blood and marbled flesh.

      The next photograph was a close-up of the victim’s face, its features ravaged. The lips gone, a yellowish trail of leakage from the nose…

      ‘All right, Nic?’ DCI Martin Ditchburn dropped a meaty hand on Tanner’s shoulder on the way to his office. Tiny, but, most important, with a door that could shut out the open-plan hubbub and provide a few precious moments of peace and normality. It was the perk of the chief inspector’s rank that everyone coveted the most. Ditchburn called back as he walked away. ‘You up to speed with that Victoria job?’

      ‘Just looking through it now, sir,’ Tanner said.

      Catching a glimpse of the smile as Ditchburn carried on towards his office, Tanner knew exactly what her boss found so amusing. Among a certain sort of detective at least, such everyday deference to seniority was seen as a little ‘old school’. Tanner knew that some found the simple use of the word ‘sir’ when addressing a senior officer unnecessary at best and ridiculous at worst, but she didn’t much care. It felt… correct. Perhaps foolishly, she expected the same from those of lesser rank than herself, but it rarely happened and only if she was in a particularly bad mood would she pull an officer up on it. Those few occasions had, she knew, been the cause of some resentment, bouts of mockery poorly disguised as banter, but Tanner had been in the Job too long to give a toss.

      Straight out of university and twenty years in.

      A little under ten more left and she was already starting to plan, because that was what she did. Thinking about what to do afterwards. There was a village in Wiltshire she and her other half had been visiting on and off for a while and she liked to imagine the two of them getting out of London and settling down in a place like that. Something part time maybe, to bring a few quid in and stop her brain turning to mush. Long walks and a decent garden to work on and no snaps of corpses waiting for her first thing in the morning.

      She dragged her eyes back to the screen, thinking that she would happily have traded places with anyone responding to an email from a suspiciously generous Nigerian prince or an advert for penis enlargement. She might even have stooped to sitting through a montage of whimsical cat videos.

      She managed half a smile. No, that would probably be going too far.

      Tanner read through the email one more time, then dialled the number of the officer who had sent it. Marion Fuller had been one of the on-call inspectors for the Homicide Assessment team the previous night, and had been dispatched to an address in Victoria as soon as the body had been discovered. She had quickly ruled it a suspicious death and now the case was being passed across to a team at Homicide Command in Belgravia, specifically the one whose DI had the lightest caseload.

      ‘Have fun with this one,’ Fuller said, once she’d answered the call.

      It was a routine handover, a process she’d been through many dozens of times, but Nicola Tanner was already starting to think that this was not her lucky day.

      ‘Who found the body?’ she asked.

      ‘Local uniform put the door in just after midnight,’ Fuller said. ‘A neighbour rang in to complain about the smell. Had done so several days running, apparently.’

      ‘Oh dear.’

      ‘Yeah, so someone’s on the naughty step.’

      ‘How long are we talking?’

      ‘A couple of weeks at least. One for the bug squad, definitely.’

      The first piece of bad news. However brilliant a forensic entomologist was, they would be unlikely to establish a time of death any more precise than a two- or three-day window. This meant that identifying a suspect based on their lack of an alibi was almost impossible.

      Tanner put her glasses on again and went back to the text. ‘In the email you say “signs of a struggle”.’

      ‘Yeah… broken glass on the kitchen floor, plant pots and whatever knocked over. It was a right mess. You only had to see the blood, though, to know it was wrong.’ The sound muffled suddenly; Fuller placing a hand over the mouthpiece to talk to someone else for a few seconds. ‘Sorry… yeah, the skull looked intact, so stabbing’s my best guess. Hard to be sure, what little there is left.’

      ‘And no signs of forced entry.’

      ‘Only what the uniforms did,’ Fuller said.

      So, a victim who was trusting enough to let a stranger in, or a killer who was known to them.

      ‘Have we got a name yet?’

      ‘We found a couple of credit cards, got a name from the landlord. You might be able to get a formal ID later on today.’ Fuller gave Tanner the name and Tanner wrote it down.

      ‘Next of kin?’

      ‘The mother’s dead and the father lives up north. He’s on the way down, but like I say, he’s not got a lot left to identify.’

      Tanner knew it would come down to personal effects most probably, dental records to be absolutely sure. The correct way, and the kindest. No father should have to watch a sheet being pulled back, only to find himself staring down at bones and slop.

      ‘A couple of weeks?’ Tanner was scrolling through the pictures again. It never ceased to surprise her just how quickly a human being could be… reduced. Beneath a heavily stained white shirt, a chest collapsed in on itself; exposed flesh creamy at the edges and a glimpse of the cavity, blackened and hollowed out.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And definitely not a missing person?’

      ‘Nope. First thing I checked. Doesn’t appear to have been missed by anyone.’ Fuller sounded busy suddenly, keen to end the call and crack on with something of her own. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

      This was what disturbed Nicola Tanner the most, over and above the routine problems that went with the death of someone who lived in isolation. Most people were killed by someone close to them, but where did that leave those conducting the murder investigation when the victim did not appear to be close to anyone?

      She thanked Fuller for the information and ended the call. She began to print out the pictures.

      It was hard to imagine anything more wretched. This was not the natural order of things. A death, especially a violent one, should leave a hole in the lives of the bereaved.

      Tanner trudged across to the printer feeling listless, heavy; nodded back at a colleague whose mouth was moving and whose eyes were turned in her direction.

      A hole in somebody’s life.
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      It was at least ten hours since the forensic team had first arrived at the property in Victoria, and the crucial recording, collection and removal of potential evidence had already taken place. Given the choice, Tanner preferred access to an untouched crime scene, at least prior to the removal of the body, but a handover usually meant sloppy seconds. It was not without its benefits, though. There was something to be said for having the freedom to move around on her own, and she didn’t miss the unseemly chit-chat or the stream of tasteless jokes. She was certainly happy enough not to be creeping about, all too aware of her own clumsiness, done up like an oversized infant in a plastic Babygro.

      ‘Going to need a fair few bottles of Mr Muscle to clean that lot up.’

      Sometimes, there was simply no avoiding the chit-chat. It was not Tanner’s strongest suit.
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