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        If there were no bad people, there would be no good lawyers.

        
          Charles Dickens, The Old Curiosity Shop
        

      

      
         

        I was angry with my friend:

        I told my wrath, my wrath did end.

        I was angry with my foe:

        I told it not, my wrath did grow.

        
          William Blake, ‘A Poison Tree’
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Prologue 
            

          

        

      

       

      
March 16th, 2011

      A few hours before his life went straight to hell, Vernon James was thinking about his father. It wasn’t something he did very often any more, once or twice a year at the most, and that solely out of a grudging sense of obligation. Neither love nor affection came into it.

      Tonight, however, he was making an exception. He was in a bind, the tightest of the tight. He was about to give a speech to a roomful of terminal white liberals who hated his guts, and the one he’d written was all wrong. It was a self-congratulatory list of personal accomplishments, completely devoid of heart, soul and everything in-between. It would confirm their worst suspicions about him. It would bomb and he’d get slaughtered.

      The previous week Vernon had been named Ethical Person of the Year by the Hoffmann Trust, a liberal umbrella organisation comprising an international collective of campaigners and pressure groups covering everything from the environment to human rights. He was being recognised for his work in Trinidad, the no-go ghettos he’d helped transform into viable, thriving neighbourhoods, as well as the healthcare and education schemes he’d set up for his employees and their families – schemes he’d initially subsidised out of his own pocket. He’d become a hero of sorts to his workers, while to the British media, he was the new-fangled posterboy for ‘Compassionate Capitalism’.

      Yet his appointment had been hugely controversial, and reactions to it swift and furious. The award had never gone to a businessman before, let alone a financier. Two of the judges had resigned loudly and very publicly. Vernon had beaten out far more suitable people, they argued – an Iranian prisoner of conscience, an anti-government Russian journalist, a woman from Bradford who’d been disfigured with battery acid for campaigning against honour killing. Some had boycotted the ceremony, but the majority had vowed to attend to let Vernon know what they thought of him to his face. And to cap it all the press had decided to cover the event. Despite centuries of consistent progress and civilisation, people still hadn’t lost their appetite for a good public hanging.

      Things had moved so fast he hadn’t had time to change what he’d written. And now it was as good as too late. It was zero-sum time and the hour was almost at hand. He had two choices – bail or improvise; flee or fight.

      And this was where his father came into it. Vernon decided to go off-script and blindside this well-heeled, braying mob with an exclusive. He was famously – no, notoriously – secretive. In the rare interviews he’d given, he offered up little in the way of personal or autobiographical details. Not once had he talked about his family. Journalists and would-be biographers knew better than to probe into his past. He’d ruined three careers and brought down one publishing house with libel suits. The upside had been that he kept his past buried. Yet the downside, as he’d recently discovered, was that people found it easy to loathe him because they knew next to nothing about him. They took the scrappy personal sketch he’d allowed into the public domain – that he was a Cambridge-educated, former banker of early 1990s vintage, who’d established a hugely successful hedge fund, which had made him one of the richest people in the country – and filled in the blanks with their own skewed projections; an association game that saw him the centre of a montage of left-wing hate figures – Thatcher, Reagan, Murdoch, Bush the Second, Dick Cheney et al. He was a multi-millionaire banker, therefore Conservative, therefore Evil.

      He was going to try and prove them wrong.

       

      Showtime imminent.

      He checked himself in the bathroom mirror one last time. He spritzed his breath with freshener to kill the vodka fumes. He was OK. He’d only had a couple. He felt good, confident.

      There was a knock on the door.

      It was a maid. Short and slim, Eurasian features. Not bad-looking, but not his type.

      ‘Turndown service, sir?’

      What was that accent? American via somewhere Baltic? He couldn’t tell.

      ‘No thanks,’ he said.

      ‘Have a good evening, sir.’

      He reached into his pocket and peeled a tenner off his clip and gave it to her. She beamed. She’d done nothing to deserve it, but he was now officially in nice-guy mode.

       

      The ceremony was being held in the main banqueting room of the Blenheim-Strand, the hippest hotel in London, thanks to film-star patronage and drooling write-ups. Vernon had booked himself into Suite 18, on the twelfth floor, the main selling point of which was a panoramic view of the South Bank and the city beyond. Not that he’d had the time or space to take it in, let alone appreciate it. He’d been too busy staring defeat in the face and trying not to blink.

       

      He took to the stage to a meagre drizzle of applause, more desultory pats of the palms than fully formed claps. There were some two hundred people in the room, but it sounded like no more than a dozen, with slightly under half bothering to acknowledge him.

      Vernon set the prize – a large capital ‘E’ in solid blue-tinted glass, with his name engraved on the brass plinth – to one side of the microphone lectern. He looked out over the space in front of him, the battlefield, already crackling with opening salvos in the form of inchoate grumbles. He could clearly make out the first couple of rows and the faces around the tables. Beyond that were shadows and silhouettes. A few camera flashes went off.

      He cleared his throat and started to speak. He wasn’t using notes or an autocue. He’d memorised the whole thing.

      ‘They say awards never go to the right people. And for once they have a point. I don’t deserve this.’

      He was expecting a reaction of some kind, angry accord at the very least. But no one said a thing. It was so quiet he heard the microphone hum.

      He was glad he’d had those few drinks before. Two double vodkas in his room upstairs after he’d run through his speech for the final time, a couple more discreet ones during dinner. While it didn’t make him bolder or lighten the immensity of the task before him, it had blunted his fear and loosened him up a little.

      He began by complimenting and commiserating with the runners-up. He commended their individual achievements. He’d researched them all thoroughly.

      He told the audience things about his co-nominees only a genuine admirer could have known. He got a quick shower of applause from the edges of the room, but it was swallowed up by the cavernous quiet.

      Vernon appeared nervous and spoke haltingly at first. This was, of course, deliberate, all part of the plan. As was the voice he was using – what he sometimes referred to as his ‘rags to riches brogue’.

      It was a Caribbean-tinged variant of the Estuary accent he’d deliberately shed on his eighteenth birthday but wasn’t above revisiting whenever the occasion called for it. Tonight the same accent was serving to remind the audience that he wasn’t just a racial minority, but of working-class stock too – two kinds of the very person they loved to defend and celebrate more than their own.

      It wasn’t the only adjustment he’d made. Although a tall, handsome man gifted with that mixture of magnetism and charisma commonly referred to as ‘presence’, he knew how to turn it off and play humble.

      He’d spent the first third of his career having to impress people in one way or another to get what he wanted. Now that he’d long surpassed those initial goals, he had to make a different kind of impression – to appear to be living down his success. That was, after all, the British way. Fake modesty, faker self-deprecation.

      He moved on to talk about his work in the West Indies. In-between describing his semi-philanthropic endeavours he took sharp, distancing swipes at sweatshop culture, the evil of child labour, and the corporate exploitation of the Third World. That was delivered with a sudden burst of passion that took the room aback, and made him sound sincere.

      It earned him an enthusiastic round of applause. At least half the audience was on its feet. There were even a couple of ‘Bravos!’ thrown in. He paused an instant and took stock. He was still far from winning over the crowd, but their antagonism was on hold. Their preconceptions were crumbling. They were there for the taking.

      Now for the critical moment…

      
        
          
                        The mother…

            
                       
              
              
              
              No.
            

          

        

      

      The fatherlode.

      He was about to resume when he sensed he was being stared at.

      Yes, sure, everyone was looking at him, and a couple of TV cameras were trained on him too, but this was a very specific kind of stare. A stare that was calling out to him, clamouring for his attention; a stare that wanted to be met.

      He cleared his throat and took a sip of water, using the pause to glance, quickly, to his right, into the pull of the stare.

      And that was when he first clapped eyes on his fate; his absolute undoing:

      Six feet of long tall blonde in a tight, figure-hugging, bottle-green dress.

      He had a clear view of her. Her and her ample cleavage, her dark circumflex eyebrows, high cheekbones and smiling mouth. To say that she stood out in that drab crowd in their limp suits and interchangeable black dresses was an understatement. She was a phosphorescent rainbow in a monochrome desert.

      She was sitting at the very front, her chair positioned close to the stage. Chin cupped in her hand, she gazed up at him intently, her hazel eyes finding his. Her dress was split at the side, exposing her leg from ankle to lower thigh. There was a tattoo on her ankle. He searched her hand for a wedding ring, and then remembered his own, glinting in the spotlight.

      The sight of her emboldened him. And the booze gave him another boost.

      ‘I said earlier that I’ve always believed in people. Well, I learned that from my father, Rodney James,’ he said, launching the pivotal part of his speech.

      He recounted how his father had come to England from Trinidad in the early 1960s. He described the terraced house he’d grown up in in Stevenage; the four of them – his parents, his older sister Gwen and him – sharing two rooms in the basement. Although Rodney had felt unwanted in this new country, he’d absolutely refused to be beaten. He’d worked two jobs: a window cleaner by day and a hospital porter by night. Vernon said that when he was ten, he made three decisions about his future – the first, that he’d work as hard as his father did; the second, that if he ever reached a position of authority over people, he’d make sure no one he employed would ever live as his family did then. People deserved dignity above all else.

      That won him a huge round of applause – which sounded unanimous, and thoroughly surprised him. He briefly lost his train of thought.

      So he thanked the audience with bashful humility. And then he told them the third vow he made back then – never to eat tinned pilchards in tomato sauce again. His family, he explained, were so poor it was all they had to live on.

      That brought the house down. People laughed. People clapped. People whooped! People table-thumped. No one was against him any more. The tide had well and truly turned.

      He stole a quick glance at The Blonde. She was still there, looking at him in wonder, hands clasped together. Their eyes connected. Her lips were moving. She was mouthing something to him. But he couldn’t linger long enough to make out what it was. Empowered by his success, the mounting blaze in his groin and with the vodka greasing his wheels, he carried on with his speech.

      Fifteen years after he first arrived in England, Rodney James opened his own business – a newsagent’s directly opposite the railway station. As it was the only one in the immediate area, it did great business. The family were able to move out of the basement, and, for a while, life was good.

      Of course, Vernon said, his voice (deliberately) cracking, like all good things, it wasn’t to last. Isn’t happiness, after all, but a short stopover on a long sad road?

      In May 1989, as Rodney was closing the shop for the night, he was robbed and stabbed. He bled to death right there on the floor of a place that had been his pride and joy, his greatest achievement and a testament to his hard work and determination to overcome all obstacles.

      Vernon concluded by saying that he thought of his father every day, and that everything he did and had done and would continue to do was always in his memory – the most ethical person he had ever known.

      He ended with a simple ‘Thank you’.

      The room erupted in applause and cheers. The lights went up. The room rose to its feet in ovation. He saw a few tears being wiped off cheeks.

      He stepped back from the microphone and savoured the applause, nodding to the crowd, left, centre and right. The Blonde was on her feet too, clapping, beaming, her breasts bouncing under her dress. Their eyes met again.

      ‘I love you,’ she mouthed.

      People came towards the stage, hands extended. He shook them all, soaking up their compliments, thanking them with humble bows and scrapes.

      Yet as the applause rang in his ears, he remembered how things had really been when he was growing up. He wasn’t sure if his father turned into a monster after he came to England, or if he had always been that way. It didn’t matter now. Rodney James had served his purpose. The story Vernon had just told was a big lie strained from the smallest truth, but it was a hell of a tale and that was all that mattered.

      He waved to his cheering audience, picked up his award and started leaving the stage. He was happy and his heart was pumping. A celebration was in order.

      And he desperately wanted to fuck The Blonde.

      But when he turned to look for her, she was gone. The chair she’d sat in empty.

       

      Afterwards everyone went to the hotel nightclub. A DJ with red, white and blue dreadlocks played an array of roots reggae, 1970s funk and rap from an amped-up laptop.

      The club was called the Casbah. It had a sunken dancefloor, which glowed overlapping shades of turquoise and gold, and a two-tiered seating area, with tables on one level and booths on the next.

      A cheer went up when Vernon walked in. People clustered around him like village idiots to a maypole. They complimented him on his speech. They gushed about how wonderful!! he was and how wonderful!! the work he was doing was, and they insisted they’d always liked and admired him. The backstabbers turned backslappers. He stayed in character, from the false modesty to the faked accent; slicker than grease on ice. He thanked them with his best sincere smile and firmest handshake.

      He worked the room. He mingled. He smalltalked. He chatted. He laughed at bad jokes. Strangers offered to buy him drinks, even though they were all free. People wanted to snap photos with him on their mobiles. He complied. Women swooned. Two lost the power of speech. One kissed him on the cheek. He signed a napkin and a couple of menus. An Asian man wanted to know his secret. ‘Hard work and aspirin,’ he answered and moved on. A pissed sixtysomething northerner asked him if he was a ‘tin bath kid’. Earnest types wanted to know his opinions on global warming, the Middle East, the British government, the decline of American power, and whether Ireland and Iceland were safe to invest in again. He gave left-leaning answers to everything. They nodded in agreement like beatified bobblehead dolls.

      He didn’t mind any of it, the flesh-pressing, the smarming, the insincerity. It was all post-purchase aftercare to him; the promised phone call at the end of a one night stand. This bunch of sorry do-gooders had made him very happy for reasons they’d never know.

      Now…

      
        
          
                     Where was The Blonde?

          

        

      

      He walked the length and breadth of the club, but he didn’t see her.

      The guests got drunk enough to take to the dancefloor, as reggae gave way to disco. People danced, some effortlessly, others like they were standing in drying cement.

      Vernon retraced his steps, encountering more handshakes and platitudes and flattery. Fistbumps, handpumps, three high-fives and a load of thumb-ups.

      No sign of her.

      The DJ played The Clash, The Jam, The Specials, The Housemartins. The women fled to the edges of the floor and watched middle-aged men pogo wildly for a few seconds, reliving their youth, only to stop, panting and sweating, and looking all embarrassed as time caught up with them and abruptly yanked their chains.

      Vernon slipped outside and looked up and down the corridor. Smooth grey carpet and portholes for windows; central London at night, like being in the middle of a gigantic box of jewels.

      He took the lift down to the lobby. She was well and truly gone. What a shame, he thought. But he didn’t dwell on the disappointment. God had invented escort services for moments like these.

      He went back to the party. He decided to give it another hour, then split and order himself up a Nordic cheerleader type. He’d ask her to come in a tight green dress.

      Waiters and waitresses were roaming the tiers, taking drinks orders. Vernon ordered a double vodka and went up to one of the booths where some of the judges and Trust board members were sitting. More compliments, more handshakes. A couple of the judges who’d voted against him apologised for misjudging him. He accepted and said he regretted all the controversy. Someone said it had been great publicity and winked.

      His drink came. He sipped it and scanned the floor, one more time, just in case.

      The music got louder. Tunes everyone knew. A group of men and women had linked arms and were dancing in a circle, singing aloud, high-kicking, butting other revellers out of the way.

      No one could hear anyone talk.

      Vernon had an ideal opportunity to slip away.

      And that was when he saw her again.

      A flash of blonde on green.

      She was standing all the way across the club, near the exit, her back to him.

      Vernon excused himself. No one heard him.

      He edged around the floor, which was overflowing with people. A woman was being helped over to the booths, hopping, her foot bleeding. Someone called out his name and he turned and smiled and waved without seeing them. He crunched over broken glass or ice cubes and squished olives and lemon slices.

      The Blonde was talking on a mobile.

      Vernon reached her and stood behind her for a second, waiting for the right moment. He was drunker than he realised. Vodka was the only alcohol he ever touched, because he knew how to pace it and control its effects. He’d had eight – or was it nine? – drinks over a four-hour period and plenty of water in-between. The most he would have usually felt was tipsy. Now his balance was off, his mouth dry and his head caught in a slow clockwise spin.

      He tapped her on the shoulder.

      She turned around, her phone still to her ear.

      ‘Oh…’ was all Vernon could say when he saw her face.

      The dress was… kind of the same colour, but… her hair and… her height and her shape should have given it away.

      It wasn’t The Blonde. Just a blonde – a foot shorter, dumpier and only a long-term boyfriend or devoted husband’s idea of beautiful.

      How the hell could he have made such a huge mistake?

      ‘Yeah…?’ She looked at him quizzically.

      ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else,’ he said.

      ‘Well I’m not, am I?’ she snapped and turned around and resumed her conversation.

      Just then a conga line of men burst into the club, singing ‘Agadoo’. They crashed into the woman as they hurtled towards the dancefloor. She lost her balance and fell headfirst into Vernon, smacking him hard in the chest. He rocked back on his heels and grasped out for support. His fingers caught her hair and he pulled her down, yelping, on top of him.

      They landed on the floor as one, Vernon taking the brunt of the fall and their combined weight on his upper back and shoulderblades. He cried out as pain shot up his neck. They both tried to get up at the same time. In their confusion and momentary panic they struggled against each other, the woman poking his eye, sticking another finger up his nostril and then scratching her nails down his cheek as she attempted to get upright. She’d just about made it, but she couldn’t raise her head all the way up because some of her hair was snagged up around one of Vernon’s cufflinks. He tried to disentangle her, but she lost all patience and yanked her head away with another yelp.

      Vernon was all apologies and concern, even though his shoulders were killing him and the pain had now spread to his jaw.

      ‘Where’s my phone?’ she yelled at him.

      Vernon shrugged and then winced as the bruised muscles flared up.

      Then he saw that a strap of the woman’s dress had busted and her left breast was slowly spilling out as the fabric fell away.

      At first she didn’t notice what had happened. She was shouting at him about her phone over the music. But he’d lost all audio. He was looking down at that voluminous left breast of hers.

      She followed his stare.

      Her mouth formed a perfect capital ‘O’.

      Then it collapsed into an angry rictus.

      ‘You big twat!’ she screamed and scampered out of the club in a hunchbacked half-crouch, clutching the front of her dress and trying to contain her modesty.

      Vernon looked around to see who was watching. Just about everyone. Most were laughing at him or with him or both.

      He switched back to crowd-pleaser mode. He smiled, laughed along, shook his head and held his hands up. It was a perfect moment to leave. He turned, and, as he did, he trod on something.

      It was a mobile phone. He guessed it was the woman’s.

      The front was completely smashed.

      He picked it up and slipped it in his pocket. He’d hand it in to reception tomorrow.

      He left the club and headed down the corridor, grateful to be getting away from there.

      He wouldn’t need the escort service after all, just bed. He’d been so preoccupied with his speech, he hadn’t even had time to look at the suite’s bedroom. That was something to look forward to. He was exhausted. The state he was in was more down to the day he’d had than the vodka; it was the tiredness after the adrenalin, the comedown after the triumph, his real self taking over from the forged one.

      He headed for the lift.

      A group of people came gambolling towards him, drunk, bouncing off the walls, laughing. They stopped him to ask for directions to the club. As he was pointing to it, out of the corner of his eye, Vernon saw a flash of green on blonde go past them, heading away, in the opposite direction.

      He remembered the phone in his pocket. He left the group and hurried after her.

      ‘Excuse me?’ he called out.

      The woman stopped and turned.

      And he stopped too.

      No… 

      No.

      Surely not.

      It couldn’t be…

      But it was

      Her.

      The Blonde.

      ‘Oh hello,’ she said, looking him up and down. ‘What happened to you?’

      ‘The party’s getting a bit wild,’ he said.

      ‘And you’re leaving?’ she laughed.

      ‘There’s wild I like, and wild I don’t,’ he said. ‘How come you weren’t there?’

      ‘I was just going,’ she said. She had a French accent – noticeable, but not overpowering.

      ‘You’re heading the wrong way,’ he said, hiking his thumb over his shoulder.

      ‘Am I?’ she smiled.

       

      The bar on the eleventh floor was as good as deserted, with only the bartender wiping down the counter.

      She took a seat at a corner table by a window, while Vernon got the drinks – a white wine for her and a glass of water for him. He asked the barman to ‘make it look like vodka’.

      Vernon let The Blonde take the lead with the talking. She’d already introduced herself as Fabia and said she worked in PR. Now she told him she was originally from Switzerland. She’d been living in England for the last five years. She’d married a Kiwi but they’d split up a year ago. She flashed the wedding ring she’d moved to her right hand.

      She’d as good as told him she was available.

      His move.

      Vernon’s marriage was essentially solid. Although he and his wife spent a lot of time apart, when they were together they got on fine and the sex was good.

      But there wasn’t enough of it for him. Nor was it the kind he’d come to like more and more these days. The special kind. For that he went elsewhere.

      He rarely picked women up, unless they were a sure thing. He wasn’t interested in the chase – too much time and effort to spend on an indeterminate outcome. And he wasn’t looking for a mistress or a bit on the side.

      So he mostly used prostitutes. High-class ones – expensive, discreet and always blonde. It was a simple arrangement: he got what he wanted, paid for it and went home.

      Fabia was very different from the kind of women he usually encountered socially. Sure they flirted with him, but never overtly. There was always a buffer, a deniability. Fabia didn’t have that. She was direct to the point of bluntness. She wanted the same thing he did. It was there in her eyes when he’d first spotted her, and it was there in the way she was looking at him now.

      Vernon told Fabia he and his wife had an open marriage.

      ‘Why wasn’t she here tonight?’

      ‘She’s in America,’ he said.

      ‘What about your entourage?’ she asked. ‘Bodyguards, assistants?’

      ‘I came alone.’

      ‘That’s brave.’

      ‘It’s called vodka.’

      She laughed. They both sipped their drinks and then gazed out of the window. It was the same view Vernon had from his suite, only slightly lower: the South Bank between the Millennium and Waterloo Bridges, the vista lit up like a giant pinball machine with the cover torn off. Everything washed and burnished and blessed in bluey neon.

      ‘Nice watch…’ she said, nodding to his wrist.

      ‘It was my dad’s,’ he said.

      His father’s Datejust Rolex, the only valuable he’d brought over from Trinidad. It had originally been given to his grandfather when he’d retired as manager of the London Bank in 1952. He’d passed it on to Rodney. Rodney used to wear it once a year, on his birthday. They’d found it after he died, in a shoebox at the back of the closet when they were clearing out his clothes. Vernon had suggested selling it, but his mother refused, saying she wanted him to have it, so he could pass it on to his son one day. ‘What if I have girls?’ he’d asked. And he had. Three of them.

      He’d worn the watch for the first time ever tonight to remind himself to stay on message, to think warmly of the man he’d hated. It was a good prompt. Heavy, like a shackle, the metal cold on his wrist.

      ‘May I?’

      ‘Sure.’

      Vernon slipped it off and handed it to her. The watch didn’t look flash, the way modern Rolexes did. The lustre had long gone out of the yellow and silver jubilee bracelet, and the glass was scratched.

      She took it and felt its heft in her palm. Then she inspected it carefully and he could tell she knew what she was doing.

      ‘This is an antique?’ she said.

      ‘Yes. Do you know about watches?’

      ‘My father’s a watchsmith,’ she said, as she put the Rolex on her wrist and admired it. The strap was too big and the watch slid halfway down her forearm.

      ‘You look like a rapper,’ he laughed.

      ‘Birthday or Christmas?’

      The tips of their fingers bumped across the table. She took his hand and looked at him. The hold became a light grip as she leaned her face towards his. He felt her warm breath on his chin. She leaned forward a little more, her lips slightly parted, her eyes half-closed.

      Vernon pulled back and broke away, looking around quickly to see if anyone else was there. But they were still alone, apart from the barman, who was turned away from them, stacking glasses on a shelf.

      ‘I thought you had an open marriage,’ she said.

      ‘The door’s always on the latch.’

      ‘Are you staying here? In the hotel?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, I guess this is the moment you invite me up to your room to see the view.’

       

      When the lift doors opened, Vernon did the gentlemanly thing and stepped aside to let her pass. He would have done it anyway, because he knew his good manners and how they spoke volumes to the aware, but he also used the opportunity to check her out again and take her in.

      Her dress exposed much of her back, all the way down to the absolute lowest limit of her spine, stopping tantalisingly close to the bold convex swell of her buttocks. He let his eyes slide down the groove of her vertebral column and linger on the fine pale down matting her tawny skin. She was perfect.

       

      In the suite, they stood by the floor-to-ceiling window, taking in the view.

      ‘Is this how you see the world?’ she asked.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘From up on high, like a god? Everyone small and insignificant and crushable?’

      ‘Just tonight,’ he said. It was raining outside, and the glass was speckled and running.

      He took her hand gently and turned her towards him. Then he pulled her a little closer. He started kissing her. There was an initial resistance on her part. Her mouth was set and unyielding, her arms down by her sides. He stopped and asked if she was OK.

      Instead of answering, she grabbed his head and brought her mouth to his. They tongue-torqued. She nibbled his bottom lip.

      Then she bit it.

      He stepped back with a gasp and touched his mouth for blood. She apologised with a giggle, said it was over-enthusiasm. And maybe the wine too. He said OK and excused himself.

      He went into the hallway bathroom. She’d drawn blood from his lip, but it didn’t make much difference to his overall appearance because he looked a mess. He was dishevelled, his face was scratched, his shirt pocket was torn and hanging loose, and the left sleeve of his jacket was wet and filthy with booze and dancefloor dirt.

      He splashed cold water on his face, which chased some of the mist out of his head.

      When he came out he found her standing by the couch and coffee table in the middle of the room, adjusting her dress about her hips.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

      ‘Make it up to me,’ he said.

      He took her face in his hands and kissed her. Again he met hard, closed lips. What was the matter with her? This was starting to irritate him. If she was teasing him, he was way too tired and booze-jaded. If she was trying to provoke him, it was working.

      He started to say something when Fabia came at him again. She nibbled at his neck and put her tongue in his ear. Then she pushed his jacket off and undid his belt, then his trousers. She licked her fingers and slipped them through the fly of his boxers and freed his hardening prick. He groaned, loving how she was taking the initiative, her aggression.

      She stopped abruptly and took a few steps back.

      ‘What’s wrong now?’ he asked, with a frustrated sigh.

      She looked him up and down and smiled – a strange, dislocated grimace, her lips twisted into a sneering parody of happiness. He noticed she was trembling.

      ‘Are you OK?’

      She glanced towards the door, then back at him.

      ‘I thought I could do this,’ she said, under her breath.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I can’t do this,’ she said, louder, taking another step away.

      His irritation ran to anger.

      ‘What’s going on? Is this some kind of game?’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ She backed off, holding up her hands, palms out. ‘I shouldn’t have come here.’

      ‘Why did you, then?’ he snarled.

      She wasn’t moving. She certainly wasn’t leaving. She was standing there, almost naked in that ultra-tight dress, the material moulding her concave stomach so perfectly he could see the diamond hollow of her navel and the impression of the ring it was pierced with. And her breasts were bulging and subsiding with every deep anxious breath she was taking.

      And she wasn’t moving.

      She wasn’t…

      
        
          
                        going

                              … anywhere.

          

        

      

      Which meant:

      She wanted him…

      Like this…

      NOW.

      He went for her.

      She recoiled and fell back on to the drinks cabinet, sending all the immaculately stacked glassware on top – crystal tumblers, wine glasses, champagne flutes and decanters – crashing to the floor.

      She got herself upright, gripping the edge of the cabinet for support.

      Vernon came at her again, but his undone trousers had slipped down past his knees and puddled around his ankles, stopping him in his stride. And his dick was poking out through his boxers like the gnomon of a sundial.

      As he went to pull up his trousers, Fabia kicked him hard in the stomach. He caught the full wallop of the blow, compacted into the tip of her pointed shoe, right in the solar plexus. He cried out. Vodka and bile shot up to his gullet. He sank to his knees, gagging and gasping.

      He tried to get up, but the pain was too much, and he was too pissed, the alcohol all over him like a lead net.

      He sat down, briefly, trying to breathe through a tightening chest, the room tilting this way and that.

      He tried to get up. He couldn’t.

      He couldn’t even sit any more.

      He had to lie down.

      …

      
        
          
                        just

                                    …

                                          HAD to.

          

        

      

      And he did, gently lowering himself on his side to alleviate the churning pain in his stomach.

      Then he rolled on his back.

      Fabia hadn’t moved. She was glowering down at him, breathing through her mouth. Her eyes were wild.

      He was completely at her mercy.

      ‘Please…’ he whispered.

      She snorted. Her eyes searched the room, quickly. She stared hard at the spume of broken glass on the floor, sifted through it with her foot.

      Then she turned to the cabinet. She pushed her fingers through the gap between the wall and its edge and started pulling at it.

      It was on wheels, but it was a big heavy thing, hard to shift.

      She put her back into it. She grunted and cursed as she pushed and shoved the cabinet across the carpet. The contents rolled and bumped and bashed around inside with every violent twist and lurch. Bottles broke and liquid leaked through the gaps, running trickles at first, and then a steady babble of mixed booze. The stench of alcohol filled the room.

      Vernon knew what she was going to do and he tried to move, but he couldn’t. The pain was so intense it had virtually paralysed him. He could barely feel his legs, let alone get them to move. And he felt pissed too – really really unbelievably pissed. More pissed than he’d ever been. He wanted to pass out. He wanted to be sick. But he fought it – fought it – fought it.

      Finally, Fabia had manoeuvred the bar in range.

      She stepped behind it and pushed it towards Vernon with her foot.

      The cabinet toppled forward, and the minibar fridge inside slid down with a deep glissando. It smacked into the double doors and threw them open. Then the fridge’s doors were flung open and its contents vomited out in a bright wet splash of booze, soft drink and shattered glass, drenching Vernon from the waist down.

      But neither fridge nor cabinet fell over. They were stopped at a forward tilt, their full collapse arrested by the parted doors, wedged open on the carpet, and the flex and plug, which hadn’t popped out of the socket.

      Fabia looked around confused.

      Not what she’d expected to happen either.

      Then she saw the flex and swore in French at the top of her voice.

      ‘Putain de merde!’

      Vernon lay there, fearing what she’d do next as he gripped at the carpet and tried to drag himself away, knowing it was futile.

      Fabia stepped over the flex and glanced back down at him. He could tell she still really wanted to hurt him, but she was exhausted and out of breath.

      She looked him up and down, sneering at his shrivelled-up dick, at his very vulnerability.

      Then she flounced out of the room, cursing the whole way to the door.

       

      Vernon lay on the floor a while. There was broken glass everywhere. His award was smashed in two. The upturned drinks cabinet was sitting in a pungent lake of blended booze.

      He eventually managed to get up.

      He was dizzy and unbelievably tired, his internal systems crashing all over. He looked towards the bedroom, but knew he wouldn’t make it that far.

      He stared at the wall in front of him, which the cabinet had covered.

      He thought of the bill he’d get. Thousands and thousands.

      He thought of phoning for help… security… a doctor…

      But he couldn’t even see a phone.

      And then he noticed something lying there, on the floor, right under the fridge’s taut electrical flex. Something black and small and soft. For an instant he thought it was a mouse, but this thing was the wrong colour, and shape, and it wasn’t moving, and… the hotel was too new and expensive and…

      He picked it up.

      It was a tiny black thong, with a bright pink bow in the front, a rhombus-shaped hole in the back, and a snap button on the waistband, which was undone.

      He slumped down on the couch and held it up. He closed the waistband and twirled it around his finger.

      He guessed it was Fabia’s. He’d seen her smoothing her dress down about the hips; maybe she’d slipped off her underwear when he was in the bathroom.

      He thought about her and all her potential, and what they would have been doing about now if things hadn’t turned out so badly.

      Then – unbelievably, to him – he was hard again.

      What was that thing she’d done to him?

      That thing he’d liked so much?

      Oh yeah…

      He licked his fingers and closed his eyes and saw her…

      He jerked off and came quickly in the thong.

      When he’d finished, he tossed it at the wastepaper basket.

      Bull’s-eye. 

      He chuckled.

      Crazy bitch, he thought. At least he’d got something out of her.

      Then he stretched out on the couch, closed his eyes and fell asleep.

       

      And that is exactly how he told me it happened.
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      When the news broke that Vernon James had been arrested for murder, I had mixed feelings. Even though we’d once been best friends, I hoped he’d be found guilty and go to jail for life.

      But that wasn’t the cause of conflict.

      Let me explain.

       

      I was working late as usual when the call came.

      ‘Terry? Terry?’ It was Janet Randall, my boss and partner of the legal firm I was employed by, Kopf-Randall-Purdom. KRP, for short.

      I knew Janet was in one of her last-minute/need-it-yesterday/the-end-is-nigh panics, because I could hear her smoking on the other end of the line, taking a deep drag, holding it in. Which meant this was a serious panic. She’d quit five or six years ago, but she was one of those ex-smokers who always reached for cigarettes in times of stress. They made her, if anything, even more agitated.

      ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Thank God!’ she said. I’d taken my time answering the phone, hoping it’d stop ringing so I could finish what I was doing and go home. ‘Ahmad Sihl just called me.’

      ‘Who?’ I asked, fighting back a yawn.

      ‘Only one of the top five corporate lawyers in the country. In fact, make that top three.’

      ‘Probably why I haven’t heard of him,’ I quipped.

      There was a double-edged joke in the office about corporate lawyers not being ‘real’ lawyers because they only saw what a courtroom looked like on TV dramas. And KRP didn’t just handle criminal law. The firm also had corporate, tax and marital divisions. Those were the biggest and most lucrative sections of the business, the money-spitting hubs, and boy did they like reminding ‘the criminals’ – as they called us – who we owed our livelihoods to.

      The name Ahmad Sihl did ring a bell, but I couldn’t quite place it. I was tired and thinking of home; my wife and two kids, my dinner, the kids’ homework.

      ‘He represents Vernon James,’ Janet said.

      That name I knew, and knew well.

      But, initially, I thought I’d misheard.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Who? Who? Are you an owl? Vernon James.’

      I swallowed. Something in me went cold. My hand tightened to a fist around the phone.

      And my legs turned to jelly.

      ‘Hello… Are you there?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I said, trying to stop the tremor from getting at my throat. ‘Go on.’

      ‘Do you know who Vernon James is?’

      ‘Sure.’ And I reeled off his CV: founder and owner of VJ Capital Management, a hugely successful hedge fund. The Sunday Times Rich List estimated his fortune at £145 million. Age: thirty-eight. Homes in New York, Paris, London and Grantchester, a village outside Cambridge. Married, three daughters…

      ‘I stand corrected! How come you know so much about him?’

      ‘I read the business pages,’ I replied, hurriedly. ‘What about him?’

      ‘He’s been arrested for murder.’

      ‘Murder? Who? When?’ I couldn’t contain my – well, excitement; because that’s what it was. It went through me in a warm intoxicating surge. I got light-headed, dizzy. I was standing and had to sit down.

      Then I realised something was off.

      ‘What’s this got to do with us?’ I asked.

      ‘Just about everything,’ Janet said. ‘Vernon doesn’t have a criminal lawyer. Ahmad’s asked me to represent him.’

      ‘Oh…’ was all I could say to that. The ground had just given way under my feet, and I was fast-treading thin air.

      ‘Terry, do you know how big this is going to be?’ Janet said, puffing away. I could almost see her smiling through the smoke. ‘We are talking the biggest trial in the country. This is exactly what we need. You know how I’ve been trying to get Sid Kopf to expand our division? This is just the kind of case I can use.’

      ‘Sure…’ I said. But I was only half-listening.

      ‘You know what this means for you?’ Janet said.

      Of course I knew. The Call and Response Rule, aka: the Ownership Rule. It called, you answered, it’s yours.

      Although the call had come through to my colleague, Bella, who sat opposite me, I’d picked up the phone, therefore I was working the case.

      ‘Yeah…?’

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Janet asked.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘This is the biggest break you’ll ever get, Terry. Or do you want to stay a clerk all your life?’

      ‘Long day,’ I said.

      ‘Better get used to it,’ she said. ‘You know if this goes well, it could mean you get the nod for the degree?’

      And the hits just kept on coming…

      Every two years KRP rewarded its best clerk with a fully funded law degree. No one from the criminal division had ever won it. Our branch was too small, our cases too trifling, too under the radar. The degree invariably went to someone from corporate or tax. The prize was due to be given out this year. Sid Kopf, our CEO, had hinted that he was looking to break with tradition. Now everyone had perked up and started plotting, especially Bella, who’d already been trying to do me over from my first day on the job, three months ago. My catching the most high-profile case our division had ever had was going to mean outright war between us.

      ‘I need you to do something for me right now,’ Janet said. ‘I have to go and see Vernon at Charing Cross nick in the next hour. I don’t have my pen with me. I left it in my office.’

      She always used the same fountain pen when she was working a case. She thought it brought her luck. She told me where to find it and asked me to bring it round to her house.

      I said sure and hung up.

      Then I sat on the floor and put my head in my hands.

      Vernon James – arrested for murder.

      Of all the payback scenarios I’d conjured up in my head, I’d never once imagined it would be in a judicial setting – and least of all, with me defending him.
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      Never bring a bad day home. That was what my wife and I had promised each other after the kids were born. They were entitled to their childhood.

      My way of sticking to the tacit pact with my family was to put a buffer between my crises and our front door. I did that by taking long walks whenever I caught a bad situation. We lived five miles from the office, south of the river in Latchmere. The walks would loosen me up a little and give me clarity, even shift my perspective on things.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t walk that evening, because I had to bring Janet her talismanic pen. So I took the train. To cap it all, today was St Patrick’s Day, which meant exactly this: happy hour every hour till last orders, Guinness and Jameson half price, plenty of shamrocks on display and those stupid oversized bright-green top hats everywhere. Small crowds were spilling out of Victoria Station’s four pubs, getting trolleyed before the stumble off home.

      St Patrick’s Day always makes me think of my parents. They’re Irish. Dad’s from Cork, mum’s a Dubliner. They’re both drinkers too, Dad especially. That’s where I got it from, my old problem.

       

      I was last to get on the train. The carriage was crammed, every seat taken, people standing in the aisles, holding on to the luggage rack, more commuters stuffed in the doorway, scowls abounding, condensation turning to rivulets on the windows.

      As I stood in the cramped compartment, I clearly remembered the day I first saw Vernon James.

      October 1978, a midweek afternoon. Me and my brothers were playing football in Wexford Grove in Stevenage, where I grew up. A cab stopped a few feet away from us. Vernon and his sister Gwen got out with their mother. The three of them stood on the pavement, shivering. It was cold and windy, and there were drops of rain in the air. Vernon’s teeth were chattering. His dad was arguing with the driver. Vernon spotted us all looking at them. He scrutinised us, one by one. We were staring at him because we weren’t used to seeing too many black people – and certainly not in our neighbourhood. Then he singled me out, the smallest, the one most like him, and he smiled and waved. Not at all shy, already confident. I didn’t do anything. I just carried on staring. Then he helped his parents carry a suitcase that was almost as big as him into the basement flat two doors down from our house.

      The last time I saw him was also in Stevenage, on the High Street in September 1993. That was a year and a bit after we’d fallen out. I had a lot of unanswered questions about all that, like why, and was he sure I’d done what he’d accused me of.

      I’d literally turned the corner and bumped into him. We were both surprised, both immediately uncomfortable. I told him we needed to talk and he said yeah sure. So we arranged to meet in the King’s Arms the next day. That had been our hangout as teenagers, because it was the only pub in town where the owner didn’t care too much about serving underage drinkers, as long as they didn’t look it. Vernon and I were already tall enough at fifteen to pass for legal.

      He didn’t show. I don’t know if he deliberately stood me up, or if he was just too scared to confront me. Whatever the reason, I never saw him again.

       

      I took Janet’s pen out of my bag. A brushed stainless-steel Parker, shaped a little like a cigar tube. Her initials were engraved on the side in scrolled capitals. ‘J.H.H.’ She’d been using it since her O levels, for every exam and every test, literal and metaphorical. We all had our baubles, our lucky heather, to ward off the fear of failure. Mine were the shamrock cufflinks my kids had bought me for my birthday a couple of years ago. I always wore them when I thought something bad was going to happen. I didn’t have them on tonight.

      The train came to the first stop. People got out and the congestion eased.

      I opened up the Evening Standard I’d picked up at the station. An unidentified Premier League footballer had been arrested for a ‘savage attack’ on a nightclub bouncer. I flicked through the pages. Riots in Athens, the looming Royal Wedding, the Chicago River dyed green. And then, squashed in the corner of Page Seven, a small heading:

      ‘Body Found at Luxury Hotel’.

      The report was short and scant. Maids had found a body in a room at the Blenheim-Strand, and police were currently questioning a man in connection with their enquiries. No mention of Vernon.

      His name would be all over the papers tomorrow. The press had their contacts inside every major hotel in London. If that didn’t produce results, they had plenty of loose-lipped, underpaid coppers on speed dial.

      Of course it was a shock to me. But wasn’t it always a shock to anyone who found out a close friend or good neighbour or amiable work colleague was really a serial killer or rapist or some other kind of monster? All we know of other people is what we see reflected of ourselves. Beyond that they’re strangers.

      When I’d known Vernon, I’d never seen him lose his temper. He’d never been violent, never thrown a punch or a kick. He never even raised his voice. His anger was glacial and controlled, all contemptuous stares and loaded silences. Sure, people changed, but not that much.

      Yet what did I know? I hadn’t seen or spoken to him in almost twenty years.

      Pressure was starting to build up behind my eyes, the thoughts swarming too thickly to isolate and break down. There was Vernon and our history. There was me defending him. There was the looming office battle with Bella. And, on top of that, the case itself. Four separate serrating headaches, one head.

       

      I got off at Clapham Junction station and headed for Janet’s house, via St John’s Road. It looked like every other main street in London. A McDonald’s and a Starbucks, then several mobile phone shops, two supermarkets, a bank and an electronics store – all links in those long predictable chains that dragged the guts and soul out of every British town and city.

      I passed several pubs, all busy. I walked faster. Pubs reminded me of hell.

      Janet lived on Briar Close, off Northcote Road. It was a different kind of environment there, almost genteel, thanks to gentrification and the money that follows it. She was waiting outside her house with her motorbike driver. That was how she got around London, to and from meetings, on the back of a Suzuki GSX-R600. KRP had a firm of riders on call, mostly for deliveries and collections, but Janet used them as a chauffeur service.

      ‘Here you go,’ I said, handing her the pen.

      ‘You didn’t touch it, did you?’ she said as she put the pencase in her rucksack. She had her raincoat on and flat shoes.

      ‘How do you think I got it here?’ I joked.

      She chuckled as she put her helmet on. She was a good foot shorter than me, with medium-length brown hair and sharp pale-blue eyes. She was older than I was by a decade and change.

      ‘Any more info on the case?’ I asked as the rider kick-started the bike and she clambered aboard.

      ‘The victim’s a woman,’ she said. ‘A blonde.’
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      The place I called home was half an hour’s walk and a whole different world away from Janet’s house.

      We lived in a three-bedroom flat in a place called the Garstang Estate, near Battersea High Street – the ‘we’ being yours truly, my wife Karen, and our two children, Ray and Amy, who were then eight and five respectively.

      The estate was a human battery farm – a regimented sprawl of identical brick blocks the colour of toxic factory clouds and bad-tempered skies, consisting of sixty-two apartments and maisonettes, spread over five storeys with communal walkways. Laundry flapped from every other balcony like the sails of a wrecked galleon; satellite dishes clustered at the corners of the walls in an upward creep, reminiscent of an advance of mutant toadstools; and, in the car parks between blocks, a quartet of CCTV cameras were perched atop twenty-foot-high metal shafts, as ineffective against urban evils as church gargoyles.

      Dozens of different nationalities lived here, side by side; a regular melting pot, the metropolis in microcosm. There were few friendships on the estate, mainly acquaintanceships. Everyone coexisted peacefully enough, as long as they managed to avoid each other, which most did or very quickly learned to do.

       

      I hung up my coat and went to the living room. The light and telly were on, but there was no sound. Karen had paused whatever programme she was watching because Amy had fallen asleep in her arms. She’d taken the opportunity to snatch a few moments’ rest, but conked out herself.

      I gazed over them, lying there together on the couch. Karen had her arms around our daughter, who was snuggled up to her, face buried in her mother’s armpit, just like she used to when she was a baby. I wanted to kiss them both, but I didn’t want to wake them and spoil the perfect image before me. Instead I committed the sight to memory, every nuance – the way their bodies lay, facing each other on their sides, almost, but not quite touching; how they’d both folded their legs up, as if in mid-jump; Amy grasping the sleeve of Karen’s T-shirt tight in her little fist.

      I tiptoed past them to the kids’ bedroom and rapped on the door with my fingertips.

      ‘Come in,’ a young voice beckoned imperiously.

      My son was sitting in the upper tier of the bunk bed reading The 39 Clues.

      ‘Good evening, Ray,’ I said.

      ‘Hi Dad.’ He smiled and put down his book.

      Ray was actually my adopted son. He was mixed race, the product of an on-off relationship Karen had had with a black Brazilian. He’d split for good shortly after he found out Karen was pregnant.

      I owed my family and the life I now had to Ray.

      I met him first, before Karen, one bright Sunday afternoon at a fête on Clapham Common in 2004. I was working as a part-time ‘children’s entertainer’ then, the Blue Clown – blue of costume, wig and mouth. I wasn’t a big draw. My audience averaged one or two kids plus their parents an hour. They’d gawp for five minutes and leave without laughing. Then Ray waddled up to me, on his own, barely two feet tall, all frowns and curiosity. I did my routine for him, which involved walking into a nearby lamp-post and falling over. Ray was as unimpressed as everyone else. Except he stayed put, determined to be entertained. So I repeated the routine with variations, bumping my foot against the post, hitting it with my head, and even twirling around it, but to no avail. I couldn’t get a rise out of him. Finally, I resorted to the only other trick I knew, the thing I did at children’s parties – animal sounds. He didn’t respond to my horse or donkey, my miaowing made him cover his ears and my barking made him cry. But when I did my seal noises – Ar-Ar-Ar-Arrrrr-Ar-Ar-Ar – I hit paydirt. Ray’s face lit up and he laughed and clapped his hands… for all of a minute, before his frown returned.

      Then Karen appeared. Frantic and tearful, she had a steward and a cop at her side. It turned out Ray had been missing for an hour. He’d wandered off while Karen was buying him a balloon.

      I didn’t talk to Karen then. She grabbed Ray in her arms and carried him away, sobbing with relief.

      That should have been the end of it, but, later the following week, I was working my other job, stacking shelves in Asda, when I spotted Ray sitting in a half-full shopping trolley. Karen was nearby, choosing fruit. Ray stared at me hard, and I swore he recognised me.

      It was one of those moments where your life turns on a decision. In my case it was whether or not to make a crappy seal noise. So I did and Ray started laughing and clapping.

      I introduced myself to Karen. ‘I didn’t recognise you with your clothes on,’ she said.

      And that was pretty much how it started.

      ‘What did you do today?’ I asked him.

      ‘I got 85 per cent in maths.’

      ‘That’s great,’ I said. Maths had never been my strong suit.

      ‘It’s very good, but not great,’ he corrected me, after a moment. ‘Great is 90 per cent or more. Do you know maths is the only subject you can score 100 per cent in?’

      Typical, I thought. Not even nine and he was a glass half-empty guy. He was a bright spark, much cleverer than I’d been at his age. He was a quick study and a voracious reader, one of those natural intellectuals who find out everything there is to know about something that interests him.

      I looked at my watch. It was almost 9 p.m.

      ‘Can I tell you something?’

      ‘If you want,’ he said.

      ‘You won’t understand this now, but in time you may,’ I said, looking at him. ‘Always finish what you start. OK? Every beginning deserves an end. There’s nothing worse than unfinished business.’

      Ray wasn’t one of those kids who simply nodded along to everything you said to make you happy and go away. He liked to think things through. And he was thinking now, furrowing his brow as he tried to make sense of what I’d said. When he couldn’t, his brow relaxed.

      ‘I know you’re not talking about my dinner,’ he said, eventually.

      I laughed and tousled his hair – or tried to, because it barely yielded to my fingers.

      ‘Your bedtime’s looming. You cleaned your newtons?’

      ‘Newtons’ was Manchester slang for teeth. That came from Karen, a proud Mancunian. She kept talking about moving back ‘home’ at some unspecified point in the future, but every time we went there to visit her parents and she found that another part of the city had changed or disappeared altogether, she started missing London.

      Ray shook his head.

      ‘Off you go, then,’ I said.

      I sat down on Amy’s bunk. I was exhausted but knew I wouldn’t sleep tonight. Too many thoughts leapfrogging around in my brain. And I didn’t have the first clue how I’d face tomorrow, let alone get through it. I needed a plan.

      Ray had left his laptop open on his desk and forgotten to turn it off, as he often did. I checked what he’d been looking at. Karen and I made a point of doing that at least twice a week, just to be on the safe side. We were discreet about it.

      Tonight he’d browsed Wikipedia and two history websites for a homework assignment.

      I turned off the computer.

      Moments later Ray came back, followed by Karen carrying Amy.

      We tucked them in and kissed them goodnight. Then we went to the living room, where I kissed Karen and gave her a hug, as I always did at the end of the day, when we were alone.

      We sat down on the couch. Karen looked ready for bed.

      ‘Your dinner’s in the micro,’ she yawned. She was wearing a faded New Order Technique T-shirt two sizes too big for her.

      ‘Not hungry,’ I said. ‘I need to talk to you about something.’

      She sat up, looked at me a little closer, read trouble the way only she could. A little of the sleepiness left her face.

      ‘Shall I make us some tea, then?’ she asked. By tea, Karen meant one of five herbal varieties. They were all supposed to do wonders for you, but I never touched any of them. When they tasted of anything, they tasted horrible.

      ‘Coffee for me. Not decaff. And definitely not instant either. Real coffee.’

      For the first time in God knows how long – what I really wanted – no, craved – was a drink. A tall cold Guinness Export: 8 per cent alcohol, a kick in every sip. That’s how I’d always started my benders. Five of those, then the spirits…

      I choked the urge.

      ‘That kind of talk, is it?’ she said.

      ‘’Fraid so, yeah.’
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      There’s no such thing as a wholly truthful person. Everyone lies. That’s a given. Liars come in two forms – fibbers and omitters; storytellers and editors. I’m the latter, ‘economical with the truth’, as they say – a rationer of facts. Too much truth can be complicated.

      So while Karen was making the drinks, I sat at the living-room table trying to work out how to proceed – what to tell her, what not to tell her; how far to go, and where to stop.

      I’d been here before, literally, at this table, in this position. When we’d started getting serious – as in meeting each other’s families and talking about cohabiting – I made an executive decision about what to tell Karen about my past. As a single mother raising a young child she deserved to know what she and Ray were getting into. And I didn’t want her finding out about me from other people.

      That was when we had the first of our coffee talks. Long, serious and all through the night.

      I’d told her about my lost years – aka ‘The Dark Ages’, as we’d come to refer to that period. I’d been open with her – more so than with anyone – but only to a certain extent.

      Which meant I hadn’t told her about Vernon James and what he did to me. There wasn’t any point. But just because he didn’t exist in our life, it didn’t mean my hatred for him had diminished. If anything it had intensified, because I’d nurtured it in secret. I’d never talked about him to anyone. I didn’t like it, not one bit. I wanted to be rid of it, but in the right way. With him paying for every wrong thing he’d done to me.

      Karen came in with the coffee and tea and sat down. I looked at her for a moment, mousy blonde hair, eyes the colour of faded jeans, and thin lips she’d finally learned not to try and hide under over-applied lipstick.

      ‘So what happened?’ she asked.

      I told her about Janet’s phone call; the new client – wealthy, high profile and a murder suspect.

      Her eyes lit up.

      ‘She called you…?’

      ‘She actually called Adolf, but there was no one around so I answered.’

      ‘Adolf’ was our name for Bella – full name: Arabella Hogan. Same initials as Der Führer. Bella hated me, and the feeling was mutual.

      ‘That’s great, though, Terry!’ Karen said. The way she pronounced my name sounded like ‘terror’ – Terruh. ‘That could set you up. The promotion, the degree… We might finally be able to get out of here!’

      ‘Yeah. That’s what Janet said. In so many words.’

      On average it took a clerk with a law degree about two years to become a paralegal, as long as they didn’t mind taking an industrial dose of shit. An unqualified clerk like me, however, rarely got a look-in – unless a law firm sponsored their degree. Few firms did, but KRP was one of them.

      ‘Hold up,’ Karen said. ‘You haven’t even told me this fella’s name yet – the murderer.’

      ‘Alleged murderer. Innocent until proven and all that,’ I reminded her.

      ‘Sorry, Your Honour.’

      ‘That’s American. Here it’s “My Lord”.’

      ‘Whatever. What’s his name?’

      I took a deep breath.

      ‘Vernon James,’ I mumbled, looking down at the coffee I hadn’t touched, meeting my eyes in the cup.

      ‘Sounds like a hairdresser,’ she said.

      ‘Have you heard of him?’ I asked.

      ‘No. Should I?’

      I could’ve left it there, carried on pretending I didn’t know him. But I was in deep trouble. And Karen was great in a crisis. Never lost her cool. Plus she was a company accountant, as good at solving puzzles as creating them.

      ‘There’s a problem with me and the case. A big problem,’ I said and looked at her. A long, lingering look. This was the moment right before our old life disappeared. Going…
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      ‘I knew Vernon. A long time back. We were friends.’

      ‘In Stevenage was this?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘How come you never mentioned him before?’

      ‘I haven’t seen him in eighteen years. Half my life ago. That’s as good as never seeing someone again. ‘

      ‘Yeah, but if I’d known someone who’d become rich and successful…’

      ‘Things didn’t end well between us. In fact, they ended about as badly as they possibly could.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘He fucked my life up.’

      ‘How?’

      Then Karen started working something out. She and Ray both frowned their brows into the same walnut furrows when they were thinking hard.

      I let her do the basic arithmetic.

      2011 AD minus 18 years, equals 1993 AD.

      ‘This have something to do with the Dark Ages?’ she asked.

      ‘Just about everything.’

      Karen pondered in silence.

      The Serbian couple downstairs were rowing. Or at least they might have been. It was hard to tell. When they’d first moved in a year ago, all they seemed to do was argue, shouting at the top of their voices, sounding hysterical. We’d gone down to complain – and to make sure the woman wasn’t getting battered. Turned out they weren’t arguing at all. They were on the phone to their respective families back home. The lines were so bad they had to shout.

      Karen clicked into gear.

      ‘Let’s isolate the problem, shall we?’

      ‘There’s more than just the one problem,’ I said, taking a sip of coffee. ‘As you know, I’ve lied on my CV. That’s a sackable offence anywhere, but in a legal firm it’s castratable. It’s all right to represent liars and lie on their behalf, but you can’t be one yourself. You’ve got to draw the line somewhere. As far as KRP are concerned I left school after my A levels. I haven’t mentioned my year at Cambridge, the law degree I never finished. I was at Cambridge with Vernon. All he has to do is tell Janet and that’s me out on my ear.’

      ‘Why don’t you say you can’t take the case for personal reasons?’ Karen said.

      ‘I could do that. But then I’ll have to explain why. And Cambridge’ll come up one way or another, whether I tell Janet or he does. And if she hears it from him it’ll be even worse: “Yeah, I knew Terry Flynt. He got kicked out of Cambridge for theft.”’

      ‘Theft?’ Karen started and almost stood up.

      I hadn’t meant to say it the way I did, abruptly like that. I’d intended to build up to it slowly. But it came out anyway.

      Karen looked at me like I’d turned into a complete stranger.

      ‘I thought you told me you got kicked out of Cambridge for failing your exams.’

      ‘And that,’ I said.

      She sat back and glared at me. Her eyes had lost their clarity, gone a milky turquoise. If this was a police interrogation, I’d be screwed about now, caught out contradicting my statement; fair copped, guv.

      I couldn’t hold her stare, so I looked away at the digital photo frame on the mantelpiece. There were pictures of the four of us over the years, going back to when we’d first met, our wedding, me in my clown suit on Ray’s third birthday, Ray holding baby Amy, the four of us at Ray’s prize-giving. It felt like I was watching the best part of my life flashing by.

      ‘Why don’t you start again, from the very beginning?’ Karen said.
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      ‘I called him VJ. We were at the same school. He was the only black kid in class.

      ‘We didn’t become friends immediately. Though we lived on the same road, the only time I saw him outside school was every other Saturday morning. Him and his sister Gwen would help their mum do the shopping. They didn’t have a trolley, so they used this rusted old pram that didn’t have a canopy. It was a strange sight, them pushing that thing down the road. The wheels squeaked something terrible. You’d hear them coming a mile off.’

      I smiled at the memory.

      ‘The other thing I remember about VJ was that on Mondays he always reeked of bleach. He only had two white shirts for school. His mum’d boil them on the weekends.

      ‘I remember the exact day we became friends. It was in March 1980. It was right after The Jam had gone straight to number one with “Going Underground”. This was a big deal in my household. My brothers were massive fans. Paul Weller was their icon, their working-class hero. They cheered when they heard. It was like they’d gone to number one.

      ‘Anyway I was on my way home when I saw this group of older kids surrounding him. They were pushing him, hitting him. They’d dumped his books on the floor, ripped pages out.

      ‘I told them to stop. They didn’t. There was this skip nearby. It was full of old bricks. So I grabbed one and threw it at the tallest kid. Caught him right on the temple. Then I threw another. Hit a kid smack in the face. Busted his nose, I think. They all ran off. I helped VJ pick his stuff up and walked him home.

      ‘Me and VJ walked to school together every day after that. We got to know each other. He was a total laugh. A really funny guy. Ultra-sharp. King of the one-liners.

      ‘As you know, my family isn’t academically inclined. There were no books in our house at all. No one read unless they had to. Not even a paper. I was expected to leave school at sixteen and go into the job market. I was dreading that.

      ‘The options were limited in Stevenage. But, thanks to being around VJ, I started taking my school work seriously. I saw it as a way out of a pre-planned life, that slo-mo trot to the knacker’s yard.

      ‘It was cramped where we both lived, so me and him used to do our homework in the local library. Studying became fun. We pushed each other.

      ‘For the first time, I started doing well in tests and exams. I suddenly had drive and focus. Where I’d been middling before, now I was coming second in the year. VJ was always top, of course. But there wasn’t much between us, grades-wise. I got twelve O levels, three A levels. Straight As. And we both got into Cambridge. We were the first people from our school to do that.

      ‘I owe it all to VJ. If he hadn’t come into my life, I don’t know what would’ve happened. And I mean that. No matter how bad things turned out later, I’d never take that away from him. And I never will. I hope our kids find a friend like that, I really do.’

      I paused there. I couldn’t quite believe what I’d just said, the warmth of my tone, the stir of conciliatory feelings.

      ‘Now, VJ’s home life was horrible. They lived in two rooms in a basement. His dad – Rodney – was a nasty, nasty man. Six foot tall, bald and skinny. Looked like this dark praying mantis. He was bitter as hell, almost permanently angry and hateful with it. You’d be talking to him and suddenly he’d just grow quiet. And he’d get this look in his eye. You’d swear you’d said or done something wrong, but it wasn’t that at all. It wasn’t you. It was all his rage boiling up.

      ‘Rodney had come over to England from Trinidad. He’d been a “somebody” there – a bank manager in Spanish Town, the capital. When he came here, the only work he could get was manual – or “de menial” as he called it.

      ‘He took his frustrations out on his family. VJ, most of all. Not physically, but mentally. Rodney was always putting him down. In public too. Nothing VJ ever did was good enough. Nothing. He just kept on trying to crush him.

      ‘I once asked VJ why his dad treated him so badly. And do you know what he said? “It’s ’cause he knows that, one day soon, I’ll do something he can’t – and that’s leave and never come back.”’

      ‘How old was he then?’

      ‘Twelve or thirteen. Rodney was never going to get in VJ’s way, because VJ was one of those people who always knew what he wanted,’ I said.

      ‘I think there’s three kinds of people in the world. Those that know what they want from the start, and they get it. Then there’s those that don’t know what they want, but find out later and settle down. And then there’s the ones who never know what they want, and they never get anywhere. Life’s lost causes, the born losers. They drift and then they die.’

      ‘Which are you?’ she asked.

      ‘I’ve been the second and the third, but never the first. That was VJ,’ I said, fiddling with my cup handle.

      ‘In the early 1980s Rodney bought an old betting place opposite Stevenage train station. He reopened it as a cornershop. We used to work there, me and VJ, on weekends. It was one of the busiest shops in town. It was open seven days a week, six in the morning to ten at night. You knew if you ran out of essentials, you could always go to Rodney’s. Rodney as good as lived behind the counter. Never took a day off. Except Christmas – and that’s only because he couldn’t get a licence to open up.

      ‘Every month or so we’d go to France. Calais. We’d load up on cheap fags and drink. This was long before the EU regulations, so prices were low. We’d fill the van up and take the ferry back. Rodney’d sell the fags and booze in the shop cheaper than anywhere else in town. Made a fortune.

      ‘The family moved out of our road and into a semi-detached house in Stevenage Old Town. The posh part. But me and VJ still did our walk to school. I’d stop by the shop to pick him up, because he worked there with his dad in the mornings,’ I said.

      ‘Then, in 1989 Rodney was murdered. The police found him in the shop’s backroom. He’d been stabbed. Twenty-two times.’

      Karen’s mouth dropped and her eyes widened.

      ‘Christ.’

      ‘The cops reckoned it happened just before Rodney was closing up. He was always on his own then.’

      ‘Did they catch anyone?’

      ‘No. There was no CCTV in the shop. No witnesses.’

      ‘Was anything stolen?’

      ‘Yeah. The safe and till were empty. And a load of fags and booze too.’

      ‘How did Vernon react?’

      ‘He was shocked, obviously, at first. But there were no tears. And I hate to say this, but afterwards he – well, he blossomed. Physically it was like he grew a whole foot taller. He became a lot more confident, socially.

      ‘We never talked much about the murder. He did once say it was a shame his last memory of his dad was a bad one. The morning of the murder they’d had an argument in the shop, right in front of me and all the customers. Rodney wanted VJ to leave school and work in the shop full time. VJ had his heart set on going to Cambridge. Rodney said – or shouted, more like – “You’ll go to university over my dead body.” And VJ said, “Hurry up and drop dead, then.”’

      ‘Famous last words,’ Karen said.

      ‘That’s one way of putting it,’ I said.

      Now, we’d arrived at the crossroads moment of our Big Talk.

      On my way back from Janet’s house I’d decided how much I could afford to tell Karen about my past – how much more, that is. My Dark Ages were about to become darker still.

      Karen had an expressive face, as good as transparent when it came to telegraphing thoughts and emotions. It made the day-to-day easy in our marriage, as I could foresee potential arguments and conflicts and head them off in time.

      Looking at her across the table, I watched the doubts and questions convening quickly behind her brow.

      Here it came…

      
        
          
                              the obvious question:

          

        

      

      ‘Did he…’ she started, and then paused for the right words. Not that there was a delicate way of asking what she wanted to know.

      ‘I mean… Do you think he could’ve…’

      ‘Killed his dad?’ I prompted. VJ had done me wrong in two big ways. I was about to reveal the first, but not the second. That wasn’t relevant. Not to Karen, not to the family, and not to the matter at hand. I was keeping that out of it.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘I honestly don’t know. At the time – when it all happened, when we were still friends – I was sure he hadn’t done it. I was convinced he was innocent. Just knew it. That’s why we gave him the alibi.’

      ‘The…? You what?’

      ‘We gave him an alibi. Said he was with us that night.’

      ‘Whoa! Rewind, Terry. Alibi?… Your family?… You’re losing me.’

      I leaned in, lowering my voice so the kids wouldn’t hear.

      ‘His mum and sister were out of town. Up in Birmingham visiting relatives. VJ was home alone that night. He told me he’d been studying.’

      ‘But he had no one to back him up?’

      ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘Stevenage was a rough old place back then, but murders were pretty rare. Rodney’s killing was big news. All anyone could talk about. The police were under a lot of pressure to catch someone.

      ‘The lead detective was a bloke called Quinlan. I forget his first name. He interviewed VJ for two hours. VJ came round mine straight afterwards. He was in a real state. Totally shook up.

      ‘He told us he’d lied to Quinlan. Said he’d been with me that night, in my house. He said he didn’t have any choice, that Quinlan had talked to him like he knew he’d done it.’

      ‘And how did you react?’

      ‘VJ was my best friend. My only thought was to help him in any way I could,’ I said. ‘Luckily for him, Quinlan didn’t get round to me for a couple of days. It gave us time to get the story absolutely straight. Yes, VJ was round mine that night, like he said. We did homework and ate dinner with my family.’

      ‘How was your family involved?’

      ‘Almost everyone was in the house when VJ came over after his interview. My mum knew the kind of trouble he was in, what it could mean for him. Arrest, remand, a trial. Even if he was found innocent, it would ruin his life. So she worked out what we’d all say. Her, me, my brothers.’

      ‘What about your dad?’

      ‘He was down the pub that night.’

      ‘So you lied to the police?’ Karen said.

      ‘It’s called “perverting the course of justice” – but yeah, I lied. We all did. For him.’

      Karen was speechless. And then horror crept into her expression.

      I headed it off.

      ‘Look, I was fifteen, Karen. I didn’t know any better,’ I said. ‘And we all loved VJ. We’re not the kind of people who throw their friends over.

      ‘Besides, it was unthinkable that he could have done it. He wasn’t violent. He never got into fights at school at all. On top of that, Quinlan didn’t have any evidence. The police searched VJ’s house and found nothing. No weapon, no traces of blood, none of the stolen goods. Nothing.’

      Karen stayed in stunned mode. This was bigger than just me. This was her in-laws too, Ray and Amy’s grandparents.

      ‘Was that the end of it?’ she asked, after a while.

      ‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘Quinlan knew something was off.

      ‘He didn’t lean on my mum, or my brothers. He leaned on me. Went over and over my story. Kept on telling me he didn’t believe me, that I was protecting a murderer, that I wasn’t going to help my friend in the long run, that me and my family would go to prison too. But I stuck to my story.

      ‘VJ got it much worse. Quinlan made his life hell. He’d be waiting outside school when we got out, or when we were going in. Staring at VJ. A couple of times he came in to school and pulled VJ out of class for questioning.

      ‘We all used to think that was it, that VJ was going to get charged. Which was exactly what Quinlan wanted to happen. Start the old rumour mill going. Didn’t take much in Stevenage. Everyone thought VJ had done it.’

      ‘Could Quinlan do that to him – legally?’

      ‘This was still the Gene Hunt era of policing, so yeah, he could. And he did – until our headmaster intervened,’ I said. ‘He said Quinlan was only harassing VJ because he was black, and he got a London lawyer involved. The lawyer complained to Quinlan’s bosses. A week later Quinlan got taken off the case. I heard he got disciplined for mishandling the investigation.’

      ‘And the police never caught anyone, did they?’

      ‘No.’

      Karen took her cup in her hands and half-raised it off the table, before putting it down.

      ‘What happened next?’ she said.

      ‘In 1991 we both went to Cambridge University. Same college. Sidney Sussex. I was doing law, VJ economics.

      ‘It was a whole other world. Full of bright, posh, rich, beautiful people.

      ‘I felt totally out of place there. The first term I was miserable, wondered what I’d got into, couldn’t wait to go home. VJ loved it, though. It was the first giant step to where he wanted to be.

      ‘At the beginning we saw a lot of each other. But we were doing different subjects and had different timetables. We also had different kinds of friends. That’s when I really started drinking – a lot. And doing a few drugs too. I started having a great time, but I lost focus. I forgot why I was at Cambridge. I was an unremarkable student, neither good nor bad, just doing enough to get by. A coaster in a racer’s world.

      ‘VJ fell in with this guy called Anil Iqbal, who was in his final year. Flash, rich. He had invites to all the best parties, and these really stunning girlfriends. Blondes. Always blondes.

      ‘He mentored VJ. He played the stockmarkets, recommended VJ go to work for an investment bank, because, after Thatcher’s Big Bang, the City was wide open and there were fortunes to be made if you were hungry, lucky and shrewd enough.

      ‘I didn’t get on with Anil. Putting it mildly. He was an arrogant prick. That arrogance of people who’ve never known a hard day in their lives. Never had to go out to work. Never had to worry about money. They just look down on everyone. He was like that. VJ was fascinated by him. I could tell he wanted – not to be Anil, but to have what he had.’

      ‘Sounds like you were drifting apart,’ Karen said.

      ‘Yeah, we were, I suppose,’ I said.

      She stared at me intently for a moment, her face stitched with worry; maybe trying to see how bad my next revelation would be. What was worse than covering up for a potential murderer?

      ‘In the summer term – the final term of the year – we both had exams,’ I said. ‘The night before my first exam, I was in my room when this note got pushed under the door. It was from VJ. He said his diary had gone missing from his room and could I give it back immediately.’

      ‘His diary?’ Karen frowned.

      ‘Yeah. Not a diary in the sense of an appointment book, but like a journal, a record of daily happenings.’

      ‘Like Adrian Mole?’ she asked.

      ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘It was news to me. I’d never seen it. I never even knew he kept one. And here he was accusing me of stealing it. I thought it was a sick joke.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘Well, I had the exam the next morning. Someone stronger would’ve put the note aside, dealt with it later. Not me. The note upset me. And I wanted to get to the bottom of it. I actually thought Anil might’ve been behind it,’ I said.

      ‘I went to VJ’s room. He wasn’t there. Someone told me he was in Magdalene College bar. So off I went. It was a ten-minute walk away. And sure enough, there he was – him, Anil and a whole bunch of girls. I went up to him and said, “What’s all this about?” VJ looked at me with the deadest, coldest eyes and said, “You took my diary. I know you’ve got it.” I asked him what proof he had. And his very words were – and I’ll never forget this – “I can’t think of anyone else who’d take it.”’

      ‘He said that? To you?’

      I nodded.

      Karen rubbed her forehead and stared down at the table for a while.

      ‘Did you steal his diary?’

      ‘Of course I didn’t!’ I shouted, slamming my fist down on the table. She jumped. ‘How can you even ask me that?’

      ‘I had to, Terry. I’m sorry,’ she said, softly. ‘It’s just… It just sounds so… weird, that’s all. Him accusing you like that, out of the blue.’

      ‘I didn’t even know the diary existed. And I’m not a thief.’

      ‘But why did he accuse you? After everything you did for him? How could he?’

      ‘I don’t know. I still don’t know.’

      ‘He had no proof?’

      ‘None.’

      ‘I don’t get it, Terry. I mean what could’ve caused him to…? Had he seen you steal anything in the past?’

      ‘Karen, I thought I just —’

      ‘OK, OK,’ she backed off, palms up and out.

      I was glaring at her now. She was asking the same questions I’d asked myself over and over. Why?

      ‘What happened next?’

      ‘I told him it was bullshit, that I’d never do something like that. But I was confused, tripping over my words, angry, shouting my head off. Anil, meanwhile, sat there, smirking. Which pissed me off even more. And all those girls with them were giggling. As for VJ – I might as well have been talking to a brick wall. He just kept on looking at me, like he was sure it was me, like he was convinced.

      ‘Then I got chucked out of the college. I headed back to Sidney. On the way, I passed a group of local lads. Not students. Blokes out on the piss. The pubs had shut and they were getting kebabs. One of them said something to me. I mouthed off back. Next thing I know, I’m on the ground, getting the shit kicked out of me. I got kicked in the head a couple of times. I was knocked out. When I came to, these cops were standing over me.’

      And this was where Karen had come in, seven years ago, when I’d told her the first draft of my past.

      This was how and when and where the Dark Ages had started: that night in Cambridge, appropriately enough with me lying unconscious on the pavement. That’s what the shrink told me at the Lister Hospital. Wires had come loose in the beating, he’d said. He saw a lot of cases like mine, personality disorders caused by head traumas. It was fairly common. And treatable too. Lithium… those pretty pale-pink pills…

      ‘They took me to A&E. I got checked for concussion, given painkillers. By then it was five or six in the morning. A couple of hours later, looking like the Elephant Man, I sat my exam. It was a disaster, of course. The other papers were disasters too. I failed the lot.

      ‘I was called before the review board. Usually when you fail they’ll let you carry on and finish your course, but you get a degree without Honours. No letters after your name. They call it a Special.

      ‘Only that didn’t happen with me. And they knew about VJ’s diary.

      ‘The board told me I should’ve brought the matter to the college, that my failure to do so showed I had no respect for authority or rules of any kind. Therefore I had no business doing law. So I was sent down.’

      ‘“Sent down”?’

      ‘Cambridge parlance for “expelled”.’

      ‘God… So if it wasn’t for the diary…?’

      ‘I probably wouldn’t have got kicked out. But that’s all speculation now.’

      She rubbed her eyes and sighed. Then she took my hands.

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me any of this before, Terry?’

      ‘I was long over it when I met you. You and Ray were the present and future. That was the past. VJ didn’t matter. After I met you, my life started making sense. It had purpose. Tomorrow was worth looking forward to,’ I said.

      She stared at me a long moment, looking right into my eyes, probing for deeper secrets. But she saw nothing beyond what I’d told her. I was still the same person she’d met. I hadn’t changed, even if my past had – somewhat.

      I was relieved.

      ‘What happened when you went back to Stevenage?’

      ‘I didn’t tell anyone I’d got kicked out. I couldn’t face telling my parents. They were so proud of me, especially Mum. I stayed in my room most of that summer. Then, one day, Mum asked me when I was going to get my things together to go back to college. It was September. I’d barely noticed the time fly. That’s when I told her. And Dad.’

      ‘How’d they take it?’

      ‘Mum was livid. She wanted to go round to VJ’s house and confront him. Dad…? Dad didn’t give a shit. He told me they had vacancies on the building site.

      ‘After that things went blurry. I worked in Stevenage. All sorts of stuff. Mostly manual. That thing I’d tried to escape – the pre-planned life? It got me. But I didn’t care. I was drinking. Drinking every day. Drinking as soon as the pubs opened, drinking till they closed. I drank so much I couldn’t tell the difference between falling asleep and passing out. Then, about a year later, I ran into VJ in the High Street, by accident.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘He was pleasant enough, I suppose. But distanced too, like he was talking to a casual acquaintance he hadn’t seen in a long while. I said we needed to talk. He agreed to meet me the next day. He never showed. I waited and waited. He never came.’

      I left out the next part. How I’d gone round his house that night. Pissed and pissed off. Spoiling for a fight. I’d rung the bell so hard it jammed. Then I started kicking the door. His mum had leaned out of the window and threatened to call the cops. “Call ’em then, you fuckin’ black bitch!” And she had. And two coppers came and put me in a car and took me down the station, booked me as drunk and disorderly and stuck me in a cell to sleep it off. The next morning I was given a caution and a cup of tea and sent home.

      ‘That was the last time you saw him?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘So what are you going to do now?’ she asked.

      ‘It’s a damned-if-I-do, damned-if-I-don’t situation. If I tell Janet what I’ve told you, I’m out on my ear. If I say nothing and go into this with my fingers crossed, VJ will be well within his rights to refuse to work with me because of what happened between us.’

      She thought about it a moment, but not for long.

      ‘You’re not the judge and jury. You’re not a barrister or a lawyer. You just take notes. That is your job, right?’ she said.

      ‘In a nutshell, yeah.’

      ‘So you can’t affect the case or the outcome of the trial. Your role in it’s minor. You’re unimportant. Vernon’ll know that. Secondly, you don’t know what happened with his diary. Maybe he found it, or maybe he found out who really took it and was too ashamed to tell you, especially after it got you kicked out of Cambridge. Third, whatever happened between the two of you was over twenty years ago —’

      ‘Nineteen,’ I reminded her.

      ‘Whatever. You were as good as kids then. People move on. You have. He has,’ she said. ‘Plus he’ll have more pressing things on his mind. Like the fact he’s been arrested for murder… Again.’

      ‘He was never arrested the first time.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘But you can’t cheat karma, can you?’

      Which was a way of looking at it, I suppose, if you believed that you paid in kind for wrongs you did to others. But if that was the case, that would’ve meant VJ had killed his dad.

      ‘So your advice is: say nothing and hope for the best?’

      ‘What else can you do, Terry? What’s the worst that can happen, eh? You lose your job. No big deal. You’ll find another.’

      ‘There’s a recession on,’ I reminded her.

      ‘Recessions only affect people who are picky about what they do,’ she said. ‘That doesn’t apply to you.’

      And right on cue, one of life’s little ironies happened. A picture of me in my blue clown suit fizzled up in the digital frame. It was the last time I’d worn it, complete with facepaint and big smiling sausage red lips and that blue wig that stained my neck whenever I sweated.

      ‘When are you likely to see him?’

      ‘Maybe as early as tomorrow,’ I said.

      ‘The sooner the better. You’ll know where you stand.’

      ‘Why is it I feel like I’m still paying for something I didn’t do?’ I asked her. She had no answer to that.
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      After Karen had gone to bed, I went to the spare room.

      Everything we no longer had use for but couldn’t face throwing away ended up here, packed, sealed and stacked in cardboard boxes. Clothes, kids’ toys, books, videos, unused wedding presents. For the last two years we’d promised to clear the place out, strip the peeling wallpaper, replace the threadbare carpet tiles, but we never did. We simply made another promise and kept on adding to the clutter. It was too convenient the way it was.

      Especially for me.

      This was where I came to be alone and think; my retreat. Here with all the rejected stuff of our lives.

      I kept my big black and brass trunk in the corner, by the door. I’d used it to move my stuff from Stevenage and London. It had belonged to my dad, who’d brought it over on the boat from Ireland to Liverpool a million years ago. He hadn’t asked for it back.

      I pulled the trunk across the door and opened the padlock with the key I kept Blu-tacked to the back.

      There wasn’t much in there. My clown clobber, wrapped in clear drycleaner plastic, was the first thing anyone would see. Then, tucked upright, against the side, my framed Sidney Sussex matriculation photo from 1991. I hadn’t seen it in ten years. I’d wrapped it in parcel paper, put it in a big jiffy bag and superglued the flap shut.
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