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            PRAISE FOR THE CLOSER I GET

            ‘A sucker punch of a twist that took my breath away! Absurdly gripping, and enough to unnerve anyone who has ever spent any time online’ Angela Clarke

            ‘A brilliantly twisty book’ Lisa Jewell

            ‘A chillingly recognisable dissection of the toxic interconnections the internet can produce. A delicious tour de force’ Alex Marwood

            ‘A great thriller, taut and tense, with a truly unexpected ending’ Russell T Davies

            ‘Absolutely sensational’ Elly Griffiths

            ‘The Closer I Get is as perfect a thriller as you’ll read all year. A creeping sense of dread that never lets up’ Caz Frear

            ‘Dark, devious and with a growing sense of dread that bleeds from the pages, The Closer I Get is bloody brilliant. Clever, twisty, immersive’ Neil Broadfoot

            ‘Beautifully written, with rich and deliciously flawed characters, tense and compelling from first page to last’ Amanda Jennings

            ‘This book will make you rethink your social-media obsession. Dangerous from page one, lit by bursts of black humour, ultimately honest about the frailty of ego and the masks we all wear. Terrifically readable’ Sarah Hilary

            ‘A real page-turner with engaging characters, scary, dark themes and some surprising humour!’ Alex Reeve

            ‘A terrifying portrayal of the online world. The characters are top notch, the writing sublime, and the storyline chillingly plausible. This is dark, twisty fiction at its very best’ SJI Holliday 

            ‘Compelling, creepy and completely believable … I Loved it’ Mel McGrath

            ‘Frighteningly good. One of the best books you’ll read this year’ Ed James

            ‘Effortlessly readable, intensely chilling. That ending just floored me’ Chris Whitaker

            ‘An absolute stunner, with a deliciously twisted ending’ Lisa Hall

            ‘Unsettling. Taught. Menacing. Unnerved me and had me gripped right till the end, when Burston puts the killer into killer twist. His best yet’ Jonathan Harvey

            ‘Brilliant, chilling, totally awesome writing’ Miranda Dickinson

            ‘Dark, thought-provoking and totally riveting’ Matt Cain

            ‘The kind of book you read in one breathless gulp’ Cass Green

            ‘A gripping, chilling tale of obsession’ Katerina Diamond

            ‘Dark and creepily addictive. Certainly makes you think about your online connections’ Jane Isaac

            ‘I devoured this book. The last forty-odd pages were read from between my fingers. The tension is almost unbearable. The twist is gut-wrenching. The book is a masterpiece in sustained suspense and smart, literate contemporary horror. Bravo Mr Burston’ Derek Farrell

            ‘A deliciously unsettling read that will make you think twice about that sesh on social media. It made me want to move to Hastings though’ Lesley Thomson 

            ‘This is unlike anything else I’ve read recently. Clever, tense, bangon- the-moment, thrilling, and, God, it makes you think about how social media invades our lives … A totally gripping thriller that I’ll be thinking about for a long time’ Louise Beech

            ‘A witty and insightful novel, filled with mischief and compassion’ Susie Boyt

            ‘Very easy to read, certainly keeps you hooked in with plenty of twists. I suspect it will be a big read this summer’ Fiona Sharp

            ‘A gripping ride through the heartlands of need and hurt. Even at his most thrilling, Paul Burston never loses his sense of real pain and suffering’ Philip Hensher

            ‘A curious and unsettling novel that makes you think twice about … everything. Beautifully written, dark and compulsive. I devoured it’ Syd Moore

            ‘Gripping and terrifying’ Rowan Coleman

            ‘Intelligent, well written, funny, dark and relevant’ SJ Lynes

            ‘A dark, twisting tale that shines a light on the murkier side of human nature, social media and fame’ Adam Hamdy

            ‘A thought-provoking social-media thriller about fear, fanaticism and the psychological legacy of harassment. Written from differing perspectives in alternate chapters, this is the story of a formerly successful author and an increasingly hostile online fan … The best work of fiction yet from the novelist, journalist and literary salon host’ Attitude Magazine

            ‘Brilliantly written, it’s compulsive and twisty and the final reveal will unsettle and startle the reader … Intelligent, gripping and compulsive. This is incredible writing that challenges the reader; complex, subtle and incredibly powerful’ Random Things through My Letterbox 

            ‘The Closer I Get will leave you glued to your seat until the final page … A brilliantly addictive page-turner that every thriller addict/fan/book reader needs’ The Reading Closet

            ‘A very clever book, an unnerving yet thought-provoking read with a story that twists, turns and delves down some dark alleys … thrilling, realistic and searingly plausible’ The Tattooed Book Geek

            ‘A real corker and most definitely one that you should be adding to your bookshelves’ The Beardy Book Blogger

            ‘A very entertaining novel, a well-written story that flows, gaining momentum along the way, keeping the reader absorbed, but what got to me most was the theme, the way Paul Burston made me think and ponder and wonder, pure genius’ From Belgium with Book Love

            ‘A well-told story, incisive writing and a well-balanced narrative, full of detail and tension. It definitely kept me engrossed’ TripFiction

            ‘This book is dark, obsessive … Disturbingly accurate, often chilling, and laced with a myriad of secrets and lies, you will witness the gradual devolution of two already fractured minds, drawing us onwards with rapt attention, to an inevitable, shocking but absolutely superb conclusion’ Jen Meds Book Reviews

            ‘A beautifully observed and chilling work that highlights the dangers of social media and how easy it is to craft a persona that is part fairy tale, part lie and part obsession and that reminds us how much of our lives we disclose to a whole range of strangers … I read this in awe of its wit and cleverness, and was blown away by a tense and chilling ending I did not see coming’ Live and Deadly
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            For V.G. Lee, my partner in crime in many ways.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            ‘There is always some madness in love. But there is also always some reason in madness’

            —Friedrich Nietzsche
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            DAY 1

         

         It was great seeing you today. You probably don’t believe me, not after everything that’s happened. But it’s the truth. I’d never lie to you, Tom. I never have. Not once. I’m not like the others. Sometimes I think I’m the only truly honest person left.

         We live in an age of such deceit, don’t we? People lie all the time. It’s second nature to them. Everyone is so afraid of appearing stupid, or saying the wrong thing and offending someone. Everyone’s so keen to make a good impression – virtue signalling and boasting about their perfect lives on Facebook, posting artfully posed selfies and filtered photos of their dinner on Instagram. Social media has made liars of us all.

         Not me, though. If anything, I’m too honest for my own good. Maybe if I’d learned to hold my tongue more, we wouldn’t be in this mess. But then I wouldn’t have been true to myself. I can’t change the way I am, Tom. Even for you. Even if there’s a price to pay.

         You used to admire my honesty. ‘Refreshing’ you said. ‘A free thinker’. Did you change your mind? Or were you humouring me when you said those things? I’d hate to think that you lied to me from the outset. That would make you a hypocrite, my darling.

         I probably shouldn’t tell you this. I probably shouldn’t be writing to you at all. But before we go any further and our words are twisted and taken out of context, I want to make one thing clear: I don’t blame you. Honestly. I don’t think you knew what you were getting yourself into. I don’t think either of us did. Maybe if we had, we’d have done things differently.

         But life’s not like that. You don’t wake up one morning knowing that today’s the day you’ll meet the person who’ll change your life forever. You don’t go into these things with your eyes wide open. They just sort of creep up on you. And that’s how it was with us.

         ‘We don’t decide when we fall in love. We don’t choose it. It chooses us. We have no more control over it than we have control over the weather.’

         Do you recognise those words? You ought to, because you wrote them. That’s a direct quote from your second novel. I wonder if you knew then how true those words were, or if you were just trying them on for size, the way some writers do. I suppose it’s what literary critics would call style. I’ve never been a big fan of style, myself. I prefer my writers to say what they mean and mean what they say. But as I think we’ve established, I’m not your average reader.

         I remember the night we first met. I don’t wear makeup as a rule, but I’d made a special effort that night – eyeliner, lipstick, a bit of blush. It’s not every day a girl gets to meet the man she’s admired from afar. I remember the crisp white shirt you wore and the slightly cocky, slightly nervous smile when you walked into the crowded bookshop. I remember thinking that your author photo didn’t do you justice, that you were far better-looking in the flesh. Never did I imagine that this would be the start of something life-changing. I’d only come to hear you speak and get my book signed. Emotional attachments were the last thing on my mind.

         Contrary to what you might think, I didn’t plan any of what happened after. Grand passions really aren’t my thing. I’m not one of those women who sit around dreaming of being swept off their feet. I’ve never needed a man to complete me. Not like my mother. She was never happy unless she had a room full of male admirers, yet never tired of boasting about her feminist credentials. But we both know what hypocrites feminists can be.

         In fact, that was one of the first things we agreed on, that night at the bookshop when I stayed behind after the crowds had dwindled. Some dreary woman was complaining about the lack of positive female role models in your books, as if your first responsibility as a novelist isn’t to tell a good story but is to make her feel validated.

         I could see you needed rescuing, so I spoke up. ‘That’s the trouble with certain kinds of feminists. What they lack in imagination, they make up for in self-righteousness.’

         You feigned shock. ‘And what kind of feminist are you?’

         ‘The recovering kind,’ I replied, and you laughed, flashing those perfect white teeth of yours.

         You asked my name and I handed you my business card.

         ‘Evie,’ you said. ‘That’s a pretty name.’

         I watched you slide the card into your breast pocket. Then you took my book and signed it: ‘To Evie, a kindred spirit. Best wishes, Tom Hunter’.

         Imagine: me and Tom Hunter – kindred spirits. If only you’d known how thrilled I was. But I hid it well. I’ve always been good at hiding things.

         And that was just the beginning. I’d been following you on Twitter for a year by then. But despite tagging you in several posts that praised your work, you hadn’t followed me back. Clearly you had a change of heart that night. Did you check my profile before you went to sleep? Did you lie awake, counting down the hours until you made your next move? Because at 6.12 a.m. the next morning, there it was – a notification informing me that you were now following me on Twitter.

         I tried not to read too much into it. But I couldn’t help myself. 6.12 a.m. is an intimate time to be expressing an interest in someone. Most of us are barely awake at such an early hour. I pictured you lying in bed, wiping the sleep from your eyes and looking at your phone, already thinking of me. It’s no wonder my mind was racing. A girl could be forgiven for thinking you had designs on her. And as this girl soon discovered, she wasn’t wrong.

         But back to today. I spotted you long before you saw me. You were climbing out of a black cab. You had the collar of your jacket turned up and a red scarf tied loosely around your neck. You looked good. A little tired around the eyes perhaps, but I suppose that’s only to be expected. It can’t have been easy for you, keeping up appearances all this time. No wonder the strain is starting to show.

         I assume that was her with you. Emma Norton. The one I’m obliged to refer to as ‘the other woman’. I must say she looks nothing like her profile pic. She’s obviously not a natural blonde – not like me. Dad says my hair is the colour of honey. The sweetness starts at the top of my head and runs through me like letters through a stick of rock.

         Was Emma the reason you blanked me today? I won’t pretend I wasn’t hurt by that. My lawyer said I shouldn’t talk to you. But we’re both adults – we can still be civil to one another. And just because someone studied law, it doesn’t mean they’re always right. I’ve had injury lawyers cold calling me about car accidents that never happened. That’s how much faith I have in the legal profession. Remember when Morrissey wrote that song describing lawyers as liars? As a fellow fan, I’m sure you’ll agree that he had a point.

         Listening to all the legal arguments today, I was struck by a number of things. One: what a mess we’ve made for ourselves! Two: what clever bastards those lawyers are. They twist everything, don’t they? And three: wouldn’t it be easier if we just sorted this out between ourselves?

         I know we tried before, that night I waited for you outside your flat. Maybe if you’d invited me in instead of freaking out and calling the police, we could have resolved our differences there and then. We still could. It’s not too late. Why make this any harder than it needs to be? I’m willing to forgive and forget if you are.

         Promise me you’ll think about it. Sleep on it and email me in the morning. And if I don’t hear from you, at least I’ll know where I stand. And I’ll see you tomorrow in court.

         
             

         

         Yours

         Evie
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            EIGHT MONTHS EARLIER

         

         ‘I’m a writer,’ Tom said. ‘I write novels.’

         This was usually the point at which people asked ‘Anything I’d have read?’ For most of the authors Tom knew, the honest answer would be ‘Probably not’. But he was one of the lucky ones. His first novel had been an international bestseller. Rights were sold in forty countries. There was even a film adaptation starring Ryan Gosling, which ensured that while Tom Hunter wasn’t exactly a household name, he did enjoy a certain amount of brand recognition. He also had a level of financial security rare among his peers, and a flat overlooking the river in an area of Vauxhall largely populated by hedge-fund managers.

         Success had come easily to Tom. Too easily, his detractors might have said – and there were plenty of those. The critics hadn’t been kind about his second novel, and it had struggled to repeat the success of his first. Truth be told, he was still struggling – though this was something he was barely willing to admit to himself, let alone anyone else.

         None of which was of the slightest interest to the woman looking at him from behind the reinforced glass partition. ‘And you’re here to give a statement?’ she said. ‘Perhaps you could start by telling me what happened?’

         Tom had thought about this a lot on his way to the police station. Where to begin? What to say? He’d given a brief account to the two officers who visited his flat three days ago. But this was more serious. This woman was a detective. What he said now would determine what further action, if any, was taken. He’d never given a police statement before. He didn’t know what was expected.

         He loosened his shirt collar and leaned forwards in his plastic chair. ‘I went through this with the police on Tuesday.’

         ‘I know. But if you wouldn’t mind going over it again, just so I’m clear.’

         Was this a test, Tom wondered – a way of checking whether he had his story straight?

         ‘I’m being harassed,’ he said.

         The detective nodded. ‘I’m aware of the nature of your complaint. The person you say is harassing you – is this someone you know?’

         ‘Not really.’

         ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand.’

         ‘It’s someone I met online,’ Tom explained. ‘A woman, on Twitter.’

         The detective gave him a look which suggested that social media wasn’t her favourite topic of conversation. Tom wondered how much police time was wasted investigating complaints made about comments posted on Facebook or shared on Twitter. Quite a few, he imagined. He was aware, also, that Detective Inspector Sue Grant worked for the hate-crime unit, and was probably used to dealing with cases far more serious than this. Online harassment was one thing. But it was nothing compared to a man who’d been queer-bashed or a woman whose husband was using her as a punch bag.

         ‘That’s where it began,’ he said, fidgeting in his chair. ‘But pretty soon it started spilling over into other areas of my life – emails, blogs, comments posted on Amazon and various online forums.’

         ‘And you’ve never actually met this person?’

         ‘No. Yes. Kind of.’

         The detective gave him a quizzical look. ‘Well, which is it?’

         ‘We met once, I think. At a book signing.’ Tom smiled modestly. ‘I do a lot of book signings.’

         ‘And do you recall meeting her at this book signing?’

         ‘Vaguely. I meet so many people. And it was quite some time ago.’

         ‘How long ago exactly?’

         Tom thought for a moment. ‘About a year.’

         The detective looked surprised. ‘This has been going on for a whole year?’

         ‘More or less.’

         ‘Why didn’t you report it earlier?’

         Of course, he’d known that she would ask him this. He’d been going over it in his head since he made the initial phone call to the police, trying to think of how best to explain himself. ‘I thought I could handle it. I thought she’d lose interest. And to be perfectly honest, I was rather embarrassed.’

         ‘Embarrassed? Why?’

         He shrugged. ‘A man being bullied by a woman – it’s a bit pathetic, isn’t it?’

         The detective looked at him. ‘Men can be victims, too. Domestic abuse, harassment – it can happen to anyone.’

         ‘That’s good to hear,’ Tom said, then quickly corrected himself. ‘I mean, it’s good that you take this stuff seriously, Detective.’

         ‘We take all crime seriously.’

         Tom smiled and nodded. ‘Yes, of course.’

         The detective tapped at the keyboard on the desk between them, rolled her eyes and rose from her seat. ‘I’m afraid we’re having a few problems with our computer system. So, if you’d like to follow me, we can go and make a start on your statement.’

         She instructed the officer at the reception desk to buzz Tom through, and escorted him into the interior of the police station, opening each successive door with a swipe of her security pass. As they waited for the lift, Tom’s eyes were drawn to a poster on the wall. A woman’s bruised and battered face stared back at him. ‘Domestic violence is a crime’, the text stated. ‘Report it!’ Not for the first time, he wondered if he was doing the right thing.

         Then he recalled Emma’s stern words on Tuesday evening: ‘She won’t stop, Tom. She’s made that perfectly clear. And for all we know she could be dangerous. She’s already affecting your health. You have to do something now, before it gets any worse.’

         It was Emma who urged him to call the police and waited with him until they arrived. She’d offered to accompany him tonight, too, but Tom had insisted that it really wasn’t necessary. There was no way of knowing how long this would take. Some things he was better left doing alone.

         The lift groaned as the doors closed, prompting a sharp spike of anxiety. Tom wasn’t good with lifts at the best of times – a hangover from the days when he first moved to London and lived on the ninth floor of a tower block in Kennington, where he once found himself trapped in the lift for over an hour. At least this lift didn’t smell of urine, although there was the familiar whiff of fast food. He wondered about the eating habits of the woman standing next to him. She caught his eye and he quickly averted his gaze.

         The lift stopped on the third floor, where she led him along a windowless corridor with harsh strip lighting and into a large open-plan room with carpet the colour of weak tea and rows of desks and computer terminals, most of them unoccupied. As they entered the room, the detective exchanged greetings with a couple of uniformed officers and a tall, stern-looking man in plain clothes with his shirt sleeves rolled up – her sergeant, she explained in a hushed voice.

         She led Tom over to an empty desk, pulled up an extra chair for him to sit on and took out her pocketbook. ‘Perhaps you could start by telling me what you know about this woman…’ she checked her notes ‘…Evie?’

         Tom nodded. ‘Eve Stokes. She calls herself Evie.’

         ‘When did you first become aware of her?’

         ‘She’s someone who started following me on Twitter.’

         ‘And you said this was about a year ago?’

         Tom shrugged. ‘More or less. It’s hard to be exact. I have a lot of Twitter followers.’

         ‘I see. What else?’

         ‘She started by tweeting me, saying she was a big fan of my work. She has a blog where she writes about books. She’s clearly educated and often quite insightful. But there’s a lot of anger and frustration there. Some of her blogs are quite extreme.’

         ‘Extreme in what way?’

         ‘There’s a lot of upper-case invective.’

         The detective looked at him blankly.

         ‘She uses capital letters a lot, for emphasis. And she can be quite vicious. She writes like a disaffected teenager who’s read a few books on literary criticism, but she’s in her thirties. She clearly hasn’t done as well in life as she thinks she ought to have, which is probably why she spends so much time on Twitter, sniping at newspaper columnists and other writers. She lives in East Dulwich with her father. He’s not very well, or so she says.’

         The detective raised an eyebrow. ‘For someone you’ve barely met, you seem to know rather a lot about her.’

         Tom smiled grimly. ‘Well, you know what they say – know your enemy.’

         ‘I thought you said she was a fan.’

         ‘She was, yes. But fandom is a funny thing. It’s never really about you – it’s really about them. Fan is short for fanatic, you know.’

         The detective gave him a look that said she wasn’t born yesterday.

         ‘It really is a form of fanaticism,’ Tom continued. ‘Almost a disorder in some cases. Certainly so in hers. That’s the thing with social media. All sorts of people have direct access to you. And when you’re in the public eye…’ He paused and gave a modest smile. ‘When you’re known, even in a small way, you’re bound to attract a few oddballs. Twitter can be a real vipers’ nest at times. But it’s good for book sales, so…’

         ‘And you run your Twitter account yourself?’ the detective interjected.

         ‘I do.’

         ‘You don’t have someone who could do it for you?’

         ‘I can’t afford staff.’

         ‘But presumably your publisher can?’

         Tom coughed. ‘I’m between publishers at the moment.’

         ‘A friend, then?’

         ‘There’s nobody I’d really trust to do it properly. It’s a lot to ask of someone.’

         ‘But it would give you a break. Sometimes these things die down when the person realises they’re not getting through.’

         Tom shrugged. ‘If only. If you ask me, she needs sectioning.’

         ‘A person can only be detained under The Mental Health Act if they’re deemed to pose a threat to themselves or others.’ The detective consulted her notes. ‘You say you met Ms Stokes at your book signing. Is that the only time you’ve seen her in person?’

         Tom thought for a moment. ‘There was one other occasion – at the farmers’ market at Oval. At the time I put it down to coincidence. Now I’m not so sure.’

         ‘But you recognised her?’

         ‘It was more a case of her recognising me. She looked over and waved.’

         ‘And did you speak?’

         ‘I acknowledged her and moved swiftly on. I didn’t wish to be drawn into a conversation.’

         ‘Why was that?’

         ‘I don’t know her. My gut instinct told me that something wasn’t quite right.’

         ‘I see. And has Ms Stokes ever made direct threats against you?’

         ‘It depends what you mean by threats.’

         ‘Has she ever threatened to cause you physical harm?’

         ‘Not directly, no. But she’s hinted at it. After she turned on me, she made veiled comments on Twitter about getting back at me in some way. “Don’t get mad, get even” – that sort of thing. I don’t know what she’s capable of. She could be a knife-wielding maniac for all I know.’ Tom smiled weakly. ‘What I do know is that she’s obsessive and relentless, and clearly very angry with me.’

         ‘And why do you think that is?’

         ‘Honestly? I think she developed a crush on me, and she can never have me.’

         ‘Because you’re attached?’

         ‘Because I’m gay.’ Tom searched the detective’s face for some reaction, but her expression remained impassive.

         ‘I see. And was she aware of this?’

         ‘I didn’t lead her on, if that’s what you mean.’

         ‘I’m not saying you did. I’m just after the facts.’

         Tom sighed. ‘I don’t make a secret of it. I’m not one of those professional gay types. I don’t shout it from the rooftops. But it’s not something I’m ashamed of. It’s part of who I am. It’s not all that I am.’

         ‘But if she knows you’re gay, surely she—’

         ‘We’re talking about someone who isn’t quite right in the head,’ Tom said, more irritably than he’d intended. ‘In her mind, she probably thought it was some minor obstacle to overcome. There are women like that, you know. They see gay men as a challenge.’

         The detective smiled tightly. ‘You say she turned on you. What did she do exactly?’

         ‘Her emails and tweets became more aggressive. She started using homophobic language.’ Tom paused. ‘That makes this a hate crime, doesn’t it?’

         ‘Possibly. First we need to establish that a crime has been committed. Do you have copies of these emails and tweets?’

         ‘Some of them, yes. I deleted a lot of the emails. And some went into my spam folder.’

         ‘Can I ask why you deleted the emails?’

         ‘Just out of instinct, I suppose. They disgusted me, so I deleted them.’

         ‘Well the more you can find – the stronger the weight of evidence – the better the chances of the CPS pursuing the case.’

         ‘Do you think it’s likely that they will?’

         ‘It really all depends on the weight of evidence. I believe my colleagues asked you to bring in as much supporting evidence as you could find?’

         ‘They did,’ Tom said. ‘And I have.’ He reached into his leather messenger bag and took out a manila folder bulging with sheets of A4 paper.

         The detective looked slightly taken aback. She logged onto the computer in front of her and opened up a template headed ‘Witness Statement’.

         ‘Right,’ she smiled professionally. ‘Why don’t we make a start?’
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         For the next two hours, Tom described the events that had brought him here. As he talked, the detective typed, then invited him to read back what she’d written. Progress was painfully slow. Tom lost count of the number of times he had to correct her spelling, or rephrase something to make the meaning clearer. At regular intervals he was asked to describe the contents of one of the many printed emails and screenshots of tweets he’d bought along as evidence. Each was given a reference number and slipped into an exhibit bag, which he was then asked to sign.

         The statement described how the woman Tom knew as Evie Stokes first started following him on Twitter.

         ‘At first, her tweets were either flattering or innocuous. “I loved your last book” or “What do you think about this author?” I didn’t reply, though I may have “liked” the odd tweet here and there. This continued for several months.’

         ‘And you didn’t think to block her?’ the detective asked.

         ‘I didn’t see any reason to. There was nothing to indicate that she wished me any harm. She was just another overeager fan on Twitter.’

         Then came the night they supposedly met at a book signing at Waterstones in Piccadilly. Tom couldn’t recall meeting anyone called Evie that evening – ‘I’m sure I’d have remembered’ – but he’d signed a lot of books for a lot of people, and as he explained to the detective, it was some time ago. He vaguely remembered a woman tweeting him later that night to thank him for signing her book and congratulate him on a successful event. Out of courtesy he may have followed her back. He realised later that this woman must have been Evie Stokes.

         From this point on, the volume of tweets increased considerably. Sometimes he’d receive four or five in the space of an hour or so. Some days there was as many as twenty or thirty. Most were fairly innocuous in tone, though he did start to find the woman’s persistence a little irritating. He replied once or twice, but as the quantity grew, he stopped responding – so as not to encourage her any further. Gradually the tone of the tweets changed. She became more aggressive, demanding to know why he was ignoring her. It was at this point that she started using words like ‘prick’, ‘gaylord’ and ‘pansy’. It was then that he blocked her from his Twitter account.

         ‘Why did she suddenly become aggressive?’ the detective asked. ‘Was there a particular incident that may have prompted it?’

         Tom shrugged. ‘She got it into her head that I’d agreed to read her book.’

         The detective looked surprised. ‘So she’s also an author?’

         ‘God, no!’ Tom shook his head. ‘That’s precisely the point. She isn’t published but she seemed to think I could help. People often assume that. They think that because you’re published you hold some secret key to the kingdom, and if you’d only agree to help, they’d be bestselling authors in no time.’

         ‘And did you read it?’

         ‘I’ve had neither the time nor the inclination.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘I’m not sure you do,’ Tom said. ‘This sort of thing happens a lot. People ask you to read their stuff, and you try to avoid causing offence by saying something noncommittal. If they then send it to you and you don’t respond, they assume you weren’t keen and just leave it at that.’

         ‘But not her.’

         ‘No. She was just getting started.’

         He described to the detective how Evie started bombarding him with emails, demanding to know what he thought of her book. He blocked her email address, but each time he did she’d open another account with another provider. Then, when he checked his Twitter account, he discovered that she’d found a way of contacting him despite him having blocked her.

         ‘Her trick was to tag me into tweets, along with half a dozen people I regularly interact with. If any of them replied to her unwittingly, her tweet would then appear in my feed. She even boasted about it, saying it was a triumph for free speech.’

         ‘And you have proof of this?’

         Tom handed over a printout of her tweet. ‘If that’s not a clear statement of intent, I don’t know what is.’

         The detective examined it for a moment.

         ‘I know these may seem like small incidents,’ Tom said. ‘But it’s the continuous, repetitive nature of it that gets to you. There’s no respite. It’s every day.’

         ‘I understand the nature of harassment,’ the detective replied. ‘And what was the content of her tweets at this point?’

         ‘Some were just playground insults. Gaylord. Pansy. Sissy. But some were calculated to cause as much upset as possible. “You’re the AIDS generation! You’re lucky to be alive!”’ Tom’s voice faltered. ‘I had friends who died of AIDS. I don’t need reminding of the fact.’

         The detective looked sympathetic. ‘I can see why you’d find that upsetting.’

         Tom continued. On the advice of a friend, he tweeted Evie Stokes asking her to refrain from tagging him. He showed a screenshot of this tweet to the detective and she entered it into evidence. He also informed his Twitter followers of what was happening and asked them to either block her, not respond or not include him in their responses. Again, he hoped that things would finally die down.

         Instead, they escalated. Stokes posted comments under reviews on Amazon, claiming co-authorship of the book he was currently working on. She made a series of amendments to his Wikipedia page, deleting links to his official website and inserting hyperlinks to her blog, where she repeated her claims and accused him of plagiarism.

         ‘All completely untrue, of course,’ Tom said. ‘But potentially very harmful to my career.’

         ‘Why?’ the detective asked. ‘If there’s no truth in her allegations, how could they harm you?’

         ‘People believe what they read. And there are plenty of lazy journalists out there who rely on Wikipedia or Twitter for background information. All it takes is for someone to repeat what’s written there, and suddenly the claim has credibility. Soon it’s part of the official narrative around me and my career. Which is exactly what she wants, of course – for our names to be linked in people’s minds. She’s a succubus, feeding off my reputation.’

         The detective’s expression suggested that she didn’t know what a succubus was, but Tom decided to let it pass. Instead he described how the volume of emails continued to rise, sent by Stokes from a variety of different email addresses, either repeating the same allegations or apologising for offending him and suggesting that they meet to ‘talk it over’. No sooner had he blocked one email than another would appear.

         ‘And you didn’t think of changing your email address?’ the detective asked.

         ‘I thought of it,’ Tom replied. ‘But why should I? I’ve had the same email for years. I’m self-employed. I rely on it for work.’

         ‘I see.’ The detective scribbled something in her notebook. ‘What about phone calls? Does she have your number?’

         ‘Not as far as I know. I mean, she’s never called me.’

         ‘And there’ve been no silent calls, nothing of that nature?’

         ‘None I can think of.’

         ‘You might want to consider changing your number anyway, just in case. So, what happened next?’

         Tom continued with his story, describing how the daily bombardment of tweets and emails began to grind him down. His work suffered. He found it hard to focus. For the first time in his life, he developed writer’s block. He began drinking heavily – a bottle of wine a night, sometimes more. He started smoking again – a habit he’d picked up in his teens and quit when he turned thirty. He was unable to sleep, lying awake all night or drifting off for a few hours before being jolted back to consciousness. Each morning, he approached his desk with trepidation. He dreaded checking his emails or logging on to Twitter. Finally, on the advice of a friend he went to see his doctor, who told him he was suffering from acute anxiety and prescribed a course of antidepressants.

         Tom’s voice cracked. He lowered his eyes and took a deep, steadying breath. ‘Sorry. I didn’t realise it would be quite so hard, going over it all again. I’ve never taken antidepressants in my life. But it’s been incredibly stressful. There’ve been days when I thought I was losing my mind.’

         The detective’s face softened. ‘I understand. And we don’t need to talk about that now. You’ll have an opportunity to talk about the impact of the crime at a later date. This witness statement is simply about gathering the facts.’ She glanced up at the clock on the wall. ‘But I’m aware that you’re tired and it’s getting rather late. Would you prefer to stop now and finish this another time?’

         ‘No. I’d sooner get it over and done with.’ Tom cleared his throat and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

         ‘There is help available,’ the detective said, taking a box of tissues from the desk drawer. ‘Have you spoken to victim support?’

         Tom took a tissue and blew his nose. He smiled weakly. ‘I’ve never really thought of myself as a victim. It’s not something I’m entirely comfortable with.’

         ‘You’re doing really well. This shouldn’t take much longer.’

         In fact, it was more than an hour before the statement was complete. The detective printed off a copy for him to sign and date, and as they waited for the lift, she handed him a card with her direct line and other contact details.

         ‘What happens now?’ he asked. ‘Will she be arrested?’

         The policewoman’s expression was inscrutable. ‘From what you’ve told me, it appears that a crime may have been committed. But we’ll have to see what Ms Stokes has to say for herself. And then it’s up to the Crown Prosecution Service.’

         Tom knew the odds weren’t good. He’d read somewhere that only sixteen percent of harassment cases reported to the police resulted in prosecution. For stalking, it was even fewer – a measly one percent.

         The detective must have read his mind. ‘We will look in to your complaint,’ she said firmly. ‘That’s really all I can say at this point. But I can assure you that it will be investigated thoroughly.’

         The lift arrived and they stepped inside.

         ‘So you’ll be putting her under some sort of surveillance?’ Tom asked as the doors closed.

         The policewoman smiled tightly. ‘I’m afraid it’s not as simple as that.’

         ‘But someone will monitor her activity online?’

         ‘We’ll certainly take a look at her Twitter feed. That’s all I can say at this point.’

         ‘I see,’ Tom said, although he didn’t really see at all. Surely it was up to the police to gather evidence now, or what was the point in him having spent the best part of three hours stuck in this grim excuse for a building? ‘One last thing. When she’s arrested, I assume you’ll seize her computer?’

         ‘Again, that really depends on the CPS.’

         ‘But what if someone was accused of distributing child pornography?’

         As the lift shuddered to a halt, the detective met his gaze. ‘That would be a very different case.’

         The doors opened and he followed her out into the corridor.

         ‘What should I do in the meantime?’

         ‘If she contacts you again, report it to the police, quoting the crime reference number you were given on Tuesday. If you think of anything else that might be useful, let me know and we can make an additional statement. All my details are on the card I gave you. And please, if she emails you, don’t delete her emails. Forward them to me and we can add them to your file.’

         She swiped her security pass to open the door, and shook Tom’s hand.

         As he turned to go, a thought occurred. ‘What if she turns up at my flat?’

         A flicker of alarm crossed the detective’s face. ‘Does she know where you live?’

         ‘I don’t think so. But I can’t say for sure. She might.’

         ‘If she approaches you in person, call 999 immediately.’
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            DAY 2

         

         What was that stunt you pulled in court today? A screen? Seriously? You requested a screen between us while you gave evidence. What am I – some sort of wild animal you need protecting from? What did you expect me to do, Tom? Leap across the room and go for your throat? A little woman like me and a big man like you? Don’t make me laugh.

         When they first told me, I thought they were joking. I was in one of the consulting rooms with my lawyer when a court official came to break the news.

         ‘But why does he need a screen?’ I demanded.

         My lawyer shrugged and replied, ‘It’s within his rights.’

         Your rights? What about my rights? I’m the one on trial here. Surely I should have the right to see my accuser?

         Apparently, you’d made a request to the Crown Prosecution Service, insisting that you found me intimidating and didn’t want to ‘feed’ my ‘fixation’ by giving me the satisfaction of looking at you.

         Really, Tom, you don’t half flatter yourself. And we both know that not a word of this is true. If you ask me, it was more a case of you not wanting to look me in the face when you lied. It’s harder to lie convincingly when the person you’re lying about is standing right in front of you. That’s the real reason you asked for that screen, isn’t it Tom? Not so that I couldn’t see you. So that you couldn’t see me.

         Earlier in the day we’d heard from your policewoman friend – the one who came to arrest me the night this whole nightmare began. Do you have any idea how distressing that was? The police turning up at my door, barging into my bedroom, accusing me of all sorts? You know my dad hasn’t been very well lately. He’s the reason I moved back home. How do you think he felt, seeing his only daughter led away by the police like a common criminal? That’s a cruel trick to play on a man with a heart condition.

         I was charged under the Malicious Communications Act. Me! A woman who doesn’t have a malicious bone in her body. Who has only ever wanted what’s best for you. Who stood by you when the critics trashed your last book. How many times did I leap to your defence, Tom? How many hours did I spend reassuring you that the critics were wrong, that they weren’t fit to pass judgement on a book so original and so brilliantly written, it was beyond their comprehension? ‘Ignore them,’ I said. Then, when you insisted that reviews that bad were impossible to ignore, I did everything within my power to soften the blow. I’ve lost count of how many reader reviews I posted on Amazon, how many critics I took to task in the comments sections, how many Wikipedia pages I corrected. I was your biggest supporter. And then you send the police round to accuse me, of all people, of malice?

         Anyway, there she was again this morning, my arresting officer, standing in the witness box and looking very pleased with herself, as if she’d apprehended some major offender and not a woman whose only crime was to fall for the wrong man. From the way she described you, I could tell that you’d obviously worked your charms on her, too. That’s a real gift you have there, Tom. Pulling the wool over people’s eyes. Getting them to do your dirty work. Playing the victim when really you’re the one pulling all the strings. How clever you are, my darling. And how deceitful. Even the criminal justice system’s finest minds are no match for you.

         Not that I consider Detective Inspector Sue Grant an intellectual giant. If anything, she seems a bit thick. She has one of those faces that suggests lower intelligence – fleshy cheeks, a short nose, hooded eyes and a fat chin. I can easily picture her sitting at the back of a classroom, unable to complete her assignment, chewing on a ballpoint pen, oblivious to the blue ink staining her lips. And nothing she has said or done during this whole sorry affair leads me to believe that I’ve been remotely harsh or hasty in my judgement. On the contrary, each encounter has only served to reinforce my initial impression of her as someone who isn’t quite up to the job.

         You’ll be pleased to hear that she stuck to her script – the one I’m sure you had no small part in writing – and was helped along by the prosecutor, who looked suitably stern with her severely arched eyebrows and dark hair in a French pleat. It hasn’t escaped my attention that the people lining up to help you destroy my reputation are mostly women. So much for the sisterhood, eh? But I did find myself wondering how much say you had in all of this, and whether there was a reason for it, other than to provoke me. Is a female prosecutor more likely to curry favour with a woman judge? It certainly seemed that way today.

         When they first told me there’d be a district judge presiding, I took it as a good sign. According to the government website, judges are only called upon to try cases in magistrates’ court when a case is deemed too complex or sensitive for mere magistrates to handle. What could be more fitting in our case? I’m complex and you’re far too sensitive. So I had high expectations of Her Ladyship’s mental faculties. Here, surely, was someone of great learning who would cut through the crap and get right to the heart of the matter.

         From where I was standing, there were plenty of holes in DI Grant’s evidence. And she came unstuck a few times under cross-examination, getting her dates and times confused and failing to explain why, if I posed such a threat to you, it had taken her so long to secure an arrest warrant.

         It’s a shame you weren’t there to see it – the great detective, fumbling with her notebook, fluffing her lines. I know the system forbids you from hearing another witness’s testimony until after you’ve given evidence, but this whole trial is such a farce anyway, I doubt it would have made any difference. To me, it was perfectly clear that Ms Grant fell a long way short of making a convincing case. But for some strange reason, the judge seemed willing to take her at her word. It’s at times like these that one’s faith in the system is put to the test – and on this occasion it failed miserably.

         They actually called in a Twitter expert next. Can you believe it? The CPS have people to explain how social media works. I’m assuming the judge isn’t a big fan of Twitter, because she looked a bit confused and needed some things explained to her several times. The poor man did his best, but I could tell from her responses that she wasn’t entirely sure where all this was going.

         Finally, after a lot of waffle about hashtags and tagging and Twitter interactions, the prosecutor got to the point. And the point she was trying to make is that my interactions with you on Twitter were tantamount to harassment. Honestly, it was all I could do to stop myself from laughing out loud. I’m sure the thousands of women who’ve experienced real harassment will be delighted to hear that their experience has been equated to someone sending a few tweets!

         By the time this ridiculous charade was over, it was time for lunch. Her Ladyship glared at me over her spectacles, telling me in no uncertain terms that I would be on bail during the lunch break and was legally obliged to arrive back at the courtroom no later than five to two. What did she expect me to do? Do a runner? And miss the rest of the day’s entertainment? As if!

         There aren’t a great many options for a girl looking for a nice spot of lunch within easy walking distance of Camberwell Green Magistrate’s Court. To be honest, I wasn’t that hungry anyway, but my dad said I ought to eat something and escorted me to a local sandwich bar. In case you’ve forgotten, that’s my dad who has a weak heart and is now forced to sit through this sham of a trial. As we sat eating our sandwiches, he assured me that he didn’t believe a word of what people were saying about me. I was so touched, I almost broke down and cried. He looks so frail these days, and yet here he was, putting on a brave face for my benefit. Remember what I said yesterday, about not blaming you for any of what’s happened? I’d like to revise that statement. I do blame you for the impact it’s having on my dad. If anything should happen to him as a result of this, I’ll hold you personally responsible.

         After lunch it was back to court for the star performance – the one I was permitted to hear but not see. My objections to your request for a screen fell on deaf ears, and I was forced to hold my tongue as you took your place in the witness box. As it turned out, the screen wasn’t a fixed screen, but a curtain. Part of me wanted to leap across the court, pull back the curtain and expose you for the fraud you are, like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. But that would have only played into your hands. I could still feel your presence, though – the way the curtain moved in response to your body, the faint smell of your cologne. (Tom Ford Noir, if I’m not mistaken. How like you to wear your namesake next to your skin. Could you be any more narcissistic?)

         And then of course there was your voice. I have to ask: did you spend hours perfecting that voice you used as you gave evidence today? Because it’s not one I’ve ever heard you use before. That tremulous way you spoke, the slight catch in your throat as you told the court of your ordeal; it was so totally out of character. Whatever happened to the experienced public speaker, the great orator who can hold a room with his sharp wit and piercing insights? Today you sounded like someone who’s never been on stage before, who finds the whole thing nerve-wracking. At first I thought you must be ill or coming down with something. And then it struck me. This was your ‘good victim’ voice – another of your ploys to win sympathy. Honestly, Tom. These cheap tactics of yours. Anyone would think you had something to hide.

         I could see Emma in the public gallery, her features carefully arranged into a look of deep concern, like an overprotective mother watching her precious child tread the boards for the first time in the school play. That’s quite a double act you have there, though of course it was clear to me that parading her in court like that was a provocation. Were you hoping that her presence would unsettle me somehow? Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I don’t fall for your tricks that easily. I watched her watching you, hanging on your every word. And on the rare occasion that our eyes met, I beamed at her as if she were an old friend and not someone I would gladly slap across the face if she came within three feet of me. I figured since we’re all so busy acting…

         The prosecutor began by asking you how it all began and referring you to sections of your witness statement. What a ridiculous situation. Surely if you were telling the truth, you wouldn’t need prompting? But prompt you she did.

         ‘And when did you first become aware of the defendant?’ she asked, as if I was the symptom of some mysterious illness and not a person. That’s the worst part about the whole court process, I think. It’s so dehumanising.

         Not that you seemed to care. Secure behind your safety curtain, you told the court how I ‘stalked’ you on Twitter and ‘bombarded’ you with ‘harassing’ emails.

         ‘And did you at any point encourage the defendant to maintain contact with you?’ the prosecutor asked.

         ‘No,’ you replied, shakily. ‘I asked her to stop, but she kept on. I blocked her on Twitter, but that only made matters worse. She started tagging my followers, so if anyone replied, her tweets would appear in my feed. I blocked her email address, but she kept creating new accounts.’

         Lies, all lies, right down to that phoney victim voice of yours. What you didn’t say, and ought to have said, is that you revelled in the attention. You led me to believe that what we had together was something special and worth holding on to. ‘A meeting of minds,’ you called it. ‘Kindred spirits,’ you said. I know that we were never really lovers, not in the traditional sense. And that never bothered me in the slightest. Physical love is so overrated anyhow. Passion soon burns itself out. What we had was so much more than that. Or what I thought we had. But you encouraged me to think it, Tom, whatever you told the nice lady judge today. You encouraged me, right from the start.

         It was only when you were cross-examined that I heard a voice I recognised as yours.

         My defence lawyer is an Asian chap, painfully polite, with a strong sense of social justice and a firm belief in freedom of speech – both qualities I once associated with you, ironically enough. He began by stressing that he was only here to do his job, and that nothing he was about to say was in any way personal. He then asked if it was fair to say that you’re an oversensitive man.

         You didn’t like that suggestion at all. ‘Not especially,’ you replied, sharply.

         ‘So you’re seriously telling me that you find these words offensive?’ He then read out a list of words I’m alleged to have used to describe you.

         I could feel you bristle, even with that heavy curtain between us. ‘Yes,’ you said. ‘I find them offensive.’

         ‘Really?’ My lawyer’s tone was incredulous. ‘You find the word “pansy” offensive?’

         ‘I do,’ you snapped. ‘Just as I’m sure you find the word “paki” offensive.’

         What I’d have given to have seen your face then! You realised, I’m sure, that he’d tripped you up good and proper, that he was tearing off that mask of yours, exposing you for who you really are. And he was just getting started.

         ‘You’ve told the court that you wanted no contact with my client,’ he continued. ‘And yet you chose to follow her on Twitter. Why was that?’

         ‘I follow lots of people,’ you replied.

         ‘Not nearly as many as follow you. I took a look at your Twitter account this morning. You’re currently following a few hundred people, compared to the tens of thousands who follow you.’

         Again, I could feel your anger rise. ‘So?’

         ‘So it seems to me that you’re quite choosy about who you follow on social media. And yet you chose to follow my client. Despite your claims that she was harassing you.’

         ‘The harassment came later,’ you snapped. ‘If I’d known then what I know now, I’d have blocked her immediately.’

         ‘Yet at the time you were perfectly happy to exchange pleasantries on Twitter and even reply to her emails.’

         ‘I’m not sure what point you’re making.’

         ‘My point is that you actively encouraged contact with my client, before turning around and accusing her of harassment. You’re an intelligent man. Surely you can see how confusing this must have been?’

         You didn’t have an answer for that. How could you, when we both know he had you bang to rights?

         ‘I’d like to turn to the issue of my client’s book,’ my lawyer said. ‘We’re aware, of course, that you yourself are a published novelist. You’ve told the court that you did everything you could to discourage my client from contacting you. And yet you offered her your professional guidance and agreed to read her manuscript. Why was that?’

         ‘I didn’t agree to read it. She sent me an email with two attachments. One was a Word file that I presumed to be the manuscript and the other was a video of her talking about the book.’

         ‘Mr Hunter, we have an email from you to Ms Stokes in which you expressly agree to read her work. How do you explain that?’

         ‘I was just being polite.’

         ‘So you haven’t actually read the book in question?’

         ‘I didn’t even download it.’

         My lawyer smiled. ‘But that simply isn’t true, Mr Hunter. As the files were large, my client emailed them to you via a file-transfer service. Records show that the files were downloaded.’

         You hesitated before replying. ‘Then they must have downloaded automatically when I opened the email. Yes, I remember now. They were saved to my downloads folder. I deleted them shortly afterwards.’

         How did it feel, Tom, knowing that you’d been rumbled? Looking across the courtroom, I could see from Emma’s face that she wasn’t too impressed with your performance. There was definitely a flicker of doubt there. And that smug smile the prosecutor wore was beginning to fade, too. She knew, I’m sure, that your story was starting to unravel, that you weren’t the reliable witness she’d been led to expect.

         But the best was yet to come.

         ‘I’d like to refer you now to the emails dated February twenty-third this year,’ my lawyer said. ‘The ones sent after my client was first taken in for questioning. The ones you say you found alarming and distressing.’

         ‘I did find them alarming and distressing,’ you replied. ‘She was threatening me with violence.’

         Lies, Tom! All lies! I never wrote those words and we both know it!

         ‘You’re aware, of course, that my client categorically denies sending you those emails. Just as she categorically denies making similar threats to you the night she was arrested outside your flat.’

         ‘I’m aware of that, yes.’

         ‘You’re aware, also, that these dozen or so emails came from a Gmail account with no proven link to my client.’

         ‘She used various email accounts to harass me. As soon as I blocked one, she’d open another.’

         ‘But you didn’t block this one, did you? You received numerous emails from the same account; emails you say you found distressing and alarming, and yet you didn’t block the address. Why was that?’

         You didn’t answer.

         ‘Isn’t it the case, Mr Hunter, that we have no real way of knowing where those emails came from or who sent them? Gmail accounts are notoriously hard to trace. For all we know, you could have sent those emails to yourself.’

         You laughed then, a hollow sound that echoed around the courtroom. ‘Don’t be so ridiculous! Why would I do that?’

         ‘To further incriminate my client.’

         At this point your prosecutor friend interjected, reminding us that you weren’t the one on trial. More’s the pity.

         ‘I’d like to return to the question of hate speech,’ my lawyer continued. ‘We’ve established that there are certain words you consider offensive. And yet you’ve used some pretty offensive terms to describe my client. You’ve called her a troll. You’ve told the court that she’s mentally ill.’

         ‘She is a troll,’ you replied. ‘And I believe she is mentally ill.’

         I could really hear the arrogance in your voice now. You who must not be challenged, who refuses to consider the possibility that he might sometimes be wrong. How furious you must have felt.

         ‘And are you qualified to make that assessment?’ my lawyer asked. ‘You’re not a mental-health professional.’

         ‘I don’t consider her behaviour to be that of a normal person,’ you said, haughtily. ‘She’s obsessive and relentless. And the fact that she refused a psychiatric evaluation suggests to me that, on some level, she knows she’s mentally ill.’

         ‘And yet you encouraged your thousands of followers on Twitter to attack a woman who, by your own estimation, is somewhat fragile. You told her to drop dead. Not very noble of you, was it?’

         He certainly had you there. Hoist by your own petard, as they say. I couldn’t wait to hear you try to wiggle your way out of that one. And wiggle you did, Tom – like a worm on a hook.

         ‘I didn’t encourage anyone to attack her,’ you said. ‘I simply asked them not to include me in their replies to her. Telling someone to drop dead is just a figure of speech. She’d been harassing me for months. I was at my wit’s end.’

         ‘You called her a troll and made jokes about her mental health on a public forum where you are followed by tens of thousands of people. Surely you don’t seriously expect us to believe that you didn’t wish her any harm?’

         ‘All I wanted was for her to stop contacting me,’ you replied. ‘That’s all I ever wanted.’

         I must have laughed out loud at that point – an actual ‘LOL’ – because the judge called for order.

         ‘But he’s lying!’ I said, and was immediately threatened with contempt of court.

         I think I’m beginning to see how this whole thing works now. And more to the point, I now have the full measure of you, Tom. I know the lengths you’ll go to and what’s required of me if I’m to stand any chance of winning this case. And that’s good to know. But I can’t pretend I’m not disappointed.

         If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s that people don’t really change. Who you are in your twenties is pretty much who you’ll be for the rest of your life. Your appearance will change – whatever the manufacturers of those age-defying face creams tell you – but your personality remains the same. A person’s belief system, values and code of conduct remain pretty much fixed for their entire adult life. Politically, they might move to the right as they grow older and feel they have more to lose, but even then they’re often quite embarrassed about it and will lie to pollsters before elections. Their world view remains essentially the same.

         I didn’t know you when you were twenty, or even thirty. We don’t go back that far. Still, I find it hard to believe that you’ve really changed so much that I can barely recognise you. Which leads me to the unpleasant conclusion that I never really knew you at all, that the person I heard but wasn’t allowed to see in court today is the person you’ve always been. I’ve been had, basically. And what really makes me angry is that I should have seen this coming. The writing, as they say, was on the wall. Because you’re a professional liar, aren’t you, Tom? You make up stories for a living. And today in court you told a load of stories about me.

         But here’s the thing. Everyone has their own story to tell. And tomorrow I’ll have an opportunity to tell mine. It won’t be as melodramatic as yours. I won’t put on a strange voice, or hide behind a curtain or a screen. I’ll stand before the court and speak plainly for all to see. I’ll tell them everything.

         All men have secrets, Tom, and I know yours. I know the truth about you. So be warned. Tomorrow I’ll expose you for the liar you are. And heaven knows you’ll be miserable then.

         
             

         

         Yours

         Evie 
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