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IT’S AN OLD joke, well-worn. What’s the difference between God and a lawyer? The man sitting across the desk from me, eyes fixed on my face, doesn’t look like he’d appreciate the punch line. God doesn’t think he’s a lawyer? No, that’s not the problem right now. The problem, at this moment, is that this man seems to think I’m his salvation, some kind of avenging, all-powerful deity backed up by, and hence rendered invincible by, the full weight of the law. When the reality is I have no idea what the fuck he expects me to do.


His name is Terry Campion, someone I have known casually from school upwards. His father was TJ Campion, a volatile, troubled man who ran a used-car business on the north side of the Southend Arterial Road before bad luck or, more plausibly, a well-placed match burned it to the ground. The aftermath of the fire was fed by rumours that he’d sold a portion of his business off to some local hard cases who weren’t impressed by the returns, which were on the very low side of TJ’s promises. These stories were no more than playground gossip when I was a child, given extra colour by the sight of Terry, a lonely, solitary but defiant boy who quickly dealt with other children’s jibes with his fists. I recall him once defending his family’s reputation with his teeth, leaving a much bigger boy in tears, bite marks on the boy’s stomach weeping blood. The son of his father, everybody said. He at least proved them wrong on that score.


‘You always looked out for me,’ Terry says. He sounds desperate. I looked out for him? The Terry I remember was two years below me and at the very periphery of my consciousness. More likely it’s wishful thinking, some subliminal emotional persuasion to try to up my enthusiasm for his case. Because right now, I’m looking anything but enthusiastic.


‘I don’t know where else to go,’ Terry says. ‘There’s nowhere.’


He’s got a point. After all, he can’t go to the police. He is the police, a career choice that always surprised me but, I suppose, was as good a way as any of escaping the shadow of his father’s misdeeds. I, as much as anybody, can appreciate that.


‘I’d like to help,’ I say. And it’s true, I would. I really would. ‘But this…’ I gesture at the discs he’s placed on the desk. ‘It’s not anything I do.’


What Terry has brought with him, and what I’ve just watched, is footage from the CCTV of Gaynes Park police station, dated five nights previously. He’d called in a favour, got a duty sergeant from that nick to get hold of them for him, someone who owed him one, Terry didn’t say what for. Copied, not stolen, he was quick to assure me, perhaps worried that I’d refuse to view them on some petty legal point. He really doesn’t know me as well as he claims.


Considering the upbringing he’s had, the story he’s just told me seems all the more unfair. Are some people simply born with bad luck hiding behind every coming hour, always minutes away from some unjust catastrophe?


Terry described to me his time as a policeman with the disillusioned, disbelieving air of a man who has recently escaped the clutches of a cult and cannot understand how he could have been so deceived in the first place. But after such an uncertain and confused early life, perhaps it’s not surprising that he threw himself into the police force with such unquestioning vigour and abandonment; in its unambiguous righteousness and arrogant, self-assured camaraderie, he found a moral certainty he had never previously imagined existed. His guileless enthusiasm and uncomplaining conformism didn’t go unnoticed; over the years, he was continually handed the assignments nobody else would touch. Policing sink estates where feral children spat and urinated on you from third-floor walkways, raiding crack houses filled with the odour of human faeces left in rooms where people with ruined lives slept; the jobs that only the truly fervent would take on without complaint. Back then, he accepted this work without question, seeing it as an opportunity to prove his commitment. Now, he told me, he saw it for what it was: the exploitation of a naive fool.


Whatever the truth of the matter, this willingness to go where nobody else would explains how Terry found himself one warm night on a ‘prime’ assignment, but one for which he was completely, crazily out of his depth: working under-cover, sourcing and then buying a quantity of marijuana from a Turkish man with terrible burn marks on the backs of both hands who ran a network of cannabis factories across Essex, mostly in the attics of rented properties.


The man was busted by the local drugs squad at the precise moment Terry was loading five kilos of the man’s product into the back of his unmarked police car, a case of wrong place, wrong time that would make anyone question just what terrible crimes they’d committed in a previous incarnation. Unwilling to compromise his cover, Terry held up his hands, allowed himself to be arrested, cuffed, bundled through the frantic blue lights into the back of the waiting van.


‘The problem began,’ Terry told me, ‘when we got back to the station. One of the officers, Baldwin, turns out he’s some kind of zealot. Like, a real fucking headcase. We park up and I’m pulled out of the van, I’ve been sat next to this Turkish nightmare who keeps fucking spitting, he’s been looking at me like I’m the reason he’s here, right? Like I set him up or something. So I think, I need to prove my credentials, show I’ve got nothing to do with the police, so I give Baldwin a bit of lip. Nothing major, just tell him I want my brief, call him a cunt, like, what copper doesn’t get that kind of shit all the time, right? Next thing I know, he’s put his elbow in my throat.’


Baldwin struck Terry with the practised casualness of a man pushing a dog’s snout away from the dinner table. Choking, hands cuffed in front of him, Terry staggered back against the van in the police station’s car park. He tried to say something, tried to say Baldwin wasn’t allowed to do that, ready to come out of character if this was the way things were going to go down. Baldwin gave one of his colleagues an aggrieved look and that man, clearly well used to unquestioningly following the whims of his superior, took out his baton, took a step back and hit Terry in the kidneys, twice, then across his knees, beating Terry to the tarmac.


Terry may be twenty years from those defiant days defending himself in the playground, but his instincts for self-preservation, so long honed and if anything enhanced by the dangers of police work, remain sharp. He waited for his head to clear then raised himself up on one arm, kicked out at the policemen surrounding him, made contact. There was a collective intake of breath from them, amused rather than shocked, tickled that this little man on the floor felt he could go toe-to-toe with their undisputed might, thought he could compete. Somebody sang the Rocky theme, chuckling. They were as relaxed, as at ease, as if they were watching the game in their own home.


Then Terry, coughing out the blow to his throat, rocked back on his heels and punched Baldwin in the balls with both hands.


What followed Terry described to me as ‘a fucking good old-school working over’. Having watched the footage, I can’t help but think he’s being deliberately glib. He was kicked back to the ground, helped up and punched, dropped and stamped on, battered with batons, the Turkish dealer all the while watching on, quietly thankful it wasn’t him at the receiving end. The footage I watched was dark and hard to make out properly, the assault a flurry of action with only the occasional blow caught in detail as one of the car park’s lights caught a raised hand or the gleam from a polished baton. But it gave a good idea of what happened. Terry’s face across the desk from me, purple and cut and stitched and swollen, gave an even better one.


‘So what?’ I said. ‘Report them, get them thrown out of the force. You’ve got the evidence, right? Good riddance.’


Lying on a cell floor bleeding, Terry told me, that had been exactly his plan. But then later, could have been ten minutes, could have been hours, he can’t really remember, Sergeant Baldwin came back in with two colleagues; the same two, he believes, who’d inflicted the damage in the first place. Baldwin explained that they’d confirmed who Terry had eventually told them he was, a brother officer, and hey, listen, no hard feelings, right?


‘No hard feelings?’ said Terry. ‘You’ve broken my fucking nose.’


‘See, thing is,’ said Baldwin, standing over Terry, ‘thing is, I thought you were trying it on. Why I put you down.’ He spoke with the slow assurance of a man who believes his place in the world is safe, inviolate. ‘A mistake. We’ve all made them.’


Terry watched Baldwin through one eye, the other already closed, noted his lack of remorse, his unshakable self-belief, and knew that here was a very dangerous man. But years of looking out for himself had left him intrinsically disinclined to forgive and forget.


‘We’ll see what a tribunal thinks about that, shall we, dickhead?’ said Terry.


Baldwin took a deep breath, fixed Terry with a stare that didn’t know how to flinch.


‘Let’s not,’ he said.


He’d done his homework, Baldwin, while Terry was on the cell floor, done some digging into Terry’s private life, turned up a sister, a mother, the only family Terry had alive and all the leverage Baldwin needed.


‘Say anything, word one, and I’ll burn their fucking houses down, I’ll have your sister raped. Understand?’


Terry, defiant and punchy as he was, knew when the game was up, knew when to wind his neck in. He lay back in his own blood, closed his good eye, sighed, said, ‘Just fuck off, all right?’


 


‘What is it you want me to do?’ I ask Terry now. His family have been threatened with violence, he has had violence visited upon him by a team of policemen who think nothing of beating suspects into submission, who place their own moral authority above the law. This is not my territory; as I told him, this is not anything I do.


Terry swallows, shakes his head. He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know what he’s doing here. He’s desperate, at the end of his tether and thinks, because I’m a lawyer, I’ll have the answers. When, as far as I can see, there’s only one.


‘Let it go, that’d be my advice. Drop it. You took a beating. Big deal.’ I look up at Terry, raise my eyebrows, best I can do. ‘You’ll live.’ But looking at him, at the set of his body, rigid in his seat and fists clenched, I just know that’s advice he can’t take.


‘Either that or lodge a complaint, get the internal people on to it.’


‘Baldwin and his mates’ll be suspended. It’ll go to a tribunal. Everyone’ll know I grassed, end of career, and Baldwin, know what he’ll do to me, to my family, before it even goes anywhere near a trial?’


‘So, what...?’


I let it hang; Terry sighs, his shoulders drop. Whatever magical solution he was hoping for in the dilapidated office of Daniel Connell & Nobody, Solicitor, he now knows it isn’t going to materialise. No protection, no huge media exposé, no glory. No gung-ho lawyer willing to assume the risk, go gunning for the bad guys. You’re on your own, son, just like you’ve always been. There’s a brief silence, then a passing bus makes my window shudder.


‘Just keep hold of them. Look after them.’ He nods at the discs. ‘Anything happens to me, you’ll do the right thing.’


Do the right thing? The truth is, I don’t even want to be in the same time zone as these discs. I don’t want anything to do with them, with this case, with Sergeant Baldwin and his out-of-control colleagues, with fucking Terry Hard-Luck Campion and his poor, blighted life. But looking at him, I can’t help but see again that bewildered, frightened but ultimately brave little boy in the playground, fighting his corner against all comers, however much bigger and stronger they were. So I nod, meet his eye, try to give him something, some sense that there’s somebody in this life who gives a fraction of a damn about his plight.


‘Okay. Leave them with me. But, Terry, seriously? Fucking drop this, yes?’


Terry looks at me. ‘Yes,’ he says. And I know he doesn’t mean it.


 


*


I leave the office early, my mind taken up with how a father’s influence can shape our lives for decades even after they stop being a real, tangible threat to our day-to-day existence. My premises are on a tired parade of shops, pizza delivery and letting agents and cheap furniture stores, outside the tangle of commuter towns of Chadwell Heath, Collier Row, Seven Kings, Romford; outside London, outside civilised society, an almost laughable climb down from my previous office in the heart of the City, sixteen floors up. Terry, I think, we’ve all got problems. I lock the door, check my watch and figure it’s about time I went to see my father.
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I FIND HIM in his garden, already half-drunk, no doubt just back from the pub. He is garrulous, good-humoured in his usual unpleasant way, stretched out on a lounger, drink on the tidy grass of the lawn.


‘Oh look, it’s Perry fucking Mason,’ he says, waving a hand at the garden table, which holds a bottle of gin, a bottle of tonic. ‘Help yourself.’ He holds up his glass. ‘And help your old man too.’


I take his glass, pour, not as generously as he would have judging by the look he gives me as he takes a drink. ‘Forgot the fucking gin, son,’ he says.


‘Garden’s looking good.’


My father grunts, doesn’t answer. Incongruously, for a man to whom sentiment is an aberration, he has a passion for flowers, for chrysanthemums and gerberas and roses, so many roses, neatly cut back every winter, proudly displayed every summer. Ornaments are scattered everywhere, faux-stone windmills, a hedgehog pushing a wheelbarrow from which bursts a spray of peonies. The garden has a sense of peace, or would have if my father wasn’t in the middle of it. Relaxing on the lounger, he looks like a burglar taking five on his victim’s lawn before going back inside to finish the job.


My father lives in a drab house, the same small place I grew up in, pebble-dashed and crazy-paved and unchanged since the seventies. It is on the outskirts of town, lonely, isolated, surrounded by fly-tipped washing machines and failing farmland, a twenty-minute walk to the centre. It is a walk I know well as my father is a far more diligent gardener than he was a parent, and a lift in to school was out of the question. Don’t even think about money for school uniform. Keep out of the way, especially during drinking hours. Disappear.


‘You remember TJ Campion?’ I say.


‘Who?’ He remembers, but you don’t get anything easily from my father, he’d make you grovel for the time of day.


‘TJ Campion, sold cars. His place burned down, everybody said it was an insurance job.’


‘Short little prick, had a heart attack, couldn’t keep off the booze? Yeah, I remember. You making any money?’


‘Met his son today. Know he’s a copper?’


‘Fuck me, is he now? That what gave his old man the heart attack?’ He laughs, a hacking cough, feet jerking up from the lounger with each exhalation, gin and tonic slopping over his open shirt, over his belly. My father is not a tall man but, if he’d been a boxer, would have made cruiserweight comfortably. His forearms are massive, something I have inherited from him, tattoo-covered hams, you’d need two hands to encircle each one. I’ve seen him laugh a lot, a head-back full-throated malicious bark, but I’ve never in all my life seen his eyes smile. I’ve seen people leave pubs as he walks in.


‘Anyway, what about him?’


‘Nothing. Just a face from the past.’ I look over the garden, my father’s downed tools. ‘Do anything for you?’


‘Dressed like that?’


‘What do you want?’


He nods across the garden, to a stump, a spade next to it.


‘Wasn’t that the willow?’


‘Diseased. Got to come out.’


I cross the lawn, pick up the spade, start digging around the roots. My father watches me as I work, bleak and unblinking, like an overseer debating when to start flogging. The roots are deep and I know that I will not get it all out today, that I have been set an impossible task; I work for forty-five minutes until I can feel blisters forming on the fleshy bottom of my thumbs and the stump is beginning to rock, the roots on one side excavated and broken, showing bright white where the spade has cut through them. It needs a digger but my father would not spend the money, or let its tracks cut up his lawn. I know that he will not be satisfied, that he will have some comment to make, but I am accustomed to these hopeless situations; heads I win, tails you lose is a game my father has been playing with me ever since I was a child. In trouble at school, I was warned he didn’t want me turning out like him. When I graduated with a degree in law, he supposed I was something special, too good for him. When I lost my job in the City, narrowly escaping being struck off, he couldn’t believe I’d thrown it all away, what was wrong with me, after all he’d given me?


I put the spade down and cross the lawn to get a glass of water; I think my father is asleep but as I pass him he grunts out, ‘Giving up, are you? Lazy cunt.’


I sit back down next to him, sweat dripping off my forehead. My shirt is stuck to my back and the muscles in my shoulders and arms are humming. I press the glass to my face. My father belches loudly, a growling, meaty sound, teeth bared like a baboon, then levers himself up on to his elbows and looks at me. Here it comes.


‘Got any money?’


‘How much do you want?’


‘Fucking never have enough, so whatever you can spare I’ll take.’


I knew that he would ask, and I know he’ll take whatever I have whether it’s offered or not, so I pass him my wallet, which I filled with exactly what I can spare before I left to see him, a sum that won’t be anywhere near as much as he’ll want. I have never properly known how my father made what little money he has; but I do know that there are limited opportunities for stertorous sixty-five-year-old ex-wannabe gangsters, and that he would never demean himself by working a regular job. He takes out the £200, looks at me, sneers.


‘And there I was, thinking the legal profession was a licence to print money. The fuck’s wrong with you, son?’


I do not answer, there is no point; as far as he is concerned, being born was my one unforgivable sin, the wrong that can never be righted. It was my father’s misfortune, and of course mine, that my mother disappeared days after she gave birth to me. I often wonder what our life would have been like, had she stayed around. It could hardly have been worse.


We sit in silence, listening to the buzz of insects, my father slurping occasionally. I can hear his breathing; it is heavy, and I wonder about his health, his heart, wonder if there is any force on earth that could kill him.


‘Talking to you.’


I shake myself out of my thoughts. ‘What?’


‘Derek’s granddaughter. Been missing nearly a week.’


‘Yeah. I heard.’


‘D’you know her?’


‘Not really. To speak to. No news?’


‘Not even eighteen.’


I know her by sight, a small girl, dark hair, quick words and a disarming smile, somebody I instinctively liked the few times I met her. Derek is a drinking friend of my father’s, someone to share war stories with from the days when they were, if not respected, at least feared.


‘Fucking nonces. Only got to open the paper. Know what we used to do with them?’


I tune out, not keen on hearing my father’s creative methods for dealing with sexual deviants, a subject he’s made very much his own in recent years. So much unrealised violence lives within him, continually on the lookout for a suitable outlet. His reserves astonish me; would impress me, probably, if I hadn’t lived with them for so long.


‘Be seeing you, Dad.’


‘Stump’s still in the ground.’


‘Call me if you can’t manage it.’


‘Saying I can’t manage it?’


I do not answer, know from experience which questions to avoid. I walk into the house, through the patio doors, pull them closed after me. I stand at the window watching my father, the back of his head, his tanned body lying on the lounger, old blue tattoos showing through the bronze. He’s still got all his hair, stiff grey brushed back in rigid waxy waves, a vain man underneath the careless exterior. Lost in my thoughts, I don’t notice him turn in the lounger, struggle around and look back over his shoulder at the house, the patio doors, at me. Some strange sixth sense, the predator’s instinct. He arcs his glass at me and it smashes against the window, liquid streaming down and making my father’s face, seen through it, unreadable. Why would any father react like that, at the sight of his own son?




 


 


 


 


 


3


[image: images]


BILLY’S GOT ONE leg in traction and he tells me that the worst of it is that he can’t lean to one side, part a cheek, break wind discreetly. He says there are one or two pretty nurses and the last thing he wants is a reputation for uncontrolled flatulence. What he actually says is: ‘You don’t let one go around the fanny, Danny. Trust me, they don’t like it.’


I assure him I’ll take it on board, take his word for it. I even make a note on a pad I’ve brought, the kind of thing any proper lawyer should carry. Billy watches me in fascination, his jaw worrying a piece of gum agitatedly, his whole body a tightly wound coil of enforced inactivity almost humming with frustrated movement. This is probably the most still Billy has ever been. Anybody who questions whether hyperactivity is a real disorder, all they need do is meet Billy. He would make a cat with a firework tied to its tail look lethargic.


Much of my work involves what society would disparagingly call ambulance chasing, though I can’t claim to do a lot of chasing. Any personal injury work I do walks through my office door. Or, in the case of Billy Morrison, calls my office line, as even hyper Billy would struggle to walk with a broken spine, broken femur, two fractured tibiae and a collarbone that is, apparently, ‘utterly fucked’. He was hit by a car at a pedestrian crossing, in front of witnesses, at eleven o’clock the night before last. And now, rather than dead, he’s potentially in line to win a lot of money in compensation, thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands. Less my ten per cent, naturally.


That he’s not in the morgue, that he was lucky enough to be mown down in front of witnesses who gave a description of the car, even caught a partial registration, sits in stark contrast to the Billy I know. A ubiquitous, if not popular, face in the local bars, Billy has a reputation for bad luck and worse judgement. He once stole a television from a house, then went to a pub later in the day and unwittingly attempted to sell it back to its owner. The television had a sticker on it, Billy told me after he was discharged, which read ‘I ♥ Alicante’, a strange decoration for a television but a stone-cold clincher for the angry and inebriated scaffolder whose television it turned out to be. Billy still carries the scar from where the man snapped apart his glass in Billy’s cheek; they had him laid out on the bar, ran out of beer towels to staunch the flow of blood, had to get new carpets after he’d been carried away. In hindsight, Billy told me, he perhaps ought to have taken the sticker off. Billy deals almost exclusively in hindsight, foresight being something he appears to have been born without, like some children lack an arm.


Billy is grinning at me happily. ‘How much, do you reckon?’


‘Depends,’ I say.


‘Right,’ says Billy, nodding wisely, not an idea in his head.


‘First we need to find the car. The police have spoken to the witnesses, got a description, a partial registration. But we’re not there yet. You say you don’t remember anything about the accident?’


I already know he doesn’t, want to check his story for inconsistencies on the off chance we go to court and a lawyer tries to find holes in his account, catch him in a lie. Though the eye witnesses we’ve got make anything Billy says largely irrelevant, all three of them sure that the crossing signal hadn’t even begun to flash its warning at the point Billy went over the car’s roof. Anyway, Billy isn’t listening, his mind jumping ahead to the point when he’s got a pocket full of money, revelling in the swagger and authority he imagines any significant sum will automatically bestow upon him.


‘You know how big the biggest plasma screen they make is? Like, I’m talking, I’m going to hit up the store, get the biggest ass screen, just walk up, say yeah, I’ll take that one. Gimme that one, I’m not even joking.’ He looks at me. ‘You got Blu-ray?’


I shake my head.


‘Like, it makes things so real, you don’t even know you’re watching TV. Seriously, you’re like…’ He opens his eyes wide, mimes astonishment. ‘You think you’re there. It’s mad.’


‘We’ve got to find the car first, Billy,’ I say. ‘Let’s not get carried away just yet.’


He shakes his head. ‘Nah. They’ll find it.’


I wish I shared Billy’s childlike confidence, but the truth is I’ve had little joy pressing the police for a result so far. A partial registration involves man hours of follow up, which they’ve told me they can’t spare at the moment, particularly given the search for the missing girl. I picture the worst-case scenario, an unrepentant sinner matter-of-factly scraping Billy’s blood from his headlights, washing his hair off the windscreen, arranging an alibi, getting away with it. Not that I really believe that will happen; in my experience, it is more likely that the driver is holed up at home, missing work, downing booze to deaden the dread he, or she, feels at having hit a man and run, more than ready to confess all to ease the maggot of guilt burrowing into their staid, suburban psyche. Whichever, the car needs to be found before we can begin any litigation. And in this particular case, the case of Mr W. Morrison of no fixed abode, I suspect the police – and part of me, sadly, understands their point of view perfectly – really aren’t that fucked.


 


Billy nods at me, winking, jerking his head towards the other side of the room where a nurse with limp greasy black hair and acne scarring reaches up tiredly to adjust a tube above a grey-faced man’s bed.


‘She’s who you’ve been holding it in for, is it, Billy?’


‘Gloria. She’s from Brazil. Want to guess how many brothers and sisters she’s got?’


I shake my head.


‘Twelve,’ says Billy in satisfaction. ‘Fucking twelve. All the same parents. You believe that? Same mum, same dad. Unbe-fucking-lievable.’


I recall some details of Billy’s home life, his feckless mother whose eventual dependence on narcotics led her to prison and Billy into a care home, allegations of abuse by a stepfather, or uncle, or casual interloper, these distinctions unrecognised within the human chaos that habitually orbited the Morrison family home. It strikes me as amazing that Billy can for ever wear that sunny face, present that breezy smile to a world that has shown him nothing but disdain.


‘I know you’ll do the right thing, Danny,’ he says, looking at me shyly, unused to any declarations of trust. Why do people keep saying that to me? I’m a lawyer, not a priest. I smile at Billy, give his shoulder a squeeze, tell him I’ll be in touch. He nods vaguely, gone, lost once again to blissful dreams of easy affluence and the unfathomable wonders of Blu-ray discs.


 


I leave the hospital, pass worried relatives and sickly pensioners in dressing gowns smoking guilty cigarettes, happy for the sun on my face after the chemical yellow fizz of the hospital’s neon strips. At my house, Sophie will be packing her things, filling bags as quickly as she can, possibly checking the windows as she empties wardrobes, praying I don’t come back while she’s there. Three nights ago, I reacted to a petty provocation, an offhand comment on my upbringing and the chip on my shoulder, by kicking over the coffee table as we watched I cannot now remember what. What I can recall, and what shames me as I think about it, are her eyes wide in her face as the rest of her diminished, toes pushing her shrinking body into the corner of the sofa; I could almost see her reduce in size from the sudden exodus of her trust in me. Her brother, a self-righteous colour sergeant in the Rifles, will also be there to lend his muscle and I know too well what will happen confronted by him, how I will react at the slightest rebuke or the merest hint of a sneer as he helps shift the wreckage of another failed relationship. I can’t go there.


The unlovely concrete of my hastily built town is bathed in late-afternoon light by now, softening edges and reflecting warmth, uniform grey taking on subtle pastel shades of yellow, pink, orange; even the shadows are a cool blue. Every pub spills out into the street and laughter is, for now, winning the battle over traffic noise, delighted shrieks overwhelming the hiss of air brakes at red lights; close your eyes and you could almost believe you were somewhere else, a busy Spanish resort, a seafront bar. An evening like this is not one to spend alone, dissecting the ineptitudes and failings of my life, taunted by the sounds of friendship and intimacy. An evening like this calls for the company of the one person in this life I regard as family.
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‘I LIKED SOPHIE,’ says Gabe. ‘There you are. Should have known.’


‘She was frightened of me.’


‘Who isn’t?’


Gabe isn’t. Gabe never has been. Our friendship, I am sure, owes almost everything to this one simple fact.


‘What did you do?’


‘Fuck all.’ Honest pause. ‘Well.’


‘Hate it when you say “Well”.’


‘Well, kicked over the coffee table.’


‘Hard?’


‘Enough. Enough to frighten her. Took something she said the wrong way.’


‘Danny. You silly bastard.’ Gabe looks at me, concerned, not afraid to hold my gaze, challenge me. He has eyes that are a pale unwavering blue, like a husky’s, and seem to have an almost clairvoyant power. Next to my bulk he is whip-thin, lean and muscular; a man with an easy, almost loping animal physicality. He sighs, shakes his head, and when he looks back at me his eyes are bright and crinkled. ‘Just the table, was it?’


We are sitting outside the Branfield Road Lawn Tennis Club, a place that, while I was growing up, became as much a home to me as my own; more, if a home is somewhere you feel welcome and valued. Strangely, it was my father who introduced me here, tennis becoming a fad that he and his socially ambitious cashed-up friends wanted to buy into. His presence at the tennis club did not last long, a combination of his own lack of co-ordination and, though he’d never admit it, too many sideways glances from the fascinated-yet-petrified respectable middle-class members. I, on the other hand, soon discovered that I had a serviceable forehand and an instinctive, explosive backhand, which could punish any serve from the juniors upwards, and was asked, practically begged, by the club’s committee to keep coming back.


Gabe and I played doubles together for years, had success on a county level before my backhand came up against serves that even it didn’t know how to reply to, and I could no longer cover for Gabe’s unreliable volley. And while disappointing, the stability and generosity that the club showed me during those years of success opened my eyes to a way of thinking, a philosophy not exclusively governed by self-interest, which previously I could never have imagined existed.


I seem to be surrounded by people, and in that number I count myself, for whom something is always missing, lacking, for whom disappointment is the default state. But Gabe has always radiated the air of a man whose life is complete, who could not want for more. During a tour of Afghanistan with the 1st Royal Tank Regiment two years ago, he was patrolling behind a Challenger main battle tank when an IED disguised as a pile of camel shit exploded, shrapnel shearing his left leg off just below the knee, the surgeons taking more so that it now ends just beneath where his kneecap starts. From the day I saw him back in the country, attached to a drip at Selly Oak, he has given the impression that this minor inconvenience has utterly failed to exert any influence on his life, or diminish him in any way. But recently I have noticed a distance in him, a lack of focus in those unnervingly clear eyes, as if he needs dragging back from some other, unknowable place. He has been gone too long, and seen too many things, for me to know where to start in reaching out to him; and besides, I am sure that he can look after himself.


I am in awe of Gabe, always have been. I consider him remarkable. The fact that he was accepted into the Cavalry tells its own story about his class background, orders of magnitude above my aspiring working-class origins, but this was never an issue for him and soon became irrelevant to me, too.


One of the courts has stopped playing, four men in tennis whites passing our table, glowing with the satisfied aura of health and not inconsiderable wealth. ‘All right, Hopalong?’ one of the men, whom I know by sight but not name, says, laughing and clapping Gabe a little too hard on the shoulder. He has wiry black hair on his tanned forearm and a Breitling on his wrist that must have cost more than my car; possibly a lawyer, one who’s doing infinitely better than I am. His group stops at our table.


Gabe smiles but I see his lean frame stiffen; still, discipline is discipline and he does not let the jibe, whether meant well or spitefully, provoke him. I, on the other hand, cannot accept this casual arrogance so equably. I look the man in the eyes, my dead fuck-off stare. He attempts to meet my look, his pleased smile faltering like a birthday boy who’s just been told his dog’s died.


‘What?’ he asks, a braver man than I had given him credit for.


‘I hear you say something like that again and I’ll put you on the floor,’ I say.


Gabe reaches over and places a hand on my forearm, tendons raised from my closed fist. ‘Excuse my friend,’ he says to the man, who now will not look at me. ‘I’m sure you didn’t mean anything by it. Right?’ An edge to his voice.


‘Right,’ says the man. He turns to his friends. ‘Let’s go.’


‘Christ’s sake, Danny,’ says Gabe, watching them walk away, their backs a little less straight, their strides a little more diffident. ‘This is a tennis club, not a nightclub. Behave yourself.’


‘You think a man like that would take a medal home from war?’ I ask. ‘Fuck him.’


Gabe laughs softly. ‘He’ll be looking in the rear view of his Merc all the way home. You’ve done enough.’


We sit in silence, watching bats flutter like tossed scraps of black cloth through the glare of the court floodlights, the soft murmur of members on the veranda around the corner. Peace is something I have known little of, but, whenever I do imagine it, this is where I place myself, always with Gabe opposite me.


 


*


My mobile has been vibrating and I’ve been ignoring it, unwilling to let the real world intrude into this temporary oasis. Eventually, though, I pick it up and call through to my voicemail, aware that it could be urgent, though why someone would be calling me in an emergency I can’t imagine.


‘Danny, it’s Terry. Just wanted to say, look, I know what you’re saying, I hear you, but I’m not going to let this go. I can’t. I…’ His voice pauses, comes back louder, outraged. ‘You saw my face, what they did to me. I’ll call you.’


Terry Campion, undiluted piss and vinegar even after all these years. I couldn’t blame him, knew that if I were in the same situation I’d want to exact my revenge, too. I am enough of a hypocrite, though, to still curse him for not taking my advice and leaving it alone.


‘Problem?’ says Gabe.


‘Work.’ I explain to him about Terry, somebody Gabe won’t know; when we were young, we moved in two very separate worlds. I am aware that it is a disgraceful breach of client confidentiality to discuss Terry’s case but the normal rules have never applied in my friendship with Gabe.


‘Police,’ he says contemptuously. ‘Let them shake hands and make up, promise to play nicely. Storm in a bloody teacup.’


I describe Terry’s face, the stitches, the bruising, and can see Gabe’s eyes slide away, uninterested in the detail. I imagine Gabe in Afghanistan, hauling screaming drip-fed soldiers into helicopters, watching them take off and clatter away, leaving him with another man’s blood clotting on his dusty battledress; I stop talking. Perhaps he has a point. I decide I’ll wait until tomorrow to call Terry back.


‘Been upsetting our esteemed members again?’ asks George, seventy-three but you’d be lucky to return his forehand unless you hit your approach within a foot of the baseline, and hard at that. He leans over our table, shakes my hand. ‘Hello, Danny, how’ve you been?’ George is one of the original members to have seen my potential, both on and off court, and is a man to whom I owe an unpayable debt of gratitude. ‘Hear about that young girl?’


I nod, don’t answer. It is hard to avoid the story, a media sensation mostly due, I suspect, to the fact that she is white and comes from a respectable background. I do not wish to sound uncharitable but, if she had been black, or impoverished, her disappearance would be as unremarkable to most people as a lost cat.


‘Bar’s closing, might not have noticed but every other bugger’s fucked off,’ George tells us. ‘Haven’t you got homes to go to?’


Now there’s a good question.


 


When I get back to my house, it is empty and I am surprised by just how much of its warmth had been provided by Sophie and her possessions, how little of me there is to fill the space. She has left no note. I promise myself that I will forget about her entirely within a month.




 


 


 


 


 


5


[image: images]


THE NEIGHBOURHOOD HAS begun to wither under the heat we’ve had over the past two weeks, dry yellow grass rising in motes as it’s scuffed by feet, days only coming alive after four o’clock when the temperature starts to dip under thirty. But the sun is working its tonic on me, Sophie behind me and a case I stand a chance of winning waiting, possibilities opening up like a parched flower after watering. Looking up at the blue sky, I can appreciate its warmth, any clouds for the moment vanished.


My office doesn’t have air conditioning; no great surprise, neither does it have a carpet, windows that open or a photocopier. I spent money on the exterior, a painted sign the width of the building bearing my name and occupation, Solicitor, in a script that I was assured by a lady named Tanya with a Y looked both modern and traditional, appealing to all. It wasn’t cheap, but after the sudden ejection from my previous job I did not lack for money, at least not immediately. From outside my office on a clear day, you can just make out the tops of the City’s tallest buildings, but where I am now feels infinitely far from the office I occupied at my last place of work. There, on the sixteenth floor of an imperious glass building on Bishopsgate, I looked down on streets and people from a panelled room with a desk and two easy chairs designed by a Dutchman in the twenties whose name I forget; I am not a proud person but it is no boast to say that I was close to the top and ascending rapidly, to the point where I had already earmarked my potential future office up on the eighteenth, the partners’, floor.


I open the mail myself; I am a thirty-seven-year-old lawyer and cannot afford a secretary and, in any case, I have no space for one. Back in the City I had my own PA, a pretty lady called Allie who was permanently amazed, and often scandalised, by everything she read, heard or watched on the television. Indirectly, it was Allie who caused my steep decline, although that does her an injustice; as so often with open, kind and trusting people, she was an unwitting pawn in a much larger and more sinister game.


The firm I worked for, and which I was expected to count myself lucky to belong to, was one of the City’s major players, experts in dispute resolution in the fields of construction, engineering and real estate, and past masters at wielding intellectual superiority like others would a rubber hose. I suspect that, as well as my outstanding degree and track record, the board members who lobbied for me to join secretly enjoyed the notion that I would add a rougher texture to their customary silk.
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