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CHAPTER ONE


It was half-past six in the evening and felt like midnight. Everyone else had abandoned the ten-year-old court building, which was decaying at the edges in the effort to house cars on the roof, prisoners in the cellars and justice in between. Helen West had been discussing handcuff burns all day. Did they constitute assault? Was it only an insult to dignity when the handcuffs bit round your wrists? What was it Logo had said about them being the only legal means for a policeman to make you scream? He had volunteered this remark with his usual, ambiguous smile, harnessing all their sympathies to the scars on his wrists, and that was long before he began to sing. I might be small but I’ve got big wrists, Logo had said: look, they always put the cuffs on too tight. It was then, with this artless admission so late in the afternoon, that his trial had been aborted. Helen reached her car, quivering with cold. It was wet and dark upstairs, unlike the fuggy yellow warmth below.

The car stood on the only dry piece of concrete roof, next to the ugly spiral roadway which clutched the side of the building like a fat chimney. Children would love this, Helen thought, but children do not know it is here. Drivers began at the top of the spiral and drove down the curving funnel: skateboards would be better. Economy denied the provision of light. There had been no need for her to bring the car today, but since a space on the roof was a hard-won favour she tended not to abuse the privilege. She wanted to get out from under, out of the rain, into the cocoon of the car and not stop until she was home, for an evening with tomorrow’s work and, in all probability, a row with Bailey. No, she had to avoid any such thing: he was going away, and although the boat in which they rowed was rocky, she did not want it overturned before he left. The car door clunked shut: she was suddenly in a hurry. It was even colder inside and she fumbled for the ignition. The lack of light was as suffocating as a blanket.

Oh Lord, would she ever be able to pretend she was not afraid of the dark?

There was a man caught in the headlights like a giant moth. A small man, slightly stooped but spry, standing in the rain with his hair plastered against his head and waving her out of the parking space with imperious gestures of exaggerated politeness, as if announcing a royal command performance. Waving her out as if it was necessary in all the empty bleakness of the roof, obstructing her at the same time. Retreating in front of her car, beckoning to it, moving back inch by inch, bending from the waist as if to coax. Nice Mr Logo, with his talent to amuse, the erstwhile defendant of her long afternoon, recently acquitted on a sympathy vote spiced with a pinch of legal technicality, the bastard. Helen felt the desperate urge to accelerate, a mad and joyous anticipation of seeing the smile leave his puckish face as he melted beneath the bonnet but the sudden rage which had displaced her great leap of fear on sight of him turned back on itself and became fear again. He was a strange spectre, Logo: a trespasser up here, waving his arms in his too short sleeves from which those large wrists grew into enormous hands. Helen wound down the window, kept her foot on the clutch and the car in gear, ready to move, frightened.

‘Could you get out of the way, Mr Logo? You’ve no business up here. What do you think you’re doing?’ The voice was loud, the authority in it surprised her. Logo moved to the side of the car, stood a respectful distance, sedulous.

‘Oh, taking the air, Mrs West, taking the air. I saw a door and walked through it.’

‘Get out of the way, Mr Logo,’ she repeated.

‘I’m not in the way, now am I? It’s all your imagination. I wanted to ask you something.’ He moved closer. Suddenly his fingers were wrapped round the top of the half-open window, his smiling face close as he flattened his wrists against the glass. In the dark, Logo looked almost respectable, but the clothes were a parody of respectability which made her remember the frayed cuffs of his second-hand suit and the subtle odour of a body in dirty clothes.

‘Tell me something, oh so fair Mrs West, just tell me. Can I sue for these burns? Can I, can I, can I?’ The voice ascended to a singsong, mocking and pleading, the end of the interrogatory verse and the beginning of the chorus. ‘I thought you were so fair, Mrs West. Fair in mind, fair of face …’ The weals of his old handcuff marks were displayed to good advantage, his fingers relaxed.

‘Why can’t I sue? Can I? Can’t I? None of it’s my fault. Why did the police never find my wife? I can’t help what I do,’ he intoned sweetly.

‘Listen you hymn-singing hypocrite, I’ll get you next time. Now sod off,’ said Helen.

Her car shot forward so fast she was momentarily out of control, dangerously close to the exit wall before she stopped. She reversed, grinding the gears, plunged towards the dark tunnel, sensing him behind her, laughing. Down the spiral she went, too fast for safety, the car careering like a toboggan shying from the walls. At the end, when the portcullis to the outside world opened, she came to an uncertain halt. She stopped to breathe, subject to a terrible desire to scream, and grateful for the light which graced the bottom floor. From a shabby shed of a room where a television cast extra light, the security man blinked at her, rose without ceremony but considerable resentment, and ambled across.

‘What’s with you then? You come down off there like a boy racer.’

‘There’s a man on the roof,’ Helen said.

‘Oh yeah?’ The indifference was palpable. It was warm down here. ‘Thought they’d all be home, the lunatics. It won’t be someone escaped, I know that.’ They were all gone by three-thirty, all those who were being taken back to prison for the first or fifteenth time. They went in vans with bars on the windows. ‘Dare say he’ll come down, whoever he is. I’m not bothered. Is he dangerous?’

Helen breathed out shakily.

‘I don’t know,’ she said slowly. ‘I just don’t know.’

Logo? Dangerous? No. Only a poor lost soul probably, and it was unprofessional of her to swear at him. Solicitors acting for the Crown should not do that.

This time she moved away without speed. Oh Lord, I must pretend not to be afraid of the dark. The indifference of the security man to the presence of the trespasser on the roof of the magistrates’ court was somehow soothing, an attitude which neutralised the sinister and made everything banal. Helen stared at the windscreen wipers, smearing across her vision with their worn rubbers, the rain spattering through the still open window on to her shoulder. She made herself slow down, think of something other than being made a fool of for the second time in a day. Geoffrey would not want to hear because his mind would be elsewhere, packing his mental and emotional equipment along with his clothes. Helen remembered where she was going, Geoffrey’s place not hers and she felt the old, familiar resentment which was all the worse for being unreasonable.

Rose Darvey had waited a long time in the office to take the phone call from Helen West at the end of the case. She did this frequently. It was Rose’s job to note down the result of the day’s cases, to keep a running check in her notebooks of where all the papers were. They were City Branch North of the Crown Prosecution Service, big deal. Since she was not trusted or trained to operate the computer, the god of their existence, all she had to do thereafter was transfer the notes to someone else who logged them in and gave them back. Rose despised the computer, purely because she was not supposed to use it, although she could, it was easy, and because she knew it would be so much simpler if she took the phone calls, logged them on to the screen without an intermediary, and saved time all round. That was too simple for the captains of this ship. Rose was also supposed to know, and made it her business to know, where all the professional staff were at the end of the day and to ensure they collected or had delivered to them what they needed for the next. She did this with a surreptitious disdain for the lot of them. Case clerks of her own stable attracted her fierce loyalty; the lawyers were a joke. Dinsdale Cotton was worth a laugh, Redwood was a pillock, but he was the boss, John Riley was quite sweet, Amanda Lipton was a stuck-up prune … Helen West talked to her at least, but they were all congenital idiots. Rose had long since surmised they were all failures of a kind. When Helen West told Rose that she was wasting her brain being a case clerk, and why didn’t she try to qualify as a lawyer herself, Rose had shaken her head in disbelief. ‘Get stuffed,’ she’d said. ‘What, be like you and work here for ever? You must be joking.’ Helen was all right, condescending old trout, and Rose wasn’t being truthful. She loved working here in this great big castle of a building, didn’t want to do anything else, but she wouldn’t have said so at the point of a gun. Not to one of them anyway.

Today, Rose had waited, not just painting her nails and chewing that thin plait of soft, dyed hair which did not rise in spikes above her head like the rest of it, but curled behind her neck where she could always reach and tease it. Simply waiting without fidgeting, tense, looking at her feet slung over the arms of an old and rocky chair, regarding herself with the sort of half-admiring disgust which was second nature. Admiration for her body because of what so many men wanted to do with it, disgust since she couldn’t herself understand the appeal. She was worried about the body, but other worries came first. Worry made many a woman move: it rendered Helen West twitchy, rude, uncommunicative, occasionally funny and finally apologetic, but never listless. It made Rose Darvey very still.

‘I’m late, Rose,’ Helen said on the phone. ‘Mr Logo got off. Why didn’t you come and watch? It’s good for you to see what it’s all about.’ She sounded hurt, Miss West, in a bad mood. Lot of those recently.

‘Oh yeah?’ said Rose with studied disrespect. ‘Think I’ve got sod all else to do? I mean, apart from watching you prancing round some sodding courtroom making a tit of yourself for the prosecution.’

‘Well, I certainly did that.’

‘How’d he manage to get off this time?’ They all knew about Logo. Helen West’s fury at the inglorious acquittals of him and others had rung round the office.

‘He said he wasn’t trespassing in the school yard. He’d gone in there by mistake. To sweep it, he said. Just to look, he said. Told us how he got so disorientated through being lonely. He’s only a poor creature and this was only a misdemeanour, all that. So I had to throw in the towel. Look, forget what I said about being a prosecutor. Forget what I ever said to you about being a lawyer at all. You’d be better cleaning lavatories. See you tomorrow.’

‘Right. Take care.’

Rose put down the phone, but it slipped off the cradle because her hand was shaking and she did not bother to put it back immediately. Would they ever get that man locked up? It was the last call for the evening and the worst. Well God bless you, Helen fucking West, letting that bastard get away with it again. But at least working here, I know where he is. Rose straightened the phone, pushed her fingers through her hair and replaced the single six-inch plait down the back of the neck of her red blouse. The collar felt damp and the front was creased. Well, what else would tonight’s man expect after a day at work? The phone rang again. Rose was not particularly jubilant as she picked it up, the receiver still clammy from her previous touch.

‘I’m down at the front door, Rose. Fancy a drink?’

‘Oh yeah? And a hamburger? I’m hungry.’

‘Are you now? Fancy that. So am I, as it happens.’ There was a suggestive chuckle.

‘Be there in a minute.’

She knew exactly how the rest of the evening would go. A couple of drinks, payment in kind for the company and a lift home and she didn’t care. The main thing was always to leave the building with a man. Any man.

Passing through the office, hauling on her coat, teasing up her hair, pausing by a desk to straighten her tights, Rose thought again. Why the fuck should I? Why? Her tights were thick, to go with the weather and they had bagged at the knee. Distracted, she pulled up her short skirt and adjusted them thoroughly, beginning at the ankles and finally hauling them into place above her waist. Tucking in the crumpled blouse, she slung her bag over her shoulder, patted herself down and looked up at the door. Dinsdale Cotton, barrister-at-law, stood there, looking and laughing. Rose was furious.

‘Seen enough, have you? Want your eyes back, do you?’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘So dreadfully sorry. Didn’t mean to be a voyeur … I really am sorry.’

‘Thought you’d gone home.’

‘I did. I left half my stuff, had to come back. Look, no offence. Can I buy you a drink? No, not for the view, but because I embarrassed you. And to stop me feeling such an idiot. I really didn’t expect to find someone dressing, I’m so sorry.’

He stopped where he was, patently sincere, all his amusement dismissed by the look of fury on her face. Poor idiot, she thought, but not bad. No wonder he fancied Helen West and she him. Apart from his silly name and his wonderful floppy gold hair and the fact he was out of place in anything but a stately home, he was nice, inquisitive but nice, and the best looking man in the office, not that that was saying much. Rose relented.

‘No problem,’ she muttered. ‘Don’t worry about the drink though. Another time.’

He bowed, he fucking bowed, he really did. Rose would tell that to Paul later, by way of distraction, as if distraction would work. To Rose’s own surprise, she found herself bowing back, both of them acting up, being silly. Dinsdale had this effect.

‘Mind your tights,’ he grinned. She smiled too this time, right from the eyes. If he hadn’t smiled and apologized, she’d have bitten his balls.

They’d had a case like that in the office last week, a woman who bit off a bloke’s testicle during a row. Rose had been the only one who wasn’t surprised.

*

She stamped down the corridor, shoved two finished files in the old goods lift for carriage to the basement, adjusted her bag again. There were fifteen ways to the front door. Turn right and you came to the end of a wide corridor, so wide it could take a bus. Then you turned left down narrow stairs, but fifty feet away there were broader stairs which threw themselves against a narrow and futile door, blocked in to lead only to the floor beneath instead of towards the continuance of the sweep which had once been grand. The same, wide stairs continued to the front door, two floors down, with similar interruptions. So did the back entrance and the clattering stairs she trod to the floor beneath through swing doors which creaked. Down, down, down, in a clatter of deliberate noise, because she liked making a noise, enjoying the emptiness without ever being afraid, it was so big you could hide yourself. The room numbers made no sense. It had been a hospital once, a Victorian lunatic asylum. Helen West had told Rose that, in the interests of her education: Miss West was stuffed full of useless information. The conversion to an office had been minimal, hence the wide corridors and the super-wide doors, built for trolleys and straitjackets with escorts. She had listened to Helen’s lecture, wide eyed, blinking, waiting her turn, which came finally. ‘Naa, I don’t believe you. This was never converted … It’s just what it always was, still a loony-bin otherwise, isn’t it?’ Rose trod past the video room for obscene publications, past the library, all law reports incomplete, full of last week’s newspapers, past the offices for fraud, tripped on the bulging carpet outside the passenger lift marked ‘Out of Order’. Helen West had also said they should all travel up and down in the goods lift, it was more reliable, very funny, and could carry at least one pygmy at a time. Rose supposed this building was all they could afford. More fool the lunatics who worked here.

Suddenly she was unsure she could cope with the evening ahead, and then on the second turn of stairs, she knew she would. Reckless Rose: that was her reputation. Nineteen-year-old Rose, never leaving the office without a man.

*

Detective Sergeant Ryan and Detective Superintendent Bailey sat in the casualty department of Hackney hospital.

‘Fucking lunatic asylum, this,’ said Ryan. ‘Run by a load of lunatic medics, far as I can see.’

‘Don’t speak ill of the doctors. We need them.’

‘I wasn’t speaking ill. Only as I find.’

‘Will you watch your mouth then? How much longer, do you think?’

‘Oh, ten minutes. Then they’ll see you right in five and you can go home.’

Bailey looked at his damaged watch and groaned. His left eye was half closed by a huge purple swelling. A haematoma, the report would call it. To Ryan it was just another black eye, an occupational hazard not usually incurred by officers of Bailey’s rank. Ryan was alarmed by the groan, the first yet. The rest had been a string of obscenities, not typical of Bailey either. Ryan wondered about sir’s love life; he hadn’t been too happy lately, but then he should have known better than to shack up with a solicitor.

‘What’s the matter, sir? Does it hurt?’

‘Of course it doesn’t bloody hurt,’ said Bailey with heavy irony. ‘But I’ve just remembered I was supposed to get some food in. And cook it, round about now. Damn. She’ll have to make do with soup.’

Ryan was incredulous. He thought of his own marriage, far from unsatisfactory, despite its vicissitudes, a history of burned meals left in ovens, but at least they’d been put in the oven in the first place.

‘Helen? Make do with soup. Why isn’t she cooking the food? Doesn’t she cook?’ He might as well have said, does she wash?

Bailey turned the one good eye on Ryan. It looked a trifle sad, if not a little frightening, staring at him on its own like that.

‘We take it in turns. Her place, she cooks, mine, I do. Only we seem to have lost the knack. Not much taking of turns these days.’

It was as close to a confidence as he would get and Ryan saw the signal to change the conversation. Besides in the aftermath of Christmas and this raw January day, he did not want gloom on the brink of a holiday. He rubbed his hands together.

‘Never mind. Bramshill. Day after next. Get away from all this. Don’t we deserve it? Can’t be bad.’

They were both going on extended courses at the police training college. Ryan said his was for reading and writing; Bailey’s was for senior command. They’d get him talking to hostages next.

‘Not bad today, either, was it?’ Ryan continued, still rubbing his hands in a way Bailey found irritating. ‘Last day’s active duty, five arrests. You put a really good sprint on there, sir, you really did. Never knew you could run so fast.’ He means pretty good for a man of my age, Bailey thought.

‘No, you didn’t know I could run, and you didn’t know that the man was waiting round the corner, with his fist out either, did you? Why didn’t you tell me? I could have just run into a wall and got it over with.’

They both shook with laughter. Ryan eyed the nurse who came towards them. There’d be women at Bramshill, surely. Time to get the old man out of himself.

‘Listen,’ he said to the nurse. ‘When you’ve done with Mr Bailey here, would you mind putting a patch on that eye to make it look worse? Only he’s got a woman waiting at home. He’ll need sympathy.’

Waiting. Helen felt the emptiness of Bailey’s flat as soon as she put the key in the door. Late again, always late, but she couldn’t even criticise him for it because she had been so herself, often enough. For the grosser occasions of his lateness, she usually managed to pay him back by not turning up at all some other time. The games they played, so childish. The light on his answering machine winked at her. It might have contained a message of explanation since he was scrupulous about such courtesies, but, mindful of his privacy so that he would be mindful of hers, she did not stop to listen. They had a rule that although each possessed the key to the other’s house, that was not quite the same thing as being entirely at home in it. Helen craved a sensation of righteous indignation and knew she did not deserve it. Geoffrey was a policeman: he did not have a timetable like other men. They had chosen to have a relationship that was both uncommitted and committed at the same time. It had been bound to bristle with difficulties and it was she who insisted on this awkward format. Living together had not worked particularly well either. Helen never quite knew whether Bailey’s professed willingness to try again, or indeed to marry her, worked as a comforter to their impermanent arrangements, or an irritant. Perhaps they were just stale. Like the bread in his bread-bin. He would have forgotten food. There was rice, tinned shrimps, cartons of soup and more than sufficient wine to dull the day. Not a feast, perhaps. She could have gone out again from this warehouse top floor which was so much cooler than her own cluttered basement and found the late-night shop on the corner to improve on their provisions, but she didn’t. Instead she waited for a quarter of an hour and then went home.

It was dark down the street where Logo lived and darker still in the alleyway between his house and Granny’s. Neither owned their small houses, impossible on their incomes, even in a street like this where no-one in their right mind would want to buy a house. That’s what Logo thought anyway. The estate agents may have disagreed as their signs festooned five dwellings over the road. Attempts had been made to gentrify Legard Street, but those who tried with the bravery and optimism of youth tended to move after a year or so. Artisans’ dwellings, mostly privately owned now, a few left like his and Gran’s with sitting tenants. The sitting tenants were old, an endangered and truculent species who did not band together, but jeered at the private owners with their new front doors. All were threatened by the proximity of the football ground. Every second week in season and plenty of other times besides, their street was blocked by cars, their gardens trodden by the thousands on foot who came to worship the team. As the team’s fortunes prospered, so the fortunes of the street were endangered. Young Mrs Jones in number seventeen had left after her first baby because she could not stand the prospect of keeping a fixture list in the kitchen so she would know on which Saturday she would be able to get out to the hospital and produce the next. In comparison to the hazards of the football stadium, Logo’s singing was a minor irritation.

He sang in a light tenor, his voice blending with the persistent rain, increasing the eeriness, but not diminishing the triumph of the sound.

‘Come let us join the Church above

The martyr’s praise to sing,

The soldier true who gave today

His life blood for his king …’

Tan ter ah! he finished, lost for the words of the next verse. A door slammed. There was the sound of scurrying footsteps in the wet, another door slamming, someone putting out rubbish. Logo did not look round. It wasn’t a convivial street. He dived into the alley, feeling for his door key. As if there was any need. All anyone in the world had to do was kick it and they could come in if they wanted, but somehow, they didn’t.

‘Mother!’ he yelled as he pushed the door. Beyond the broken fencing which flanked the alley as it grew into a mossy backyard, light poured from the glass door of the next-door kitchen. Logo stepped over and rapped on the glass. She might not have heard with the rain, but now she would and he wanted someone to talk at. Although she would resent it, just as she hated being addressed as his mother or gran when she was nothing of the kind, it usually took her less than three minutes to come across. Old Mrs Mellors was victim to her own desire for company. Logo was her lifeline. She was also the only one in the street who continued to like his singing long after the novelty had worn off.

‘I may as well be your bloody mother,’ she grumbled, heaving herself through the battered door he had left ajar. ‘What do you want now?’

‘Nothing,’ he said indignantly. ‘When did I ever want anything from you? But it’s a wet night and I thought you might like a drink.’

She sighed. ‘Well, don’t you know me well, but you could have saved me getting wet and brought it in to me. You’re wet already. I was doing my knitting.’

‘Nobody calls me wet.’ He adopted a boxer’s stance and squared up to her, the aggression diminished by the smile on his face. Margaret sat down heavily.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Obviously, you got on all right today. No wonder you’re celebrating. Oh I do wish they’d stop picking on you like that, all those police. It isn’t fair. Not that prison would do you harm. You’d get fed, put on a bit of fat.’ She chuckled.

‘Is that what you want for me, you ungrateful old cow? Is that what you want?’ From one misshapen jacket pocket he took a half-bottle of whisky and from the other, a bottle of dry ginger. Posh. Margaret Mellors found the sight of the whisky brought saliva to her mouth. She looked down at her own legs stretched across the rotten lino floor in front of her with her stick running parallel. Margaret was waiting for a new hip, felt as if she had been waiting for ever. She was pretty mobile with the old one, but by this time of day, she ached.

‘No,’ she admitted. ‘That’s not what I want at all and well you know it. I just wish you’d behave. But you’re good to me, Logo. I’d rather have you alive than dead. Are you going to be all night pouring this drink, then?’

He tossed a pack of cigarettes from one of the bottomless pockets in her direction. She caught them nimbly in both palms. Margaret’s hands and her mind were unaffected by more than seventy years’ hard labour with no great expectations of life even at the beginning. Blessed are they who expect nothing, she was wont to say, for they will not be disappointed. Logo and Logo’s family had given her much of the joy she had ever had. He looked at her with that smile which wooed magistrates and said softly, ‘Good to you, Mother? Other way round, isn’t it? I don’t know what I’d have done without you, but it’s fat thanks we get, eh?’ She shook her head, not anxious to follow this line of conversation, but he was determined.

‘What would I have done with a wife like mine, eh? And a daughter to raise with a wife like that? I don’t know. You were mother to us all, Mother, you and Jack, God rest him. And what happens after all that loving kindness, eh? Wife runs off with someone else, and the daughter can’t give her father the time of day. Never mind you, Granny.’

Margaret shrugged, still hoping the conversation would die away. She had no real doubt she deserved the accolades but it did not follow she wanted to hear them, and the thought of the missing daughter, as well as that pretty wife, still filled her with anguish sharper than any physical pain. She was accustomed to it and told herself that since Logo was talking about his own blood she might not understand his obsession, having no kids of her own to throw into the balance. She had taken Logo’s child instead but she knew she had no right to her now.

‘You haven’t seen them, I suppose?’ he asked wistfully. For a moment she thought he might mean the neighbours who hated him most, the landlord of their identical houses and his wife, but that wasn’t what he meant at all.

‘Seen who? Oh, I know who you mean. No, you daft thing, of course I haven’t. Not in four years. Don’t be silly. Why do you always ask?’

The whisky, which she drank sparingly but greedily, was already in the system, dulling the pain, though not the regret and the guilt. ‘I did what I could was all,’ she said. ‘I wish you wouldn’t keep on asking. I’ve never seen your daughter or your wife since soon after Jack died, and you’d be the first to know if I had. Will you let up, you mad son of a bitch?’

Logo threw back his head and laughed with a sound as glorious as the best of his singing. The sombre mood, as quick and flimsy as the rest of him was light and spry, seemed to have fled. Oh, you had to love him: he was a character, rising like a cork over all his difficulties, holding down a job no-one else wanted: she admired him for that. Who else would be a road sweeper and trundle that big old trolley around all day, picking up rubbish? She felt as loyal to Logo as she had always felt, as protective as if he had been a son and just as worried. None of the other old souls in the street had a son half as attentive as this one.

‘I’ve got some nice soup, if you want some,’ Margaret said. ‘But whether you do or you don’t, I think I’ll just have another of these,’ and the pain in her chest, that premonition of tears, eased with the sound of liquid.

‘No I won’t have another, thanks. Two’s plenty.’

‘You’re joking. We haven’t even started. One more?’

‘No, thanks. Look, do you mind if I leave you to it? I think I’ll just go round to her place and see if she’s in. It’s not like her …’

‘Sir, Geoff, it’s just like all women.’ Ryan was upset, more to the point, enraged. He’d seen sir home to find no-one there at all, not even a burnt meal or a cup of soup, just a scarf on a chair to show she’d visited and left sweet all else behind. Man could not live on a waft of perfume. The answerphone had been blinking and winking like some creature with a cast in its eye and no sign of a lit fire or a petticoat. Welcome home our conquering hero, amen. Ryan, who could stand anything but another man’s discomfiture at the hands of a woman, placed the patched, black-eyed hero in his motor and shuffled him off elsewhere. In his own experience, if you were late, you might as well be very late and very pissed. The later you left it, the more relieved they were to see you and the anger was the same after two hours as it was after six.

‘All right. Listen, I’ll take you there. Then I have to go, OK?’

‘Yes, of course. You’ve been very kind.’ There was a strange chill in this return to formality. Bailey never lost control, whether punch drunk or plain drunk, he could be colder and more dangerous than black ice and all of a sudden, Ryan did not envy Helen West, whom he liked and admired, if only she’d learn to behave like a woman.

They pulled up outside the large old house which contained her flat. Ryan knew the route from the pub, the way he always did. Even though he lived outside London, he’d knocked around it like a cabbie. From the door of the pub, turn right, cut down Legard Street past the football stadium, left at the park, over the lights and into respectability. Not exactly Ryan’s stamping ground, but Bailey was familiar with it, because the woman lived there, God help him.

Ryan waved and revved the car even while sir was stepping out. Then, two doors down, he cut the engine, got out and walked back. Helen West had a handsome front door to her basement and the lights were on. Ryan stood in the darkness and watched sir ring the bell. ‘Where were you, Helen?’ he was saying to her as the door opened. ‘Where were you? Couldn’t you wait?’ He watched the older man push inside, heard her words. ‘I’m sorry,’ she was saying. ‘I’m sorry. Oh, what have you done? Not again …’

That was more like it. Ryan was glad about Bailey wearing a patch. Made him look hurt but still like a pirate.

He cut back up through Legard Street on the way to the motorway. What did anyone mean by late? It wasn’t late at all by his standards. He wondered about stopping off on his way home. Down, boy, down: he remembered. Bramshill the day after next, be good and get home by ten. His wife knew better than to call that late. Swinging right, enjoying the speed and the sensation of righteousness which came from being sober, Ryan dimly recognised a familiar face in a car he passed, weaving its way through the double-parking of those dubious streets round the stadium. Do you know, he was thinking to himself, I thought I could predict the way this evening might go. I thought I’d get him pissed and I shall yet. He’d taken bets on it.

Rose Darvey had known exactly the way the evening was going to go, but she was still disappointed to find it quite as predictable as it was. There was a price to be paid for any escort away from the office. Exacted now and all for a ride in a beaten-up Ford Cortina, the best a rookie police constable could afford. He’d taken her to a pub for three rounds of drinks and three of crisps, then, more reluctantly, to a McDonald’s, where they had sat in silence, munching the best of the menu under the kind of light which transfixed her into silence, and all as the prepayment for dessert. Rose Darvey, with her knickers round one ankle and the tights which had bagged at the knee now hidden under the bed where she lay in a police section house. With Constable Williams working his way between her thighs before leaving for the night shift, and making a great deal of noise about it. Oh, Rose, Rose, Rose, as if the name mattered while he still had his shirt on, thrusting between her legs with his face all trembling. She watched him, uninterested, as he towered above her. Her hands were on his thin buttocks, kneading as she might have kneaded dough: men were dangerous when roused, you had to behave as if you enjoyed it. Rose was stretched and sore: he was taking his time to the tune of her artificial groans and the scluck, scluck of the sound, while her eyes gazed at the artex ceiling. Just when she thought he never would, he finished and collapsed. Oh, Rose, Rose, Rose. Shut up, she thought, but she remembered to keep on stroking. Ten minutes later they were back in the Cortina, he on his way to work and her to bed. They went down Northchurch Street, where Rose knew Ms West lived, because she knew all those things. Lights on down there: I expect she’s drinking her cocoa. Her eyes at this point were fixed straight ahead, like they were most of the time. Paul began to doubt her silence, but he knew better than to question his luck.

‘Which number is it again?’ he said when they were two miles beyond the stadium.

‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ said Rose pertly, the tights now more or less in place, but a disturbing stickiness between her legs. ‘Just drop us at the corner, it’s easier. See you.’

He obeyed, his mind elsewhere, building up his concentration for the night shift, wishing he’d slept more by day. She walked down the street slowly for as long as he was in sight and then she began to run.

Oh Lord, save me from admitting I am frightened of the dark.



CHAPTER TWO


The offices of the Crown Prosecution Service did not look any more dignified in the early afternoon than they did after dark, but Brian Redwood, lord of all he surveyed, comforted himself with the thought that the visual irritations were at least unusual. He had always wanted a huge office if only to reflect status, though he now recognised it was a myth since he was a king without a crown. The room he occupied was large enough for a potentate to sit like a pea on a throne at one end, but the splendour was that of a ruined Russian palace and offered all the comforts of a cave. When forced into these premises the year before, in pursuit of the ever-cheaper lease, Redwood could not believe his eyes and although his incredulity had diminished, the disappointment had not. It was all part of the humbling process and he was never sure whether that process was deliberate. The only feature of the building he liked was the magnificent railings outside, which surrounded the place on three sides, standing tall and close-ranked with lethal tips at the end of each elegant fleurde-lis, a barrier against the world. Redwood vaguely approved of these as a means of keeping his staff in, rather than keeping others out, defying the truant and the escapee, but he hated the rest of the building. He was an unmemorable man, one of the grey brigade, uncoloured by humour but far from stupid. He had never found problems with the letter of the law; which was why he had chosen it, but human beings were a different matter.

On this afternoon, he was conducting an exercise in better communication with his professional staff. An excruciating management course had informed him this was not only long overdue but imperative, since staff morale was his responsibility. In vain he had tried to explain that no single chief marooned in a building like this could remove the dust of ages and make the Indians happy unless he increased their wages. The response to this from above was derisory: he was supposed to win their hearts and minds and make them tolerate the intolerable. The end result was monthly meetings for the lawyers only, held at teatime. They sat in his room on a medley of chairs, and ate the jam doughnuts he had paid for out of his own pocket. Redwood had a very old-fashioned idea of a treat and did not see why a waste of time should be expensive.

They were supposed to discuss, in mutual confessional, those cases which troubled them, which is what they did, more or less, among themselves, ignoring Redwood, whose gaze meanwhile travelled round the walls. High ceilings with broken mouldings, big, panelled doors so thick with a dozen layers of shiny paint the panels had all but disappeared. There was a large and ugly open fireplace from the 1890s obscured by an electric equivalent from the 1950s, now defunct. Gas pipes ran up the wall, again redundant since the newer radiators stood side by side with the old. It was a room of many additions with nothing taken away except what might have been beauty. He almost broke his fingers each time he tried to open one of the huge sash-windows which rose from near floor level to above his head. He was uncomfortably aware that below his feet and over his ceiling, there were rooms in this colossal warren of a building he had never even seen. On arrival, it had taken him three days to find the lavatories on this floor and even now, he took a different route each time.

Smoking was not allowed within his personal domain, and Redwood noticed with obscure satisfaction that Helen West was not only fidgeting but looked as if a strong gin would be preferable to weak tea. He regarded her with his customary mixture of grudging respect and awkwardness. She had changed, recently. Before, she had always seemed to campaign for them to be aware of the possible innocence of those charged with criminal offences, but now she seemed obsessed with their frequent inability to prove guilt. At the moment she was keeping them all entertained with the story of a man named Logo.

‘Well, he came in, suit, tie, the lot, looking the soul of poverty-stricken respectability, and, oh yes, I forgot, clutching his Bible. “I brought my own,” he said sweetly and bowed to the bench. He listened to all the evidence, asking only the most pertinent questions, as if he’d been representing himself all his life.’

‘He probably has,’ said Dinsdale, laughing. Helen was accompanying her saga with a number of gestures. He, too, had seen Logo before and he anticipated the perfection of Helen’s mimicry.

‘“Excuse me,” he says to the mother of the first witness, “but your dear little daughter did not complain that I had touched her in any way, did she?” “No, she never,” the witness concedes. “I only offered her sweets, as I offered them to others?” “Right on,” says the witness. “I did not accompany my offer with any kind of lewd gesture?” Witness puzzled. “What’s one of them?” “I don’t know, madam. I cannot really define what I could not do, but I thought that was what I am accused of.” Oh, he’s so horribly articulate. “I’m afraid, madam,” he says finally, “I only followed your daughter from the school gates because she was alone and crying, because I was concerned for her, and because she so resembles my own daughter, who I’ve lost.” He had the witness in tears, feeling guilty. And the bench. He’s sort of naïvely ingenious. Then he told us how rough the police were, showed us the handcuff burns and no-one dared point out they weren’t recent at all. Everyone ended up turning somersaults to be nice to him and then when he was acquitted, you know what he did?’

‘Yes,’ said Dinsdale. ‘He sang.’

‘Exactly,’ said Helen. ‘“Abide with me, fast falls the eventide. The darkness deepens; Lord with me abide …” He’s got a beautiful voice, but he knew the limits, so he stopped after verse two.’

‘I know,’ said John Riley, the only churchgoer of them all.

‘Swift to its close, ebbs out life’s little day;

Earth’s joys grow dim, its glories pass away;

Change and decay in all around I see;

Oh, thou who changest not, abide with me.’

His fine, bass voice finished on a cadence of embarrassment and he looked down, blushing. A pin would have dropped with a clatter in the silence which followed. Redwood stirred uneasily. This was really too much for a man who preferred others to remain inhibited.

‘You see what I mean?’ said Helen, breaking the spell. ‘You can’t cross-examine a man who sings hymns like that. Nor can you get across that it’s the fifth time he’s been caught prowling. You know his first speciality, years ago? Being found on enclosed premises. People would turn round in some office block he used to clean and suddenly, he’d be there. Now he’s a road sweeper. These days he tries to lure dark-haired little girls to go with him for walks in graveyards. And he knows how impotent we are. He never actually does anything. Am I the only one who finds him so sinister?’

‘He shouldn’t have been prosecuted in the first place,’ said Redwood angrily. ‘Not if the evidence was as slim as you suggest. What were you thinking of, Helen? What’s happened to your judgement? You’re becoming a persecutor!’

It was an old joke, persecutor, prosecutor, the best he could do to make it seem as if he had listened to anything other than the singing, but Helen rounded on him without any humour at all.

‘Of course there was evidence!’ She stopped and blushed. ‘There was at least half an indecent assault. I mean he was pretty persistent.’ A smile began to emerge at the corner of her mouth. ‘OK, point taken. He didn’t actually touch her. He says he’s driven mad by football. Like a werewolf by the moon.’

‘What’s half an indecent assault?’ Dinsdale enquired.

‘A decent one,’ said Redwood, ‘and now if you don’t mind, I mean if that’s all …’ He had done his duty. They took the signal and rose simultaneously with relief. The meetings were a strain, the room was stifling.

‘Helen, would you wait?’

Dinsdale paused at the door, ready to come back as Helen remained where she was. ‘Oh, it’s all right, man,’ Redwood barked. ‘I’m not going to tick her off, it’s about something else entirely. No need to be so protective, she doesn’t need a witness.’ He wondered, not for the first time, how it was Helen acquired her legion of allies. But once Dinsdale had gone, Redwood wished he would return to save him from being alone with her. He coughed with the hollow sound of a man looking for his place on a page, unable to stand a silence, but wishing to postpone speech. He waited for the door to close. At least the doors here closed with a weighty quietness, unlike the windows which rattled like thunder.

‘Helen, I could do with your help. Rather a delicate matter and I don’t know how to handle it.’

She looked at him sharply, waiting for irony, remembering that Redwood didn’t send people up, only brought them down when they were not looking. Perhaps it was a genuine plea from a man helpless when faced with the complexity of emotion, envious of her own insouciance in the brash, prison corridors of life. She decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. He coughed again and searched for a handkerchief, abandoning the quest in the desire to begin so he could finish. He often referred problems to Helen and he was ashamed of it.
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