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CHAPTER ONE


Wee small hours of a cold, moonlit night; last call of the shift, nothing more urgent than a drunk with a broken leg, so no need to floor the pedal or burn rubber on the way back to the hospital. In the front passenger seat, the driver’s mate glances at the wing mirror.

‘There’s a dog following us,’ he observes.

‘Mphm.’

‘Yeah.’

There’s a slight edge to his voice, which makes the driver check his own mirror. ‘They do that,’ the driver says, frowning as he speaks. ‘More in the country than in town, but—’

‘Big dog.’

The driver nods. ‘Alsatian, right?’

‘Yeah. Or one of them - what’re they called? You know, they pull sleighs.’

The driver’s frown deepens. ‘Reindeer?’

Behind them, the big dog runs, red tongue lolling. The driver checks his speed - just legal - and feels his right foot nudge the pedal just a little harder, for some reason. Then the mirror again. Big dog still there. Big dog apparently not bothered.

‘There’s another one - look.’

The driver can’t look just now, since he needs to keep his eyes on the road as they round a corner. When he has attention to spare again, he sees not two big dogs, but three.

‘What speed are you doing?’ the driver’s mate asks.


Not enough. The driver’s right foot urges the pedal down, and he reaches forward to flip on the siren. Two or three seconds pass before he looks again. Still there. Three big dogs. Four.

Five.

‘Shit,’ says the driver’s mate, with feeling.

Just as well there’s no traffic on the roads, in the suburbs at four in the morning. Silly, the driver can’t help thinking as he nudges the needle up to forty-five, it’s just dogs. They like to chase cars. Man’s best friend, and all that.

How fast can dogs run, anyway?

Forty-five, no problem: by amber light and moonlight he can see their backs flexing with the pace, powerful easy movements, muscles rippling with fierce joy under the thick grey-white coats. At fifty, though, the stride gets laboured and more determined. In the back of the driver’s mind an ancient memory stirs; because once upon a time long ago, dogs weren’t dogs. They were something quite other.

‘Put your foot down,’ the driver’s mate urges, unnecessarily. ‘Jesus, they’re gaining on us.’

Fifty-five, and the dogs’ backs are bent like drawn bows as they force the pace. Sixty beats them, and gradually they dwindle, from dogs into dots into specks. The driver begins to slow down.

‘Shut that bloody siren off,’ he mutters.

A steady, law-abiding twenty-nine, as if to demonstrate that nothing really happened back there; no yellow eyes and swaying tongues in the rear-view mirror, no pursuit, or fear—

‘You get that a lot in the country,’ the driver’s mate says, his voice rather higher than usual. ‘Dogs chasing cars. Not so much in town, because of getting run over. My cousin Norman—’

For some reason, however, the narrative urge fails him. He  sits quiet for the rest of the ride, and keeps checking the wing mirror. When the white glare of the hospital lights blots out the darkness, he says, ‘Huskies.’

‘What?’

‘Dogs that pull sleighs; at the North Pole and stuff. Saw a programme about them once. Fast as shit, and they can run seventy-two hours without stopping.’ They pull up, and reach for the door handles. ‘Didn’t know you get them in this country, but there you go. I blame the Internet.’

The driver doesn’t answer as he steps down onto the tarmac, his feet not quite steady. Just one of those things, he tells himself; but even so he can’t help wondering whether, somewhere on the B2043 between the multiplex and the slip-road for the Ash Grove garden centre, five big yellow-eyed dogs were still grimly, determinedly running.

 



In every working day there is a still moment, a point of balance; a fulcrum, if you like, around which the scales pivot. The slightest nudge at this point decides whether it’s going to be a good day or a bummer. It can come at any stage in the proceedings; it can be a massive boot on your instep in the crowded rush-hour Tube, or a call from a rabid client at 5.29, just as you’re pulling your raincoat sleeve up your arm. It can be a fleeting wisp of a smile from the new girl in Accounts, the dismissal of a loathed superior, an unexpected and undeserved pay rise or a bluebottle floating in your mid-morning coffee. But it will come, every day, and leave its little scar.

On the twenty-sixth of January it came at three minutes past nine. It hummed along the phone wire from Reception and shrieked to be picked up, like a fractious baby, before Duncan Hughes had even had a chance to sit down.

Duncan knew it for what it was before the receiver brushed his ear. ‘Hello, Mr Martinez,’ he said. ‘How can I—?’


Help you. But nobody could help Mr Martinez. Not in a jurisdiction that outlaws euthanasia (or, in his case, justifiable pesticide).

‘That’s terrible, Mr Martinez,’ Duncan said after a while. ‘I’m really sorry to hear—’

But not nearly as sorry as he would be. ‘And that’s not all,’ Mr Martinez went on. ‘They came back.’

‘Did they?’

‘They fucking did. And you know what they did then?’

You couldn’t help feeling sorry for him, up to a point (the point, usually, on which the balance of your day teetered, as noted above). Anybody into whom the Revenue has got its needle-pointed teeth to that extent has to be pitied on some level, even if it was seventy-five per cent his own fault. But, as raids followed investigations and hearings before the Special Commissioners were appealed to the Chancery Division, there came a moment when pity ran out, and the hiatus flooded with a vast, horrified weariness; a longing for the wretched man to bugger off and take the pity and the terror with him.

‘And on top of that,’ Mr Martinez said, ‘now they’re asking for the deposit-account statements right back to 1987.’

What really puzzled Duncan about the Martinez case was the poor fool’s ferocious tenacity. Anybody with the brains of a carrot would have given up long since: changed his name, emigrated, his quietus made with a bare bodkin, whatever. Not Ricky Martinez; which meant—

‘I think the best thing,’ Duncan sighed, ‘would be for you to come in and see me, and we’ll talk it through. Today, if—’

‘I can make five-fifteen.’

Whimper, Duncan thought. ‘You couldn’t possibly get here a bit earlier?’

‘No.’

‘Fine. Quarter past five, then, and -’ Duncan took a deep breath ‘- please be sure to bring all the papers with you.’

‘All the papers?’

‘All of them,’ Duncan said bitterly.

‘All of—’

‘Yes. See you then.’

‘All right,’ said Mr Martinez. ‘Cheers.’

Click-buzz, said the phone. Duncan held it at arm’s length and scowled at it for a moment before putting it back. In many ways it reminded him of the former Mrs Hughes: every day he held it close to him, and every day it whispered in his ear horrible things that ruined his life. He reached for his diary and pencilled in the appointment. Then the phone rang again.


So, people tended to say when meeting Duncan for the first time, what do you do, then? And, when he told them he was a lawyer, and they’d deliberately restrained their lips from curling and asked what sort of lawyer, he’d reply, ‘Oh, death and taxes, mainly’; and then, inevitably, would come one of the Sixteen Jokes - there are only sixteen, and he’d heard them all, so very many times - and after that, the question, ‘But don’t you find all that stuff pretty depressing?’ And he’d answer, ‘Yes.’ Then, of course, they’d change the subject. It wasn’t that he minded being universally regarded as somewhere between a vulture, a hang-man and the jolly gravedigger in Hamlet; that was a fair cop, after all. It was partly the fact that everybody assumed he really wouldn’t want to talk about his job; partly the fact that they were right—

‘Mr Woodcock for you,’ said Reception. To her credit, she didn’t snigger.

- And partly the fact that, every time he met up with someone he hadn’t seen for ages, their first question would be, ‘So what are you doing now?’, as though it was inconceivable that anybody could still be doing his rotten, shitty job, a whole six months later—

‘Mr Wood—’

‘We’ve decided,’ said Mr Woodcock. ‘She’s having the shoes, and I’m keeping the costume jewellery. Thought you ought to know, so everything’s above board.’

Wait for it, Duncan told himself.

‘But it’s still not right.’ The words gushed out of Mr Woodcock like poison from an abscess. ‘She distinctly told me, the last time at the nursing home, I was to have everything in the big suitcase; and what I’m saying is, why would she think I’d  want a load of old shoes and plastic bloody beads? It could only be because she didn’t want Dolly to have any of it, so—’

‘Mr Wood—’

‘And I’ve only agreed because the worry is killing my wife, she’s lost four pounds in weight and the physio says her wrist is all just nerves, so I just can’t go on living like that, and if Dolly’s set her heart on hounding an innocent woman to her grave over a few pairs of old shoes that’re only fit for the skip anyhow, well, what can you do with someone like that? So anyway, I thought I’d better just check with you, make sure it’s all legal and proper.’

‘Absolutely, Mr Woodcock. The will just says—’

‘Oh.’ Disappointment. ‘So there’s nothing in the will says Dolly can’t have the shoes.’

One good thing about the phone: the man at the other end can’t see the faces you pull. ‘Really it’s a matter of being practical, Mr Woodcock. I suppose you could argue, strictly speaking—’

‘Yes?’

Duncan had completely forgotten what he’d been going to say. Probably just as well. ‘That’s fine, Mr Woodcock,’ he snapped politely. ‘Glad to hear that’s all sorted out. Now we can crack on with selling the house and the stocks portfolio and the investment properties in Surrey, and it should all be wrapped up by June. The way the market’s shaping, it should be a good—’

‘Yes, right. But about the shoes—’

That, Duncan thought as he put the phone down some time later, was the really weird, scary thing about the death biz. Greed - naked, vicious, more than happy to tear out its own sister’s throat rather than cede her a few clapped-out old shoes with the heels trodden down; but the money, the seriously big money, didn’t seem to interest him. So he stood to cop for over a million and a half quid. So what? Dolly was getting the shoes. The fact that, with the money he’d flushed down the bog through whining to his hourly-paid lawyer about the injustice of it all, Mr Woodcock could’ve bought enough shoes to satisfy  the wildest dreams of Imelda Marcos was apparently neither here nor there.

People, Duncan thought.

Work helped calm his jangled sensibilities: standard letters to banks, building societies, stockbrokers, National Savings, estate agents, the Probate Registry, the Revenue. As he droned them into the dictating machine, he spared a thought of deep pity for his secretary, who had to put up with his voice reverberating through her headphones all day long. Kindly forward us a note of the closing balance at your earliest convenience, together with the sum total of deposit interest accrued at date of death. What a thing to whisper in the ear of a sensitive young girl, or even Tricia (sensitive as a shock absorber, delicate as the Atlas Mountains, quick as a glacier, his girl Friday). Did his numbing bleat echo through her nightmares, a voice in her head that only she could hear, like God and Joan of Arc? The possibility twisted in his conscience like an arrowhead.

Duncan tended to think of his progress through the working day in terms of Frodo’s journey through Mordor; in which case, his eleven-thirty meeting with Jenny Sidmouth was Shelob’s lair. Not that Ms Sidmouth looked particularly like a giant spider. She was long and thin, like a skewer: sharpest around the eyes, which could pierce any armour as effectively as the English arrows at Agincourt. Her dark hair was precisely straight (she must have it engineered, rather than cut) and her slender, bony fingers tapered eventually down to close-bitten nails.

As always, she let him stand in the doorway for seven seconds before acknowledging his presence; then she laid down her sheaf of computer printouts, and smiled right through him.

‘Not so bad this month,’ she said. ‘Up seven-point-six-three on this time last year.’ But her eyes were narrowing, like the diaphragm of a laser lens. ‘That said, we did decide on a target increase of ten-point-seven, which leaves you three-point-o-seven per cent short. Perhaps you’d like to explain that.’

Duncan shrugged. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘People just aren’t dying fast enough, I guess.’

You could get away with saying something like that to Jenny Sidmouth, if only because she regarded anything you said to her with equal contempt. Humour, irony or rank insubordination - she swept over them all like flood water. ‘Let’s see,’ she went on. ‘Billable hours are up, that’s encouraging, but charges rendered are down, and there are a number of discrepancies I’d just like to run though with you.’ Instinctively, Duncan groped for the arms of the chair - something to hold on to as the wave crashed down on him - but of course there weren’t any. ‘For example, the Hohenstaufen file. On a time-plus-value basis, you should have charged twenty-seven thousand, but you only billed nineteen. Why was that?’

Because—

(Because the money-grubbing bastards would’ve screamed the place down if I’d charged them that much; which was why I did most of the work at home, on my own time, so I wouldn’t have to bill them for it. But of course I daren’t tell you that—)

‘Goodwill,’ he said. ‘Sort of a loss-leader. Like Captain Scott,’ he added, mostly because he still could.

‘Strictly speaking,’ (did she know any other way?) ‘you should have cleared that with me first. And then there’s the Martinez file. You haven’t rendered an interim bill for three months. Standard procedure for long-running cases is a bill every six weeks. Can you perhaps—?’

‘Well, yes,’ Duncan said, and for some reason he thought of the Polish cavalry in World War Two charging the German tanks with lances. ‘I sort of used my discretion there a bit. It’s sort of an unusual case, really.’

Jenny Sidmouth nodded. ‘Very unusual. It’s the only case in my department where an interim bill hasn’t been sent out for three months, which makes it actually unique. Perhaps you’d like to do something about it. By Friday.’

No need to say yes or of course or I’ll see to it immediately; just as there’s no need for the grass to acknowledge the edge of the scythe. Ms Sidmouth rolled on over him, her voice sandpaper, her eyes drills: Parsons, Barlotti, Singh, Bowden Allshapes, the  Atkinson Will Trust - all the sleepers, cupboard-skeletons and too-difficults that lurked in the places in his filing cabinet where he was too scared or too ashamed to go. It was, Duncan decided, a bit like the Last Judgement would be, if Margaret Thatcher was filling in for God. With an effort he tuned out the voice and did a few quick calculations. A three-point-whatever shortfall wasn’t bad enough for the sack, so the only possible way for the ordeal to end was The Speech. And, sure enough—

‘Duncan,’ she said, tightening the apertures of her eyes down to pinpricks, ‘let’s make no bones about this.’

Thought so. And, of course, he’d heard The Speech before. Parts of it he could recite along with her. Somehow, though, knowing exactly what was coming didn’t make it any easier to handle. If anything, the reverse. Like injections: you know it doesn’t really hurt, far less actual pain than a paper-cut or stubbing your toe. But as you sit there in the waiting room, your knees can’t help shaking and the knot in your stomach slowly gets tighter than a schoolboy’s tie; and then when the buzzer goes and it’s your turn—

‘Actually—’

He’d said it before he’d realised he was speaking. Pure reflex: he didn’t have anything to say. A bit like raising your arm to shield your face when a fifteen-storey building’s about to fall on top of you.

‘Yes?’

‘No, sorry. You first.’

The look on Ms Sidmouth’s face quickly reduced Duncan from three dimensions to two. ‘As I was saying,’ she said, ‘in the final analysis, it all comes down to attitude. In this business, Duncan, we’re all predators.’ Her nostrils twitched slightly, as if scenting the prey. ‘There’s no room for herbivores in the legal profession. You can’t just mumble along, chewing the cud. If you want to eat, you’ve got to hunt and kill. We’re not just a team, you know, Duncan, we’re a pack; and a pack runs at the pace of the fastest dog. So it’s no good waiting for work to come to you. You’ve got to go out there into the long grass and flush  it out; and when you’ve got hold of its neck, you’ve got to bite. Letting clients off the hook just because you’re sorry for them isn’t predator thinking, Duncan. That’s your dinner you’re letting get away from you. If it moves, you go after it; that’s the rule you’ve got to learn to live by. Remember: we’re here to get paid, so if you’ve done the work, you’ve got to charge, and charge, and keep on charging—’

‘Like the Light Brigade.’

As already noted, using humour against Jenny Sidmouth was pointless, like trying to stab a dragon with a rose. ‘Exactly like the Light Brigade, Duncan, yes. No matter what the enemy throws at you, no matter how tough it gets along the way, you’ve got to keep going until you get there. It’s survival of the fittest, it’s natural selection, it’s the thrill of the chase and the law of the jungle . . .’

‘Ah,’ Duncan said sagely. ‘Only I didn’t do jungle law at college. Timetabling screw-up: you could do either jungle law or tax and probate, and I thought—’

‘Attitude.’ She stared through him, as though he was one of those transparent tropical fish and she was a cormorant. ‘That’s what it comes down to. In this business, you’re either a wolf or a sheep; and I want to you ask yourself, really deep down: which one are you?’

Baa, Duncan thought. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Now you’ve explained it to me, I think I understand.’

‘Excellent.’ A smile you could’ve shattered into chunks and stuck in gin and tonic. ‘I’m so glad.’ Jenny Sidmouth looked past him, towards the door. ‘I’ll be keeping an eye on your printouts from now on, Duncan. I’m sure you won’t let me down. Thanks so much for your time.’

The law of the jungle, he thought as he wandered slowly back to his office; yes, well. It was all very well telling himself it was high time he got away from this bunch of Neanderthals and found himself a proper job, but it wasn’t as easy as that. He’d been trying for - what, six months? During that time, the agency had set him up with half a dozen blind dates. He’d built his  hopes up, trotted along to the interviews, sat down in the chair with his confident, capable look smeared all over his face; and guess what? Each time, the eyes that had stared back at him across the interview desk were exactly the same as the eyes he was trying to get away from: the same greedy, vicious glow - predators, Jenny Sidmouth had said, and for once he reckoned she was spot on. He hadn’t needed to listen to the words they said. The eyes told him everything he needed to know. It didn’t matter what sort of face they were lurking in - round and chubby, thin and pointy, smooth or hairy. They were always the same eyes, identical to the ones that glowered at him here, and they gave him the creeps.

But (Duncan reminded himself as he sat down and reached for the drift of yellow Post-It notes that had settled round his phone while he’d been away from his desk) it’s all very well fantasising about chucking in the legal profession for good: going straight, retraining, carving out a new and meaningful life for himself as a restaurant critic or a gentleman thatcher. The simple fact was, he was a competent lawyer and no bloody good at anything else. True, he had a crummy job, but not so crummy that shelf-stacking or burger-flipping would be better. Besides, he had a mortgage and a credit card to think of.

Even so. Predators. Well.

One good thing about being a tax lawyer. When you’re sunk in a bottomless slough of depression and self-loathing, you can always phone the Revenue and reassure yourself that you’re not the greenest, slimiest breed of algae floating on the surface of the gene pool - not by a long way. He returned a call from Our Ref X/187334/PB/7 at the Capital Taxes Office, and it made him feel a lot better.

Even so . . . It wouldn’t be all that much to show for a life (Duncan mused, as he pencilled in figures in a draft Form IHT200) if all they could find to inscribe on your tombstone was  At least he wasn’t a taxman. No, there had to be something better than this, somewhere over the rainbow; not a daydream or a TV lifestyle make-over, but a better, less painful way of being a  moderately competent lawyer for eight hours a day. Fix that, and the other stuff - the dustbin bag full of old broken junk he was pleased to call his personal life - would sort itself out without any conscious effort on his part. Or if it didn’t, he wasn’t all that bothered, just so long as he could find a way of making work just a tiny bit less shitty. Possible, surely. Hardly rocket science, but think of how it’d improve his quality of life. One little change was all it’d take. One small step for a lemming; a giant leap for lemmingkind.

At his elbow the phone burbled. One good thing about being a lawyer: the phone rings so often, you never have a chance to concentrate long enough to get really depressed.

He didn’t recognise the name of the firm that apparently wanted to talk to him: Ferris and something. ‘Yes, all right,’ he grunted, and there was a click.

‘Dunc?’

Duncan Hughes was six foot two in his socks and no bean-pole; there had only ever been one person big and fast enough to call him Dunc twice. But he blinked three times and stared at the receiver as if it had just kissed his ear; because he hadn’t heard from that one person for fifteen years—

‘Luke?’

He could hear the smile; and two uninsulated wires in the back of his mind brushed together, and he thought, Ferris and something. Luke Ferris—

A big smile, full of teeth and good humour; he could picture it now. He could picture himself, all spots and elbows, trying to punch it through the back of its proprietor’s neck, and always missing. ‘I thought it must be you,’ the voice said, and fifteen years crumpled up like the front end of a Volvo. ‘I saw your name on this sheet of letterhead - down at the bottom of the cast list, I couldn’t help noticing, in with the lighting assistants and the location caterers - and I thought, could that possibly be my old mate Duncan Hughes, who fell off the edge of the world fifteen years ago and was never heard of again? So,’ the voice added, ‘how are you?’

Duncan thought long and hard before answering. ‘Oh, fine,’ he said. ‘And you?’

‘A bit like the Mary Rose,’ the voice replied. ‘In remarkably good shape, all things considered. Look, is it true what it says on your firm’s notepaper?’

Duncan frowned. ‘Depends,’ he said.

‘You’re at 32 Fortescue Place, EC2?’

No harm in admitting that. ‘Basically, yes.’

‘Upper storey? Facing the street?’

‘If I could see through walls.’

‘Ah. Well, if you were to climb up on the roof and look sort of east, you’d see a big black glass thing a couple of blocks over, sort of like a minimalist Borg cube. 97 Mortmain Street. That’s us.’

Us, Duncan repeated to himself; Ferris and somebody, note the word order. ‘Small world,’ he heard himself say.

‘Fucking tiny,’ the voice replied. ‘And talking of geography, doesn’t it strike you as significant that the Bunch of Grapes in Voulge Street is exactly halfway between your place and mine?’

‘Well, not—’

‘See you there, then. One-fifteen?’

‘No,’ Duncan started to say, but the disconnected-line buzz drowned him out. Which proved, if there was any residual doubt about it, that he’d just been talking to the authentic Luke Ferris, who never took no for an answer, or gave a shit about anybody else’s—

Hang on, he thought.

To test out a theory, he asked himself a question: define Luke Ferris in no more than five words. Easy: my best friend at school. The fact that he’d never been able to stand him for more than ten minutes without wanting to hit him had, somehow, never been incompatible with that definition. A more precise and informative version would’ve been not an easy person to get on with, but that was eight words, not five. All right, then; how about a complete pain in the— Nope, six.

So he glanced at his diary: one-fifteen. Of course, he had  mountains of work to be getting on with, and although slipping out of the office for a bit at lunchtime wasn’t exactly forbidden, it was more frowned-on than the foot of Mount Rushmore. On the other hand: my best friend at school. What harm could it possibly do?

 



You go through life thinking of yourself as a tall person - brushing snow out of your hair in summer and ducking in the late afternoon to avoid nutting yourself on the setting sun - and then you come across someone who makes you realise you’re merely a slightly elongated hobbit.

‘You’ve grown,’ Duncan said.

Luke raised an eyebrow. ‘You sound just like my aunt,’ he said. ‘What’re you having?’

‘You have grown.’ Duncan wasn’t quite sure why he needed an admission at this point, but he knew somehow that it was important. ‘I mean, at school you were a tall bastard and a hazard to aviation, but -’ He shrugged. Luke was looking through him; the way Jenny Sidmouth had done, like management . ‘Coke, please,’ he said.

A slight frown; then Luke turned to the barman (who’d materialised out of nowhere like a Romulan battlecruiser) and said, ‘Two pints of Guinness.’ No please; just the peremptory order. The barman nodded quickly and flipped the tap. ‘And yes, I have,’ he said. ‘I put on a late spurt while I was at college. I put it down to beer, healthy exercise and clean living.’

‘Right,’ Duncan said doubtfully. ‘Clean living.’

‘Mphm.’

Duncan wasn’t quite sure about that. True, Luke looked almost grotesquely fit in an Arnie’s-big-brother sort of a way; he also looked terrible. As far as Duncan could remember, Luke was older than him by no more than a month or so, but his hair (augmented by a shaggy beard and bushy, three-dimensional moustache) was nearly all grey, with only a few untidy-looking splodges of its original black, like paint splashes on a dust sheet; and what little was visible of his face under all that fur was lined  and worn, almost as if it had been sandpapered, with craters under his eyes like meteorite strikes. His suit was expensive and immaculate, but his hands were scarred and the nails bitten and torn. He looked like all sorts of things - a Viking, a sixty-year-old rock star, Dorian Gray’s passport photo, a tramp in a millionaire’s suit.

‘Table free over there,’ Luke said, nodding at a far corner. The two pint glasses stood on the upturned palm of his hand, as steady as though they were on a tray. ‘So,’ he went on, ‘how are you keeping?’

They sat down; Luke arranged his enormous legs under the table like someone stacking luggage in the corridor of a train. ‘Oh, not so bad,’ Duncan replied. ‘Bit of a coincidence, isn’t it, both of us ending up in the lawyering racket. I thought you were going into the family business.’

A faint, sad look. ‘I did,’ Luke replied, ‘for about six months, until it went bust. We got run out of town by the Spanish. Cheap imports,’ he explained. ‘It broke dad’s heart, but I didn’t mind so much. I never quite managed to regard the glove trade with the same crusading zeal as he did. The law biz is much more my style.’

‘It must be,’ Duncan said, trying not to let the sourness leak through. ‘Your name on the stationery, and an office in Mortmain Street. I get the impression you’re doing well.’

‘It keeps the wolf from the door,’ Luke said, and for a moment his face split around an enormous, humourless grin. ‘Don’t ask me for the secret of my success, because there isn’t one. I mean, we must be doing something right, because people keep bringing us work to do, like a cat brings you dead mice. Beats me what it is, though. The best explanation I’ve been able to come up with is, we don’t try. I mean, we don’t chase after people saying how wonderful we are, we just get on and do our best, and when we haven’t got a fucking clue, we say so. I think people respect that. It’s either that or there’s another firm called Ferris and Loop, and people come to us thinking we’re them.’ He lifted his glass and swallowed its contents in five  enormous gulps. ‘Either way I’m not bothered. How about you? Getting on all right?’

Duncan opened his mouth, then shut it again. Given his vocation he could lie, just as Michelangelo could paint a bit. For some reason, however, he felt a powerful urge to tell Luke the truth.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m stuck in a boring job with a rotten firm, bugger-all chance of promotion and a boss who models her management style on Lord Voldemort. Apart from that, it’s all peaches and cream.’

‘Good heavens.’ Luke was staring thoughtfully at him, as though he was Fermat’s last theorem. ‘You surprise me. I’d have thought you’d have done all right for yourself. You were always the clever bastard.’

‘Was I?’ Duncan raised his eyebrows. ‘You sure?’

‘I always thought so. Well, not as far as maths was concerned, I grant you. Not in the fifteen-A-stars-at-GCSE sense so much: more a happy blend of intellectual muscle and low cunning. What went wrong?’

Duncan shrugged. ‘No idea,’ he said. ‘After I left school I did law at uni, got a decent degree, applied for what looked like a good job, made the fatal mistake of getting it. And here I still am, like Robinson Crusoe.’

Luke smiled. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I see. Brains but no drive.’

Duncan suddenly wished he was somewhere else. ‘Absolutely,’ he said. ‘That’s what my boss thinks, too. According to her, I lack thrust, hunger and the killer instinct.’

‘I’m sure she’s right,’ Luke said mildly. ‘It’d explain why you aren’t in prison. All right, if it’s such a dump, why don’t you leave?’

‘I’m trying. Have been for the last six months.’

Luke looked puzzled. ‘Picky? Spoilt for choice?’

‘No.’

‘Oh.’ Luke considered him for a moment, as though he was a crossword clue with a misprint in it; then he glanced down at Duncan’s unmolested beer glass. ‘Same again?’

‘Actually, I don’t drink at—’

Luke had gone; and a path opened up before him across the crowded bar. It was like watching slowed-down film of the shock wave that precedes a high-velocity bullet. The barman was waiting for him, practically at attention. Duncan - one of those people who have trouble getting served in pubs without the aid of a time machine - couldn’t help feeling slightly jealous.

‘So,’ he said, as Luke did the leg-stacking thing again, ‘are you in touch with any of the old crowd? I haven’t seen Micky Halloran since—’

‘Actually, he’s my partner. One of them,’ Luke added. ‘Micky and Kevin and Clive all came in with me when I set up the firm; Pete joined up about six months after that. More or less the whole of the gang,’ he added, ‘apart from you.’

‘Oh,’ Duncan said. ‘So they all became lawyers, then?’

‘I suppose you could call us that, at a pinch.’

For a second or two, Duncan couldn’t think of anything to say. Envy, of course; but mostly a curious and quite unexpected feeling of resentment at being left out. Irrational: he’d been the one who’d decided he wanted to break with the old crowd, the one who’d changed his address and phone number without telling anybody, made no effort to keep in touch. Even so; all of them except him. It surprised him to realise that the prickle at the back of his mind was anger, but he couldn’t deny it.

‘I thought Pete was going off to be a teacher.’

Very quick grin. ‘So did he. For a little while.’

Duncan waited for Luke to expand on that, but he didn’t. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Like you said, all of us except me. Must be like old—’

‘Yes.’

That bewildering, walking-into-a-plate-glass-door feeling, when you know you’ve said something wrong, but you don’t know what it was. ‘Times,’ he said quietly. ‘Who’s Loop?’

‘What?’ Luke must’ve been thinking about something else for a moment. ‘Oh, right. Wesley Loop. Came in with us to start with, left after eight months. Should’ve changed the name when  he buggered off, only we’d just ordered a big lot of letterhead and it seemed silly to let it go to waste. And by the time we’d used it all up, people had sort of got used to the name. Corporate identity and all that garbage. Can’t be bothered to change it now.’

One of those silences, the sort unique to the reunion of old friends who suddenly realise that they no longer have anything to talk about. He’s lost interest in me, Duncan thought; any moment now he’ll make an effort and ask—

‘So,’ Luke said. ‘Work aside, how’s things?’

Sometimes it’s a pain when you’re proved right. ‘Oh, I just sort of wander along,’ Duncan said. ‘Nothing to say, really. I mean, if this was Mastermind, I wouldn’t choose my personal life as my specialist subject.’ He paused, took a breath, not too deep. ‘Got married; we met at law school, got hitched as soon as we both qualified, didn’t last five minutes. No big deal. In fact, in my list of Bloody Stupid Things I’ve Done Over The Years, it’s somewhere down around number seven hundred and fifty. Since then—’ He shrugged. ‘I could never see the point, really.’

‘Mphm.’ Luke nodded. ‘You lost the only woman you ever loved, and since then life’s been an emotional black hole seething with despair and existential doubt. It’s a right cow when that happens.’

‘No, it wasn’t like that at all,’ Duncan said, only realising as he said it that he wasn’t really telling the truth. Occupational hazard. ‘Blessing in disguise, really. The way I see it, work’s bad enough without relationships as well. Mostly I sit at home in the evenings watching the box and hoping that one day I’ll evolve into plankton. Too tired and emotionally buggered to do anything else, really.’

Luke was frowning. ‘That doesn’t sound much fun,’ he said.

‘No. I think fun’s a bit like Father Christmas. You believe in it passionately when you’re young, but eventually you figure out it never really existed. What about you, then?’ he said, seconds before embarrassment made them both die of hypothermia. ‘Married? Kids?’

A smile; superiority and compassion, mostly. ‘Not in any meaningful sense,’ he said. ‘But you don’t want to hear about that. What happened? You can’t just say didn’t last five minutes  and leave it at that.’

None of your damn business, Duncan thought. ‘I don’t really know what happened,’ he said. ‘We got married straight out of law school, like I told you. She got a job with Crosswoods - you know, the family law specialists?’

Luke nodded. ‘Impressive,’ he said.

‘Oh, she was the clever one, not me. Anyhow, as soon as she started there, she seemed to change. Funny little things, to start with. Like, she always used to love eating out at swanky French restaurants; then suddenly, if I ever suggested it she’d get all up-tight and bite my head off. Which is odd, when you come to think about it. I mean, when we were students we couldn’t afford to go to places like that, but we did; then, when she’s working at Crosswoods and money’s not a problem—’ He sighed. ‘Stuff like that, anyway. Cut a long story short, I came home one evening and found a letter on the mantelpiece. Both of us being in the trade, we got the divorce practically at cost.’ Luke was looking at him , as if trying to diagnose where the fault lay. Time, Duncan decided, for a diversionary counter-attack. ‘I’m surprised at you, though. Weren’t you and Hannah Schlager—?’

‘Yes.’ A gentle scowl, such as you’d imagine on God’s face as He contemplated a blatant case of TV licence evasion. ‘But it was a bit like the Roman Empire. Came to an end eventually, and that was that. Since then - well, I’ve had other things on my mind.’

In other words, a big Keep Out sign, backed up with razor wire and searchlights. Duncan could take a hint; besides, he realised, he wasn’t all that interested. Whoever this person was, he wasn’t the Luke Ferris he’d gone to school with. It was like driving past the house you used to live in twenty years ago; and in this case, he really didn’t like what the new people had done to the old place.

After that, things went downhill like a bobsled. All Luke seemed to want to talk about were the circumstances of the failure of Duncan’s marriage, and as far as Duncan was concerned, even if there had been anything more to say on that subject (and there wasn’t) he really wasn’t inclined to say it. The usual conversational gambits suitable for failed reunions were a wash-out. Luke seemed preoccupied; he sat with his stanchion-like elbows parked on the table, gnawing vigorously at the end of a pencil grasped in both enormous hands. If Duncan started to say ‘Do you remember the time when you and me and Steve—’ Luke simply said ‘Yes,’ closing the conversation like someone squashing a spider between the pages of a heavy book. There didn’t seem to be much point continuing; so, when Luke stood up to buy yet more beer, Duncan did the looking-at-watch-and-tutting thing and said he had to be getting back to the office.

‘Oh.’ Luke frowned. ‘That’s a nuisance. Give me your home number - I’ll ring you.’

Why? Duncan thought; but it was an order, not a request. He noticed, however, that Luke didn’t offer his own number, and he felt no urge to ask for it. He stood up to go; Luke was already on the move, reprising his Moses impression through the Red Sea of lunchtime drinkers. Along the way he nudged against a table, dislodging some female’s powder compact; it fell on the floor, landing on its rim, and began to roll, but before it had travelled ten inches Luke pounced on it, a blurred, smooth motion of almost deadly grace, and put it back without a word. As they walked out into the street Luke glanced at Duncan quickly, nodded and strode away through the crowd, the tallest tree in Birnam Wood.


As a hatter, Duncan thought. But, as he headed back up the street, he decided that was oversimplifying. Whatever it was that was strange about newly rediscovered Luke Ferris, comparisons with hatters, brushes, jay birds and fruit cakes proved unhelpful in isolating it. Quite possibly it would have bothered him, if he’d had any desire whatsoever to see Luke again.

One good thing about the legal profession is the extraordinary  range, depth and variety of counter-irritants. No matter how grim or niggling a problem may be, in a matter of minutes you can be sure that something else even more exasperating will come along and flush it out through your ear. Five minutes into a call from the accountants in the da Soto probate, the eccentricities of his old school chum were the last thing on Duncan’s mind.

‘But can’t you see?’ the voice quacked in his ear. ‘If we do a Section 56 election, that’ll mean we trigger an event under Section 8(b) of FA77, which’ll have a knock-on effect on our Schedule D, quite apart from the CGT implications, which in themselves—’

(Yet another joy that goes with the trade. You don’t have to poke about in the backs of dusty old wardrobes to find a way through into a strange, unreal world populated by freaks and monsters. We deliver to your desk.)

Maybe the worst part, Duncan thought, is that if I was actually listening, I’d probably be able to understand what he’s talking about. ‘Point taken,’ he said. ‘So what do you think we ought to do?’

That always shut them up. A silence. ‘Hello?’ Duncan asked, out of wickedness. ‘Are you still there?’

‘On the other hand,’ the voice said, ‘there’s a very real risk from the anti-avoidance provisions in section 106 FA98, which means we’d be treading a very fine line—’

‘I agree,’ Duncan said. ‘So what do you think we should do?’

Very long pause. Amoebae that had been crawling across the bottoms of lightless oceans when it started had evolved into sharks, crayfish and dentists by the time the voice spoke again. ‘I think,’ it said, then hesitated. ‘Let me run through the figures one more time, and I’ll get back to you,’ it mumbled; then there was a click and a buzz.

Duncan grinned. Just occasionally he was able to control his environment one teeny-tiny bit, and when it happened, it never failed to please him. He reached for the summit of the mountain of green wallet files on his desk and tried to remember what he was supposed to be doing with it.

Just more death, that was all. Back in the unfairly stigmatised Dark Ages, they knew a thing or two. When you died, they buried all your stuff with you: your spear and your shield, your favourite cup, your string of shiny beads that the Roman trader had promised you were genuine amber. In a way, it was a kind of golden age of mankind. No need for jumble sales, dejunk-your-life TV make-over shows, or probate lawyers: you simply took it with you, on the assumption that, when you reached Valhalla, Odin had infinite cupboard space. Simpler times, simple faith. Of course, it helped that only Iron Age Gettys and Gateses had more than one pair of shoes.

Yawn, stretch. The soldier’s definition of war is an infinity of boredom punctuated by moments of unspeakable horror. The working day ground on, one begrudged tick at a time. As he read, cross-referenced and dictated, Duncan allowed his mind to wander a little. He considered, among other things, the curious return of Luke Ferris. It had been an odd, faintly surreal business, rather like a dream, and he found it hard to shift the mental image of the huge white-haired man who’d once been his best mate at school gnawing the end of a pencil, looking for all the world as if he was about to crack it with his teeth and suck out the graphite. Memory and the passage of time don’t just revise the past, of course. They cover it up, like a government burying bad news. The fact was, he’d never liked Ferris much; the confusing thing was, he hadn’t actually realised it at the time. What had confused the issue (he could see it clearly now) was that Ferris had apparently liked him; and, being a commanding sort of personality and a born leader, it hadn’t ever occurred to him that anybody he liked wouldn’t automatically like him back. Now he came to think of it, there’d always been that undertone in their relationship: like me or I’ll break your arm. Teenage boys are, of course, the crudest form of pack animal, their obedience to the alpha instant and unthinking, at least until the alpha is deposed and replaced. Duncan smiled at that. Just as well he’d made the decision on the day he left school to forget all about his old friends. By the look of it, the rest of them - Micky, Clive,  Kevin, even Pete - hadn’t moved on at all. The Ferris Gang still defined them, as it had all those years ago. There but for the grace of God, Duncan thought—

(Except that the Ferris Gang had an office in Mortmain Street and were presumably swimming in money; and if they were still being ordered around by their boyhood Il Duce, how could that be worse than having to listen to inspirational speeches from Jenny Sidmouth? Fine. It’d be easier to count himself well out of it if he hadn’t contrived to get himself bogged down in something worse. Which raised the question, of course—)

The door opened and Tricia came in, with the wire basket of freshly printed letters for him to sign. At one time he’d rather enjoyed this particular ritual. There was something rather medieval and grand about having your chamberlain waiting on you while you affixed your royal seal to a consignment of writs and charters - le roy li volt, and all that. And signing his name, over and over again, like a film star conceding autographs on his way to an awards ceremony; it’s not for me, you understand, it’s for the Maidenhead branch of the Midshires Building Society. He’d taken a perverse pleasure in gradually eroding his signature into a wild, Dadaesque squiggle, something to be executed with panache and plenty of wrist. But the sad reality is that even kings and earls and margraves reach the point when they groan and say, ‘Not more bloody charters’, and Duncan’s signature had long since degraded into a squirly mess. He groped around his desk for a pen.

‘Under your elbow,’ Tricia said.

‘What?’

‘Pen. You’re leaning on it.’

Of course, he had two different squiggles: Duncan Hughes for the yours-sincerelys, Craven, Ettin and Trowell for the yours-faithfullys. Over the last few months they’d gradually begun to merge into one another. Occasionally he still tried to make believe he was the Booker Prize-winner signing copies at the front of a queue that was paralysing traffic as far back as  Holborn, but each time he tried it the illusion frayed a little bit more. ‘That the lot?’ he asked.

A nod, and Tricia was gone. Once the door had shut behind her, Duncan realised that she’d changed her hair yet again; now it was black, straight, vaguely Goth. Was there a reason for it, a little bit of human interest, or had she just woken up that morning with the fanciful notion that it’d make her look nicer? He shrugged, and picked up another green folder. The trouble is, in order to do human interest, you have to be interested in humans.

Mail call meant it must be around half-past four; in which case, in just under an hour he’d have Mr Martinez to deal with, complete with his self-propelled miasma of doom and invisible albatross necklace. Did they do post this way over in Mortmain Street? Hard to imagine the Ferris Gang having proper grown-up office routines. All right, so presumably they’d found a way to suppress the urge to roam the corridors writing rude words on the walls and beating up the typists; even so, it was a set-up he found practically impossible to visualise - because, in his mind’s eye, Pete’s tie knot would still be buried under the wing of his open collar, and his shirt-tails defiantly free-range; if Kevin was still at his desk at five forty-five, it could only be because he was in detention yet again, not because he was finishing up a few things he needed for an important meeting next day. Suddenly, and without serious provocation, Duncan felt old. And what in God’s name had happened to Luke’s hair? Now he realised what was so badly wrong with the picture that haunted his mind’s eye. Somehow, his best mate at school had mutated into the headmaster.

Mr Martinez, he ordered himself sharply.

Four big fat green files, not to mention two stocky pink files, for the court case. In a way, they were as eloquent a testimony to human suffering as any war memorial. He looked at them and did some quick and dirty calculations. A sheet of paper: let’s assume an average thickness of one five-hundredth of an inch. The correspondence clip of the first file was easily two and a quarter inches thick: call that twelve hundred and fifty sheets of  paper; each sheet was either a letter in, at a fiver each, or a letter out, twelve quid. Average that: eight-fifty. Twelve hundred and fifty times eight-point-five—

Mr Martinez came, unloaded his sorrows like a contractor tipping topsoil, stayed for an hour and went away again, leaving Duncan with a headache and a powerful thirst. He thought of home (the frozen pizza, the microwave, the TV and early to bed) and, as he dragged the sleeve of his coat over the sleeve of his jacket, a vision flooded his mind of a crowded bar, deafening noise, stale air and, the not-so-still centre of the hurricane, Luke Ferris and the Ferris Gang letting off steam after a long but boisterous day in the office. It was inevitable, surely: the pack that plays together stays together, and there they apparently still were, as inseparable now as they’d been in the corridors and behind the bike sheds at Lycus Grove.

Duncan expected to feel a great reassuring surge of superiority welling up inside him, purging him of his earlier self-pity like a pressure washer; the righteous contempt of the cat that walks by himself for mere dogs. He waited, but it didn’t come. Instead, he caught himself thinking that it’d be rather nice to have friends again; not his sort of friends, the kind you see every now and again, who never just pop in uninvited, who’d probably frown and say ‘Oh dear’ when they heard you’d died. Proper friends, the sort who shared their lives with you, the sort who were actually pleased to see you—

He buttoned his coat. He’d turned his back on the Ferris Gang because they had swamped him; told him what he could do and what he couldn’t; unsettled him, belittled him, cramped his growth, tried to turn him into someone he didn’t really want to be. In the event, he’d managed to do most of those things quite well on his own without any help from them. It hadn’t taken much; he’d mumbled ‘I do’ in a registry office, and the rest had been so much downhill freewheeling.

He thought, as he left his office and turned out the light: I’ve reached a point in my life where I can try to do something about all the crappy stuff, or else I can go home, defrost a pizza and  watch Celebrity Love Island. As he headed through the maze of corridors and landings toward the main stairwell, he caught a glimpse, in his mind’s eye, of the great crossroads in Life’s dark and shadowy forest, where the arms of signposts point away from each other at right angles: this way Work, that way Fun. Never mind, he thought, it may still be there tomorrow. He stumbled down the stairs into reception, barged through the fire doors and let himself out into the street.

Sardined in a Tube train, Duncan tried to think about something else; anything. Good heavens, he thought, any day now I should be due for an electricity bill. There’s another crucial moment in a man’s life: should I stay with my present supplier, or should I compare tariffs and look for a more competitive source of supply? And then there’s the larger issue: in my use of electricity, am I doing everything I can to reduce my reliance on fossil fuels, curb emissions and stave off the next Ice Age and the twilight of the human race?

Somehow, he couldn’t quite bring himself to focus on the issues with the laser-like concentration that they required. Instead, through the perished gaskets of his mind seeped the thought of company, the tantalising notion that if you can be with other people, you no longer have to be yourself.

No man is an island; define island. There are some pretty big islands, after all. Being an island is no big deal if you can be Australia. Things only get depressing if the most you can aspire to being is Rockall.

No messages on his answering machine. Duncan poured himself a nice tall glass of water, and shoved his pizza into the microwave.




CHAPTER TWO


He was dreaming that he’d died; and Uncle Norman and Aunt Freda, being his closest living relatives, had come in to the office to see him, to sort out the paperwork. Can we start with the full name of the deceased, he asked: Duncan Maurice Hughes, Uncle Norman replied. Did he make a will? No, he never got round to it - silly, really, him being in the trade; cobbler’s children, as they say. He nodded, and made a mental note to sell Uncle Norman and Aunt Freda a will before he left the building. So, he said, what does the estate consist of? Uncle Norman smiled; couldn’t really call it an estate, he said, just a few bits of old junk, an overdraft, mortgage, credit cards . . . He frowned, and got ready to do the speech about What Happens When The Loved One Dies Insolvent . . .

And the box, of course, Uncle Norman said.

Box?

Nod. He had this box.

From a Morrisons bag, Uncle Norman produced a box. It was small and black, clearly quite heavy for its size: cast iron, or something like that. There was a tiny keyhole in the lid. It’s locked, of course, Uncle Norman said, we’ve looked all over for the key, but he always was a messy devil.

I see. Do you happen to know what’s inside it?

No, Uncle Norman replied, just that it’s very valuable.

Fine, Duncan replied, and reached for the sledgehammer leaning against his desk. You don’t mind if I—?

You go ahead, said Uncle Norman. So he hefted the sledgehammer in both hands, took a big, slow swing and brought the hammer head down on the box lid with all his strength. The box exploded in a glittering shower of burning sparks, and he woke up.

 



Duncan Hughes adhered to the school of thought that maintains that you shouldn’t buy newspapers, because it only encourages them. Nevertheless, he had a guilty feeling that he really ought to keep up with current affairs, as a sort of miserable civic duty. The best compromise he could handle was a radio alarm clock.

Straight from the dream, then, to the collapse of the EU budget negotiations, the latest suicide bombings Over There somewhere, factories closing, oil prices rising, some political scandal he’d stopped trying to understand weeks ago, a disturbing rise in cases of dognapping in the Home Counties, and finally time is running out for Cuddles the giant hammerhead shark stranded in the mouth of the Severn Estuary—

Yawn; shut the bloody thing off, cold feet groping for slippers, cold lino tiles in the kitchen as he waited for the kettle to boil. Tiny fragments of dream-shrapnel still dug into the lining of his brain (hammer head, hammerhead; he was lashing out at Uncle Norman’s little black box with a seventy-foot shark) as he thumbed the lever of the broken toaster a couple of times before remembering. At least, he told himself, I was sensible last night and didn’t go out drinking. Just think how much worse all this would be if I was hung over.

Train full of people, their feet on his feet, their elbows in his ribs; do they still have manned lighthouses any more, or is it all automated? A thousand mirror-lemmings sharing one escalator. The front office; two minutes late.

‘That Mr Martinez rang. I told him you weren’t in yet. Could you call him back soon as possible?’

Nod. (Marvellous. Now Mr Martinez would picture him dallying over hot buttered toast in front of a roaring fire, probably wearing a silk dressing gown, instead of making the effort to be at his post at nine sharp. Not fair, really.) Up the stairs, through the maze. Big tray of post. Another day.

‘Hello, Mr Martinez? Sorry I missed you, what can I—?’

More stuff like that; also standard letters, probate valuations, the Capital Taxes Office, capital gains tax implications, Nottingham and Swansea. At eleven-fifty, the phone rang.

‘Mr Ferris for you,’ said Reception. ‘Ferris and Loop.’

‘What?’

‘Ferris,’ Reception explained.

But - ‘Oh, right, yes.’

Click; and he was about to say I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon when Luke’s voice thundered in his ear:

‘Did she really just up and leave you, out of the blue?’

‘What? Oh, yes.’

‘That’s terrible. Bloody cow. Anyway, see you at the Bunch of Grapes at one o’clock.’

‘No, I can’t, that’s—’

Click.

Duncan felt a surge of anger, like stomach acid refluxing through a hiatus hernia. Bloody Ferris, ordering him about—He was still holding the phone; tightly, as if he was about to strangle it. He frowned (don’t strangle the phone, Duncan, it’s not its fault) and put it carefully back.

I’m buggered if I’ll go, he thought.

He picked up a letter and stared at it, but it could’ve been written in classical Sanskrit for all the sense it made. What’s going on? he asked himself. Fifteen years since he’d last run with the Ferris Gang, and now they wouldn’t leave him alone.

Possibly, he thought, just possibly, Luke Ferris wants to see me again because he likes me.

He held the letter in front of him and picked the words out one by one. Dear sir, we thank you for your letter of the 21st and note what you say. However, we cannot agree that the property  referred to in the third schedule to the conveyance dated 17th January 1946—


There is a moment, a watershed in one’s development as a human being, which must be passed before one has any claim to enlightenment and understanding. It’s the moment when you come to realise that, just because somebody likes you, you’re under no legal or moral obligation to like them back.

Even so—

Duncan shook himself like a wet dog. Third schedule to the 1946 conveyance: there was a photocopy of that in the file somewhere. He scrabbled for a bit until he found it. All that freehold property more particularly described in a conveyance dated the 4th March 1926—


In which case, he told himself, he didn’t really have a choice. He’d go to the stupid pub and tell stupid Ferris to quit bothering him: straight from the shoulder, no messing, polite and civilised but firm. He could hear himself: To be quite frank, Luke, I think it’s been too long for us to be able to pick up the threads just like that. And besides, I never really liked you anyway.

Ring. He opened his fingers, letting the sheet of paper flutter unhindered to the desktop, and picked up the phone.

‘Crosswoods for you.’

‘What?’

Of course, he didn’t even know if she was still with Crosswoods; it had been a long time, and ambitious go-getters like Sally don’t hang around out of sentiment or loyalty. ‘Crosswoods,’ Reception repeated impatiently. ‘You want to take it or not?’

‘Put them through,’ he replied, with a shrug that nobody was there to see.

Click; and then a voice that, thankfully, wasn’t hers.

‘Imogen Bick, Crosswoods,’ the phone said chirpily. ‘Barker, deceased. You act for the plaintiffs.’

Do we? ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘What can I—?’

‘I’ve got your letter of the twenty-sixth of November here in front of me,’ said the voice; and thereafter it was just legal stuff,  and he disconnected his brain from his tongue and let it drift. Coincidence, he told himself. Big firm like Crosswoods, very highly regarded in the death-and-taxes game. Absolutely no call for him to assume it was personal. However, when the legal stuff had finished and the woman was about to ring off, he said, ‘Excuse me, but can I ask you something?’

Slight pause. ‘Go on.’

‘It’s just a personal thing. Have you got someone called Sally Hughes working for your lot? Sally Moscowicz, I mean. Of course, she’ll have gone back to her—’

‘Well, yes,’ the voice replied, rather as if he’d asked her if the big yellow bright thing in the sky was really the sun. ‘My boss.’

‘Oh.’ He frowned. ‘She’s a partner now, is she?’

‘Head of the probate department. Why?’

But not the whole truth. ‘Oh, we were at law school together,’ he said. ‘Thanks. Bye.’

This time Duncan ground the phone into its cradle like someone stubbing out a cigarette. Not that he was jealous, or resentful. Good heavens, no. No skin off his nose, even though she’d never have scraped her pass in Probate and Trusts if he hadn’t lent her his notes a week before the exam and spent hours and hours of his own precious revision time drilling the rudiments of discretionary settlements and the perpetuity rules into her short-plank-thick skull. Bloody good luck to her, even if but for him she wouldn’t have known the rule in Saunders v Vautier  if it had bitten her on the bum. Obviously, she must have hidden depths, like the Atlantic (dark, murky, inhabited by pale creepy things with huge eyes and rows of needle-sharp teeth). For some reason he could hear Luke Ferris - Did she really just up and leave you, out of the blue? That’s terrible. Bloody cow. There, he suspected, had spoken a true misogynist; whereas he, Duncan, liked women, admired and respected them, enjoyed their company, even forgave them for fucking up his life and leaving him an emotional and spiritual wreck. My boss, the Bick woman had said. Well, that he could believe. If Sally was good at anything, it was ordering people about. He yawned. The past was apparently  coming back to haunt him like London buses, all huddled together in a flock. But as far as he was concerned, the past was a horrible place, only marginally preferable to the present and the future.

He checked his watch; 12.15 already. To walk to the Bunch of Grapes, seven minutes. Except that he wasn’t going. Wild horses—

 



‘There you are,’ Luke said. ‘You’re late.’

‘I’m—’ Duncan resisted the urge to defend himself. He wasn’t late, he knew that, and even if he was, so what? ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I can only stay for a minute, I’ve got to prepare for a meeting with—’

‘Sit down.’ He saw that there were two pints of Guinness, huge and black as the gaps between galaxies, already waiting on the table. He sat, feeling uncomfortably like a well-trained dog.

‘Well, cheers,’ Luke said, and his share of the black beer vanished down his face in eight enormous, throat-convulsing gulps. In a way it was a sight to admire, but only if your taste also ran to volcanoes and the like. ‘Glad you could make it. Look,’ he went on, before Duncan could draw breath, ‘I’ve been thinking about what you were saying yesterday, and I sort of got the impression - put me straight if I’ve got this wrong - that you’re not exactly thrilled with your job. Right?’

‘Well, it’s all right,’ Duncan replied without thinking. ‘I guess.’

‘You like it there, then.’

Lying to Luke was a bit like supporting the weight of the Albert Hall on your shoulders. You could do it, for perhaps as long as a millionth of a second, before you got squashed flat. ‘Actually, no,’ Duncan said. ‘It’s rotten, it sucks. But it’s the only job I’ve got, and the only one I’m likely to get, so—’

‘Really?’ Luke put his head on one side as he looked at him. What great big eyes you’ve got, Grandma. ‘Why’s that?’

Shrug. ‘Well, I guess I’m not the greatest solicitor who ever lived.’

‘You reckon? Why do you say that?’

‘Because I’m useless.’ Again, the insupportable weight of his own dishonesty; he knew he wasn’t as bad as all that. In fact, he’d be all right at it, if only—‘Not good enough, at any rate. It being such a competitive business and all.’

Luke seemed to find that amusing. ‘Who says?’

‘My boss. All the partners. Everybody else in the office. Everybody I ever met in the business. My Aunt Freda. My Aunt Freda’s friend Sharon—’

‘I see. And you believe them.’

‘Well, yes.’

‘Oh.’ Luke’s lip curled a little, a sort of handy combination smile and sneer. ‘You surprise me. Personally, I’ve never seen it that way.’

Too stunned to react. ‘You haven’t.’

‘No, not really.’ Luke stared absent-mindedly into space for a few seconds. ‘Competitive means everybody fighting each other all the time, right? Well, that’s not how we run our business. God, no. I suppose it helps that we’ve all been friends as long as any of us can remember. But it’s just common sense, really. How can you concentrate on doing a good job if you’re at each others’ throats all day long? Stupid.’

‘Yes, but—’ Yes, but that seems to be the way the whole world’s run, not just the law business; and if it wasn’t a good thing, all those clever people who run things wouldn’t do it. Would they? ‘All right, it sounds fine in principle. It’s just not the way they do things at our place.’ He frowned without knowing it. ‘We work more on the gladiatorial system, I guess. We all fight each other to the death, and the ones who’re left alive at the end get thrown to the lions. Standard British management philosophy, I’d always assumed.’

Luke shrugged. ‘It may be, for all I know. It just doesn’t make much sense, that’s all.’

The discussion was leading somewhere, Duncan could tell; he could almost see the tour guide’s raised umbrella. ‘So you don’t—’

Luke smiled. ‘Thought so,’ he said. ‘I told Kevin and Pete and the lads, after I’d seen you yesterday, he doesn’t like it there much. Not his style, my guess was. And then we had this sort of collective brainwave, lightning flash of inspiration, all of us simultaneously. Sort of like a multiple pile-up on the road to Damascus. Why don’t you chuck in your job with the arseholes and come and join us?’

Mostly, Duncan wanted to scream. It was intolerable; sheer torture. The choice: stay where he was, for ever, and wake up every single morning cringing, or rejoin the Ferris Gang, with the subtle distinction of being the lowest form of life. ‘Come and work for you, you mean?’

‘Not for,’ Luke said irritably. ‘With. Join us.’

Penny dropping, burning up in the atmosphere, splattering the ground below with droplets of molten copper. ‘What, you mean, as a partner?’

‘Mphm.’

‘But—’ Well, at least he had a reason to refuse, and so end the torment. ‘No, I couldn’t. I can’t afford to buy into an outfit with an office in Mortmain Street.’

Luke’s tongue clicked like a bullwhip. ‘You don’t need to worry about all that rubbish,’ he said. ‘All we do is, we get a whole load of new stationery printed with your name in the list of partners - roughly in the middle, because we do it in alphabetical order. Simple as that. After all—’

Duncan knew what was coming. It was like the end of the world; the trumpet had sounded, and the Messiah was swooping down to earth in His winged chariot, and scrunch - guess who just happens to be standing underneath its wheels as it touches down. After all, you’re our friend, one of us.

Trouble was, he wasn’t. That had been his choice, and he could still remember why he’d made it. No use worrying about that now; he’d left the band before they became famous, and he couldn’t go back to them now, on these terms. Could he?

‘After all,’ Luke said, ‘it’s not like you’re a stranger. We’ve all known you since you were the little fat kid with the really bad  acne, who got crispbread and lettuce for his packed lunch instead of proper sandwiches.’

A shrewd point to raise. The only reason he hadn’t starved to death before he reached sixteen was because the others had shared their lunches with him; because (he couldn’t help remembering) Luke had made them share their lunches with him. But that recollection started a whole new rail network of thought, and he didn’t want to go there.

‘It’s very kind of you, really—’

‘But.’ Luke pulled a sad face. ‘You’re about to say but, aren’t you?’

Nod.

‘Why?’

Duncan remembered a playground: early autumn, dry leaves drifting in on the wind from the plane trees that grew just outside the school gates. Hughes the new boy, just moved into the neighbourhood, uncrinkles the silver foil in which lurks his first packed lunch at Lycus Grove. He’s nervous about anybody seeing; understandably, since inside the foil are three slices of Ryvita spread with couscous, two cherry tomatoes and a short stick of celery.

He knows why it has to be that way, of course. His mother and father had explained to him, kindly and patiently, why he was a vegetarian and why we don’t eat processed bread and chocolate and biscuits and all that rubbish. It had made sense at the time; it always did, except that shortly afterwards the sense would always evaporate, like the ramparts of Elfland, and that could only be because he was too dim-witted to have understood properly. And, if he couldn’t remember the sense himself, he knew for certain that he’d have no chance of explaining it to his contemporaries and so excusing himself of the mortal charge of being different.

One last furtive glance over his shoulder; then he pinches the edges of the first crispbread between forefinger and thumb—

‘What’ve you got there, then?’

Terror and despair; because he recognises the voice, though  he hasn’t yet spoken to its owner. That Luke Ferris, the dark lord of the Ferris Gang; the sort of kid his parents have warned him about. Rough, uncouth, no respect for rules, almost certainly a vandal and a bully. The last person on earth who’d be prepared to overlook Ryvita spread with couscous, cherry tomatoes and a stick of celery.

He knows he’s done for; but a tiny spurt of courage burns inside him, like a rat at bay turning on the terriers. ‘Mind your own business,’ he says.

‘What’ve you got there?’

‘Piss off.’

That Luke Ferris doesn’t say a word; but two of his trolls materialise on either side of Duncan, taking firm but ineluctable hold of his elbows. Ferris advances slowly and takes the foil parcel from his hand like someone picking a ripe apple off a tree.

He looks at it. ‘You like this stuff?’

Duncan looks up, meets his dark, terrible eyes. As he does so, an urge rises inside him to tell the truth; a truth he’d never quite admitted to himself before.

‘’Salright.’

‘Looks like shit to me.’

‘Yeah.’

Ferris’s head dips ever so slightly, and the Stilson-like grip on Duncan’s elbows relaxes. Ferris is still staring into the foil, as if he’s looking at something bizarre and inexplicable. Then, with a move as graceful as it’s swift, he lobs the package underarm into the nearest of the four tall plastic trash-cans parked twenty-five yards away, by the alley that leads to the kitchens.

‘You can share ours,’ Ferris says.

Duncan is still recovering from the amazing spectacle of Ferris’s throw - could’ve been a fluke, sure, but he really doesn’t think so. ‘What?’

‘Our sandwiches. What d’you want, ham or chicken?’

As soon as he says it, the attendant trolls unzip their school bags and produce flat wedges wrapped in plastic. Sandwiches:  slices of toxic plastic bread with scraps of butchered flesh entombed between them like the dead at Pompeii. No, thanks, I don’t eat meat, he doesn’t say. Instead: ‘Dunno.’

‘Make your mind up. It’s not astro-bloody-physics.’

‘I don’t know,’ Duncan repeats. ‘Never had either of them.’

- Which should, according to his mother and father, have unleashed on him the full fury of their unenlightened wrath (because nasty people who eat animals always make fun of nice people who don’t; but you mustn’t tell lies and pretend, because you must always stand up for what you truly believe in . . . There were times when Duncan wondered if his parents had ever been to school; and, if they had, how they hell they’d survived.). Instead, that Luke Ferris stares at him. Not mockery or bigotry, but compassion.

‘You what?’

‘I never had either of them.’ I’m a vegetarian. ‘My mum and dad are vegetarians.’

‘Oh.’

Ferris shrugs. Duncan watches him. Even he can see that a great deal depends on what happens next.

‘You poor bastard,’ says Ferris. ‘Try the ham.’

He doesn’t signal, but a troll steps forward with a plastic packet, which he unwraps.

‘That’s ham, is it?’

‘Think so. Pete?’

The troll nods. ‘Ham,’ he says.

Duncan hesitates. ‘That’s murdered pig, isn’t it?’

‘Mphm.’

And now he has no choice. He takes the object in his hand, tries not to look at it, bites until his top and bottom teeth meet through the unfamiliar textures; chews before swallowing.

‘Hey,’ he says, with his mouth full. ‘Cool.’

Ferris nods slightly, acknowledging a truth too obvious to need expression. ‘Now try the chicken. That’s murdered hen,’ he adds.


Yummy murdered hen. Duncan pauses for a moment, trying  to catch words that come somewhere near the turmoil of lights and explosions inside his mind. ‘I like the ham best,’ he says, ‘but the chicken rocks too.’

A troll grins; but not unkindly. ‘There’s murdered cow and murdered sheep too,’ he says. ‘My mum does me murdered cow on Thursdays - you can try some.’

‘And murdered turkey,’ adds another troll. ‘And corned murdered cow. You want to try some of that, it’s amazing.’

The trolls had closed in round him, but not in any threatening way. For some reason, Duncan almost expects them to start sniffing him. ‘My mum’s going to be so pissed off,’ he mutters.

Ferris grins; a very slight movement, nonetheless showing the teeth. ‘Only if you tell her,’ he says.

Which Duncan never gets round to doing; which is why, every lunchtime until the day comes when he dumps his tie in the bin on his way out through the school gates for the last time, he ritually discards an unopened tinfoil packet before seeing what his mates have brought him to eat. Over the years, he wavers in his loyalty. Sometimes his favourite is roast murdered cow, sometimes it’s murdered salami. (Nobody would tell him what sort of animal a salami was; at first he assumed it was short for salamander, until he saw a whole one hanging up in a delicatessen shop. For a while he felt guilty about eating cold sliced dachshund, but he came to terms with it in the end.) His greater loyalty, however - to Luke and the gang - never falters even for a split second, in spite of the detentions and suspensions and awkward times down at the police station; not for an instant, until the very end—

‘Why?’ Luke repeated.

‘Because—’ Duncan hesitated for a split second, then exploded, ‘Bloody hell, Luke, you can’t just spring something like that on someone and expect an instant yes-or-no answer. I’ve got to think about it.’

His explosion had been more like a damp Catherine wheel: two or three unconvincing twirls and a few farted sparks. Luke was grinning, his teeth still as straight and white as ever. ‘Why  not? I mean, what’s there to think about? You hate this shit-hole you’re at now, your whole life’s a complete mess. You need looking after.’

This time, the flare of anger was hot enough to light the blue touchpaper of self-expression. ‘Absolutely,’ he snarled. ‘My whole life’s a complete mess—’

‘Well,’ Luke interrupted reasonably, ‘it is.’

‘I know.’ Not quite loud enough to silence the bar and turn heads, but almost. ‘You don’t actually need to remind me, thank you so very fucking much. And it’s been a complete mess ever since—’

‘Since she dumped you.’

In the Middle Ages, they hunted the wild boar with a spear. You dug the butt end in the ground, shoved the pointy end at the approaching boar, and let the stupid creature kebab himself on it. ‘Well, yes,’ Duncan mumbled; but what he’d been about to say, because until Luke spoke it had been what he’d believed to be the truth, was ever since I left your stupid gang. And he’d been about to add that his decision to turn his back on the Ferris gestalt had clearly been proved to be disastrous, and he wasn’t fit to run his own life and obviously needed Luke to run it for him; but, regardless and in spite of all that, fuck off and die.

He didn’t say any of that. He felt like a physicist who’s spend twenty years working on a theory, spending millions in hard-won research grants and devoting his life to the cause, and who finally achieves final and irrefutable proof that his basic hypothesis is a load of old socks.

‘The bitch,’ Luke said sympathetically. ‘But what the hell, it’s still no reason why you should carry on having a horrid time when you could be having a slightly less horrid one. Well?’

But he couldn’t just roll over on his back and admit it. ‘Like I said,’ he muttered, ‘I need time to think about—’

‘Chicken.’ Very slight pause. ‘That’s murdered hen, to you.’

You can’t really be offended and want to laugh at the same time, not unless you’re Duncan Hughes. He opened his face to say something, but closed it again, as it occurred to him to  consider the significance of the fact that his ex-wife had also been a vegetarian.

Then Luke said, ‘So, what was she like?’

There’s a drug that supposed to make you tell the truth, whether you want to or not: the CIA buy it by the tankerload, presumably. Luke could’ve spiked Duncan’s beer with it, except Duncan hadn’t drunk any.

‘Tallish,’ he said. ‘A bit on the chunky side, though she lost a lot of weight. Straight dark hair; she was a lot into the Goth sort of look when I first met her, black clothes and spiky silver jewellery. A bit on the quiet side to begin with. She changed a lot after we left law school and started work.’

‘It happens.’ Luke nodded. ‘I gather it’s called growing up,’ he said. ‘I don’t reckon it much, and neither did Peter Pan.’

‘It wasn’t just that.’ Duncan frowned. For some reason, things long obscure were beginning to clarify in his mind. ‘She was always - well, quiet.’

Luke nodded. ‘Quiet,’ he said. ‘Didn’t say a lot.’

‘That’s right.’

‘You sure she was female?’

Girls had always liked Luke, of course, and Duncan had assumed that his air of arrogant disdain for them was just catnip; it certainly seemed to have that effect. But now there was an edge to his voice. Not bitterness, an echo of Duncan’s own attitude. More the unconcerned dismissal of the man who’s never been to a particular place and never wanted to. He bookmarked the insight for later.

‘Serious,’ he said. ‘I don’t mean no sense of humour, just - well, quiet.’

‘Boring.’

‘No, not boring. Just—’

Luke shrugged. ‘Quiet, right. Nice-looking?’

Duncan pulled a face. ‘Yes.’

‘I see. Nice-looking and didn’t talk all the time. You wouldn’t happen to have her phone number?’

Duncan sighed; Luke frowned. ‘Go on,’ Luke said.

‘That’s about it, really. We met, we fell in love - well, I know I did, and she said she did too.’

‘Quietly?’

‘And when we both finished law school and qualified,’ Duncan continued sourly, ‘we got married. She’d got this job at Crosswoods lined up, I’d already got a place at Craven Ettins. We bought a flat in Battersea - it was just before it got too expensive - and everything seemed more or less OK. And then, one day out of the blue—’ He snapped his fingers. ‘And that’s all there is to it,’ he added sadly. ‘My life down the toilet, basically.’
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