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    THE SUMMONS …


    


    I didn’t see it coming. Had I done so, the shock alone would have killed me.


    


    I didn’t know what hit me, but it hit me hard.


    I heard my skull crack as it slammed against the pavement. I had heard something similar once before, when my tooth broke on the shell of a small but nasty pistachio. It was one of those tough nuts, the last one in the bag, the one you’re best advised to leave alone. It had a narrow hairline crack hinting at an opening, so I bit into it and that was when my canine split open and an electric current of pain travelled to my brain.


    This time it wasn’t my tooth, it was my skull. And this was far worse. My skull felt as if somebody else’s teeth had crushed it to splinters. It felt as if its contents had poured out of my nose. Something certainly did. It could have been blood. It was warm.


    I should have passed out, but I hung on to consciousness, wondering who would take care of all my unfinished business while doctors were trying to glue my brains together in the hospital. Who would take care of Mother? Emma? Mark? And who on earth would take care of Rob – because it certainly wouldn’t be Rob.


    My head had rolled awkwardly to face the house so I could see him pounce to the window. His mouth rounded in a scream which I couldn’t hear, but I knew he definitely wouldn’t hear me when I said, ‘Don’t just stand there! Call an ambulance!’


    Though I couldn’t hear myself say it either, so maybe I only thought it.


    He ran out of the house with a kettle in his hand. I had always believed that people dropped things when in shock. Traditionally, the thing to drop would be a cup of tea; it would tumble slow-motion to the floor and smash into a thousand ceramic shards. A dramatic ping and the shocked person’s face, frozen in horror, would complete the picture. Rob, however, had a different take on the matter. He was running towards me, clutching the bloody kettle with the cord dragging behind it on the ground. I heard the clanking of it. I heard Rob yell, ‘Georgie!’


    I gave up. I can’t remember closing my eyes, but I stopped seeing. My hearing was gone too. I could hear and see nothing. Absolutely nothing! Not even a dark tunnel with a shimmer of light at the end of it.


    I thought I was dead, but I wasn’t. Not quite. At least not until Rob attempted to perform CPR on me and pushed his entire weight firmly into my ribcage. That squeezed the living daylights out of me and out popped my bewildered soul.


    Expelled from my battered body, I found myself watching the scene from above as it unfolded in its whole macabre glory.


    I saw myself on the ground, squashed under Rob’s weight as he was vigorously punching my chest. His thrusts animated my body, forcing it into knee-jerk reactions. Every so often he would pinch my bleeding, runny nose and inflate me like a ball. Between gasps for air he would sob and scream, and whimper and urge me to get up. If there had ever been a chance of that happening, Rob had effectively managed to destroy it.


    A man came running from the top of the road. He was breathless. ‘I called an ambulance. It’s on its way. I saw it happen. A car hit her. Hit and run … I got the numberplate!’


    So that was it – I knew what had hit me, but it didn’t make me feel any better. I was dead, or as good as, and the whole world had come to a standstill.


    Life without me was unthinkable.


    Only that morning I’d had it all well under control. My life was a well-oiled machine, ticking away like a Swiss clock, predictable. Every event – past and future – was scrupulously forecast and documented in my diary. I was smug in my custom-designed world. There were no surprises. I hated surprises. They threw me off.


    The hit-and-run palaver threw me off big time.


    That morning, as every morning, we had breakfast: cereal, semi-skimmed milk, tea. That was it. A healthy, no-nonsense breakfast which facilitated a self-restrained and consistent start to each day. I never varied breakfast, not on Sundays, not at Christmas, not on holidays. Breakfast was breakfast – a down-to-earth, regular routine. Anything over and above that would be sinful.


    We ate in silence. We usually did. Emma was perched on the edge of her stool, half of her skinny backside sliding off it; one leg was propped on the rung of the stool, the other one outstretched, with toes pointing to the door – her typical ‘on your marks’ pose. She looked bored, which was normal for Emma. If anything was crossing her mind, she kept it to herself, under her unnaturally long and gothic black lashes. I often wondered how she managed to cultivate such long lashes, but never had the time to work it out. Or ask her. On the whole, we didn’t say much to each other in our house, only the important things, like changes to our schedules or additions to the shopping list.


    ‘I’m staying at Becky’s tonight. Revising the Great Depression.’


    ‘Get your change of clothes into the car. I’ll drop you straight after school. I’ve got to go and see Grandma. Haven’t been there since … was it Tuesday last week?’


    ‘She wouldn’t know if it was Tuesday last year,’ Mark shrugged.


    ‘Finish your cereal!’


    Under the veneer of sarcasm Mark was a big, floppy softy. He was still living with us at the less than tender age of twenty-three, his room an endearing mess of heavy metal posters, cheesy underwear, and law books. He was reading Law, just like his mother and father had. In his final year of university and flying higher than a kite on a breezy day, he had his life mapped out for him. He played cricket on Sundays, had a regular respectable girlfriend called Charlotte Palmer, spent most his evenings working, and was saving up to travel to the Far East on his gap year before finally taking up a post in one of the most prestigious city law firms. I was proud of him. He never gave us any trouble.


    Mark looked like his father: tall and sinuous, long arms, long legs, a bit clunky in his unintended lengthiness. Obviously, as far as Rob went, that description would have fitted him twenty-five years ago. Now the long legs had become a bit spidery in appearance, the chest had caved somewhat and shoulders had dropped, but then that’s what fifty years does to people if they don’t keep fit. Rob didn’t, and he was pushing fifty big time. He was an office mole. Thinning greying hair, glasses he polished with a clean white hankie every day at breakfast, Radio 2 crackling softly into his ear – he was no bother. I loved him the same way I had when we got married. It wasn’t a passionate, carnal type of love. It was rather maternal: indulgent and tolerant. And there were only a few things I had to tolerate about Rob: the indecisiveness, the mumbling under his breath, the misplacing of things and, of course, the damned Radio 2 crackling away at breakfast time. Still, I loved him, which I often doubted was something he could say about me. He simply endured me, and on a good day was fond of me. Certainly not as fond as he was of Radio 2, though. Listening to Radio 2 was his major hobby. To be fair to him, he couldn’t listen to me – I wasn’t ever saying that much. I was busy.


    ‘Off now!’ I kissed him on the forehead. He glanced at me, puzzled, as if he was making every effort to remember who I was. I didn’t have the time to wait for him to gather his wits and deliver a reply.


    I was dropping Mark at uni first and then Emma at school. I did that every morning, always had. Rob would take a bus to work. That way he wouldn’t have to trouble himself with the kids’ school runs. And he liked reading on the bus, one thing you can’t do when you’re driving. His car, a comical Mini Cooper which only emphasised his awkward six-foot-plus frame when he sat in it, was tucked away in the garage, fresh as a daisy. Rob would take it out every two months to give it a wash and make sure the battery hadn’t gone flat. It was a job he enjoyed – that, and feeding the cat. Every other job around the house was down to me, including school runs.


    I drove on automatic pilot. I knew the steep, windy route up to Bristol University by heart. I blanked out the shenanigans of the morning traffic: the hysterical hooting, the fist-shaking, the killer looks. I ignored the suicidal pedestrians throwing themselves in front of the car, seemingly keen on certain and imminent death.


    I didn’t know then that I would be soon joining their ranks.


    We weren’t speaking. Emma and Mark sat at the back, looking away from each other. I liked having them in the car. They were safe with me. In two weeks’ time Emma would be sweet sixteen. She acted twenty-nine and desperate. I didn’t approve of the long lashes, short skirts, sheer tights, and push-up bras. Who was she trying to impress? It sent the wrong signals to any old pervert lurking out there. She was only a little girl. At her age I still rode my bicycle and wore socks with holes in them. Why couldn’t she be more like me?


    I kept asking her what she wanted to do with her life. She still didn’t know if her usual ‘Oh, leave off, Mum!’ was anything to go by. Nevertheless, I shouldn’t complain. She was doing well at school and had recently taken to revising with Becky for their GCSEs. I liked Becky. She was plump, bland, and a straight-A student, if not particularly streetwise. A good, steady influence on Emma.


    I had good kids. Nothing to worry about. I could take my eyes off them as much as I could take my eyes off the road, and think.


    The morning drive was a perfect time for thinking. My mind wandered off to the Ehler case. I had been preparing for a lengthy, cut-throat trial – Tony always put up a decent fight for his clients – but, out of the blue, Ehler had pleaded guilty. Before sentencing, the judge would hear character witnesses and all that nauseating, sycophantic blabber about what an exemplary model of a son, husband, father, and citizen Michael Ehler happened to be. As far as I was concerned he was a small-time crook. Tony would, no doubt, try to get him off on a suspended custodial sentence and in no time his exemplary client would be back to rebuilding and selling stolen cars to supplement his modest panel beater’s income. Over my dead body! I screamed inside. The time, manpower, effort, and money that went into catching those petty wheeler-dealers was enormous – the rewards mediocre. It was a Herculean task to make charges stick against them and I would be damned if I would let the cocky little bastard off the hook that easily!


    I stopped at the usual spot, on a double yellow line, and let Mark out.


    ‘Got some change for a sandwich?’ He thanked me for the ride in his usual fashion and snatched a ten-pound note from my hand as if it was his due. I tried to calculate in my head how many sandwiches one could buy for a tenner a day, and how much of that money went towards that gap year in the Far East. Emma snorted at the back of the car. She was getting no cash for her sandwiches – the school cafeteria had a brilliant pre-paid card system in place.


    As I arrived at court, I parked in a discreet corner and took out my make-up gear. By the time I finished applying deep crimson lipstick, heavy duty mascara, and glittering baby blue eyeshadow I looked like a common whore. I couldn’t help it – I had to make myself desirable for Tony.


    Tony pushed my buttons. All of them: the ones that made me go for his throat and fight him to death in court, and the naughty ones – ones that made me sweat oestrogen and dribble uncontrollably at the mere thought of him. I was a quivering teenager whenever he came close to me. He smelled good. There was something intoxicating about his scent. You wanted to lick it off him. Then there were those hands with the long, flat-tipped fingers, fingers that could play any woman like a church organ. He wore crisp white shirts with starched collars and cuffs. The silk rustled when he moved. His suits were tailor-made, hugging his toned body like a mould. You wanted to break that mould, tear it off him and let him take you there and then, in public view, against the wood-panelled wall or on the cold marble floor. You wanted the world to watch as he worked you with his organist’s fingers and banged the living daylights out of you as you gasped for air without giving a toss about common sense.


    I knew that ecstatic feeling only too well. It was only a year ago that our sordid affair had ended. It had started following a heated argument over my refusal to give his client a deal on a lesser charge. Forced by the judge to negotiate, we had been locked together in a room with a coffee maker and a plate of stale biscuits. I pointed my finger in his face, shouting, ‘No! You’ll listen! You’ll listen to me, fuck you!’


    He grabbed my hand and twisted it behind my back. His breath was on my face when he said, ‘No, fuck you.’ With his free hand he pulled up my skirt. It was a tight pencil skirt so I helped by wriggling my body for it to get over my hips. He ripped off my knickers and I undid his fly. In no time I was sitting on the conference table, knees up to my shoulders, my dagger-sharp high heels dangerously close to his face. He didn’t even break sweat. His face remained impassive right through it. His body was cool. He smelled like a wild stag. I reeked of sex.


    When we were finished, we told the judge we couldn’t reach an agreement. We were back to square one. The trial went on for another two months and so did our sordid affair. We lived dangerously: in empty courtrooms with five minutes spare to the next hearing, in toilets, parking lots, and once in a hotel corridor before we could get to our room.


    Tony had remained strangely detached. There was no emotion or tenderness to our encounters. I couldn’t call them lovemaking as love didn’t come into it. Sometimes I had the impression he didn’t even like me, just wanted to fuck me and be done with it. The feeling was mutual. I didn’t like Tony either, but that was of little importance. It was purely physical. We were like a pair of copulating rabbits: always in a hurry, fast, impatient, and then promptly on our separate ways. I took to wearing stockings and skimpy knickers with strategically placed slits to facilitate easy access and avoid tearing. We used no protection. For the thrills. The whole idea of fornication is to reproduce. We got off on the risk of that happening.


    I wasn’t proud of myself. I’m still not proud of myself. The best way to deal with it was to assign the whole episode to temporary madness. I had gone banging bonkers for a while and then it passed, and I was cured again. Cured and respectable. Except that I would still dress up and put on my whorish make-up when Tony was around, and I would wiggle my arse, performing my very own version of a mating ritual.


    I checked myself in the rear view mirror. Good grief! I looked cheap. I despised myself. This explained why I couldn’t bear Emma’s elongated eyelashes and short skirts with those sodding sheer tights. I didn’t want her to turn out the way I had. I wanted her to stay in control of her instincts. Respectability comes from self-restraint.


    I got back into the saddle as soon as that trial was over. I lost. I hated losing; I had always been a bad loser. But in that case it was more than just losing the trial – it was the ultimate subjugation. Tony was on top of me, fucking me against my will. Professionally speaking. Professional rape. I ended the affair.


    Of course, Tony thought I couldn’t handle the defeat in court and this was my way of taking it out on him. But it wasn’t about him. It was about me. I was losing my marbles. I had found myself staring down the barrel. If the madness was to go on, I would be consumed by it. My career would be over. I would lose my family. There would be chaos. I would be out of control. Rob would be free to go.


    I loved Rob. He and I had a solid relationship. We had two beautiful children. We had order, purpose, and a good understanding. We were comfortable with each other to the extent that I could wee in the bathroom at the same time as he was cleaning his teeth. We could pass wind companionably while watching the news. And there was no madness. Not even when we first met.


    It had been a fortuitous meeting, destiny in action from the word go. We met at the Edinburgh Festival. I was nineteen, in the first year of university. It was my first holiday away from my mother. She had held a powerful grip on me and my sister Paula, not to mention our long-suffering father. Mother had been a force to reckon with. Or to get away from, as far away as possible, as quickly as possible. My first step was to go backpacking with friends. Girlfriends. We romped around the Lake District, living on fresh air, cigarettes, and cheap wine. Some of us revelled in random sexual encounters with total strangers. Some of us, but not me. I was one of those prim and proper girls who was shit-scared of falling pregnant before her time. Plus I didn’t hear the call that everyone else seemed to hear – the mating call. You could have diagnosed me as sexually retarded. I was waiting for Mr Right to come and deflower me on our wedding night. I had it all planned in my head.


    We stopped over in Edinburgh for some ‘cultural cleansing’ before returning home to Bristol. The concert we went to would become the most significant milestone in my life. I can’t remember the name of the band that played that night, but I recall blinding beams of light crossing above our heads and bouncing off our faces, turning us all into a broken collage of arms, torsos, heads, and grins, like a Cubist painting. I was wearing my ripped jeans and a cropped top with bare midriff – nothing spectacular. My girlfriends were long since lost in the crowd, probably copulating with random passers-by behind portaloos. I was sort of twitching to the music. A tall, lanky bloke appeared and started twitching next to me. I seized him in my peripheral vision: he was OK, a bit skinny, but then who wasn’t at twenty-two? He had a punk hairdo and the long mild face of a little lamb. I gathered there was a reason to him dancing next to me, as in, he was about to chat me up. But he didn’t. He didn’t have the guts. I had to take the initiative and once I did, there was no going back.


    Nodding my head to the music, I smiled at him. He responded.


    ‘Do you like them?’ he shouted over the noise.


    ‘Yeah!’ By then I was head-banging to show my appreciation.


    ‘Me too.’


    He was about to turn and walk away, when, panicked and desperate, I screeched alongside the lead singer, ‘Uuuuhaaa!’


    He stopped and looked at me, intrigued. I felt like such a twat, but at least I had his attention. I performed an elaborate body twist – till then I didn’t know I had it in me – and gave out another heartfelt ‘Uuuuhaaa!’


    ‘Are you local?’ I was keen to establish his credentials before going anywhere further with it.


    ‘Bristol!’


    ‘Nah, get out of here! Me too!’


    He shook his head in disbelief.


    ‘Working?’


    ‘Studying!’


    ‘I can’t believe it! Me too! Don’t tell me it’s Bristol Uni?’


    ‘It is!’


    ‘You’re kidding me!’


    ‘Third year, Law!’


    That was when I stopped twisting and twitching and stood dead in my tracks. I knew it then – it was destiny. ‘First year, Law.’ I said.


    ‘What did you say?!’


    ‘Take me out of here!’


    ‘Where to?’


    ‘Just somewhere else!’


    We tumbled out into the streets of Edinburgh. I had no idea where I was, but I was in good, reliable hands.


    ‘Got a name?’ I asked him.


    ‘Rob,’ he said and fell silent. He was positively bewildered.


    ‘I got a name, too. It’s Georgiana.’ And that dealt with all the preliminaries.


    I was deflowered that very night in a dark alley, standing on an abandoned beer crate to match his height. The premature deflowering was the only thing that didn’t go according to my plan, i.e. it didn’t take place on our wedding night. But that was academic. I’d found my Mr Right – even if I had had to go all the way to Edinburgh to get him. From then on it was plain sailing. I had us engaged by Christmas and married two years later when I was three months pregnant with Mark. Mark was born two days after my graduation. Everything fell into place like tiny pieces of a puzzle. And I was the puzzle master; Rob was just watching, still very much bewildered – but happy, I led myself to believe.


    I was happy too. Our family was my greatest achievement. I wasn’t going to let a moment of madness destroy it. I ended it with Tony, reinstated myself in the driver’s seat of life, and once again everything was fine and jolly, until the hit-and-run.


    I am getting ahead of myself. Back to that fateful day …


    It was going to be a long morning. There was a line-up of well-meaning relatives, friends, and neighbours willing to testify to Ehler’s unassailable character. It was all but a formality, yet I was feeling restless. Something was niggling at the back of my mind. The guilty plea had come too easily. There was something to it. There had to be something to it. Tony didn’t throw in the towel unless there was something bigger at stake. But what?


    Jason Mahon, the juvenile in a stolen vehicle we had followed all the way to Ehler’s garage, was yet to testify against him. He was jittery and highly unreliable, trapped into giving his testimony by a deal that would keep him out of prison but would destroy his budding criminal career. He could back out at any time. The connection between him and Ehler would be hard to establish. No one else was prepared to talk to us, and yet Ehler entered the guilty plea.


    Of course, we had other evidence of cars with false papers and reinvented bodywork turning up on the market and a trail of crumbs leading to Ehler, but it was circumstantial. I had been looking forward to piecing it all together before the jury, exposing Ehler’s trademark handiwork and blowing the network of his underage associates out of the water. His garage was the headquarters for small-time trade in stolen cars and he was the brains behind juvenile car crime in Clifton, where Jags and BMWs stood in every driveway – and where every well-connected resident had a high expectation of the law in action. The law had to be seen to be done.


    I had already been relishing the sight of Tony’s face as I dragged his client through the grilling cross-examination by my brilliant silk, Hugh Bramley-Jones, as I threw at him evidence he would have to sweat hard to repudiate, as the jury declared his client guilty, as the judge sent the bugger down. Defeating Tony would be orgasmic. I needed it. I had it all planned …


    Then came the guilty plea. It felt as if someone – Tony – had pulled out my teeth. It just wasn’t right. I had been deprived of the satisfaction of winning.


    I sat through the excruciating catalogue of Ehler’s good deeds and services to the community. Short of the young car thieves telling us what a star-of-the-year employer he was, we had heard from every Tom, Dick, and Harry. Tony was sprawled across the courtroom, smiling, looking relaxed. He definitely wasn’t defeated. Quite the opposite, he was relieved.


    ‘Could you please state your name, address, and occupation for the court,’ the court clerk was initiating yet another character witness, an elderly man, stooped, shoddily dressed in an oversized, stained suit and striped tie straight from the seventies.


    ‘Harold Prickwane, 24B Sparrow Rise, West Street, Bedminster … um, pensioner.’


    Prickwane … Prickwane, what a funny name. I knew that name. That sort of ridiculous name always stuck …


    As the old man was explaining his relationship to the accused as that of his father-in-law, I was frantically paging through my bundle of documents. I remembered that name from somewhere. It struck me as peculiar. I even remembered thinking that it wasn’t a real name. Yes! I had it! Prickwane Properties Limited! That was the name of Ehler’s landlord!


    Ehler was allegedly a small fish who, upon reneging on his mortgage repayments and losing his house six years ago, earned himself an adverse credit rating and could no longer afford to own a property. The house he lived in, in the leafy area of Clifton, was rented. Poor chap had been – apparently – pushed into the life of crime by his financial difficulties. To make ends meet, as he himself had put it with a humble and plaintive expression in his face, he would take on a dodgy car, without asking questions, repaint it, puff it up and pass it onto a dealer, make hardly any profit for his efforts … That’s all, your Highness … You almost felt for the poor bastard. Until now.


    Ehler’s landlord was Harold Prickwane, his father-in-law, who himself resided in a council flat in one of the shabbiest areas of Bristol! I scribbled a quick note to Hugh, saying: He’s Ehler’s landlord. Prickwane Properties! Ask what he lives on. Hugh obliged.


    ‘Mr Prickwane, would you be so kind as to tell the Court what your monthly income is?’


    ‘Me income?’


    ‘What do you live on?’


    ‘Me pension, what else?’


    ‘How about the income from your properties?’


    ‘Me what?’ Harold Prickwane blinked. ‘You trying to be funny or something?’


    ‘My understanding is you’re the director and sole shareholder of Prickwane Properties, a company that owns, amongst other properties, the house where your daughter and son-in-law live.’


    ‘What’s he on about?’ Prickwane addressed the judge, who prompted him to answer the question.


    ‘Let me help you there, Mr Prickwane, if you don’t mind my helping?’


    Hugh was a brilliant Cheshire cat of a barrister. He was fat. He was smooth. And he was lethal. ‘Perhaps you simply don’t have the heart to charge rent to your own family. Is that it? Is that why you have to live on state support while being the proud owner of an estate worth over half a million pounds?’


    ‘I owns Mick’s house?’ Harold Prickwane was laughing heartily. ‘That’s a good one, that is!’ He was thoroughly amused, unlike Tony, who’d tensed up in his seat, looking pallid and seriously shaken. I had him! His silk raised an objection that Mr Prickwane was not on trial here. I didn’t care. Hugh didn’t care. We let the poor sod go. We had bigger fish to fry.


    After the hearing, I phoned Tony to suggest lunch. I wanted to look him in the eye when I told him my plans for his client. I wanted to be sexy, predatory, deadly – everything he loved to fear in a woman. He agreed and I tarted myself up to the hilt: shedload of lipstick, buckets of Opium. God knows why (our sex-in-a-toilet-cubicle days were done and over with) but I shot out to Ann Summers and bought a pair of fishnets and crotchless knickers. Equipped for every possible climax, I headed to the Café Rouge.


    I could feel goose pimples all over my body! This was the beginning of a long and tantalising battle. I knew in my bones that Ehler’s panel-beating garage in Clifton was just the tip of an iceberg. There was more, much more to Mick Ehler than making ends meet!


    Tony was waiting for me. He smiled, waved; I waved back and trotted to his table. I could smell his stag scent over my bucketfuls of Opium. Cold air tickled my naked groin. I felt drunk already. The large glass of red I’d ordered would see me under the table. I decided not to touch it.


    ‘Congratulations,’ Tony purred nonchalantly, ‘you closed a case in under two weeks. It calls for a promotion. Director of Prosecutions? What do you think?’


    ‘Not yet, Tony.’


    ‘No? Family first, career second? It’s not like you, Georgie.’


    ‘I’m not talking about the promotion; I’ll take it any time,’ I purred back. ‘It’s the case that isn’t over yet. I thought I should let you know –’


    Our lunch arrived: my salad Nicoise, his risotto.


    ‘So what is it you want to share with me? Something tasty, I hope?’


    What a dirty tease, I thought, feeling sticky between my legs.


    ‘Proceeds of Crime Act, Tony. You realise I can’t let it go after this morning’s revelations. I will be asking for full disclosure of your client’s assets, bank accounts, directorships – the lot.’


    ‘You’ll be wasting your time and the taxpayer’s money,’ his voice was cold.


    ‘Perhaps, but you know me – I’m a sucker for a challenge.’ I laughed, but he didn’t join me. ‘I will be digging into the affairs of all of his relatives. Dead or alive. You never know what I may unearth.’


    ‘A few corpses, I imagine.’ This time he laughed. We clinked glasses mid-air. I decided to have my glass of red after all. Once again I was in control of myself and of events. I was looking forward to crossing swords with Tony and it looked like he was too.


    I was late picking the girls up from the school gates. After my impromptu lunch with Tony, I had thrown myself into the frenzy of reconstructing Ehler’s family tree: paternal, maternal, aunts and uncles, his wife’s side inclusive. I cross-checked those names with Companies House. In no way was Harold Prickwane the mastermind – this much was certain. Prickwane was a dummy: a dumb dummy at that! The whole scheme was down to Ehler. Either he was running a lucrative money-laundering scam spread neatly amongst all his hapless relations, or I was The Queen of Sheba! And the question that begged an answer was this: where did the money come from if not from trade in stolen cars? Legitimate, hard-working panel beaters weren’t generally self-made millionaires, with their tentacles hooked firmly into real estate and multiple travel agencies. And Ehler was, by proxy. The network of his family-based companies returning fat profits was elaborate. It had to – and I was sure it could – be traced back to Ehler. I called the Central Fraud Group to organise a meeting. I wanted them to start digging into it. This affair would see me rise to the top! My cheeks were burning and I could feel myself sweating with excitement, like a teenage girl with raging hormones. That was when I realised how late it was.


    I shot across the city centre, merging onto countless roundabouts and flying under the white sails of Broadmead whilst cursing my dedication to work. I had got it from my father, I think, though I was never quite sure if he had been a genuine workaholic or simply lingered at work to avoid Mother at home. I leaned towards the latter.


    As I languished at yet another red light, my mind was racing through the unthinkable: Emma there, on her own, outside the safety of the school grounds, in her sheer tights and short skirt, fluttering her long black lashes at the passing traffic … She was only fifteen, for God’s sake! I was twenty minutes late. Anything could happen in twenty minutes. Anything could happen in a split second! Becky had probably given up waiting and gone home by bus. My daughter was alone, alone against the legion of anonymous paedophiles this city was crawling with! Again, I started breaking out in a sweat. A cold sweat.


    Then I saw them. Two girls – one short and chubby, unattractive (oh, how I wished she was the one I had to watch over!), and the other one, the one I did have to worry about: tall, long-legged, unashamedly blonde, her bony hips pushed forward, her mannerisms provocative.


    ‘Get in the car,’ I hissed.


    ‘You’re late.’


    ‘Hello, Mrs Ibsen!’ The car wobbled comfortingly under Becky’s weight.


    I muttered a sulky greeting that was more like a growl than a spoken word. Nobody took any notice of my indicating so I braved it into the stream of traffic, hoping for a submissive driver. He was not that. It was a man in his late fifties, bald and furious-looking, driving a battered old Skoda, which lent itself to little or no respectability. He compensated by honking loudly and tailgating me all the way to the top of the road, where at last he turned and disappeared from my life forever.


    The girls were texting each other at the back of the car. Their thumbs took turns to punctuate their mobile phones’ screens. Maddening pings followed and explosions of conspiratorial laughter set my teeth on edge. I found it baffling how inept young people were these days at the art of face-to-face conversation. The spoken word was dead; dialogue subsisted only in foreign language classes. The youth of today were rude mutes with twitching thumbs and emoticons instead of faces.


    ‘Noooo!’ howled Becky after opening another message from my child.


    ‘Yes!’ my child countered. ‘Do you want to see it?’


    I saw a very keen nod in the rear view mirror.


    ‘Promise to delete it straight away?’


    Another nod.


    Another maddening ping.


    Another gasp for air and explosion of laughter.


    ‘Delete it!’


    ‘It’s huge –’


    ‘Shush! Mum …’


    ‘So when?’


    Emma bit her lip and hit the touch screen of her phone. A few seconds later – Becky’s phone’s text alert, the sound of a slaughtered pig, resounded. She read the text and typed in a reply. Emma’s phone screeched. She grinned, ‘I’ll be sixteen – I can do what I like.’


    That was the longest sentence she had uttered in ages. It had put the fear of God in me. Alarm bells sounded in my head. What did mindless teenagers do when they turned sixteen these days? Got tattoos! Huge ones! What else? What else could be huge and forbidden at sixteen? A huge tattoo, or … I couldn’t contemplate any alternatives. Anyway, she wouldn’t do anything like that. She was like me – or she was supposed to be – and I never did anything stupid. It had to be some ridiculous big tattoo. On her backside. Or her neck. She would regret it for the rest of her life. Over my dead body, I declared inwardly. Little did I know …


    I dropped them off in front of Becky’s house. It was a reassuring red-brick end of terrace with a neat front garden brimming with lavender. An empty crisp packet was trapped in the bushes. I wished someone had picked it up, or preferably, that no one had dropped it there in the first place. Any sign of neglect attracted vandalism. Allowing litter in your front garden was serious neglect. How much did it take to pick up rubbish and put it away?


    I was entertaining those dark thoughts as I was driving away. I stopped at the T-junction at the top of the road and glanced into my rear view mirror. A young man approached the girls, acting as if he knew them. He was scruffy, wearing a beanie and dirty, frayed joggers. I had the impression he knew the girls because he stood way too close to them. To be precise, he stood way too close to Emma. In fact, he and she leaned against each other, shoulder to shoulder. They laughed and their bodies parted. The young man shook his hand as if he’d been handling something very hot. Emma wagged her finger at him. He swerved and, briefly, I caught the glimpse of his face.


    I knew him! He was Jason Mahon, my juvenile car thief from Ehler’s case! The same square figure, the same thick black brows and large teeth. Becky pointed to my car and Jason squinted in my direction. I looked away, indicated to turn left. When I looked again, he was walking away, hands in the pockets of his joggers, head tucked between his shoulders. The girls had disappeared inside Becky’s house.


    There were several things I could’ve done, but didn’t. I could have turned back, driven past the youth, taken a good look at him, even confronted him. I could’ve knocked on the door of Becky’s house, asked about the young man and his relation to my daughter. But I didn’t do any of it because it would have made me look foolish. Instead, I told myself not to be paranoid. I told myself it couldn’t have been Jason; the world was full of scruffy young men dressed like hobos. They all looked alike.


    As Jason Mahon’s lookalike was sailing into the sunset, something was niggling at the back of my mind. Something about those two large front teeth sticking out and that narrow face of a weasel. Something about the way he hunched, burying his head between his shoulders. Something about the curious step that had the attitude of a swagger but the physicality of a limp, as if one leg was shorter than the other … I couldn’t put my finger on it.


    I cast my mind back to our numerous interviews when his lawyer and I haggled over a deal. I regretted now that we had reached an agreement; I didn’t need young Jason any more now that Ehler had pleaded guilty. The little weasel didn’t deserve a nice chummy arrangement allowing him to redirect his energies into a cosy apprenticeship of his own choosing. If I remembered correctly he had managed to secure a dishwasher’s job in some restaurant. For how long would he stick to this new work experience before he returned to the life of crime? A dishwasher’s pay would certainly inspire no loyalty.


    What was it about those interviews that kept pushing Jason Mahon to the front of my mind?


    Untypically of his age and profession he was rather outspoken. His account of Ehler’s guilt was compelling.


    ‘I knew Mr Ehler was after Jags. Vintage models, leather seats, wooden dashboard –’


    ‘How did you know that?’


    ‘Word gets out, innit?’


    ‘Like?’


    He gazed at me as if I were a halfwit. ‘Like people got Jags and was told to get more of the same, if you know what I mean.’


    ‘So Ehler would take any Jaguar off your hands?’


    He nodded and spat through his teeth on the floor. It was bloody rude and he knew that, but he also knew that his testimony was more important to me than his manners.


    ‘Did he pay well?’


    ‘Cash on delivery. Always.’


    ‘Always? It wasn’t your first time then?’


    Smelling a trap, he glanced quizzically into space.


    ‘How many cars did you sell to Ehler?’


    ‘Can’t remember.’


    ‘Try.’


    ‘Can’t. What’s the point trying?’


    ‘The point is you can land yourself in a sweet little cell where they have juicy fresh-faced eighteen-year-old dudes like you for breakfast. And then they pass them on …’


    ‘That’s not necessary,’ his sleepy lawyer intervened, feigning mild indignation, ‘My client has already agreed to co-operate.’


    ‘Lost count,’ Jason said, spitting again.


    ‘That many?’


    ‘I didn’t say how many.’


    ‘Don’t get smart, Jason, or we can terminate this interview here and now.’


    He pushed his weasel’s face forward towards me. I could see tiny thin hairs sprouting on his chin. He looked like a Kung Fu master. ‘Mr Ehler buys every vintage you bring him, yeah? He got the demand, we got the supply. He gets them off our hands and one way or another resells them to the same arseholes we stole them from in the first place. My flatmate says is called wealth retribution, yeah?’


    ‘Redistribution,’ I corrected him mechanically, ‘Wealth redistribution.’


    ‘… is what I said, yeah? It’s all business. No one gets hurt.’


    ‘Right … So how many – roughly – has he bought from you for redistribution?’


    ‘Roughly … eleven so far. But don’t quote me on it cause I will deny it in your face, yeah?’


    ‘That’s not part of the deal,’ his lawyer reminded him.


    ‘Yeah, fuck it,’ Jason conceded the point.


    ‘You will have to come up with an employer’s name, someone willing to take you on. It’s a condition of your –’


    ‘I got it, yeah? My flatmate got me a job in a joint where he works. They pay shit but it’s a shit job so what d’you expect, yeah? Dishwasher.’


    ‘Who is that flatmate of yours, Jason? I’m asking out of curiosity. He seems such a clever cookie …’


    ‘He is. Smart, he is. A good mate of mine, yeah. He looks out for me.’


    ‘Is he also involved with Ehler?’


    ‘What you mean, “involved”?’


    ‘Does he work for him?’


    ‘Brandon?’ Jason chuckled, genuinely amused. You never know what little things can make young delinquents happy nowadays. ‘I told you Brandon’s smart, didn’t I?’


    ‘You also told me he worked in some joint where the pay is shit. That doesn’t make him particularly smart.’


    ‘It don’t make you smart ’cos you’re a brief raking in shitloads of dosh, yeah? You still ask stupid questions, the lot of you. Told you, Brandon’s smart – that’s it.’


    I chose to ignore the derogatory allusion to my profession’s intellectual prowess. On some level I would have to agree with Jason: there were a few well-connected but intellectually handicapped employees of Crown Prosecutions who would struggle with the challenges of being a dishwasher. My understudy, Aitken, was one of them. He was in this job either because of his high-ranking relative or to fulfil some intellectual diversity quota or other. Still, stupidity could cast a long shadow and I didn’t enjoy sitting in it, being verbally abused by failed teenage car thieves. So, pushing professional sensitivities aside, I proceeded with the interrogation.


    ‘Does this Brandon of yours have a surname?’


    ‘He must of!’


    ‘OK. What is it then?’


    ‘Dunno.’


    ‘You share a flat with him and you don’t know his name?’


    ‘Why should I? He don’t know mine. Anyways, he got no business with Ehler. Get my drift, lady?’ There was a warning in Mahon’s glare. I didn’t want to lose his confidence (if I had it, that was).


    ‘Fair enough … So you don’t live with your parents, I take it?’


    ‘My ma?’ Jason chuckled again, but this time there was bitterness to the sound he made. ‘You wouldn’t risk living with her.’


    ‘Why is that?’


    ‘Just wouldn’t. Trust me.’


    ‘OK, I trust you. What is your address for the record, Jason? Where can we find you?’


    And that was where I suddenly remembered! The address Jason had given me! He’d said, ‘18 Gaolers Road.’ I thought it pretty amusing: such an appropriate abode for a juvenile criminal. But that wasn’t it! Gaolers Road was where Becky lived. Number 8. The young man displaying the highly disturbing familiarity with my daughter wasn’t just Jason Mahon’s lookalike. – He was Jason Mahon!


    Mother was in the best care home money could buy. I visited her twice a week, or once at the very least. It was my duty to do so. Though she no longer knew who she was, I harboured an irrational fear that somewhere deep down in the recesses of her Swiss cheese brain, she was keeping a tally of my visits and before long would rise from her dementia like a phoenix from the ashes and hold me to account. Mother was a formidable presence in my life, even though my presence didn’t register with her at all.


    She was sitting in her comfy chair, propped up by several cushions. Her milky-brown stockings were twisted at her ankles, her cardigan collar up on one side and down on the other; the buttons were done up wrongly so that the last one had no buttonhole to go into. Mother’s pale fingers were playing with that stray button, rubbing and pulling it mechanically. The radio was on, loud, but she wasn’t listening to it. If I turned it off, however, she would become confused and might begin to cry. Her chair was by the window overlooking the park. Though she was facing that way, she wasn’t looking. Her eyes were glazed over with incomprehension. If I pulled her away from that window, she would panic, would dig her fingernails into my arm and scream obscenities at me. I knew it because she had done that before. It was a revelation to learn she had such a colourful assembly of swear words.


    As it was, she was at peace and perfectly indifferent to me. Her bottom lip was quivering slightly; it looked as if she was talking to herself, ignoring me on purpose. I didn’t take offence. She probably didn’t mean to come across as inattentive. She probably didn’t mean anything, but I had this distinct impression that whenever I came into her peripheral vision, she would become more animated: her bottom lip would quiver more emphatically and her fingers would pull and scratch at her buttons with greater gusto.


    As always I sat on the edge of her bed, folded my arms and started telling her about everything that had happened in the past few days. I knew she liked detail; nothing to be withheld as too trivial, let her be the judge. Mother had always been attentive to detail. In the days when she knew who we all were, she had kept tabs on us. She knew everything and what she didn’t know she expected us to tell her. So we did, usually at the dinner table, taking turns: Paula, Father, and I. Mother would listen and interrupt us unceremoniously with frequent reminders about our incompetence, stupidity, and limited prospects in life. I think it was her way of showing how much she cared about us.


    It wasn’t particularly graceful, but her criticism was the only way she could express her love for us. I felt it. Father and Paula probably did not. As I said before, Father avoided Mother. He was six years her junior and perhaps for that reason she often treated him like a child, chastising and telling him off, and generally putting him in his place. So he needed a safe haven: somewhere to hide and weather the storm. He found it in his work. He was the breadwinner, she was the homemaker. It had worked well for them for forty-five years of Father’s active employment. Two years after retiring, he packed up and died. I had a sneaky suspicion that he had planned it all along. Sitting at home with Mother and her constant nattering didn’t do much for his will to live.


    Paula had done a runner, too. She was the wilder of the two of us. Three years younger than me, she had always been the baby of the family, and Father’s favourite. Mother didn’t have favourites. We were equal failures in her eyes. I wasn’t much affected by Mother’s opinions; I guess, I understood where she was coming from – she wanted us to try harder and do better. Paula, on the other hand, took everything to heart. At eighteen she left home for good to study drama; she went to London, as far away from home as possible. It was as if she had run away with the circus. We hardly heard from her, not even birthday cards. She had turned up for my wedding with a black boyfriend, giving Mother a near-seizure. She then abandoned the boyfriend halfway through the evening and started flirting shamelessly with Rob, giving me a near-seizure. It was sobering – the moment they first set eyes on each other she went for him like a vulture for dead meat; he acted the part to perfection. It was so undignified, even to watch – a grown man unable to tell the cow to fuck off! I almost felt sorry for him.


    I was glad to see the back of her when she left at dawn. For me, she was a lost cause already then. I didn’t want to know her. I crossed her off my Christmas card list. She was as good as dead to me, and I rejoiced.


    Mother, on the other hand, had found Paula’s second disappearing act difficult to swallow. I think she waited for her to come back, for many years. She kept saying Paula would return, but Paula never did, leaving me to fill the hole in Mother’s heart and patch up the one in mine. I had the upper hand. I was the good child. I stayed close to my parents, especially Mother. I had to please her. I had to weed out every last memory of Paula. Banish the cow to hell.


    I followed the right path. I became who Mother had secretly aspired for me to become, even though she would never dare say it out loud: a strong, successful professional blessed with a happy family, respectable husband, and a big house in the best part of town. The only thing I couldn’t be was a man. I knew Mother would’ve liked that very, very much. She considered it a personal tragedy that both Paula and I were girls. She had toughened us up from an early age, but that would never compensate for the lack of what she most craved for us to possess – a penis.


    At least she had one male figure in her life: Father. Despite her regular chiding she loved him deeply. She clung on to him for dear life. He validated her. When he died suddenly of a stroke, two years into retirement, Mother’s dementia had kicked in. She didn’t want to know anything any more so she took it all out of her mind. I am afraid that included me. I was a stranger to her, a speck of dust on the perfectly clean and smooth surface of her mind – I just bounced off it.


    Our family photograph stood by her bedside. It had been taken thirty years ago, before our lives splintered in all possible directions, before Paula escaped, before I got married and had my own children to take me on my own path to dementia. Unwittingly, Mother had thrown a used handkerchief over the photo, obscuring everyone who was in it. I picked up the hankie and wiped the dust from the picture with it. I couldn’t help myself. For the first time I noticed that no one in that photo was smiling. We were all posing with a gravity that reflected the general tone of our family life. I passed the hankie to Mother. She blew her nose into it and pushed it nervously under the sleeve of her cardigan, like a hamster.


    ‘Disposable tissues are much more hygienic,’ I said without a hope of Mother taking any notice of me.


    After relaying to her the latest developments in Ehler’s case, I squeezed her hand and kissed her on the forehead, neither of which she acknowledged.


    ‘I’ll be going then. See you next week, Mum. Keep warm, the nights are still cold.’ I was heading for the door, expecting nothing from her. There she surprised me. I heard her say with lucidity that astounded me, ‘Should you be wearing a skirt above your knee? At your age?’


    For a split second I saw the old, familiar expression of severe condemnation in her eyes, and it made me feel warm inside.



