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			INTRODUCTION

			I can’t help wondering how things would have gone if David Gemmell had taken this path. After all, Michael Connelly was a reporter in LA before he turned to crime fiction. This reminds me strongly of Connelly’s books, or perhaps an early Lee Child. The style is so stripped down, it’s almost a Dick Francis or a Raymond Chandler – but it has some of the elements that came to be Gemmell’s hallmarks – deft strokes of character, the insecurity of youth, the ageing warrior, forgiving women, the clear-eyed comprehension of evil. He wrote women with warmth and understanding and love – but he wrote men as well as anyone you’ll ever read.

			The book ahead is set in the eighties and the way the charac­ters talk and act reflect that decade. In The Merchant of Venice, Shylock is treated cruelly, and yet Shakespeare made his audience feel pity – so that in the final reckoning, they knew to stand on his side. Gemmell does the same thing here. The reader knows from the start that Mr Sutcliffe is a good man and strong. There always was a sort of ­decency in Gemmell’s books, an understanding of failure and weakness – and how that differs from true cruelty. There are horrific crimes here, but he does not revel in them. Nor does he pass over them. His is a light touch.

			

			Over the centuries, a number of authors from Cicero to Luther, to Benjamin Franklin and Mark Twain, are credited with one line – that they were sorry for the length of a piece, but lacked the time or skill to make it shorter. It rings true. It is no easy thing to write as clearly and concisely as Gemmell could, believe me. His is the style of a man who wants to communicate, rather than impress. This is unornamented, clear, forceful writing. George Orwell would have loved his books, I think.  

			It is the difference between a storyteller and a Booker prize winner. Now there’s nothing wrong with Booker prize novels – we all have wobbling tables, or draughts coming in under the door. Yet humanity needs stories and Gemmell could tell them. He is the enigmatic figure in the big coat who comes to the fire and weaves tales – and is gone in the morning.

			The thing about those tales is that they can entertain or frighten, but all the time, at the heart of them, there is a set of values. The best tales make us gasp or laugh, but we also come away with a better idea of courage, or self-sacrifice, or ambition, or even evil. Such things need to be described sometimes, for good and bad, for us all to know what they look like. 

			

			I’m not at all surprised Gemmell was drawn to write about crime. Crime fiction is always about good and evil – and no matter how it seeks to shock or disturb the reader, we know Sherlock or Poirot, Bosch or Miss Marple or perhaps Jack Reacher will defeat that evil in the end. Probably. These days, not always. We like to frighten ourselves as well. 

			

			It is hard to read an ending, though I actually read this one at two in the morning. I can wonder what great crime series would have come from David Gemmell if he hadn’t been drawn another way. Yet we would have lost Waylander and John Shannow, Gian Avur and Culain, Parmenion and Druss. I introduced my son to those last year – and he loved them, of course.

			

			So read this as a straight crime novel – and it will sweep you up into the storm. Or read it in the words of Tennyson, for ‘the sound of a voice that is still’. Either way, it has been a privilege.

			Conn Iggulden 
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			The driver was whistling as the car turned into Carlisle Road, and he saw the moon’s twin shining on a large puddle ahead. He sent the nearside wheel slicing through the water, slashing spray into the trees beside the road. The man chuckled, feeling like a little boy again, riding his bike down the long hill to the pretend lake that gathered there after the rain. Just as he reached it he would lift his legs to the handlebars and watch as the water rose on either side of him like two triumphal arches.

			As he swung the steering wheel to glide the saloon car into Controse Avenue, a shadow moved in front of him. He hit the brake and spun the car just as the child’s bicycle scraped the front wing. As soon as the car screeched to a halt, the driver scrambled out. The boy had fallen into the gutter and was picking himself up, his eyes large and frightened. The driver ran to him.

			The boy looked at the man – who was tall, his hair close-cropped and neat – and searched his eyes for signs of anger. There were none. The man sighed in relief as he saw the boy was unhurt.

			‘You all right, son?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘You shouldn’t be out this late. And you ought to have lights on that bike.’

			‘It’s a BMX. They don’t have lights.’

			‘Well, be careful. You nearly died just then.’

			‘I will. Sorry.’

			He ruffled the boy’s hair. ‘The man who never made a mistake never made anything. But learn from it.’ He grinned at the boy, who mounted the BMX and set off at speed. The man shook his head and continued the drive home.

			Once there, he made a telephone call, ate a meal of cheese on toast, showered and settled down to watch a movie on video. It was an old favourite, but he never tired of it: On Golden Pond with Katharine Hepburn and Henry Fonda. This time he shed no tears.

			He switched off the TV and thought of the boy, and how close he’d come to killing him. He shivered. His own bike hadn’t been a BMX – they didn’t have those fifteen years ago. His had been a Raleigh tourer. Secondhand but beauti fully maintained. Dad had fixed it up a treat. He was good with his hands, loved to repair things. But some things couldn’t be repaired. Especially when no one knew they were broken.

			‘Don’t think about it,’ he told himself. He walked to the cocktail cabinet and poured himself a gin. 

			At midnight, he showered and changed into a dark  sweater, combat trousers and trainers. He took what looked like a black woollen hat from a desk drawer and walked outside to the garage. Lifting the up-and-over door, he climbed into the blue Sierra and switched on the ignition. He didn’t like the car much. It was too heavy. ‘You’ve been spoiled,’ he said, thinking of his own vehicle’s power steering. He wrenched the wheel and manoeuvred the Sierra out onto the drive, then returned to lock the garage.

			It was a beautiful night. He drove across town until he reached the road parallel to his destination. He cut the engine, allowing the car to coast to a parking space near the corner. Scanning the nearby buildings, he saw no lights at the windows. He exited the car, keeping to the shadows until he reached the house. It, too, was dark.

			From a leather pouch on his belt, he took a six-inch needle, which he rammed into a large cork. He placed it on the wall of the front garden then lifted his hands to his woollen hat and tugged. The hat stretched down into a balaclava mask, leaving only his eyes showing. Across the brow was a single word, neatly embroidered in white.

			

			DEATH.
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			There is one word guaranteed to make any journalist reach for the wooden cross or the clove of garlic. It is rarely spoken in any newspaper office, as if it carries some mystical power and will cling to the walls like dry rot.

			Ordinary.

			The history of modern journalism has been a crusade to wipe the word from reality. A woman who raises her children well, despite the harshness of a life of poverty, becomes a ‘supermum’. The pensioner who tackles the post-office robber is a ‘have-a-go-hero’. 

			In the world of headlines, all of life’s potent dramas are played out by special, and interesting, people. 

			That’s the problem when writing about Ethel. How to convey, despite her powers, the very ordinariness that made her talents so unique. When I first met her, she was well into her sixties, with a face beautifully suited to her age, as if all her life she had waited for this moment to shine. There was no way Ethel could ever have been young. It just wouldn’t have suited her. 

			Her home reflected her life: neat, tidy and peopled with tiny glass birds and animals, beautifully sculpted peacocks and glittering carriages drawn by impossibly skeletal horses. There was also the usual, mawkish, print of the crying child with the single tear drop on its well-scrubbed rosy face. You knew, without asking, that Ethel had no children.

			But she had an enormous family. Not one regular resident of Coronation Street, Crossroads or Eastenders was not known intimately by Ethel. The Colbys, the Ewings, the Carringtons – all brought their troubles and woes into her dainty living room.

			Do I sound as if I disliked her at first? Perhaps I did. Her ordinariness offended me, as if it had been created for that purpose. But I was different then. I knew so much more. I was gifted with an unreal understanding of all life’s mysteries. I was the new generation, the one that would sweep away the stupidities of the past. There had been nothing like me in the history of the planet. I was the future.

			I was also the star reporter on a weekly paper. No, let me rephrase that: I saw myself as the star reporter. The others lacked talent and inspiration. Of course they worked hard, but what did that mean? And they cared, about the town and the paper, but I had no use for that. I only cared about the most important being in the known universe. Me. The career of Jeremy Miller was off and rolling.

			Which probably explains why, when the murders began that spring, it was Phil Deedes and Sue Cater who covered the stories, while the paper’s ‘star’ reporter was sent to the Women’s Institute meeting at Calver Hall to record for posterity who baked the cakes and who was thanked for the floral display.

			That’s where I first saw Ethel. The speaker, according to the neatly typed programme, was supposed to be Miss June Southfield, with a riveting talk and slide show on Ancient Rome. But she’d been struck down with flu, and instead we were to be treated to ‘another hour with the always popular Ethel Hurst’.

			People began digging into handbags and producing pens, lighters, compacts, medallions, earrings, brooches, what ever they had with them. I thought for a moment I was witnessing a bizarre, off-the-cuff bring-and-buy sale. Ethel’s helpers moved around the audience collecting articles. A powerfully built lady with legs like tree trunks halted in front of me. 

			‘Do you have an item, Mr Miller?’

			‘For what?’

			‘It will be returned,’ she said, flashing her dentures. I reached into my pocket and came up with an old Zippo lighter my grandmother had kept since the war.

			Ethel stood silently by the table at the front of the hall, waiting as the articles were placed on it in a neat line. She rubbed her hands together as if they were cold, then lifted a golden brooch. She closed her eyes.

			‘Ah,’ she said, her voice deeper than I’d expected. ‘Italy … Venice, in fact. A lovely city. There is a dark-haired man, tall, very handsome, sitting at a round table. He’s smiling. The sun is shining quite brilliantly as he reaches out his hand to the young lady beside him and gives her the brooch. It is a gift of love.’ She opened her eyes. ‘And it was given to you, Mrs Waters.’ 

			The audience swung to stare at a large woman with blue-rinsed hair. She was nodding vigorously, and a tear could be seen on her cheek.

			The star reporter felt a warm, comfortable feeling seep through him. Here was something better than gold. Here was a feature article. Perhaps even – praise be to the gods of journalism – a centre-page feature article.

			I waited without patience for the elderly woman to reach the Zippo. At last, she lifted it. She put it down at once.

			‘A wartime find,’ she said. ‘Not a gift at all.’ Then she moved on to a set of earrings. I was disappointed, wondering if she was merely a clever trickster after all. It wasn’t difficult to see that the lighter was old. 

			At the end of the evening, after the obligatory – yet warm – applause, I made my way to the table and recovered my lighter. Ethel detached herself from a small group of women and approached me. Average height, slightly overweight and a little round-shouldered, she wore a dress of blue under a pink cardigan. Her hair was almost completely silver except at the temples, which still showed a mousy brunette. 

			‘I’m sorry I could say so little about your lighter, young man. But you see, there was blood on it, and this isn’t the sort of gathering where one should expound on violence.’

			‘Violence?’

			‘Three men owned it during the war. All died. The last married your grandmother. It was among the items sent to her.’

			‘I’m afraid you’re wrong, Miss Hurst. My grandmother married an English seaman in 1944 or thereabouts. He only died last year.’

			‘Well, I have been wrong before,’ she said. ‘Excuse me.’

			Tucking my notebook into my jacket pocket, I left the hall. Maybe not a centre-page article, then, but a small feature was still a possibility.

			The pool car was a blue Fiesta with a sharp clutch. I could still smell Sue Cater’s powerful perfume clinging to the upholstery. I lit a cigarette, vainly hoping the acrid smoke would push her presence from my mind. I knew I was charming, handsome, witty and an ideal lover. So why did Sue make me feel young, flash, clumsy and – worst of all – stupid?

			I guess I knew the answer, but even ‘star’ reporters could be allowed a little self-delusion.

			The following morning, I took my WI report to our news editor, Don Bateman. I didn’t like him. The man wasn’t even a has-been. He was a never-was.

			‘What do you think?’

			‘Not bad. Cut down the psychic element. Leaves you some interest for a feature. John could use a nice colour piece for page eight. Have a word with him about length. What time you seeing her?’

			‘I haven’t made an appointment.’ 

			‘Might be a good idea. Where does she live?’

			‘I’m checking that now.’

			‘I thought you saw her last night.’

			‘She slipped away before I had a chance to talk to her.’

			‘Yeah,’ said Bateman. ‘That’s the problem with  pensioners – they move like greased lightning.’ He shook his head.

			‘I’ll find her.’

			‘Yeah. You’re also down for Environment Committee tonight. Get in touch with Samuels at the Jam Factory. See what they’ve done about the smell.’

			‘We carried that story last week.’

			‘No? Really? Must have slipped my mind, superstar. You don’t think the readers might be the teensiest bit interested to know whether any progress has been made? You don’t think the matter might be raised tonight at the Environment Committee?’

			That’s the way he was. All the good humour of a burning hospital.

			I left him then, to track down Ethel.
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			Now, for those of you who know nothing of West London, let me explain. It used to be a fine place to live. Then the Nazis dropped a few hundred thousand bombs on it. This caused some damage. After the war several hundred Nazi infiltrators took further revenge by burrowing their way into council offices and introducing vertical housing, dual carriage ways and office blocks. Other sympathisers went into property speculation and forty years after the war Hitler had the last laugh. What emerged over those decades was enough sprawling, soulless, slate-grey concrete to engulf all community spirit. In its absence came the muggers and the criminals and all the vile dregs of a decomposing society.

			True? Not exactly, but too close to the truth for any real comfort. Where once communities had existed in tight-packed terraces and all front doors were open, now every night was punctuated by the sound of the bolt slipping home, the lock turning, the chain rattling.

			Some areas are better than others. Ethel Hurst did not live in one of them. I found her house next to a derelict factory in the shadow of a rusting iron bridge. Across the road was a grocer’s store. I knew it was run by Asians because the windows were smashed despite the iron grille, and also because it was still open when I parked the Fiesta. It was not an area in which I would have left a car of my own.

			Her house was of the terraced variety so popular now with chartered accountants and record producers and described as ‘charming’ by estate agents who speak a different language from the rest of humanity. I locked the car and opened the green gate. There was a tiny front garden no more than six feet square which boasted quite the most beautiful roses. Not being a gardener, I couldn’t name them then, but later I learned they were Peace – a subtle yellow with pink edging; Piccadilly – red and yellow; and Wendy Cussons – a glorious pinky-red with a perfume that, said Ethel, proved the existence of God.

			Ethel opened the door and ushered me into a hallway so tiny even an estate agent would think twice before calling it ‘charming’. Of all things, Ethel was wearing jeans and a chunky sweater.

			‘I must apologise for my appearance, Mr Miller, but these days I do try to dress for comfort when I’m home. Do sit down. Smoke if you wish.’ 

			I eased myself back into a white vinyl armchair and she placed a ‘charming’ ashtray beside me on which there was room for the ash of a very short cigarette. I decided not to smoke. I pulled my notebook from my pocket, knocking the ashtray to the floor in the process. Ethel perched herself on the edge of the seat opposite.

			‘Your talent—’ I said.

			‘A cup of tea,’ she announced, rising and moving out of the room, returning seconds later with a tray laden with a silver teapot and two cups and saucers. She must have had them ready.

			‘Milk?’

			‘Yes, please, and two sugars. Your talent—’

			‘I’m sorry – I’ve forgotten the sugar.’ She bustled out again.

			In her absence, I caught my first glimpse of the grotesque painting of the child with the tear in its eye. I remember sighing deeply as I stood and removed my coat. On the mantel shelf, above the coal fire, I noticed a photograph in a silver frame. 

			It showed a small man with a friendly face. He was dressed in a coat that had recently come back into fashion, and I guessed the picture was around thirty years old.

			‘My husband, Freddie,’ said Ethel, returning with a jug of milk. ‘Nice man. Everyone called him Feathers.’

			‘Why?’

			‘He bred whippets.’

			‘Your talent,’ I began for the third time. ‘How did you come by it?’

			‘I have always had it. Even as a child, though it is much stronger now than it was. Mr Sutcliffe says it is an earth magic. I rather like that. It is less … sinister than some of the alternatives.’

			‘And you can tell where any object comes from?’

			‘No, of course not. Is the tea all right?’

			‘Very nice.’

			‘It’s Earl Grey mixed with good old-fashioned English breakfast tea. I find it so refreshing.’

			‘What’s the most exciting example you have of your … talent?’

			‘Exciting? I don’t think it has ever been exciting. What is this for, Mr Miller?’

			‘It’s for a feature – an article for the local paper.’

			‘Oh, I don’t want any articles. No, no! I thought you’d come to see me about your grandmother. Nice woman.’

			‘You know her?’

			‘Only through the lighter. She really should have told your grandfather about her first marriage, but things were different then, weren’t they? Oh, I don’t suppose you’d remember. But men were so rigid in their thinking.’

			‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hurst, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			‘Go and see her. Ask her about Eddie. I am sure she’d love to talk about him.’

			‘But my article—’

			‘I remember when newspapers were nice things. When they told you all the good news and made you feel part of a community. Now it’s all Aids and sex and crime. It’s so unsettling. Like that poor woman who was murdered recently … Sinclair? It really is all too sad. I’m sure I would not like a story about me to be surrounded by such unpleasantness.’

			‘You won’t be surrounded by it,’ I said, wondering what on earth I was talking about. ‘You’ll be on page eight. That’s a feature page. You’ll have it to yourself.’

			‘I’m sure there are other interesting people to write about. Now put away your notebook and enjoy your tea.’ The doorbell rang. Ethel rose.

			‘That will be Mr Sutcliffe,’ she said. ‘He’s coming round to put up some shelves in the bedroom, for all my books. Such a sweet man.’

			I drained the tea and stood, turning towards the door. Suddenly, an enormous shape loomed. Standing in the doorway was a giant with shoulders that touched the door frame on both sides. I looked up into dark eyes set into a jet-black complexion.

			The giant stepped into the room. I hastily made way for him, sensing he would have walked through me if I didn’t. As he passed me, I felt a shiver of fear that I couldn’t explain. Ethel appeared behind him.

			‘Mr Miller, this is my neighbour, Mr Sutcliffe.’

			‘Pleased to meet you,’ I said, not entirely truthfully. His lips twitched above his black and grey beard. I took it to be a friendly gesture. ‘I must be going,’ I said. ‘Thank you, Mrs Hurst, for seeing me.’

			‘Not at all. But you be sure to speak to your grandmother.’

			‘I will. Goodbye, then. Goodbye, Mr Sutcliffe.’ The giant’s head gave an almost imperceptible nod.

			I dreaded telling Don Bateman I’d lost the story, but at least with the Sinclair murder he would have other, more important matters on his mind.
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			I drove home through South Acton and turned into Avenue Road. Yet again, a lorry had parked in my space and I left the car some two hundred yards from my flat. 

			My landlady Mrs Simcox was still awake and, though I entered the building as silently as I could, she stepped into the hall and greeted me. An elderly woman and a drunk, she was always friendly, but somehow the sight of her unsettled me – this slender, bird-boned woman with dyed-black hair, white at the roots, clutching a tumbler of sherry. It wasn’t the drink that bothered me, although she had an alarming habit of turning the gas on and forgetting to light the burner. It was her eyes: large, sad eyes, made all the more sorrowful by her perpetual smile.

			‘Hello, dear, been working late?’

			‘Yes, Mrs Simcox. How are you?’

			‘Never pays to grumble, dear. Would you like a cup of tea?’

			‘No thanks. I have to feed the cats, and then I’m going out again.’

			‘Another time, then,’ she said, accepting defeat with the same smile and the same sorrowful look. 

			As I walked slowly up to my flat on the second floor, I promised myself, as I always did, that next time I would sit down and have a cup of tea with Mrs Simcox. I knew she was lonely, but I couldn’t bear to share her burdens.

			My cats began wailing the moment I walked in. I don’t like cats. I never have. But they were dumped in the back garden in a sack. Three kittens left in a dustbin. Somehow, in a world plagued by starvation and war, it felt ridiculous to be as outraged as I was when I discovered them. After all, what difference did it make that three small animals had been sentenced to death so casually? I still can’t answer the question. I remember dropping a black plastic bag into the bin and then seeing movement. I thought it was rats at first and my blood froze. I couldn’t do anything. I wanted to lift out the canvas bag but fear stopped me. Then I heard the pitiful mewing and rushed off to fetch Mrs Simcox. She rescued them. 

			I kept them. 

			There were two black and white kittens, both female, and a white tom. I bought a large litter box and several tins of cat food, convincing myself I would find homes for them. But, as animals do, they forced their way into my affections and now I was stuck with them. I was determined not to name them. I had always felt uncomfortable when faced with pets with idiot names like Dopsy or Suki-tops. It sounded so ridiculous. I remember my father having to walk out into the backyard at night calling, ‘Snowdrop, here Snowy, good girl!’ Equally ludicrous were macho names like Fang and Bronco – my next-door-neighbours’ Dobermans.

			No, my cats would be nameless.

			That decision lasted less than a fortnight. The first to earn his spurs, so to speak, was Rascal, the white tom, whose method of greeting me was to run at speed up my trouser leg and hang, wailing, from my jacket. As he grew larger and heavier, he did not wail alone. A rascal he was, and Rascal he became. 

			The second and third names were decided within another two days. The smallest of the trio, black with a white face and blue eyes, was terrified of every sound. Turn on the television and she would rush to the bed and burrow under the duvet. She became Chicken, and I must admit to a greater fondness for her than the others. From the safety of my lap she would hiss and spit at the others, pretending great courage. But alone? Straight back under the duvet.

			The last was Piddler, and she needs no explanation.

			This was my family, sharing with me a three-room flat overlooking South Acton. The view was uninspiring. To the south, I could see the towering blocks of the nearest estate, dominating the skyline with their ugliness. Only at night did they achieve beauty, sometimes seeming to be vertical ships ablaze with deck lights, steaming out on a voyage to the stars. The front windows looked out on Avenue Road and down towards the town centre.

			The flat itself boasted a large kitchen-breakfast room, a lounge and a tiny bedroom, curtained off from the lounge. I had a double bed then, which was gloriously wishful thinking. Under the bed were two cardboard boxes. One contained my collection of Spiderman comics; the other was a box of toy soldiers of the American Civil War. At the age of twenty-four, I still lined the soldiers up in rows and played at battles like Bull Run or Shiloh. My heroes were the Confederates. Not, I hasten to add, because I liked the idea of slavery. No, I just have a soft spot for losers.

			It wasn’t a bad flat. I guess I was happy there. I know the cats were.

			Anyway, I fed them, cleared out the litter tray and changed into jeans and sweatshirt. Our editor was a nice, inoffensive guy, but he wouldn’t allow jeans during office hours. 

			I wandered to the oval mirror above the blocked-up fireplace and checked out the face. I thought it looked pretty good, but the eyes in the mirror were mocking. Meeting that cynical gaze, I could understand why people didn’t like me. I took my rechargeable razor and ran it over the faint  stubble then splashed some Chanel cologne onto my cheeks. I didn’t like the smell, but a barmaid told me one time that her boyfriend wore it and she thought it was a great turn-on. So far it hadn’t worked for me.

			Still, my mother liked it. And my Aunt Edna said it was sweet.

			‘Very nice, dear,’ Aunt Edna said when I started using it. ‘You won’t stay lonely wearing that!’

			‘I’m not lonely,’ I snapped. ‘Who said I was lonely?’

			‘Just a slip of the tongue, dear.’

			That was the trouble with living at home – everybody knew your secrets. That was why I got the flat. Now, after four months, I was still lonely, and sometimes I even missed Aunt Edna’s spinsterish probings into my private life.

			Silently, I descended the stairs.

			‘Have a nice time, Jeremy,’ said Mrs Simcox, stepping into the hallway.

			‘You, too.’

			‘I always have a nice time.’

			I didn’t look at her eyes, just smiled and walked out to the Fiesta. With any luck, Sue Cater would be at the Six Bells, and it wouldn’t do any harm to find out how the murder story was progressing.

			I parked outside the pub and switched off the ignition. I glanced up. Those mocking eyes stared back at me from the rear-view mirror. 

			The pub was crowded, the noise unpleasant. A tinny cover version of an old Boy George single was competing with the electronic blipping of a fruit machine, the clinking of glasses and the patter of a dozen conversations. I thrust my body into the chaos and pushed towards the back of the lounge where Sue Cater was sitting with Phil Deedes and Don Bateman at a corner table. She looked up as I approached and gave me the merest glimpse of a smile. It was not welcoming. The other two acknowledged me and returned to their conversation. I pulled up a chair regardless. Bateman frowned and for a few seconds there was an uncomfortable hiatus – you couldn’t call it a silence in those surroundings. Eventually, Bateman realised I was staying. He took a deep breath and switched his gaze to Sue.

			‘Do they have any theories as to why the stitching?’

			‘Nothing, Don. It’s obviously a nutter.’

			‘What about witnesses?’

			‘Zero so far. He must have climbed in through the second- floor window at around two a.m. No one saw or heard anything.’

			‘Have you tracked down the ex-husband?’

			‘Yes. The police questioned him for over two hours. He won’t talk to us.’

			‘What about friends?’ asked Bateman, swinging to Deedes.

			‘Still working on it, Don. She’s a local girl, Faraday School before it was turned into the King Fahad Academy. I’m checking her background. I’ve an interview tomorrow with her old English teacher – he’s retired now, lives in Ealing.’

			‘Okay, we’ll pick up the threads tomorrow. But I want some angles the nationals won’t have, so no lineage sales. We write this ourselves.’ He turned to me. ‘You see the old lady who does tricks?’

			‘Yes. She wants time to think about it. What was that you said about stitching?’

			Sue Cater stood and moved past me to the bar. Bateman glanced around the crowded lounge and lowered his voice. ‘The killer stitched the victim’s genitals together. He killed her with a spike in the back of the head, had sex with the corpse and then stitched her closed. Nice, eh?’

			‘Takes all sorts, I suppose,’ I said, trying to be cool despite the shock to my system. Bateman swore. Deedes turned away.

			Congratulations, Jeremy, I told myself. Score one more point for stupidity. Sue had returned with a vodka and tonic for herself and a lager for Bateman. Deedes was still nursing a half-pint of orange squash. I could feel the hot flush of anger on my face.

			‘I’ll get my own,’ I said.

			‘Why don’t you do that?’ she said. ‘And find somewhere else to drink it.’ 

			If I’d left then I would have earned some credit, for Bateman at least looked embarrassed. But I didn’t. I calmly reached across the table, lifted Deedes’s orange squash and splashed the remains into her face. Then I left.

			I’d like to say that I felt better for allowing my anger to wash over me, but I didn’t. I was hurt. Strange little word, isn’t it? It never seems to convey, of itself, the searing, savage devastation that accompanies inner pain. I saw a man once, standing outside a house, thrashing a bouquet of roses against a wall. Red petals hung in the air alongside him, and he was crying and screaming. Inner pain changes the perspective. Ten minutes before that, those flowers had been beautiful to him. Now they were objects he needed to destroy.

			I thought of him as I stood outside that pub, feeling the bitterness ripping at my insides. I knew what would follow. Self-loathing. The incident wasn’t isolated. Flash, un pleasant Jeremy Miller had gatecrashed a private meeting and made a suitably tasteless remark.

			I walked to the car. Something moved behind me and I swung around just in time to take Deedes’s fist against my ear. I stumbled but didn’t fall. Deedes was not a large man and he was dancing in front of me, fists raised, ready for combat. He reminded me of the monkeys in the old movies that held out cups as the organ grinder turned the handle.

			‘Come on then, you bastard!’ he said.

			I ignored him and unlocked the car door.

			‘You gutless chicken shit!’ he yelled. Sue Cater was standing in the doorway. I wanted to walk over and apologise, to explain that she’d misread me. But I couldn’t. 

			I wanted to tell her about the man with the roses.

			Deedes ran at me. I shoved him away and he slipped, falling face first against the car. His nose began to pour blood. I was completely lost then. I ducked into the Fiesta, started the engine and pulled away. In the rear-view mirror, I could see Sue kneeling beside her fallen hero.
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			I drove around for a while, trying to think of somewhere to go; someone to visit who I could talk to. But there was no one. There never had been anyone – except Mother and Aunt Edna.

			‘Face it, Jem,’ I told myself, ‘you just don’t know how to make friends.’ It had been the same at school. Other people gathered in gangs while I kept to myself. I don’t know where it began. I don’t even know if there was a single point in time when little Jeremy Miller suddenly developed a talent for unpopularity. My pet theory used to be that I’d done something particularly dreadful in a previous existence. Now I wasn’t sure.

			I convinced myself that if I moved away from the area, I could take on a whole new identity. Fun-loving Jem, the life and soul of the party. So I joined a newspaper in Kent as a junior. Within three weeks, I’d annoyed the news editor, upset the chief reporter and got into needless arguments with two of my reporter colleagues. By the end of the first month it was business as usual for Jeremy Miller.

			Jack the Lad.

			Mr Flash.

			Then I joined the Herald. I tried to play it low-key, but the mocking eyes and the viper tongue just wouldn’t quit. In my third week, I asked Sue Cater out for a drink. She told me she was too busy.

			‘You’re not too busy to brown-nose with Bateman every lunch hour,’ I snapped. ‘Or do you only drink with married men?’

			‘No, Jeremy,’ she said icily. ‘I only drink with men. Surly little boys are something of a turn-off.’

			At that point, Bateman walked in. ‘You fancy a drink, Sue?’ he called from the door.

			I leaned in to Sue. ‘Sugar daddy’s calling,’ I whispered. Before she could reply, I turned on my heel and returned to my desk.

			I could have written a degree course in stupidity.

			

			I didn’t sleep well that night. I sat stroking Chicken until well after 2 a.m., watching the rain beat against the grime of the window, forcing patterns into the dust. The kitten knew nothing of my distress. She curled herself into a contented ball and lay purring softly.

			The following morning, I arrived at the office at 9.30 a.m. exactly. I didn’t want to be early and have to sit in the silence I knew would surround me. As soon as I arrived, Thelma, the front-office receptionist, told me Don Bateman wanted to see me. I was expecting it and resolved not to start an argument.

			The editor was away and Bateman was waiting in his sparsely furnished office on the second floor, next to the subs’ room. He told me to sit down, which was not good news. The light was gleaming on Bateman’s bald patch and throwing deep shadows around his flinty eyes.

			‘Last night was a disgrace,’ he said, ‘but that’s not what this is about. It just brought things to a head. I don’t mind you being a flash bastard, Miller. What I can’t abide is the self-delusion you surround yourself with. You think you’re a good reporter? Balls! You’re not worth spit. Good reporters care about more than a pretty phrase or a nicely turned paragraph. Good reporters understand people. Your  trouble, son, is that you talk a good story, but that’s all it is: talk. Take this trick woman. Sounded fine – until I found out you hadn’t even got her address. And then she wouldn’t play ball. That’s not quality. Why don’t you give it up and go off somewhere to write poetry?’

			‘Are you sacking me?’ I asked him.

			‘I wish I could.’ He leaned back in his chair and lit a cigar ette. ‘There was a time, Jeremy, a golden time, when you could sack someone for being lousy at a job. But those times are long gone, thanks to the bastard socialists. Now it’s all verbal warnings and written warnings. This, in case it hasn’t filtered through, is a verbal warning.’

			‘I’m supposed to be allowed a representative of the union,’ I said, before I could stop the words flowing. 

			He smiled. ‘Yes, that’s true. But Phil Deedes is Father of the Chapel and he’s off sick, for some reason. Sue Cater is his assistant and she had an urgent appointment. Why don’t you take my advice and quit?’

			‘If I did that it would still be constructive dismissal. I could sue.’

			‘So you could, son,’ he said wearily.

			‘And don’t call me “son”,’ I said, rising.

			‘I’m not finished yet, Miller. You promised a feature for page eight. Since your sprinting pensioner isn’t available for comment, I want you to go and visit Dawn Green. Andrew has the details. We’ve plenty of file pictures.’

			‘Who’s Dawn Green?’

			‘Ask Andrew. But be back by two, with copy presented by four.’

			As I entered the reporters’ room, I avoided looking at Sue Cater – who was clearly not at an urgent appointment – or any of the others. I had a feeling I’d been sent to Coventry and was determined to give no one the opportunity of snubbing me. 
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