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‘It is an offence for a man to rape a woman.


A man commits rape if (a) he has unlawful sexual intercourse with a woman who at the time of the intercourse does not consent to it; and (b) at that time he knows that she does not consent to the intercourse, or is reckless as to whether she consents.’











PROLUGUE



Home was where the heart was.


She smelt. Stank. The rank smell of perfume mixed with grass and sweat, city smells and those of harvest, soil beneath her fingernails. Shivering in the heat of the night with the jacket round her shoulders which she wanted to shake off although she needed it for warmth. Needed it, needed it, the lapels damp with saliva, and oh yes, there had been real tears in her eyes as she stumbled home. Look, we don’t have to do it this way, she’d said. We could do it nice and ordinary in your car; take me away from all this and I’m all yours, she’d said, and he’d laughed. A lovely laugh, he had, low and sexy and full of promise. Jesus. There was nothing to fear. But she had been so frightened, like now, feeling the air had been punched out of her. She could imagine the fingerprint bruises on her ribs. You’re perfect, he’d said; a few bruises won’t harm you. Bruises to the sternum where he’d held her down. They’ll fade soon, he’d said. I’ll make them in the shape of a flower.


[image: image]


She heard footsteps coming down the stairs, imagined, accurately, a young man in carpet slippers coming down to put out the rubbish, closing the door quietly, knowing that what he did was important. Then she began to cry.


Silence. Only a kind of semi-silence in this man’s room, high above the street. The slight vibration of anxious traffic but no voices.


It was not enough for him, the ordinary way of doing anything, or so he told himself. Or maybe it was the humiliating fact that it was shameful and undignified to be so obsessed by anything at any time. Sex is not life, simply a part. For some, he supposed sex was a necessary release of tension, instead of this idle curiosity of his in which he could never admit that necessity ever played a part. Bearing in mind what women submitted themselves to all the time, he could not see that he did any harm.


Such women. The shapes and sizes of them filled him with wonder; each body as unique as its own fingerprint, each set of reactions different, each set of needs and stimuli unquantifiable if broadly similar. The thought of so many of them blundering through life without anything amounting to satisfaction filled him with pity. He saw himself as a man who loved women and wished that they could understand and value themselves more, and also take themselves a little less seriously; appreciate a joke, perhaps. God knows, there had been enough jokes played on him to last a lifetime, and he was still smiling. In his view, a feminist was a person who considered it morally indefensible to cause pain to any woman; the object was to cause pleasure; there was no point otherwise. Of course, if the life were already so diminished, so beyond the prospect of pleasure, it might be as well to cause pleasure in the ending of it, but he was not sufficiently practised to consider himself in the role of God. One of these days, he might perfect the most poetic form of death. A sublime accident.


You were born to make women happy, his own mother had told him. Also for the healing arts. Yours is a double vocation, my child. The ice clinked in the glass beside his desk. There were flowers in the vase, variegated carnations, rather sterile in their perfection, he thought. A box of chocolates. He sipped the drink reflectively. Alas, ice and lavender oil were not sufficient for every kind of burn. Nor were drink, pleasure and the exercise of power always sufficient antidote for life’s crueller reversals. So many of his ageing women acquaintances could have told him that.


He pondered these and other matters in front of his computer. The blankness of the screen did not alarm him at all; it was hardly the same as facing an empty page with nothing better to do with himself. He could copy onto this space sections of alarming medical and legal text, although the latter, with all its Gothic splendour, always made him regret his choice of career. Medical science was not ennobling. In his experience, doctors were worse liars and rogues than their legal counterparts who tended to be at least more guarded in their promises.


Physician, heal thyself.


The vase holding the flowers was an artful sculpture of female genitalia. The broad base represented the uterus; the ridge at the base, by which he would lift it, the cervix, opening out realistically into a flower-like shape of the labia minora and labia majora. An artist’s slightly fanciful impression of the vulva, in other words. A frivolous creation which the girl who cleaned consistently and typically failed to recognize for what it was. He often found it helpful to explain anatomy if one began from the outside in. In actual life, as he knew, the labia closed with the tidiness of a bud, concealed beneath a convenient mound and carried round as normal by women who scarcely knew how any of the reproductive and sexual machinery worked. This polished wood structure was hardly a useful educational tool for hopeful men either, but it was warm to handle and looked, without the flowers, like a decorative candle holder.


He could not explain why he was as he was or did as he did. The random development of his own tastes astounded him as much as the history of his life, but he felt saintly and worthy in comparison to some mindless procreator of the aggressively macho sort. He would never foist some unwanted, unsupportable, screaming child into the world; that indeed was a sin, raw and unadorned in its sheer wickedness. He nodded at the screen; the screen agreed.


He smoothed his already smooth pate, tapped it with the middle finger of his right hand. He had his own rationality, that was all; along with the conventional overtones which were enough to show him he was not really mad in his entirely sane fear of retribution. His was the fear of an innocent man who can never really be understood.


What was it they could ever say that he had done wrong? Nothing! And who would give evidence? No one? Nothing was done, my dears, without consent.


He looked at his watch. It was not a distinguished implement but a type made by the million. Dark outside now, but still warm. His lovely little girl would be home. Fearless about the dark. Safe in the hands of a man who would never awaken her.


Almost a soul mate. Not a friend.


Almost a lover.





CHAPTER ONE



Listen, Bailey said.


Once upon a time, there was a girl, going out.


Dressing for the party, she had felt she was worth a million dollars. Somehow that phrase meant more than the sterling equivalent of the day – the last of her life as she had known it – and she might have been worth more. Coming down for a moment from the quarrel with her mother, the third this week, and putting a jacket over what her father called her itsy-bit skirt and the skimpy top, wearing it as if she would never part with it, rather than shed it as soon as she got there, she had a sudden surge of rebellious love for her repressive parents. They weren’t so bad, some of the time. For a brief moment, she knew that she was safe as houses, because she had this room to come back to and this number to call, although the only reason she was worth so much to herself was the fact that after three weeks’ diet, her waist was where she wanted and her ribs stuck out. Not a milligram of surplus flesh, although, if she ate as much as a bread roll, her stomach came out like a balloon. The answer was not to eat.


‘Bye, Mum. Bye, Dad …’


‘Let’s see you,’ he called. She stepped into the living room, pretending great haste even though she was early. The jacket was buttoned. She had on a prim little choker round her neck, which would go from throat to handbag before she had reached the end of the road. The make-up would go on in the bus.


‘Very nice,’ he said, reassuringly, thinking nothing of the kind. Why did this child have to look so fierce and why on earth was she so addicted to black? Why did she go about with that girl who was so much older and prettier? One quick peck on the cheek, given and received in an overpowering atmosphere of multilayered perfume, and she was off before Mother came out of the kitchen. Because Mother was harder to fool.


Later on, when they picked her up after the police had called, she stank of booze. The itsy-bit skirt was torn and stained. The child whimpered, but did not hug; could not bear to touch. Her thighs were scored with scratches; there was detritus under her nails. She was scantily dressed; it was presumed she had been stripped prior to her foetal curl in the gutter where she was found. A few bruises.


No knickers, no jacket. In the presence of her parents, she said she had lost them. That was all she uttered, apart from sobbing. Even after hours with a sympathetic woman in a nice little house with pictures on the wall.


‘Well?’


Helen West, Prosecutor, sat on Bailey’s sofa, still listening. They did this sometimes, a kind of dress rehearsal for tomorrow’s challenges, both occasionally mourning the coincidence of their professions. Senior police officer, experienced crown prosecutor. It was not a relationship she would recommend, but she was stuck with it, like the fly which had fallen into her drink. Bailey had a creased face and a fine way of telling a story. He animated his narrative with verbal cartoons and embellished the whole thing with gestures, but as soon as he said, ‘Once upon a time’, she knew the story was going to be doctored with his own opinions and recounted in a style he would never use in front of a judge.


‘Drugs?’ She questioned crisply


‘Negligible, from her demeanour. I’d guess not.’


‘Booze?’


‘Plenty.’


‘Semen?’


‘Saliva, yes. Here and there; not there. Semen, no. Several abandoned condoms around, but a lovers’ trysting place. Bodily fluids also in the gutter. And no, she isn’t a virgin. Not quite.’


‘That’s not enough,’ Helen said.


Bailey watched the graceful figure of his betrothed cross the broad expanse of his living room and thought of his ex-wife, for whom his traveller’s tales from the police force had always taken second place to what they should do with the bathroom in preparation for the first child. He might as well have been out to stud. Oh, silence, he told himself, don’t fall into clichés as if you were obliging someone on the psychiatrist’s consulting couch. That woman had her needs, you had yours, which coincided at the time and might still if the child had not died. A child who would be the same age, give or take a year or two, as the girl in the story. He found himself repeating, what a pity, the trite words hiding a multitude of sins. His stomach growled. The last year of his life had seen the development of an ulcer.


‘The way you tell it,’ Helen said, settling easily into the big fat settee he would never have possessed in his married life, ‘gives me all the clues to the verdict. Silly little seventeen-year-old goes out to party, as described to parents, to whom she lies habitually, about dress code, about everything. Goes shimmering in there, dressed in nothing.’ He was silent.


‘The bloke for whom she’s wearing all the glitz does not pitch. So she salves her disappointment by drinking a bit more and then a bit more and ends up in a scrum with a stranger. She doesn’t have the faintest idea what a half-naked, flirtatious girl risks.’


‘She wanted love.’


‘She had love, the silly little bitch. She wanted attention.’


Helen took a sip of coffee. One bottle of wine in an evening was enough. He could continue, since it never seemed to affect him; she would not. There was a level of control in her he both admired and resented. She was a beautiful woman, after her own fashion. The kindest he had ever met, easily the most imaginative, the most elusive, the most measured. He wondered if she had agreed to marry him for the same hormonal reasons which had affected his wife. Helen was in her late thirties, about a decade his junior.


‘Her parents are howling for blood. They insist she was raped,’ he said. ‘Someone must hang, they say, namely the boy with whom she left. Spotty little oik, who says he tried to kiss her, but she shoved him and ran off. He says she had other fish to fry. Someone she was meeting; someone older.’


‘No case,’ Helen said. ‘Not even if she swore it was him. She could be a victim; she could be a cock-tease. Unless, of course, he caused the scratches. But I’d bet she did them herself.’


‘Right. Her own skin beneath her fingernails.’


‘And tomorrow, how come you have to explain to mum and dad why the evidence is insufficient?’


‘I don’t. Ryan does. He asked my advice on diplomacy.’


She made a mocking gesture, using two fingers to point a gun at her head, and pulled a sympathetic face.


The lovely Ryan was not always her favourite man. Bailey’s bag carrier when first they had met, progressing since then, onward and upward. Capable of being outrageous and treated by Bailey as the son he never had. There was a fidelity between the two of them she accepted, because she had no choice. Personally, she doubted Ryan deserved it but there it was: a mutual devotion without rhyme or reason just like any other kind of love.


‘Ah well, early night, then.’


Bailey moved to sit beside her, put his arm round her shoulder and felt her rest against him, willingly. They were easier together since their decision to marry; she joked it had probably caused the ulcer, but it had altered something, although he was not sure how. In a moment, he would clear the last of the glasses and papers from the table. In Helen’s flat, litter remained at least until morning, perhaps the same weekday of the following week. One thing they had proved: compatibility need not involve a common domestic attitude.


‘Tell me, love, do you always regard this subject with such a bold and jaundiced eye?’


‘Do you mean sex cases? Rape? My current, almost exclusive stock-in-trade? Yes. But drunken teenagers don’t raise my heartbeat. Oh, I’m sorry for a kid like that; something happened to her, but you can’t make a case out of naïveté betrayed.’


Would they make love tonight or not? The idea rarely lost its appeal, except when she was tired to her bones. Perhaps she would let it happen, perhaps not. If she did, would that be rape? The idea was laughable. Rape was the exertion of force; Bailey had enough power over her already, although she did her best not to let him know.


He was sound asleep by the time she reached him.


The night light was a pale darkness, glowing through the window. Bailey lived so high above the ground, there was no need for the curtains he despised. From the front windows of her basement flat, Helen could see the feet of people walking past, sometimes peering down, but at the back, there was nothing but the garden. She missed her home, especially the solitude of her garden, and then, when she was in it, she missed the light of Bailey’s vast attic. When they were married, they would live in exactly the same way.


His sleep made her perversely sleepless. He would wake if she touched him and his sleep was the unfeigned unconsciousness of the just, the result perhaps of a pragmatism she could not share. He believed in fate, and telling himself that you could only do the best possible with what you were given. No ‘if onlys’ for Bailey. You did what you did, apologized if necessary, and then you slept. Soundly. Did he really want this marriage, or was it his version of courtesy? In Bailey’s eyes, a relationship as long as theirs would have to be honoured somehow. Loving Bailey was one of the best things to happen in her life, but she had a mortal dread of being owned and knew she could still throw it all away. Out of fear.


Failing to sleep opened the floodgates of all those things left undone or badly done. Cases swimming before her eyes. Visions of her previous married life, plus visions of all those odd and brutal couplings she read about on paper and which filled her waking hours with speculation, making her feel like a voyeur.


They should not have been talking about rape before going to bed.


Something had happened to that little girl. She wondered what it might have been.


‘All right,’ Aemon Connor said, in tones which combined both aggression and resignation. ‘That’s fine. That’s absolutely fine. If you don’t want to, that’s fine by me. You frigid little cow. Was a time you couldn’t have enough of it. Don’t worry about it. I can always get someone else.’


Brigid whimpered in the darkness. He was refusing to hear it; he had listened long enough and conversation never cured anything. She complained it hurt; so, if it hurt, why couldn’t she use her imagination? He could tell her what hurt, all right, and that was a mammoth state of arousal with nowhere to go. She was his woman, remember; his wife, even; what a joke, when she just wouldn’t do it any more.


He lay on his side, him fuming and her still snuffling, opening his mouth to speak. He could not stop talking.


‘I could get someone else tomorrow. And then where would you be?’


There was a long silence, until he felt her fingers moving timidly to touch the back of his head.


‘Changed your mind, have you?’ he muttered. ‘Thought you would.’ Forcing himself inside was difficult enough, even without listening to the sounds she made or noticing the passive resistance which seemed second nature. The process was brief and noisy. He held her down by the shoulder and in the aftermath of climax fell into a deep and suffocating sleep. Later, having eased herself from under the bulk of his huge drowsy body, she felt for the marks of his hands and wished herself dead.


The bathroom to which she tiptoed was splendid. There was a power shower among the black marble tiles and a bidet with gold-coloured taps which she used religiously, especially at times like these, to wash away all traces of him.


She had no idea how to live outside this house. It was her home and her prison, and living in such a place represented the pinnacle of all achievement. She liked this bathroom best; she had made it her own, and she could hide behind the door after doing her duty as a good Catholic wife. She could also sit and lie here too long in contemplation of avoiding it. Praying to God and occupying the bidet at the same time seemed faintly obscene, but Brigid imagined God would forgive her that, at least, since he demanded so much of her otherwise, and was supposed to forgive a great deal more than her husband. Dedicating the act of sex as a penance for the holy souls also seemed indecent, but might ensure a blessing in advance. Maybe Aemon was right and she should have been a nun.


You used to love it, he’d said. He said that every time, taunting her. There was a muffled shouting from outside, her name called, ‘Brigid, Brigid … where are you?’ sounding as if he was lost. God help us, he was awake again after insufficient drink to anaesthetize. She touched the lips of her vagina, swollen like cocktail sausages, almost screamed, reached for the lubricant from the cupboard and answered him.


‘I’m here, I’m here, in a minute.’


He hated to wake up and find himself alone. It was an insult to his manhood: it gave him nightmares.


Aemon and Brigid, happily married.


In a neat little terraced house, light showed from every window, as if the occupant owned shares in London Electricity, or could not stand the dark. Around three a.m., a solid form could be seen, balanced on a ladder, silhouetted against the window to the left of the door, painting the ceiling of the living room. Anna was in a sweat. The radio played softly only because she was a considerate neighbour. What she really wanted was a house pulsing with vapid, heavy-beat noise, amplified to fill her head. Anything to block thinking and aid the manic activity which had continued since early afternoon.


Ceiling, two coats, a small area, quickly covered; the whole place a bit of a doll’s house. Walls could be finished in an hour, possibly tomorrow. The washing machine hummed in the kitchen; third load today. Curtains hung damply; she would paint round them. The carpet had already been shampooed. She was doing things out of order, but perfect décor, logically created, was not the object of this exercise. The achievement of cleanliness was.


The ladder wobbled; Anna clutched, swore, saved herself from falling, and watched the paint tray fall to the floor, face down. Scraping the white ooze from the ruined pile with desultory energy, she realized that bending over made her dizzy and she could not see straight. All that white, glimmering against the unsteady light of the naked bulb which swung from the ceiling; her eyes were no longer able to comprehend colour. Or the fact that there might be someone outside, looking in.


She might as well paint the carpet, too, and be finished with it; the thought made her smile. All this work had done the trick; she was so tired she could scarcely put one foot in front of the other, and at last the place smelt of nothing but emulsion.


Anna held one hand in front of her face, watched its tremor, and delivered the now-familiar lecture. You can cope, girl, you can cope; it’s all the rest who can’t. Talking to herself, out loud; that was another thing to be cured, but not yet. The hand trembled; the burn marks on her arms were fading; her legs had the substance of jelly. She could sleep now.


As Anna tried to ignore the spots in front of her eyes while sticking the paint roller in a bucket of water which suddenly seemed red instead of white, the phone by Superintendent Bailey’s bed bleeped without apology. He did not need to look at his watch to know that it was shortly after three; he always knew the time.


‘Bailey. What do you want?’


It had been a joke on regular squads that Bailey always sounded as if he had a woman with him. Probably had too; the man had been a bachelor a long, long time. Going out and staying in with a lawyer from the Crown Prosecution Service was seen as another lascivious eccentricity which went with his good suits. The wearing of the one on his back and the other on his arm bordered on some undefined treachery. The men who claimed to know him longest were placing bets on this marriage. Ten to one, it would not take place at all, five to three it wouldn’t last a year. They had different kinds of faith in Bailey. The existence of Helen West did not exactly do him any favours.


The voice on the other end of the line appeared to hide an element of amusement. Sometimes, in the comparative regularity of his newish role, Bailey forgot that working for Complaints and Discipline was still, potentially, a twenty-four-hour shift.


‘Islington. Sorry to disturb you, sir, but we’ve got a problem. Allegation of rape.’


‘Against whom?’


The officer sounded as if he was reciting from a reading primer for under fives, spelling the sounds as he spoke.


‘Detective Sergeant Ryan, sir.’


Bailey paused for a moment’s palpable shock.


‘I can’t investigate allegations against Ryan,’ he said. ‘I know him.’


The voice coughed. ‘That’s the problem, sir. We’ve tried everyone else on the complaints rota, but everyone knows Ryan.’ He paused for effect. ‘Everyone.’


Bailey knew what he should do if he were going straight by the book. Get up, look up all other available numbers, tell this sergeant who did not yet have a name to continue his exploration down the list, because yes, he knew Ryan. Far too well. Knew him as a man of flawed intelligence, deliberate blindness, sexual fecklessness, indiscretions of all kinds. A man lacking in imagination, dogged in loyalty, but finally, in the last two years, emerging from a chrysalis, abandoning frustrated youth in favour of some degree of wisdom. Bailey had tutored him, forgiven him, covered up for him, believed in him, right up until that recent point where the belief was justified and Ryan had suddenly taken off and learnt to think, wonder, take responsibility and ask real questions. He had grown, shed his juvenile prejudices like unwanted skin, and learnt the art of patience, the way Bailey had always hoped he would. Looking at Ryan as he was was like looking at the man Bailey himself had once been. What retrograde nonsense was this? Stupid, stupid bastard.


The pause was long enough for the sergeant to cough again. ‘Sir?’


‘On my way.’


Bailey was precise. In the same way that he knew the time, he knew where to find his clothes. Helen stirred, listening. Bailey knew she couldn’t quite fathom his absurd loyalty to Ryan any more than he could himself, and felt a flash of annoyance that the phone call should make him peculiarly, defensively embarrassed, as if she could guess that this was more than his paid duty. He touched her shoulder and left without a word of goodbye. Singing in his head as he went for the car, not Ryan, not Ryan, please. Not just as he was making good. Not Ryan and rape.


With that good-looking boy there would never be the need.


Bailey made himself drive slowly, although the instinct was to race and the sheer emptiness of the streets was an invitation to speed. Emptiness was a relative concept in London. There were always people. In these Godforsaken early hours there were simply fewer, plying the night-time trades, some of them innocent, some not. The factory making dresses for tomorrow’s market, the loading of goods, the post-midnight clearing out, the parties which never stopped and the increasing numbers of those sleeping rough. He regretted that his duties no longer really included this twilight zone of all-night pit stops: conspiracy, danger, chat, street light. The night isolated people, made them more truthful. You poor old man, he thought to himself ruefully, they’ll make a gardener of you yet. Set you to trimming roses in distant suburban police stations, or polishing the commander’s shoes. Instead of this loathsome business of pruning, examining the varied complaints against officers of his own kind.


Oh, surely this was a storm in a nightclub cocktail? He knew in his bones it was not. Ryan, you bloody fool. What now? You always had a weakness for women and they for you. Bailey found he was thinking of the girl with something akin to dislike, already formulating disbelief in what she would say. He shook his head. This would not do.


The back of the station yard was lit with orange light as if to reduce the white paint of the cars to a sickly cream. Bailey went to the back door. Better than going to the front and possibly running the phalanx of waiting relatives, supposing there were any. The interior corridor was a similar warm and oppressive yellow. He was met with the distant courtesy his role demanded. Everyone knew Ryan, a convivial and popular character, while several more knew Bailey, who could not be thus described. No chance, Bailey thought, of an incident like this failing to enter the history books.


The duty inspector was embarrassed, a symptom rarely apparent on ruddy red features such as his, unless he was talking about his daughters with the boastful and nervous pride he reserved for their achievements. The existence of a family made wild men tame, gave them different perspectives; it had done that for Ryan, albeit slowly. However many years he had taken to fall into respectful love with his own wife, he had still done so, although only after he had led her a merry dance, and she him. Boys will be boys, and girls retaliate. The rape story was told, dispassionately, the voice avoiding judgement.


‘Decent enough girl. No record, works in a shop. She knows Ryan on account of being a witness in one of his cases. Seems like she went to a disco with a girl who got into some kind of trouble on the way home, and she’s giving evidence about what time they got there, what time the girl left, that kind of thing. Anyway, Ryan takes the statement and they get along fine, and he goes back to tidy it up, and they still get along fine. Then, according to her, he meets her for a third time, purely social. He starts to pester her. She lives with a bloke. She and Ryan – Shelley Pelmore she’s called, sir – go out for a drink. On the way home, he suggests a walk in the park and he rapes her. Or, at least, he tries. Penetration, but no ejaculation.’ The inspector coughed apologetically. Another source of ridicule for Ryan. Didn’t even make it, poor bastard; couldn’t keep it up.


‘Obvious signs of resistance. Sir.’


The police service was an army with a self-appointed officer class, so Bailey understood. Respect had to be earned and in the eyes of this man, he had not earned it yet.


‘Now why on earth would he do that?’ Bailey wondered out loud, making light of it. The inspector caught his drift, laughed briefly.


‘See what you mean, sir. Usually he only has to ask nicely, although everyone says he’s quietened down. But then why do politicians go with tarts, even when they’ve got groupies and their fragrant wives at home, sir? Dicing with death, someone’s idea of fun.’


‘Do you believe her?’ Bailey tried to get the plea out of his voice. The cough was repeated.


‘Can’t say, sir, can I? I haven’t met her, wouldn’t know if I did. They were seen together in the pub. He says they met by accident, chatted, that was all, gave her a lift, went separate ways.’


‘Who reported it?’


‘The boyfriend. Found her on the doorstep. Brought her in. She’s in the rape suite up at Holloway. We can’t deal with her here for obvious reasons. Ryan’s in the detention room.’


‘Well, come with me, will you? I can’t see him alone.’


Another long hesitation.


‘Oh, one more thing, sir. When she came in, she was wearing Ryan’s jacket…’


He would need a witness to ensure fair play – no hidden intimacies between himself and an old pal – and also because he needed someone to stiffen his own backbone when he saw Ryan. Bailey might as well have been looking at the victim of a car smash, one who was resigned to being told that apart from being blind for life, the legs would have to be removed as well. Ryan’s handsome face was puffed; he had not avoided the disgrace of weeping, which had made his eyes red and his skin blotched as if it was bruised. There was a smell of drink, not overpowering but noticeable, and the different, overlying smell of perspiration and soap. He sat on the bench in his shirtsleeves above creased cotton trousers. On their entrance, he placed his hands behind his back, guiltily. Bailey had the distinct impression that he had been biting his nails. He swung round on the other officer, almost falling into him.


‘Has he had a shower?’


‘Sir, yes. At home, before we collected him.’


Ryan’s face had opened into the beginnings of a smile before Bailey spoke. Then it closed into sullen lines and he turned his eyes to a long examination of his hands. Nails bitten to the quick, Bailey noticed. In as long as he had known the man, Ryan had never bitten his nails. Not even in the long reaches of the night, when nerves turned men into anxious boys.


‘Has he been examined?’


‘Not yet, sir …’


‘For Christ’s sake, that should have been first.’


Bailey swung on Ryan with the anger of a parent trying to prevent himself from slapping a child out of sheer disappointment.


‘What have you got to say?’ Bailey barked at him.


Ryan shifted. His voice was surprisingly firm.


‘Nothing, sir. Nothing at all.’


And he turned his head to the wall.





CHAPTER TWO







‘… if at a trial for a rape offence, the jury has to consider whether a man believed that a woman was consenting to sexual intercourse, the presence or absence of reasonable grounds for such a belief is a matter to which the jury is to have regard, in conjunction with other relevant matters, in considering whether he so believed…’








Rose Darvey measured the distance, sprinted up to the empty cardboard box and kicked it. It sailed upward and hit the casing of the neon light with a satisfying crack, bounced off the wall and landed. Inspired by the length of the corridor and its dull grey paint, she repeated the kick from the other side, watching as the box hit the casing for a second time. That should do.


‘Yeah!’ Rose shouted, waving her fist. Who said football training was no use to a girl? ‘Punch their lights out,’ she muttered. Dribbling the box before her, she made for the swing doors. She had to do something – anything, as long as it was overtly physical – before a day in court; frustration was the price of dedication to a career which involved so much enforced immobility. Perhaps she should have gone in for politics. That, at least, allowed a person to shout. In the life of Rose Darvey, Helen West had much to answer for.


Redwood, self-important yet timid Branch Crown Prosecutor, master of this flagship, came out of his office with the speed of a startled guinea pig. Rose beamed at him with the usual unnerving effect. Rose Darvey and Helen West were clones of each other, he thought fearfully, the pair of them separated only by a decade and a half in which Helen had learnt alternative methods of insubordination. Helen could smile just as sweetly as Rose, but relied on guile, abuse of dignity and dumb insolence, while this one, who could have been her daughter, played her games with more palpable falsehood. She shimmered with energy, like a fighter hanging on the ropes, impervious to the strictures of a referee, waiting for the chance to punch a kidney.


‘Lovely day,’ said Rose.


‘Isn’t it,’ he said faintly, noting the crack in the neon light which everyone hated, wanting to say something about it, but not daring.


‘You’re in early, sir,’ Rose chirped with a terrible display of politeness, her smile reminiscent of a small animal baring its teeth. She could make ‘sir’ sound like an exquisite insult, no offence intended.


‘Yes.’ He felt himself beaming in response; fat old cat. Redwood was always in limbo; once he started a conversation, he did not know how to stop, but stood there, hovering. Rose knew that one sure way to make him move was to pick her nose, an action which, understandably, sent him running for cover. At the moment, she had other things in mind.


‘Why are we turning down so many rape cases, sir?’


He rocked on his heels, felt for the wall to give him support. The suddenness of the question jolted him into an untypically truthful response.


‘Because they don’t work.’


‘Pardon? Don’t work? That ain’t no legal phrase I ever heard of.’


‘They don’t work,’ he repeated.


‘Don’t work for who? The fucking Treasury?’


Redwood fled. The corridor fell into silence.


From the distant end, Helen West hoved into view, coming closer beneath the subterranean lights, three of which Rose had managed to damage. She looked good today, Rose remarked to herself: loose jacket; nice skirt, fitting like a dream; good legs. No wonder that dour old scroat Bailey liked her. She wasn’t bad for an old lady.


The cardboard box landed at Helen’s feet. Lacking the benefit of football training, she picked it up without a second glance and put it over her head. Rose whistled and prayed for Redwood to come back out of his office. Two demented women would keep him demoralized for a week.


It was cool in here, air-conditioned freezing. Helen continued up the corridor, blind as a bat, and turned left into her room without breaking step. Some day, Rose thought, without wistfulness, all this will never be mine.


She was one third of the way through legal training, and so far she had found the exams a breeze. She could count on her fingers a fistful of achievements, namely, the beginnings of an impressive qualification, a borrowed family and a man she was going to marry in a matter of weeks. The career posed several questions and many more doubts; the marriage did not. Rose scurried down the corridor, looking out for signs of her own vandalism. Now they really would have to replace the fucking lights which drove everyone mad, but then, if the establishment refused to listen to intelligent requests, they had to be otherwise persuaded.


The office of the Crown Prosecution Service, north central, lay at the apex of several insignificant streets and was not itself a landmark. Facing Helen West’s small room over a narrow stretch of road, there was another set of offices, with remarkably better equipment and a plethora of underworked employees. Helen had suggested rigging up a pulley over the road so that they could send over photocopying, or receive, in recycled carrier bags secured with clothes pegs, the day’s faxes. Over the road, the people were engaged in the long-distance management of a paint production company; their office was light, bright and far from grey. Over here, the office fixtures bore signs of wear, redolent of a surly atmosphere and an environment devoted to the creation of nothing but hierarchies. The pursuit of justice was an unprofitable sideline.


Each occupant of each office was supposed to operate on a ‘clear desk policy’, translated by Rose to mean, put your mess in a filing cabinet and close the door. Policy directives such as these reached the in-trays on a weekly basis (word processed, single spaced), three-page essays on how to use the new expense claim forms, operate the front door, apply for stationery and photocopying or retrieve a file from the distant limbo of storage, where it could only be accepted for final oblivion if subdivided into bundles no thicker than three inches. Helen had asked if anyone could keep a clear desk when the bureaucracy spat forth such volumes of forms, statements and exhortations which had nothing to do with the practice of law. Redwood said rules were rules.


Helen kept her room in accordance with the keep-the-desk-tidy policy by storing most of the paperwork which she was not actively hiding on the floor. There lay white files, bound with tape, bulging with paper in varying thicknesses and states of order, festooned with yellow post-its, reminding her of the next thing to be done, and when. She stepped in between the serried rows each morning, read her own messages to herself and hauled forth the ones where some kind of action was imperative. An immaculate system, she thought. The files were slab-like stepping-stones on a grey carpet patterned with coffee stains.


Rose piled one file on top of another and sat astride them. Helen had removed the box, once used for copying paper and invaluable for other purposes, from her head, improving her appearance dramatically. Her hair was not even ruffled and remained tied back neatly in a black scrunchie. Very lawyerly, Rose thought. You could almost believe she was the real thing. Rose adored Helen with a fierce devotion which was not always devoid of criticism.


‘Are we really going back to the Crown Court today, Aunty H? Are we really?’ she asked in a passable mimicry of Redwood’s whine.


‘Only if you’re good.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘You should know by now. Don’t taunt Redwood so early in the morning. It’s bad for his digestion.’


‘Is it OK in the afternoon?’


‘Yes, especially in the afternoons. Especially during policy meetings.’


Helen was passing down the first line of files, kicking them into symmetry before she pounced, hauled the burden to the clearish desk and struggled with the tape. Rose pointed at it.


‘Is this one going to work? I mean, to coin a legal phrase not yet found in the Latin, will it work?’


‘Doubt it.’


‘Why? That poor cow was raped, good and proper.’


‘Nothing proper about it. Date rape. He says she consented; she says she didn’t. It all depends on which of them makes the more impressive witness. She wasn’t very good at giving evidence in chief yesterday, was she?’


Rose shrugged. ‘I believed her, but then I s’pose I’m nearer her age. There’s a couple of girls on the jury listening hard, but then there’s a couple of mothers who’ve probably got sons just like him. Testosterone tits.’ Rose clasped her hands between her knees, an automatic reaction which was nothing to do with the subject matter of the trial. It was all in the air they breathed: the pollen of rape.


‘What beats me,’ she continued, ‘is why even girls don’t believe other girls. It’s not as though every female over the age of sixteen knows much about sex. Oh, I mean, she may have done the business, but that’s not the same thing as knowing anything about men. You want them to like you. You can’t believe they’d actually hurt you. You think they can stop and you think they can read your signals. Girls are romantic. That’s why it’s so horrible. It can’t be half as bad being raped when you’re older. You’ve got less belief to shatter.’


‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ Helen said drily, checking the papers, looking at her watch. She had clearly stopped listening and Rose was annoyed.


‘The problem with you, Aunty, is too much respectability. I think maybe you’ve got it in for youth, you. The number of rape cases you personally have turned down over the last three months … well, speaks for itself. You’re positively encouraging testosterone to tread all over timidity. I mean, why did you bother to run this one?’
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