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  Only in this world can there be no perfection.




  







  

    

      His is the House of Pain.




      His is the Hand that makes.




      His is the Hand that wounds.




      His is the Hand that heals.
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  My redemption began in Hell.




  It was a day like any other – except there are no days in that singular (in both senses of the words) place. No minutes, no hours, weeks, or years. No seconds either. There is no time in

  Hell, you see. There just is. That’s the hell of it.




  There I ruminated under the faintest light from above, nameless, Godless, with no sense of humour at all – I existed as a wretched and self-sorry soul, all reflection and no projection

  – contemplating the base, wasted life I’d once lived. Regrets? Too many to mention, but occasion enough to remember them all. Credits? Not enough to dwell upon. No, the balance was

  tilted in the worst direction and at the most extreme angle. Legions in this (literally) God-forsaken place still couldn’t figure out what they’d done wrong – or, more accurately,

  why it was deemed so damned offensive – while others understood only too well. The former would come to know eventually, but in the meantime, theirs was a different kind of torment. As I

  pondered my own iniquities, a light suddenly brightened a corner of my dark ‘cell’.




  Two of them appeared, tall and seraphic, their radiance pushing back the shadows around me, guarding themselves against contamination from this murky realm I inhabited (interesting how the

  ancient artists intuitively had got it right when they depicted bright auras enveloping the holy spirits on their sojourns into the infectious world of mankind) and I was blinded until they wished

  their dimmers to a more comfortable level. Both wore annoyingly benevolent smiles.




  ‘Good day to you,’ one of them said as though time had relevance.




  I nodded back, wary and too surprised by their visit to appreciate the break in the routine.




  ‘We hope we didn’t disturb you,’ greeted the other one, neither sarcasm nor irony in his manner.




  ‘Glad of the company,’ I returned, all nervous humility and dread.




  The first entity, essence – angel if you like – sensed my fear. ‘Don’t be alarmed. We’re here to comfort, not chastise.’




  Chastise? Nobody had chastised me since I’d arrived. The torment was too subtle and yes, too drastic, for that.




  ‘Not more punishment, then?’ I asked half-pleadingly.




  ‘Oh, we wouldn’t say that,’ replied the second, and they both glanced at each other.




  ‘Something punishing perhaps, but not really punishment,’ said the first.




  I groaned. ‘Something worse than this?’




  ‘Not worse. I told you we’re here to comfort you. No, this is something infinitely better.’




  He smiled down at me and I took in a countenance so serene, so pure, that tears blurred my vision.




  ‘A chance,’ he announced before straightening again.




  My thoughts, as well as my emotions, raced. A chance? A chance for what? To leave this place? To attain a new level? A chance to escape the perpetual misery of an existence without hope? What

  did he – it – mean?




  He knew my thoughts. ‘All of those things,’ he said, beckoning me to rise so that I wouldn’t have to gaze up at him any more. ‘But more importantly, an opportunity to

  make amends.’




  Instead of rising I knelt before them both. ‘Anything,’ I said. ‘I’ll do anything.’




  ‘I wonder,’ was his response.




  ‘It would be a harsh test.’ The second one gently loosened my grip on his robe. ‘And it’s more probable that you’ll fail. If that is the outcome, then there really

  is no hope for you.’




  ‘I don’t understand.’ I looked from one to the other.




  No 1 took me by the elbow and drew me up. ‘We have a tradition on the, er, uppermost level.’




  ‘The Good Place?’




  He gave a slight bow.




  ‘Heaven?’




  His smile twitched. ‘If you like.’




  ‘Anything,’ I pleaded. ‘Just tell me what you want me to do.’ I admit, I was weeping floods by now. You had to know what Hell is like.




  ‘Calm yourself,’ he soothed. ‘Stay your tears and listen.’




  Angel 2 started to explain. ‘Every half-millennium we are allowed to choose a few souls for . . .’




  ‘We call it the Five Hundred Year Plenary Indulgence . . .’ No 1 interrupted helpfully.




  ‘. . . whereby all grievous and venal sins of the chosen souls are forgiven, their spirits become untainted once more. As they were before Earthly birth. They are able . . .’




  ‘. . . eventually . . .’




  ‘. . . to enter the Kingdom and at last find their peace.’




  It was too much for me. I sank to my knees again, disturbing the vapours that swirled low to the floor of my cubette. ‘You’ve chosen me . . .’ I burbled as my hands again

  caught the hems of their gowns.




  I heard a throat clearing, a sound of disapproval, and immediately let go, afraid of irritating these wise and wonderful creatures. I remained doubled over though, my nose disappearing into the

  mists.




  ‘You and one or two others,’ Angel 2 corrected.




  ‘Thank you, oh thank – ’




  No 1 cut me short. ‘In your lifetime you were thoroughly wicked and your punishment here is richly deserved.’




  ‘I know, I kn– ’ It was my own sobs, like sharp hiccups, that interrupted the self-mortification.




  No 1 had paused. ‘Yes, yes, it’s never too late for tears, but please save them for after we’ve gone,’ he admonished, a little impatiently I thought, given the stress I

  was under.




  Well, wailing, gnashing of teeth and the beating of breasts was the norm in this place, but I guess it could be upsetting – or just plain tedious – for visitors. I snuffled into my

  hand and choked back further lamentation. If they didn’t want woe, then woe there wouldn’t be. A few snivelling whimpers maybe, just to show I was truly contrite, but nothing

  distracting. Besides, I was desperate to hear what was on offer.




  ‘You were blessed with so many gifts for your test-time on Earth, yet you squandered them all, used them for your own self-gratification.’




  ‘Yes, I know, I know,’ I agreed with a barely-repressed sniffle.




  ‘You were guilty of hedonism . . .’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘. . . sensualism . . .’




  ‘Yes.’




  . . . eudaemonism . . .’




  ‘Er . . .’




  ‘. . . and you used your charm, your wit and your exceptional presence to cheat and humble those around you. Duplicity and betrayal was your canon, to lie and abuse was your doctrine. You

  debased the worthy and downtrod the already downtrodden.’




  ‘Well, I . . .’




  Angel 2 added his own condemnation. ‘A libertine and a roué.’




  ‘Both a philanderer and a gigolo.’




  ‘Indeed, a rake of the lowest order.’ No 2 didn’t want to be outdone.




  ‘You were a great star in a celluloid firmament. A moving star . . .’




  ‘Uh, movie star, actually,’ I corrected.




  ‘. . . in the place they call Holy Wood.’




  I felt it unwise to correct him again; no point in ruffling his feathers (just an expression – they don’t really have wings. They don’t really have bodies or voices either, but

  let’s not get pedantic).




  ‘Women adored you, men admired you.’




  ‘Until they got to know you,’ No 2 added darkly. ‘The people worshipped your debonair image; to them you were a devil-may-care sophisticate, whose bluff exterior secreted a

  caring and sensitive core. Or so they thought. The public only knew you for the black and white image you portrayed.’




  And they hadn’t come to chastise me?




  ‘But most wickedly of all, you caused premature death and suicide. You caused despair and yes, even insanity to the ones who loved you most and who forgave your amorality and hardness of

  heart.’




  I offered no excuses. I had once before, at my Judgement, and they’d got me nowhere. This time I kept my mouth shut.




  From their thunderous countenances I thought they’d changed their minds about giving me a second chance, but it was Angel 2 who threw some light into the shade: ‘However, you did

  have some – not many mind – redeeming qualities.’




  I kept my lips clamped tight, even though a small, tingling excitement was beginning to lift my spirit once more.




  ‘And it was those few – very few – redeeming qualities,’ he went on, ‘ that gave us cause to review your case. It seems you were not altogether a bad person,

  although there are those among us who disagree about that. In fact it was the Final Arbiter – you know Who I mean by that – who made the decision to allow you another chance. You

  might just save your own soul if . . .’ and he made it sound like a big IF ‘. . . you are willing to take up the challenge.’ His raised hand halted further gibberings from

  me. ‘True repentance is not so easy, you know. Hell isn’t necessarily just here, it can be found in other places, and if you go back . . .’




  ‘Go back?’ My body snapped up so suddenly that you might have heard my spine crack – if I’d had a spine and if I’d had a body. ‘You mean . .

  .’




  They nodded as one and there was an odd sadness to their demeanour. ‘It’s a most serious thing,’ No 1 said mournfully and No 2 repeated just as mournfully, ‘A most

  serious thing.’




  ‘For if you fail, you will be lost to us forever, you will never be allowed another opportunity to save your soul. Your damnation will truly be eternal . . .’




  ‘And even worse than this,’ his partner added.




  I gulped. ‘Worse?’




  ‘Oh, much worse. Infinitely worse. Perdurably worse.’ Angel 2 was shaking his head in pity. ‘So think carefully before you agree to a new life and the harsh reveille it will

  bring.’




  ‘I . . . I won’t go back as myself?’




  ‘There has only been one Resurrection – two if you count Lazarus, and eventually he had to give up his body again. Besides, you left your Earthly vessel almost fifty – in

  humankind terms – years ago. You’d create quite a stir if you turned up in it once more.’




  Fifty years? It could have been fifty thousand for all I knew.




  ‘You’ll find that your old world has changed considerably since you left it, and part of your atonement will be the loss of the privileges and gifts you once had, so we urge you

  again to think carefully before you decide.’




  It took me all of two timeless seconds to make up my mind. But I chose my words with more care than I’d made the decision. ‘Let me make amends,’ I begged. ‘Please give me

  the chance of a new Judgement.’




  The Angels continued to regard me pityingly. ‘There will be conditions,’ No 1 said.




  ‘Just tell me what I have to do.’




  ‘One of those conditions is that you won’t know.’




  ‘But how can I – ’




  ‘You will choose what is right. Or perhaps you will choose what is wrong. It will be entirely up to you.’




  And so saying they left me. Just wafted away so that I stared into darkness and shadows once more. Then I lowered my head and wailed.




  All this, of course, metaphorically speaking.
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  She began hesitantly, her gaze never leaving mine, even as she drew a long dark cigarette from a pearl and silver case. She tapped the filtered end unnecessarily against the

  metal, an old-fashioned gesture that made me smile – inwardly. Shelly – she had already impressed on me there was no ‘e’ before the ‘y’ – Ripstone looked

  anywhere between thirty-five and forty, one of those not pretty but handsome women who had time and money to keep their figures trim and their skin soft. Only a faint regiment of fine lines

  marching across her upper lip and spreading from the outer corners of sad, mascaraed eyes spoilt the illusion, but that was only on close inspection – and I’d been inspecting her

  closely from the moment she’d walked into my office to sit in the chair facing my desk. Bottle-blonde hair – ash-blonde, I suppose you’d call it – the tips, curling beneath

  her chin, struggling to meet below the jawline as if to hide those other wrinkles, those mean, tell-tale give-the-game-away neck furrows that were the bane of maturing women. Her neat grey suit was

  Escada, or a fair copy of, and her high-heels Italian (I was good at that kind of thing), but her voice, whose vowels became more flattened and her mid-word ts more absent as our meeting

  progressed, was ill-disguised estuary (I figured southside Thames, maybe Gravesend or Dartford, no further east than that – accents were another thing I was good at). Shelly Ripstone exuded

  new money, both in apparel and voice – even her scent was Poison – and I had no hang-up with that. In fact, I kind of liked it: it made her more human, more vulnerable, someone with

  whom I could empathize. Let’s face it, we all try to be more than we are and there’s no harm in that.




  She took a thin Dunhill lighter from her purse and lit the cigarette. ‘D’you mind?’ she said as an afterthought.




  I shook my head. ‘Go ahead.’




  ‘Would you . . . ?’ She lifted the pearl and silver case from the purse again and offered it towards me, another hint at her origins (the wealthy middle classes rarely shared their

  straights with strangers).




  I shook my head again and she seemed fascinated by the awkwardness of the movement. Mint-flavoured smoke drifted across the desk at me.




  ‘Can I ask who recommended my agency?’ I enquired to interrupt the apparent attraction.




  She was suddenly aware she shouldn’t be staring like that. ‘Oh. Etta Kaesbach. She said you were the best.’




  I uttered a short ‘ah’ of understanding. Good old Etta. Etta Kaesbach was a first-rate solicitor who’d passed a lot of work my way over the years. In fact, she was the one

  who’d helped me most when I first set up business as an enquiry agent. She had great heart and a contrary streak that dared anyone to challenge her recommendation. It was embarrassing for me

  sometimes, embarrassing for the undecided prospective client too, but usually their surprise worked in my favour – nobody liked to appear discriminatory in these PC days – and once

  they’d realized how pro I was, there was no problem.




  ‘Is Ms – ’ I hated the Ms, but it was expected ‘ – Kaesbach your lawyer?’ I asked.




  ‘No. But her senior partner was once my late husband’s.’ She blew a stream of blue smoke which dispersed half-way across my desktop. ‘Gerald died five months ago. Heart

  attack. His heart had never been strong. It was over very quickly.’ She offered the last bit of information as if it were a blessing, and perhaps it was. Still the memory was fresh enough to

  upset her: her eyes lost focus for a moment, moisture softening their hue. And for some reason her face reddened, as if embarrassment played a part too.




  ‘Would you like some coffee, Mrs Ripstone?’ I wanted to give her time to regain her composure. ‘Tea?’




  ‘No. No, thank you. I’m fine.’




  ‘Okay . . .’ That was fine by me also. It would have been nice to impress clients by using the intercom on my desk and asking my secretary to bring us refreshments, only I

  didn’t have an intercom and I didn’t have a secretary. Sometimes Henry would shift himself to bring me a hot drink or a fruitjuice, depending on whether it was one of his health-drive

  weeks, or, when young Philo was around, I could yell through the open doorway for him to get busy with a brew, but neither option was very ritzy, and to do it myself was even less so. I opened a

  notepad on my desk and reached for a felt-tip.




  ‘If you could just outline what this is about and I can ask questions as we go,’ I said, Pentel poised.




  She straightened her shoulders, which by now had become hunched. ‘Well, I told you my husband, Gerald Ripstone, died five months ago,’ she began, and I jotted down the name and the

  month he’d passed away.




  ‘You’d been married how long . . . ?’




  ‘Oh, sixteen years, I think. Yes, it would’ve been sixteen years this August.’ She exhaled more smoke and watched the cloud for a few seconds. ‘He was a good man, my

  Gerald. He could be pretty ruthless in business – he exported refrigeration units, you know, cold storage containers – but generally he was good to me. I was his secretary before we

  were married.’




  ‘Were either of you married before?’ The question was just out of curiosity, not relevant to anything as far as I knew at this stage; I like to get a full picture, that’s

  all.




  She eyed me sharply. ‘I wasn’t. But yes, Gerald was, and yes, he did leave his first wife for me.’ She dared a judgement, but I had no problem with it. Why should I? ‘He

  was a good man, Mr Dismas, a little – ’ little was the kind of word where her ts went AWOL ‘– bit hard on me sometimes, but only when I’d done or said something

  stupid, especially when we were in company. Gerald never liked to feel foolish or embarrassed, especially if I was the one showing him up. He was a very proud man. A very . . . a very rigid man

  and, I suppose, old-fashioned in some ways.’




  ‘Children? D’you have any?’ Again I asked for no particular reason, just a way of getting her to open up, but the question stopped her dead. She glanced away and it was a

  relief to escape her carelessly veiled gaze at last.




  ‘No,’ she replied after a pause. ‘No kids. Gerald always thought it was me; y’know, that I was to blame. But it wasn’t me. I was sure of that, although I never let

  him know.’




  ‘You had tests?’




  ‘Didn’t need to.’




  I sensed we were finally getting to the point of her visit. (Yep, I’m good at that kind of thing too.)




  ‘It’s the reason I’m here, Mr Dismas,’ she confirmed.




  Ah, I thought. ‘I see,’ I said.




  Now she looked directly into my one good eye. Oddly she didn’t proceed; she had to be prompted yet again.




  ‘You do have a child, then,’ I ventured.




  She looked at the tip of her cigarette held in her lap and I pushed the ashtray across the desk towards her. She tapped ash into it, a hurried, jerky gesture.




  ‘I think so,’ she said quietly.




  She thought so . . . ‘I don’t understand, Mrs Ripstone.’




  ‘Could we . . . could we have the office door closed?’ she asked.




  ‘Of course.’ I lumbered round the desk, my limp not too bad at that time of day; it’d grow worse as the day wore on, depending on how tired I got. As I was closing the door

  Henry looked up from his desk and raised his eyebrows; I gave a small shrug. Clients were entitled to all the confidentiality they demanded, and then some; that was the first rule in the private

  investigation business. Henry’s balding head was already bowed over his accounts again before the door clicked shut.




  ‘Okay, Mrs Ripstone, we can’t be overheard,’ I assured her as I returned to my seat. ‘This is strictly between you and me, although other members of my team will have to

  be brought in if I decide to take your case and if the subsequent investigation requires extra hands. Even then, any personal information will always be kept in a locked briefcase carried only by

  myself, or it will never leave the precincts of these offices.’ I indicated a row of four grey filing cabinets to my left. ‘While on the premises, your file will be kept under lock and

  key as a matter of routine. If particularly sensitive, that file can be locked away in our multi-cylinder, combination-lock Stratford Clarendon safe which, incidentally, is bolted to the

  floor.’ I pointed to the big metal box against the wall behind her. ‘And only myself and my first assistant know the combination.’




  If she was impressed, she didn’t show it; I think her thoughts were too inward to pay attention to my blatherings. She needed another deep drag on the cigarette before she could proceed. A

  blue haze was beginning to fill the room, but that was okay – I enjoyed smoky atmospheres.




  ‘I had a baby two years before I met Gerald and I was single. A son. My name was Teasdale then. Shelly Teasdale.’ She blurted it out, as if it had to be said in a rush because she

  still felt some guilt, some shame even. ‘He never knew . . . I never told Gerald about the birth,’ she added. ‘I didn’t think it was necessary.’




  I nodded sagely; it seemed the right thing for me to do.




  ‘But now I want to find my baby,’ she said, leaning forward on the desk.




  ‘Well, hardly a baby any more. You said eighteen years ago . . . ?’




  ‘He’s a young man now, I know that. But I only knew him as a baby.’




  ‘And you’ve had no contact with him since? Look, I have to be frank with you here. The only people who can help you find your son are the authorities who arranged the adoption or for

  the boy to be taken into care, whichever the case. Barnardo’s would be your best bet, although there are special agencies that deal with this sort of thing. Even then, it would be up to the

  boy if he wanted to see you. Eighteen years is a long time to be disowned by your own . . .’ I didn’t have the heart to finish; the poor woman was distressed enough.




  She was clutching the cigarette in both hands and shaking her head, slowly, deliberately, as if she didn’t want to hear. Her eyes were liquid as she said: ‘You don’t

  understand. They told me he was dead. There was something wrong with the baby at birth. He didn’t survive.’




  ‘I’m afraid you’re right – I don’t understand. If the baby died, why would you – ?’




  ‘Because they lied. My baby didn’t die. They said he was born with too many abnormalities to live long. They told me he was dead within minutes of the birth.’




  ‘You must have seen it . . . him . . . for yourself.’




  ‘No. It was a difficult birth, I’d been in labour for more than twenty-four hours. I was exhausted, only half-conscious when he finally arrived. They took him from me immediately,

  but I heard him, I heard his cries. They were . . . different, somehow, but I definitely heard them. They were very strong.’




  I tried to be gentle. ‘That may be so,’ I said softly, ‘but that doesn’t mean the child didn’t die soon afterwards. Did you see him again?’




  ‘I told you, I didn’t see him at all.’ The tears were beginning to spill over and ruin her mascara line.




  I hoped she took my small groan for a sigh as I sat back in my chair – not a very comfortable position for me, incidentally. ‘I’m sorry, I still don’t get it. Why would

  they tell you the baby was dead if that wasn’t so? It doesn’t make sense. What kind of hospital was it anyway?’




  ‘An ordinary National Health hospital in Dartford. The Dartford General.’




  ‘Well, there you are, there wouldn’t be anything sinister going on in an NHS place, nor any other type of hospital for that matter. I wonder . . . uh, there’s no easy way of

  saying this. I wonder if the death of your husband hasn’t left you overwrought? You’ve lost a loved one unexpectedly and tragically and I assume you’re alone, so maybe now

  you’re reaching for another possibility, one that tells you that the son you had all those years ago and thought was dead might still be alive. You’re full of grief, remorse, and dare I

  say, guilt? Guilt that you never told Mr Ripstone, you kept it a secret for eighteen years, and guilt that you might have abandoned your only child.’




  She stabbed the cigarette into the ashtray, her fingers trembling. ‘I’m not a neurotic widow, Mr Dismas, despite what you might think. You don’t know the full story

  yet.’




  She took a small handkerchief with lace edges from her purse and dabbed at her eyes, now smudging the running mascara. The tears ceased though, and her voice became steady again as she looked me

  directly in the eye (I think she was getting used to me now that the initial shock had passed). ‘Do you believe in clairvoyancy, Mr Dismas?’ she said.




  I groaned again, inwardly this time, already guessing where this was headed. I had enough problems dealing with reality without bringing hokum into my life. I didn’t want to upset her any

  more, though, so I replied: ‘I’ve heard a few interesting stories about such things over the years. Let’s face it, Brighton has more than its fair share of fortune tellers and

  psychics, not to mention New Age and alternative medicine practitioners.’ (And not to mention private enquiry agencies, which was why I wasn’t keen to lose a prospective client, no

  matter how off-the-wall they might be; competition was too fierce for that.)




  ‘Then you do believe certain people have psychic powers?’ she pressed on.




  ‘Telepathy, a sixth sense, that kind of thing?’ I shrugged noncommittally. ‘It’s a possibility, but I wouldn’t know for sure.’




  ‘But if I told you that when Gerald died I consulted a clairvoyant, you wouldn’t laugh at me and think me stupid.’




  ‘Of course not. Nothing unusual about that kind of thing these days. In fact, I’ve heard some of these people – clairvoyants, mediums, psychics, whatever you’d care to

  call them – can bring a lot of comfort to the bereaved. The one or two I know around town seem harmless enough.’




  ‘They can do more than just comfort. Some of them can heal the sick just by thought or touch.’




  She was a believer all right.




  ‘You mean faith-healing? Well, I’m not too sure about – ’




  ‘Don’t dismiss it so easily.’




  Tetchy about it too. ‘Many of them can look into a person’s future as well as their past. Some can know your thoughts just by looking at you and without your saying a

  word.’




  Yeah, and some can con you into parting with cash by providing all manner of useless information. ‘Can I take it, then, that you’ve consulted such a person, Mrs Ripstone?’




  ‘Gerald’s death left me in a bad way,’ she replied by way of answer or an excuse, I wasn’t sure which. ‘I missed him so much and his death came so quickly and so

  horribly. He was an awkward man sometimes and he had his black moods. But he cared for me. I know he really cared for me, despite some of the things he said, the things he did . . .’

  Her tiny handkerchief had become a scrunched-up ball in her fist. A large, diamond-cluster ring on one of her fingers caught the light from the window behind me. ‘I’m still not over it,

  Mr Dismas. His death, I mean.’




  ‘It can take a while,’ I commiserated, ‘maybe a couple of years to get over the loss of a loved one, and even then you’re not really over it. You just learn to

  cope.’




  ‘You’ve been through it too?’ She seemed almost hopeful.




  ‘Uh, no. No, it’s only what I hear.’




  ‘Oh.’ She wiped the dampness from her cheeks, then squared her shoulders as if determined to get a grip on herself. ‘It was so hard to accept that Gerald was gone at first. I

  think I went a little bit crazy with grief. I locked myself away, saw no one, talked to no one, wouldn’t even answer the telephone for a while. And then a feeling came over me – I

  don’t know how to describe it. I just woke one day and felt there was something I could do about my loss, that if there really was something called the “soul”, as the Church tells

  us, then perhaps I could contact Gerald again. I didn’t have to be entirely on my own.’




  Uh-oh, I thought.




  ‘I hadn’t really believed in spiritualism before, you know, contacting the dead? But at the same time, I’d never disbelieved in it. I just hadn’t given it much

  thought. D’you understand?’




  ‘Sure,’ I answered. ‘Most people don’t like to think about death until it comes close in some way or other. So that was when you decided to approach a medium?’




  ‘Not at first. It wasn’t a sudden urge, anything like that. It just come on gradually, a sort of feeling I should contact Gerald. And I wanted to find a good clairvoyant, a genuine

  one, not one of them phonies.’ Estuary kept breaking out despite her efforts to contain it. ‘Lucky for – luckily for me, one of my friends knew of someone who didn’t

  live too far away.’




  ‘You wouldn’t have to look far in Brighton.’




  ‘Well, this one lived in Kemp Town.’




  (Kemp Town is an adjunct of Brighton, although it likes to keep a separate identity.)




  ‘Her name’s Louise Broomfield,’ Shelly Ripstone continued. ‘You’ve heard of her?’




  I shook my head.




  ‘She’s quite well-known. In those sort of circles, I mean.’




  ‘You went to see her.’ I tried not to let my impatience show.




  ‘I got her phone number and I rang. Apparently she doesn’t just see anybody, she has to talk to them first. She knew I was distressed right away.’




  There’s a surprise, I thought.




  ‘And she could feel there was something to tell me. She knew just by our conversation on the telephone.’




  A light tap on the door just then. It opened a little way and Philo, my youngest employee, and Sam Spade wannabe albeit a brown one, poked his head round.




  ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ he said cheerfully, his short black hair glistening with gel. ‘You wanted to know about the writ this morning.’




  I used Philo a lot for process serving, especially if there might be some running after the recipient to do (and as process serving took up half the agency’s business, on some days there

  was a lot of running to do).




  ‘Any problems?’ I asked, looking past Shelly Ripstone. The particular debt dodger Philo had had to confront was more slippery than most – I’d had dealings with this

  character before – but the kid had to learn some time, and the hard way was often the best.




  ‘Well, he pretended to be his own brother, but I recognized him from the Polaroid you gave me. He wouldn’t touch the papers, so I dropped them at his feet in the hallway, then did a

  fade.’




  ‘You’re sure you got the right man?’




  ‘Definite.’




  I gave him a lop-sided grin. ‘Okay, make out your notes for the affidavit right now so you don’t forget the details. Then Henry’s got a trace for you to work on, only telephone

  stuff, but it might be complicated. I’ll catch up with you later.’




  He took a last look at the back of Shelly Ripstone, appraised her ash-blonde hair, raised his eyebrows a couple of times at me, then disappeared from the doorway. The door closed quietly behind

  him.




  I apologized for the interruption before prompting my prospective client once more. ‘You went to see this, er, Louise . . .’




  ‘Broomfield,’ she finished for me and I wrote the name down on the pad.




  ‘Okay.’ I waited for her to continue.




  ‘She was wonderful. And she’s a faith healer too. There was something about her, a sort of . . .’ she searched for the appropriate word ‘. . . a goodness, a sort

  of . . .’ she struggled for another description.




  ‘Compassion?’ I suggested.




  ‘Yes, that’s it. I sensed it as soon as she opened the front door. You know she hugged me right there on the doorstep, before either one of us had said a word. That broke me.’

  Tears were brimming again at the memory and she swiftly dabbed at her eyes with the soggy hanky. ‘I’m sorry. I’m an emotional person.’ She sniffed a couple of times as

  evidence.




  ‘It’s all right. Take your time.’




  A snuffle to end the sniffs, then she regained control. ‘Louise took me into a room at the back of the house, a bright little room, walls and ceiling painted pale blue. I felt at peace as

  soon as I entered it.’




  With most prospective clients you learned to cut to the chase pretty fast, getting to the facts without too much embellishment. Some, though, I’d learned to let tell their story in their

  own way, guiding them with the odd soft prod here and there. Shelly Ripstone fell into the latter category; she’d get to it at her own speed.




  ‘What was she like, this medium?’ Medium or clairvoyant, it made little difference to me. What I think I wanted to know at this point was whether or not Louise Broomfield was

  genuine, and any information about her might help me decide. I would naturally distrust anyone who adorned themselves with pendants or crucifixes and dressed in black as symbols of office. That was

  showbiz, artifacts of illusion, and not for the serious-minded. There were quite a few hucksters around town and, I had to admit, some of them I liked; in general, though, I had an aversion to

  robes and regalia of any kind, especially when they were to do with the Church.




  ‘Louise is very ordinary. More like a kindly counsellor than a clairvoyant. She makes you feel . . . well, good inside. She understood what I was going through right away and she let me

  have a good cry before asking me anything.’




  ‘You told her about the death of your husband?’




  ‘She already knew.’




  I didn’t push her. It would have been easy enough to conclude Shelly Ripstone was grieving, inevitably for someone she’d recently lost. Guessing it was for her late husband would

  have been easy enough by minimum probing.




  ‘So she contacted Gerald for you?’




  The question from me was genuine enough, despite an inbuilt cynicism towards anyone who claimed they could communicate with ‘the other side’. Even if I didn’t believe it, it

  was evident that this woman across the desk did.




  ‘No. She contacted my son.’




  ‘But you said you thought your son was still alive.’




  ‘It’s how I now know he is. I’d always had that feeling my baby hadn’t died. Intuition, a mother’s instinct – I don’t know what it was, but it

  was always there, always with me. And Louise said I’d been right to believe it all this time.’




  ‘I thought clairvoyants could only communicate with spirits, not with the living.’




  ‘Like lots of people, you’re mistaken. Louise can pick up the thoughts of people who might even be thousands of miles away. Living people, I mean. She can heal just by thinking of a

  sick person who could be on the other side of the world. She can “see” the auras of people she talks to. She told me she had communicated with a little boy who’d been in a coma

  for two years and who still showed no signs of recovering. Sometimes she can tell if a person is going to die soon, even if that person doesn’t know they’re sick. Her mind reached my

  son, through me, just by my being there. She picked up his presence.’




  Shelly Ripstone leaned close across the desk, her anguish overriding her nerves of me. Her eyes were pleading, regarding me purely as someone who could help her and not as some misshapen thing

  to be pitied, or repulsed by. ‘Louise fainted away in front of me, Mr Dismas. Whatever it was she sensed, whatever it was she saw in her mind, it caused her to collapse. And when she came

  round she wouldn’t – couldn’t – speak of it. She just kept telling me over and over again that I had to find my son before it was too late. That if I didn’t, something

  terrible – something awful – was going to happen. And it would happen very soon.’
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  It was at least another half-hour before I finally showed Shelly Ripstone out. Earlier, her loud weeping had brought Henry to the door, enquiring if he could be of any

  assistance, his real motive just plain nosiness, and I’d shooed him away. In private again, I rose from my desk and patted the distressed woman’s shoulder (was that the slightest

  shudder I felt run through her, or just a sob-spasm?) and offered her my own dry handkerchief. She took it gratefully and eventually stifled the tears.




  I think it was sympathy rather than the fee I’d charge that made me agree to take on her case. Truth is, I thought an investigation wouldn’t amount to much anyway, that the search

  for her lost son would be a wild goose chase – hospitals just didn’t lie about newly-born babies, even if there was no supporting father involved. I explained this to Shelly Ripstone,

  née Shelly Teasdale, but she insisted my personal view wasn’t important as long as I did my job properly. Fair enough, I told her, and promised that all the agency’s

  professional skills would be put into force to resolve the matter one way or the other; it was her money, so it was her shout. A little cynical, I know, but it cheered her up considerably.




  We talked some more, with me taking notes and my new client still snuffling as she supplied the details: address at the time of her pregnancy all those years back, the address of the Dartford

  General Hospital where she’d given birth (together with some unfortunate news concerning that particular place), Louise Broomfield’s contact address and phone number. We also agreed on

  my fee and expenses. When she left she was in better shape, although not much better: those smudged eyes were still anxious and her fist clenched the borrowed handkerchief as if to wring it dry.

  Nevertheless, there was a glimmer of hope in those eyes when I promised to call her the moment I had anything to report.




  On the way downstairs to the ground floor she had to edge past the large frame of Ida Lampton, my third and last employee, who was ascending the creaky staircase with heavy breaths and even

  heavier steps. Standing at the office door I watched Ida turn her head and stare after our attractive client as she descended the next flight of stairs; no chance, I thought, and Ida looked up to

  catch me grinning. She smiled back and shrugged her meaty shoulders, then came all the way up, bringing her plastic bags full of light shopping with her, for all the world looking like a favourite

  maiden aunt returning from her morning’s shop. It was a great guise, especially for someone hired as store detective for the week.




  I stepped aside to let her through, then closed the door marked Dismas Investigations behind us. When I turned, three sets of interested eyes were focused on me.




  So. I’m Nick (Nicholas) Dismas and I run the Dismas Investigations agency, a two-room office with leaning walls and crooked door frames a couple of floors above a charity

  shop a few doors along from Brighton’s Theatre Royal. In the heart of the seaside town, we’re close to the train station, shops, seafront, and more importantly, a crush of

  solicitors’ offices, from which we get most of our business. Note it’s an investigations agency, not a detective agency: we don’t ‘detect’ anything –

  that’s for the big boys, who have more contacts, generally richer clients (in particular, companies and financial institutions) and who earn a whole lot more from a higher scale of fees than

  we humble investigators. Also – unlike us – they quite often get involved in criminal cases. The one thing we do have in common, though, is that neither party has any real power or

  authority: we’re ordinary citizens with no official status whatsoever.




  The private investigator’s job generally involves process serving (handling writs and summonses and the like), tracing (tracking down certain people who had decided to go

  ‘missing’, usually because of financial or domestic difficulties), status and credit reports, accident and insurance enquiries, repossessions, debt collecting, surveillance (which

  includes anything from watching individuals or premises, to joining a company as an employee in order to catch out pilferers or industrial spies, to following errant husbands or wives). Mostly

  mundane, even boring, work that requires patience, care and an eye for detail. A sense of humour sometimes helps, too.




  Henry Solomon was the agency bookkeeper and administrator, who occasionally took on fieldwork. He was tall, hooknosed, bespectacled (in fact, he was one of those types whose glasses seemed to be

  built into their heads – you couldn’t imagine the face without the attachment), balding, with a midriff bulge that mocked his overall leanness. He dressed neatly and conservatively,

  although when the mood took him he sported colourful braces and socks, or a flashy bow-tie, sometimes – when the mood really took him – all three. Henry was mad on old movies (in

  fact he looked a bit like the dead actor Henry Fonda) and ballroom dancing (watching, not partaking of) and lived with his elderly mother in the Kemp Town. He enjoyed a gin and tonic, although

  never to excess, and loved to try and catch me out on movie trivia. His downside was that he hated blacks, Asians, the French and Chinese, and socialists; to be honest, he was the only Jewish Nazi

  I’d ever met. His sense of humour was waspish-acerbic, but his basic nature – despite those imperfections mentioned – was benign (folks are complicated, right?).




  Ida Lampton, the big woman who’d just climbed the stairs and who looked like that maiden aunt with her short greying hair and plump face, was my main asset. Equally good at serving

  summonses and injunctions or repossessing unpaid-for goods, she also made a great store detective, especially when dressed as she was that day in light summer frock and cardigan, with sensible

  brogues for walking. Six-foot one, big-boned and broad of girth (more than fifteen but less than seventeen stone was her last admission regarding weight), Ida could play the heavy – in

  trousers, neck scarf and reefer jacket you could be forgiven for taking her for a man – or the sweetheart (useful for debt counselling and collecting). In the latter guise she could be

  pleasantly persuasive, in the former she was goddamn intimidating.




  I’d first clapped eye on Ida in a Brighton gay club called the Greased Zipper (no subtlety there, then), where she was serving behind the well-packed bar and I was searching for a runaway

  youth who was known to frequent such haunts, despite his tender age. His parents, my clients, were frantic and only too willing to accept his burgeoning lifestyle if only he would return to the

  nest, and I was showing his photograph around to either uninterested or excitable, mock-eager male clubbers, some of whom snatched the picture to show their giggling clique. As in any other city or

  big town club, straight or gay, there are many variations in type among members – the quiet, the flamboyant, the drunks, the troublemakers, the hard men and women – and in this

  particular one (I’d done the rounds that night) a combination of the last two types, all leathers and glory moustaches and naked arms (and that was just the women – joke), had decided I

  was an affront to their delicate (despite their muscles and blue jaws) sensitivities. If they’d stuck to verbals everything would have been okay – I could always handle that – but

  they’d become physical, shoving me around, giving me no chance to back off either with wit or reason before things turned any nastier.




  Now I’m no pushover, despite my problems, but before I could retaliate, aware I’d come off worse and not giving a damn anyway, lovely big Ida stepped in. Five minutes before

  she’d given the photo I carried time and attention, even though she was mobbed at the bar, genuinely sorry she wasn’t able to provide me with a lead on the missing kid (she was only too

  aware of the predators that stalked the streets here for fresh, inexperienced meat), and now she’d noticed the trouble I was in. A swift knee into one bully-boy’s leathered crotch and a

  sharp big-boned elbow into another’s powdered nose settled the matter quickly enough (I learned later that Ida was also engaged as club bouncer as well as barmaid). One of the boy-bitches had

  screamed blue hell and Ida grabbed my arm to steer me towards the door. Outside I’d jabbered my gratitude and given her my card in case she happened to see the youth I was searching for. Two

  days later she’d called in with a sighting of the runaway selling copies of the Big Issue outside a Virgin record store, which led to my taking his parents directly to him (the record

  store had become his regular pitch). After contact he was their problem, but I had become interested in Ida herself. That she could take care of herself there was no doubt; that she had many

  contacts all over town soon became evident. I offered her a job with the firm and, after she’d consulted her live-in partner of twenty years, a sweet, gentle woman who taught pre-school

  infants in a small village eight miles outside Brighton and to whom I was soon introduced over a Little Harvester Sunday lunch, Ida agreed to give it a try. That was six years ago and she’d

  been with me ever since.




  Young Philo Churchill was the newcomer to the agency, the sometimes hopeless but ever-enthusiastic novice. It’s usually a mistake to take on young apprentices in this game – in fact,

  most agencies won’t touch them – because once they’ve learned everything from you, every trick in the book, every procedure to be followed, often making themselves a

  pain-in-the-butt in the process by asking too many questions and fouling up too many times, they strike out on their own, setting up their own agency and taking some of your clients with them,

  promising a cheaper deal and more (ha!) care. But what the hell, Philo had left school at seventeen with seven GCSEs and two A levels and had vainly been searching for work for two-and-a-half years

  before turning up on my doorstep. Yep, I felt sorry for him. A little ashamed too, because I knew the fact that he was black – a light brown tone actually – hadn’t helped him in

  the job market. Besides, I needed an extra hand – the workload was good at that time – and he was willing to accept low wages. Almost twenty, he was a good-looking kid whose

  grandparents had arrived in Southampton shortly after the Second World War, when the country was in desperate need of young, manual labourers. They’d done their bit, and so had their

  offspring son, who eventually had married a Greek girl; now Philo, English bred and born – as English as his surname might suggest, in fact – wanted to do his bit, if only that residual

  prejudice, rump of a sorry past but still rampant in certain low quarters, would so allow. Philo hadn’t sought work to prove himself worthy as an Englishman; no, he’d never suffered

  from that foolish kind of race-paranoia. He simply wanted to work because that was the normal thing to do. Besides, he was ambitious.




  Philo dressed smartly, despite his meagre earnings, and he looked good. Even Henry was impressed by his keenness, and working together, Henry, Ida and Philo, well, they made a good team.




  So that just leaves me, Nicholas Dismas.




  I was found, thirty-two years ago, among the dustbins behind a nuns’ convent in a poorer part of London. Found by the convent’s caretaker/handyman when he took out the trash early

  one cold winter’s morning. God knows what he thought of the misshapen little gnome lying there among the bins, barely a few hours old and not even wrapped in a blanket but swaddled in

  yesterday’s newspaper, although without doubt it must have given him one hell of a shock. Perhaps he even crossed himself, while muttering a prayer and wondering what demon had had the

  temerity to leave its hideous spawn on holy ground.




  I was born a monster, you see.




  I’m not shamed by the term, nor embarrassed. Saddened, of course. Made desperately bloody miserable by it. But that’s the way it goes. It’s what I am in most people’s

  terms.




  Doctors told me in later life that my physical condition was probably due to birth trauma. I’m not diseased at all, there was never any sign of spina bifida or any form of

  deficiency: I was just born malformed. And as I grew older, the deformities augmented, became more defined and ever more distorted. The infant monster ripened into a grotesque.




  My forehead overlapped my eyes, a Neanderthal protuberance that frightened children and dogs; my jaw grew more pointed, my mouth more leering, lips more twisted. The curve of my spine increased

  and veered to the right so that my shoulder was huge, the blade amalgamating with the hump of my back. I crouched further and further forward until crooked was my normal walking, sitting, resting

  stance, and my right leg was slightly – oh thank You God, only slightly – withered, so that I walked with a hobbling lurch. Even my chest was disfigured, breastbone and

  upper ribs on one side overlapping their neighbours, and hair spread down my back to form a tail between my buttocks, one that I kept shorn regularly, a DIY job because I’d have hated for

  anyone else to see my naked body.




  Would the hair on my head were that thick, but no, His torment – did I thank God a moment ago, albeit ironically? – was far too comprehensive to allow such favour; it hung in

  loose drab strands over my scalp and forehead, the bushiness of my eyebrows mocking its very sparsity. My ears, too large even for this large cranium, looked as though they’d been chewed by a

  couple of unfriendly Rottweilers.




  But there was nothing wrong with my brain, no lumps or dents in the bone had damaged its fibres; no, only bitterness bent my thoughts. My nose was flattened, but its shape was no worse than the

  nose of an incompetent pugilist’s, and my hearing, despite the gnarled receivers, was keen, as was the vision in my one grey/brown-speckled eye (its twin, the left one, was useless, mutilated

  in an incident which occurred in my younger years). I wasn’t tall, but was by no means a dwarf; somewhat below average height, I suppose, which was hardly surprising considering how crooked I

  was. So on the plus side, I was smart, could see and hear comparatively well, had an acute sense of smell, and my arms and left leg were exceptionally strong (nature compensates, right? Hah!).

  Despite these small compensations, it was difficult for me to believe that life was God’s precious gift. In fact, was my wretched body an indictment of His will? Did He issue some of us with

  faulty meat-machines on purpose? Or was it a mistake, an oversight? Or truly deliberate, all part of His Master Plan? Who knows? I only knew my mistake – if mistake it was

  – was worse than most, not as bad as some. I hardly felt grateful for that.




  In the early years I used to wonder about my mother, mostly as I lay in my narrow cot at night in the dormitory of the boys’ home they – the authorities – had sent me to. Was

  she like me, a hunchbacked monstrosity, or was it my unknown father who bore the mark? Perhaps they were both like me. You know, it takes one to love another? Maybe they’d been freaks in some

  age-old circus show, the kind that would be banned for being politically incorrect these days (and how I agreed with that!). I didn’t often think of him, though. I don’t know

  why; he just wasn’t part of the reverie. My thoughts were nearly always of her alone.




  In my fantasies, my mother was a princess, or the beautiful daughter of some wealthy lord, and it was they, the King and Queen, or the lord, who had forced her to give up the child who had been

  born with such hideous deformity. The shame for such grand people would have been too much to contemplate. So I’d been stolen away while she was sleeping, or perhaps dragged from her

  outstretched arms, her pleas, her tearful protests, ignored; and then I’d been lost somewhere, given to the captain of the guard or, more probably, the lowly groundsman to take me away to

  some faraway place to be left there with nothing to identify my august status. But someday she would defy all those around her and she would search and eventually find me. Then she would claim me

  for her own and we’d never be separated again. The tears of pleasure and misery those romanticisms would bring me.




  As I grew older, such fancies dimmed to be replaced by the thought that my mother had had no one to help her in her desperate straits, that the unwanted pregnancy was the last straw in

  circumstances of abject poverty, and she had been forced to leave me on the nuns’ back doorstep, knowing they would not reject me, that I would be cared for if not by the nuns, then by the

  State, until I became a man.




  And as I grew older still and unhappiness had moulded (and even mouldered) my psyche, that fantasy too, had faded. My mother had been shamed and repelled by the variant she had given birth to

  – perhaps she had even sensed my awfulness while I was still in her belly – and had dumped me as soon as the umbilical cord had been cut. She neither cared for me, nor was she curious

  about me: the search had never been undertaken and I was never to be claimed.




  I believed all this until other visions started coming to me, uncertain revelations mixed with night-time dreams that made me wonder if the bitter discontent I had felt all these years, the

  resentment, the loneliness that only my kind could ever know, was finally leading to madness. Then again, they might only have been due to the drugs.




  Philo was the first to speak: ‘So what was her trip?’




  ‘You’d think she would’ve invested in bawl-proof mascara,’ Henry added in his waspish manner. ‘All Coco and no class.’




  ‘Poison, actually,’ I corrected.




  ‘Hmn, with a nose like yours it’s a wonder you can tell.’




  I could take that kind of remark from Henry – unless it was on a bad day, that is.




  Ida flopped her bulky frame into our one and only guest’s chair and exhaled a rasping breath. She crossed her ankle over her knee and eased off a shoe. She rubbed her toes. ‘Who did

  her wrong? Is the lady after revenge or recompense, Dis?’




  ‘Nothing like that. Shelly Ripstone is a grieving widow.’




  Henry peered winsomely through his spectacles as if interested in the woman’s status, that she just might be the one for him. We all knew that was pretence though, but we were never

  quite sure if Henry knew we knew. ‘Of course, she is reasonably attractive, despite her kitschy style.’




  Ida shot me a secretive glance, then let her eyeballs swivel towards heaven.




  ‘What is it then?’ said Philo, sitting on the corner of Henry’s desk. Henry frowned and moved his accounts books further away from the black youngster’s butt.

  ‘Problems with the will? Dodgy relatives turning up for a share?’




  ‘A trace,’ I informed them all. ‘A baby son she hasn’t seen for eighteen years.’ The answer was met by a collective groan.




  ‘I thought we never took on a trace for anyone missing more than ten years,’ Ida grumbled.




  She was right: that kind of contact rarely earned out – too many phone calls, too many document searches, too many blind alleys; and often the client’s reluctance to pay the bill

  when we came up with zilch. To make matters worse as far as this particular assignment was concerned, we didn’t even have a photograph – let alone a description – of what the mark

  once looked like (and even if we had, what use would a picture of a baby be?).




  Now I broke the really good news. ‘Our biggest stumbling block is that her son may not be alive anyway.’




  ‘Yes, I’d say that was a definite snag to finding him for his poor dear mum.’ Henry, as caustic as ever. ‘Dead people rarely turn up again, do they?’




  Ida removed her other shoe and wriggled the toes on that foot. ‘In fact, that should make it easier. There would be a record of his death somewhere.’




  ‘There is,’ I said. ‘Or, there was. The hospital where the baby was born. Problem is when Mrs Ripstone – her name was Shelly Teasdale when she had the baby, by the way

  – tried to track down those records herself, she discovered the hospital no longer exists. It burnt down ten years ago and all the records, along with several patients and medical staff, went

  up with it.’




  Henry slid his fingers beneath the glasses and massaged his closed eyes. ‘Er, you’re losing me here. Did – does – the mother know her son is dead or what?’




  ‘She was informed of the baby’s death minutes, maybe only seconds, after it was born.’




  Now he was shaking his head wearily. ‘Then why on earth has she come to us?’




  The reason sounded even more crazy when I heard myself telling them.
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  Before heading home that evening to my basement flat on the other side of Brighton, I made a little detour. I’d taken an instruction the previous week from a building

  society for a house repossession and had gone along with a court bailiff, who was the only one with the legal authority to repo the particular property, and I’d stood by while he went about

  his business. Fortunately, the occupants who’d reneged on their £90,000 loan from the Halifax had already skipped, so there was no problem with eviction. Less fortunate though, for the

  creditor that is, those same people had trashed the house before leaving.




  Now I know it’s easy to feel sorry for anyone turned out of their home, but the truth of it is it generally isn’t their home. They’ve borrowed the money, a large amount

  at that, and refused – yes, refused, in this case – to pay it back. So the home wasn’t rightfully theirs in the first place. The building society had done its best with the

  debtor, a guy in his early forties who, it was later discovered, had a habit of running one business after another into liquidation, every time setting up again a few months later under a different

  company name. When he’d approached the Halifax, his current business had looked pretty healthy – on paper, at least – so the building society had no problem with advancing him the

  loan. It wasn’t long before his business went belly-up, though. Almost a year of letters, phone calls and personal visits by the building society people failed to produce a satisfactory

  resolution – our debtor always promised to pay the next month’s mortgage and somehow make up the rest over a period of time; but he never did. And as I’d been sent round to see

  him a couple of times, more as a counsellor than a debt collector, I knew he never would. He was a fly-by-night builder who had a record (I eventually discovered) of letting down clients with

  shoddy workmanship, overcharging and, more often than not, beginning a job and not completing it. There were genuine villains around town that I respected more than this joker, and my advice to the

  creditor had been to claim the property before the debt rose any higher. As it turned out, the errant builder was smarter than all of us – he disappeared within a week of my last visit.




  So this one I wasn’t sorry for at all. And when I’d arrived with the bailiff, whose duty it was to force entry if necessary, I even hated the bastard. Not only had he and presumably

  his wife and two strapping teenage sons wrecked the inside of the house – skirting boards and door frames were ripped off, light fixtures, sockets, even the fuse box, torn from the walls and

  ceilings, toilet bowls and sinks smashed – but they’d also smeared the walls with special graffiti. Special? Oh yes, because this moron and his retard family had had a fine old time

  leaving messages especially for me.




  On this particular evening I could have sent one of the others – Henry or Ida – to check out the house, but frankly I hadn’t wanted them to see the ugly and obscene drawings

  with which the clan from hell had daubed the battered walls. More shame than embarrassment, I think. Embarrassment about my physical irregularities was something I’d managed to get over a

  long time ago; shame, though, was something different, and a little harder to shake off. Those spray-can daubings had been bad enough, because they were grotesque cartoons, warped but so badly

  executed they were almost abstruse; but one of the family, one of the boys, I think (I’d hate to think it could be the woman) had an undoubted talent for art, and I don’t mean of the

  primitive kind. The draughtsman of the brood had used a brush and gloss paint (so much harder to remove or coat over) and his depiction of my misshapen body was exaggerated only enough to emphasize

  but not to distort. It’s lurid accuracy was what made it so humiliating.




  Just why the artist had decided to paint me naked and why he should depict my genitals so enormous and mangled (the one big overstatement he’d allowed himself), I had no idea,

  except to surmise that the obliquity of the imagination can far exceed any aberration of the physical. And exactly why he’d depicted me copulating with something that might just have been a

  pig (talented though he was, farmyard animals were not his forte) God alone knew.




  No, I’d been shamed before the bailiff and his crew and I had no desire to be shamed further before my own colleagues and friends. I wanted to spare them that.




  After the bailiff and his men had left I’d turned off the house’s water supply by the stopcock – water had been flowing down the stairs from the bathroom for at least two days,

  I figured – before emptying the hot tank by running water from the tap into the kitchen’s metal sink (the only sink that hadn’t been smashed). After that, I’d switched off

  the electricity from the broken main fuse box, then turned off the gas by the tap on the meter’s main feed out (I suppose I should have been grateful that these lunatics hadn’t tampered

  with that or left the gas stove turned on). Any telephones that had been there were gone, so I used my mobile to ring a local handyman I hired regularly to change door-locks, board up windows, and

  carry out any other jobs that would make the property more secure; personally, I had no argument with squatters, but building societies, banks and landlords in general detested them, so it was part

  of my brief to keep them out. Lastly, I’d taken an inventory of anything inside the house that might be worth selling on, so that the creditor could at least recoup something towards the

  damage caused. Unfortunately, nothing of much value had been left behind.




  That evening – it was a Monday – I’d returned to the empty, vandalized house to check everything was still in order and that my handyman had done his job properly. It’s

  location was in the rougher part of Kemp Town, the building itself set in a terrace of similar type properties down a narrow turning, and I let myself in with the shiny new key. Because of the

  boarded windows it was dark inside, like winter dusk, and there was the mouldy stench of damp everywhere.




  Any of the undamaged furniture that had been left behind had been removed by the bailiff’s men, and my steps along the gloomy hallway had that echoey resonance peculiar to empty buildings.

  There was enough natural light seeping through the small, dusty, arched window over the front door, as well as from the unboarded landing window above, for me to see my way, but still I took out

  the pencil-thin torch I always carried in my jacket pocket and switched on its beam. First I ventured into the front parlour, checking the window boards, making sure they were secure enough. My

  workmen had done an excellent job as usual, only a narrow shaft of light shining through the middle join. Next I examined the kitchen, trying the dry taps even though the stopcock was off. My

  report to the building society would state that I’d visited the reclaimed property a second time to make sure everything was in order, all services shut down, the house itself impregnable to

  the casual intruder. The cost of alarms and stronger defences was prohibitive to the creditor, who had already lost enough on their unwise loan, and my report would say that the precautions now

  taken were satisfactory. It was when I was checking the bolts on the back door that I heard the noise from upstairs.




  It had sounded like something breaking.




  I swore under my breath. Surely nobody had forced entry so soon. The squatters’ grapevine in Brighton was finely tuned – they even had their own advice bureau – but I’d

  considered this place a reasonably hard nut to crack.




  The sound again, sharp, tight, over-loud in the empty building. Outside a seagull gave out a startled shriek as though it, too, had been alarmed by the sudden noise.




  I left the kitchen and shone the slim torch beam up the hallway stairs, treading cautiously as I went, for some reason wary of my own footsteps. Stupid, I told myself silently. I wasn’t

  the intruder.




  ‘Okay,’ I hollered up the stairs. ‘Who’s there and what the hell are you doing on private property?’




  That should be enough to send them scurrying for the nearest window, I figured. Obviously the trespasser or trespassers had found their way in from a garden window at the back of the premises, a

  window I’d thought not worth boarding. I paused at the foot of the stairs, waiting for more sounds, hopefully of running feet. Nothing stirred, though.




  I’d have to investigate. I’d have to go up there. Probably it was only neighbourhood kids up to mischief, aware that the property was vacant. Even more likely, it was an animal of

  some kind, maybe a cat on the prowl, or mice searching for food. Could even be rats. I shuddered.




  ‘All right, I’m coming up,’ I called out reluctantly, wanting to give whoever or whatever the chance to make a getaway. I didn’t want trouble – my fee didn’t

  warrant it.




  I began to climb, the damp stair-carpet spongy beneath my feet. Mildew had already begun to set in and the smell was unpleasant. Come on, make a break for it, I said to myself, a voiceless plea

  to the intruder above, and the dusty stair-rail was shaky under my grip (in their rage, the vengeful builder and his tribe had obviously tried to loosen it).




  Half-way up and the noise came again, only this time even louder, almost like the sharp report of a pistol being discharged. It brought me to a halt.




  Dust motes swirled in the beam of light from the torch as I aimed it at the landing ahead. Did I really want this? Did I need it? Much better to retrace my steps and leave the house

  entirely. Inform the police of the break-in and let them get on with it. Like I said, I wasn’t paid enough to put myself in danger. Unfortunately, if nothing else, I’m a pro. Part of my

  contract with the Halifax was to make the building secure, so it was my responsibility to keep the place free of intruders. Although right then I tried to resist the idea, I knew I had a duty

  towards my client. God damn it, why hadn’t I gone straight home from the office?




  The thought suddenly occurred to me that perhaps the debtor himself had returned to reclaim something he’d forgotten during his moonlight flit. I prayed that was not the case. He’d

  already unleashed his wrath on the building itself and I didn’t want what was left over taken out on me. The graffiti had been enough to deal with.




  Then I thought, what the fuck, and headed on upwards again, working up a steam of anger as I went. Yes, I hoped it was the bastard builder and I hoped his sicko son was with him, because I had

  something to tell him about his particular artistic gift, a whole lot to say about his mean-minded, bigoted, self-fucking-expression in gloss paint. I stamped the stairs, squelching liquid from the

  carpet with my heavy footfalls, and pulled at the fragile banister rail, causing it to rock to and fro.




  Where are you? I called out in my mind only. Don’t mess with me, I warned, still in my mind. Don’t be fooled by my appearance, I can handle myself all right. Ah,

  the power – the self-deception! – of anger.




  I rounded the bend in the stairs, reached the landing, looked this way and that, craning the whole of my upper body in that awkward movement of mine.




  ‘Come on you bastards!’ I shouted aloud this time, invigorated (or fooled) by my own temper. ‘You want trouble, you’ve got it!’ All bravado, of

  course, but it had carried me through before under similar circumstances; a bit of bluster could sometimes save you a whole lot of hassle.




  But the landing was empty. The evening sun shone through the grimy window at the far end, reflecting off the wall over the stairs with its word-graffiti, the Neanderthals’ imagination

  obviously having run out of ideas for illustrations by the time they’d reached the upper level. Even so, the scrawled letters were equally obscene.




  There were three open doorways along the landing, one behind me, the other two on my left. The cracking sound exploded again and I almost hopped into the air.




  It had been even louder than before and seemed to come from the middle room. I stayed a moment or two, trying to analyse the sound. It was brittle, acute, a sound that cleaved the still, damp

  air, now more like the crack of a whip than a pistol shot. I made for the open doorway.




  And stopped at its entrance, shocked rigid by what I saw across the darkened room.




  Then, as the large cracked mirror on the wall opposite fragmented into a thousand more pieces, I stumbled backwards, terrified and aghast by what I’d seen in its fractured reflection, the

  hideous images, the grotesques mouthing silent screams, curious oddities whose malformed limbs seemed to claw at the glass from the other side. And I screamed myself and heard the sound, the

  only sound in that terrible tenebrous twilight. And I backed away from the room as I screamed, moving fast, my bent spine breaking the frail banister behind me, so that I plunged into the

  stairwell below, thudding against the sodden carpet, rolling down, over and over, head over hump, until I reached the bottom.




  I wasn’t knocked unconscious, but I was dazed, my one good eye deliberately closed again after observing the hallway revolving around me. The pain of landing had hit me

  instantly and as I lay there it gathered force rather than subsided.




  I whimpered first, and then I moaned. Oh dear Lord, that fucking hurt.




  I sucked in a large draught of musky air, then resumed moaning, for a short time the shock of the fall outweighing the fright I’d received inside the upstairs room. But quickly the fright

  claimed the upper hand and I began pushing myself along the hallway towards the front door. I didn’t get far though: the dizziness and gathering pain soon brought me short. Hunched there, on

  knees and elbows, I drew in more breaths and closed my eye once more.




  The worst of the pain eventually passed, along with the giddiness, and I managed to lift my oversized head a little.




  What the hell was that up there?




  I blinked, blinked again.




  What the hell had I seen in that mirror?




  My panic began to ease as I considered the question. Unfortunately, my heart still thumped too hard and too quickly, my hands and arms continued to tremble against the carpet. Shapes, horrible,

  disgusting shapes – that’s what I’d seen. It was almost as if the room itself had been alive with monsters that could only be seen as reflections in the broken mirror. A long

  shudder ran through me, seeming to start with my head and shoulders and coursing right down to the soles of my feet. It couldn’t be. The room had been empty. I would have heard those things

  before I’d even entered the room if they had truly been there. No, something had triggered my imagination. Maybe my own distorted reflections, multiplied by the fractured glass, were

  the images that gaped at me across the darkened room. Or maybe it was just another acid flashback, a lingering chemical imbalance among the complex neurons of my brain. Lord knows, it

  wouldn’t be the first time.




  Not entirely convinced by either solution, I mentally began to explore my limbs and body, wondering if anything had become broken or detached in the fall. I breathed more easily when everything

  appeared to be intact; well, as intact as it ever could be. I pushed myself back against the wall and rested there awhile.




  I let a minute pass by, then another, knowing what I had to do if only for peace of mind. I had to go back up there and take a second look. No rush though. I had all the time in the world.




  I hesitated at the top of the stairs. I really didn’t want to go inside that room again. There was no percentage, no incentive. No gain. Not really part of the job

  description. Except I had to; for my own satisfaction.




  I’d suffered flashbacks before, a result of too much Eighties acid, but they’d never been as nightmarish as this. And the last one had been well over a year ago and had involved

  hundreds of thousands of dancing legs, a black and white Busby Berkeley extravaganza of torso-less limbs and sparkling sequins, a Grand Guignol musical of severed parts danced to a full

  Latin-rhythm orchestra. Where that peculiarly horrid fantasy was dredged from, I’d no idea – probably from watching too many Thirties musicals on TV while tripped out on A – but

  it had been patently unreal, easy to cope with, unlike this latest vision – hallucination? No, there had been something all too real about those mutants in the mirror.




  I inspected the broken landing rail before moving on, a delaying tactic, I guess. I must have hit it with some force to smash right through, even though the mounting had been weakened by the

  last tenant. That was going to be added to my damage report, just another item the absent builder would have to pay for when the building society finally caught up with him. Time-wasting over, my

  gaze drifted towards the open doorway.




  It was so dark in there because, as the middle room, it was windowless, only light from the landing window seeping into the open doorway. I edged closer, unwillingly, treading carefully while

  not exactly creeping. This time I peered round the door very slowly.




  The mirror on the dingy wall opposite had broken into myriad pieces, yet still held together like a great big jigsaw of silvered glass. And it was my own image I saw reflected there, my own

  fearsome self mirrored a thousand times or more, my imperfections multiplied; and even though I could not understand why the glass had shattered at my approach, I now realized that it had been my

  own hideousness, viewed in a new and awesome way, which had shocked me so.




  I stood transfixed, watching myself in this jagged confederation of plagiarized horrors, this horrendous coalition of likenesses, and after a while I began to weep.
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  I got back to my flat late, having lingered in a bar on the way. Not one of my regular haunts – too many friends and acquaintances would have wanted to gab, even buy me a

  drink or two, and I had a need to be alone with my own thoughts, my own personal misery. After five Bushmills Malt and three Buds, I’d left, stepping out into the warm night and turning

  towards the seafront, the salt-breeze almost clearing the fug from my head, which was something I hadn’t wanted. I needed that alcohol haze between myself and my demons, needed it to restrain

  them, lest their grip clung too tight, held me in terror till dawn. They had come knocking before, more than once, possessing me through the night, mesmerizing, haunting me; and with daylight, I

  had never understood why.




  Hobbling along the coast road, I listened to the voices of people, youngsters in the main, rising from the open areas outside clubs and cafés along the lower promenade. For years the

  arches between the town’s two piers had lain neglected and derelict until a bright local councillor had worked his butt off attracting investors to a scheme by which the area would be

  revamped. Now it had metamorphosed into a lively boulevard of clubs, bars, cafés and craft shops, where locals and tourists mingled on mild evenings and the younger ones, too many of them

  high on Special K or GHB, raved to their particular caste of Jungle or Techno, Nu Energy or Drum ’n’ Bass, Trance or Speed, Hip Hop or Big Beat, Waltz or Foxtrot (just kidding).

  Ironically, it was both what I needed and didn’t need at that moment: the noise, the shrieks, and the babble of life was good, and, together with the bright lights, told me that life was

  incessant and encompassing; and that, in itself, let me know how alone I was. An outsider. Always had been, always would be.




  In that lachrymose mood, I moved on, eventually reaching the steps to my basement flat. My home was situated in one of the seaside town’s broad, sweeping crescents, a hilly green park at

  its centre, the main thoroughfare and the sea itself bounding the open end. It was a terrific location, most of the tall, white Regency properties – some in better condition than others

  – nowadays split up into flats or grand apartments, the residents a mixture of rent-paying youngsters and high-earning owners. Vehicles lined both sides of the horseshoe road, many of them

  double-parked, but still the vista from the apex of the curve was breathtaking, day or night. Descending the stone stairway to my front door, I drunkenly scratched the wood around the keyhole with

  the key’s tip before inserting it. I pushed my way in, flicking the light-switch quickly as I hurried down the short hallway to the bathroom where I kept part of my stash. My hands shook like

  a regular druggy’s – which, take my word for it, I wasn’t, not really – as I reached inside the bathroom cabinet and scrabbled with the lid of the Elastoplast tin. Somehow I

  managed not to spill the contents as the lid came off.




  Inside, instead of plasters, were my ready-mades (Sunday afternoons was generally reserved for rolling enough joints to get me through the week), comprising of two varieties, some rolled in

  brown cigarette skins (papers), the others in white. The Skunk – in this case Kali Mist, named after the Hindu goddess of destruction – was for when I was really strung out, and the

  other, white-skinned, was more gentle, a good Jamaican sinsemilla. Tonight I chose the brown.




  Lighting up, I went through to the small furniture-crowded sitting-room and poured myself another Highland Malt, this one a Dalmore, before drawing the curtains of the barred windows a little

  and flopping on to a cushion-strewn sofa. Anticipation as the smoke burned its way down my throat was almost as pleasant as the mellowness that I knew would quickly follow. No rush involved, just

  an easy sinking into a better place, and while waiting for the mood change the drug and alcohol hopefully would bring about, I surveyed my surrounds, something I often did when my emotions were

  low, my perspective hopeless. Two small versions of magnificent sculptures stood at each end of the sideboard, Rodin’s Eternal Spring, a dark bronze whose male and female figures were

  wonderfully natural on one side, and Epstein’s Genesis, an anti-naturalistic carving of a pregnant woman, an elongated hand stretched across her swollen belly, a piece that was the

  very antithesis of its opposite neighbour but no less beautiful. Adorning the wall over the room’s mean little fireplace was a wood-framed print of Agnolo Bronzino’s Eleonora da

  Toledo and Her Son, the mother serene in her beauty, the young boy placid in his innocence, and on the mantelshelf below was a miniature copy of Hepworth’s Mother and Child, an

  abstract carving in marble, all fluid lines and pierced stone (make what you will of my choice, its romanticism, the obvious underlying yearning – I only knew that they took my mind on

  journeys). I sipped whisky between the drags.




  Sleep, helped along by a couple of Motivals before I turned in, was uneventful that night. Rather than fall into another dimension where everything was troubled and plausible

  only in the dream state (which was my usual sleep pattern), I drifted off into oblivion instead, cares and worries excluded, fantasies barred. Even my hangover next day was tolerable, and although

  I suffered a few hurts and bruises from the tumble I’d taken, there seemed to be no real harm done (thank you squidgy stair-carpet).




  I wet-shaved in front of the bathroom mirror, used to the ugliness that stared back at me; used to it, yes, but never willingly accepting that countenance, still disturbed and saddened by it,

  even after all these years. An everyday ritual like shaving was still a routine torture. Once, when I was on heavy stuff like Ice – crystal meth – another face would sometimes regard me

  from beyond the glass, one that watched me with two good eyes and whose features were regular, though too blurred for recognition. That ill-defined but handsome countenance had hinted at something

  too evasive to remember properly, too vague to focus upon, yet still filled me with a strange, elusive regret. Regret and guilt. At one time those emotions had become so overwhelming

  I’d turned away from hallucinatory substances completely – what good was a high whose sidekick was profound but unaccountable remorse? Maybe a shrink would have some answers, albeit

  predictable ones: cut out the bad stuff, think positive, drugs altered and eventually deteriorated your mind state. You take the drugs to escape your own reality, but in the comedowns the reality

  only becomes more depressing, and the stronger the substance, the harsher the aftermath. Well, I’d already cut out the heavy stuff, because it scared me too much, and I didn’t need a

  shrink to tell me so. In fact, Acid, Charlie and Amphets had been easy to dump, and I’d never used H anyway – heroin was too addictive for someone like me who constantly sought escape.

  My main gig nowadays was Skunk and booze. Hell, I’d spit in your eye if you even offered me E. Sure, I knew it was considered smart to be part of that scene, but I also knew that those poor

  suckers were the losers in the long run (and that was their problem – it took time to find out). No diatribe here, no preaching; just the hard facts.




  Naturally, more than one psychologist – not psychiatrist; nobody’s ever thought me crazy – had tried to get me on their metaphorical couch, assuming I had to have some kind

  – any kind – of inner turmoil because of my ‘impaired’ physique; and maybe I had – of course I bloody had – but I’d never felt the need, or

  even the urge, to discuss it with the medical profession – or anyone else, for that matter. My mind was my own territory. Let doctors prescribe medicines and pain-killers for the afflictions

  my physique brought me, but my thoughts were private, they belonged to me alone. Tormented I might be, but it was my own personal torment, invisible to outsiders, unlike my deformities, which were

  on show for all the world to see. Besides, I had the constant and irrevocable feeling that no shrink would ever understand, let alone resolve, the reason for my lifelong disquiet, this unease that

  was always with me and which grew more ponderous as the years went by. They’d assumed my troubled mind was due to my dysfunctional form, and I knew – don’t ask me how I knew, I

  just did – the issue was far more complex than that.




  Self-discovery had never been an indulgence of mine. That earlier time of fierce drug-taking had always had two clear purposes: pleasure and escape. With both there came a ‘lifting’,

  a supposed ascent on to a higher plane where creative thought is enhanced and where you feel at one with all around you, at one with the essence of life itself. Huh! Try it enough and you’ll

  discover it’s a false concept; that, rather than being a great mind-expanding experience, it’s ultimately a closing down of avenues of reason, an occlusion of actuality, and so a

  limiting of the thought process. At the time you may think you’re on the road to perception, to Nirvana even, but in truth you’re travelling blind alleys (although instead of heading

  towards a dead end, you’re on the way to cerebral dissipation). Am I sure? Sure I’m sure. Just look around at all the deadheads left over from the sixties, the mental cadavers of the

  drugs revolution, those once creative musicians and artists and writers, and even businessmen and financiers, their powers of creativity long since withered, their drive stultified, not through

  passing years but through damaged brain cells and enfeebled resolve. You know who I mean, those dried-up facsimiles of their former selves, their talent mere echoes. Many – of those who

  survived, that is – are rarely heard from, they seem to exist in some intellective timewarp, while the bleatings from those still in the public eye tend to be an embarrassment.




  Anyway, for me the comedowns that followed the highs were too disenchanting to bear and the pursuit itself too ineffectual, meaningless and self-deceiving, to desire. Besides all this, the cost

  was too great, both to pocket and body (let alone the mind).




  These days, I stuck mainly to cannabis and booze for no other reason than to dull my own wretchedness.




  I retraced last night’s route to the office, on the way passing by the bar I’d swilled in last night, not even giving its locked door a second glance, and stopping to breakfast at

  one of those archway café’s along the boulevard. The sun was already working up to a steady blast, the slight sea breeze cooling the few holiday-makers who were about so early. The sea

  itself was a fresh blue, dark on the horizon, white caps breaking easily along the shoreline; one or two sunbathers were already stretched out on towels on the pebbled beach, but these were

  probably office workers or hotel staff, catching the early morning heat before commencing duties for the day. Watching sky-weaving seagulls as I sipped lip-burning coffee at an outside table, I

  felt a calmness come upon me. I wasn’t at peace with myself – I’d never known what that was like – but at least the trauma of the previous night had settled, and the

  illusion in the broken mirror had become precisely that to my rational mind: an illusion caused by fragmented glass and embellished by the darkness of that windowless room. Why had it

  shattered completely at my approach? Easy. The former occupier had already smashed it and my footfalls had caused the final meltdown. I refused to consider the fact that I’d witnessed an

  explosion of glass – that just wasn’t part of my rationale on that warm civilized morning.




  A craft-shop owner gave me a wave as she opened her shutters, the young waiter who’d served me breakfast loitered for a friendly chat. As I climbed the steep ramp to the upper road,

  another acquaintance hailed me from the doorway of the Old Ship hotel. I returned a brisk salute and went on my way.




  Looking as I did, I was more noticeable than most around town, and hence had become part of its scenery, a familiar figure to the locals; and that was no bad thing in my line of work, because it

  made me well enough known to gain people’s confidence and so much easier for me to pursue enquiries. A lot of these people were eager to talk to me, either out of some guilt-ridden pity

  (there for the grace of God, and all that . . .), or because they were ashamed of the repugnance I aroused in them and felt noble when they were able to hide it. Maybe I’m being a little

  over-cynical here, but I can only explain the vibes I got from them. Some – a certain few – were unabashed at how I looked, and I received genuine warmth from them, while others –

  there’s always the opposite extreme to anything – never even tried to conceal their loathing of me. All in all, though, I was generally accepted and only the tourists and out-of-towners

  tended to give me the hard, or at best, discreet, stare. Kids were always a problem, but then I’d learned to accept that.




  Cutting through the Lanes, a pedestrian area of narrow turnings and alleyways filled with antique, jewellery and gift shops, I crossed a broad thoroughfare and turned off into the road that led

  past the old Regency theatre and the Royal Pavilion’s park opposite. The theatre’s display boards advertised an ‘all-new Rocky Horror Show!’, not quite my taste in

  live performance, but the kind of thing that brought in the holiday-makers and locals (especially the kids and weirdos) in droves; next week might be a Gilbert and Sullivan, or a murder mystery, or

  even a ballet. Variety, in the broad sense, is what kept the place going. My mood considerably brightened by the sunshine and ‘hail goodfellows’ along the way, I climbed the creaky

  stairs to the agency.




  ‘Okay,’ greeted Henry, who always seemed to beat me into the office, no matter how early I arrived, from his desk. ‘In which movie did Cary Grant say his male co-star resembled

  Ralph Bellamy and who was that co-star?’




  I groaned at the regular ritual, not quite ready for it so soon in the day. Nevertheless the answer came to me before I’d even reached my office door.




  ‘Easy,’ I told him with a smug grin. ‘His Girl Friday, and the co-star was Ralph Bellamy.’




  Henry wasn’t pleased. He went back to his paperwork, grumbling darkly under his breath.




  I went around my own desk and studied the day’s agenda, which I usually scheduled in a large diary before leaving the office the previous night. Ida would have gone straight to store duty

  and Philo, when he arrived in about half-an-hour’s time, breathless and over-heated from his dash from the bus stop and ascent of the stairs, would be busy for most of the day with an

  assignment that meant catching the train to London. I wanted him to pay a call on the General Registrar Office, where there should be a record of baby Ripstone/Teasdale’s birth, as temporary

  as that condition might have been.




  As I hit the first cigarette of the day I thought of the baby’s mother, Shelly Ripstone, and wondered why she was so positive her son was still alive. Just on the word of a possibly fake

  clairvoyant? Didn’t make sense. And something else that didn’t make sense was why I shared the same intuition.
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  I was on my second repo of the day when I got the call from Philo on my mobile.




  The first of the two vehicle repossessions had been for a BMW, which unfortunately was parked in the driveway of an upmarket residence situated in a plusher part of Brighton’s suburbia.

  The car’s owner – or non-owner, because he hadn’t kept up his payments – was one of those flash businessmen who knew all the answers, someone who did well by living on his

  wits and running up debts. He was aware of his rights and was only too pleased to inform me of them when I rang his doorbell and showed him the letter of authorization from the credit company that

  empowered me to take the BMW away. With a self-satisfied grin he’d snatched the letter from me and torn it to pieces (that was okay, I had three photocopies, two of them in my briefcase).

  Standing on his doorstep, he towered over me, yet still he stretched himself to full height (I could see him pivoting on the balls of his feet) in an effort to intimidate me even more. I got that

  kind of thing all the time: people either patronized me, letting me know my deformities meant nothing at all to them, that I was just one of the chaps, or they got nasty and made the most of what

  they considered my shortcomings. Either way, it made no difference to me: I was there to do a job, that’s all there was to it.
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