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  For Sue and Les




  







  ‘The men . . . had come wanting to kill




  the kids who’d killed the kid, because




  there’s nothing worse than killing a kid.’




  

    Blake Morrison, As If (1997)


  




  







  The world seethes. Headlights blaze and horns rage and the drivers behind her, as they broach the outer lane to push past, hurl gestures and obscenities through the

  rain.




  It is calmer within but she does not feel calm. She feels battered, blown off course. The radio is on, though she is no longer tuned to what it is saying. She has her phone in one hand and her

  head in the other. She is staring at the mobile’s screen: at her husband’s name and a number she has dialled less and less these past ten years.




  Did you hear? she could say but of course he will have heard. What happened? she could ask. Then, how did they . . . ? But he would not yet know any more than she does, nor tell her even if he

  did.




  I’m sorry, she could say. She is not sorry, though; not remotely. And anyway it is not a bereavement, not in a sense that obliges contrition. It is a death but also a release. A

  culmination. A closing. Congratulations, then. Her sob is almost a laugh.




  She lowers the phone and stares at brake lights through melting glass. Then the wipers wipe and the world reforms and she shuts her eyes instead.




  A hammering in her right ear startles her. She twitches and her phone drops and there is a face, when she looks, glowering through the window at hers. The face is framed in yellow; all about her

  is a flashing blue.




  This is Brahms, she thinks. On the radio. Brahms or Berlioz. A lullaby, either way, and all of a sudden she has never felt so tired. It is over, then. They found him, they killed him. It is as

  definitive an end to things as there could ever be. So why, she asks herself, does it feel like another beginning?




  The police car trails her all the way to her turn-off. When her exit approaches she indicates far too early. She eyes the unmarked BMW behind and contemplates switching the

  indicator off again. Instead she suffers its tut-tutting and wills the queue for the exit to pick up pace. Still the police car follows her. It joins the exit lane too and she grips the steering

  wheel tighter but at the roundabout the BMW dials past her and finally she allows herself a breath. She unsticks her hands from the wheel and shuffles in her seat. For the rest of the journey home,

  her attention is as much on the view behind as it is on the tarmac ahead.




  The kitchen is dark and she leaves it dark until she gathers the will to boil an egg. The shell is fiddly, though, and scalds her fingers and in the end she cannot be bothered with it. She

  slides the plate away, toast and egg cup and all, and pulls her mug of tea and cigarettes nearer. Her phone, too. She checks the screen, just in case she has missed a call, even though the house is

  silent and the phone has barely left her grip. And, anyway, why on earth would he call her? She is the last person on earth he would think to call.




  She would turn on the radio but she could not cope with it. There will be nothing new, she is sure. Just gossip and guesswork and a story re-told by those who have no business telling it. Also,

  she does not want to hear the name: his name, the child’s.




  ‘Sod it,’ she says. She scrolls and finds her husband’s number and hits call before she can change her mind.




  It does not even ring. It goes to voicemail. She hangs up but then dials again because voicemail might actually be no bad thing.




  ‘Leo? It’s Megan. Meg. I hope . . . I mean, I realise it’s been a while since we spoke but . . . I’m calling to . . . I’m calling because of the news. I heard,

  obviously. In the car, on the way home. I had to pull over. Silly really but for a moment I just couldn’t see straight. Partly it was the rain, I expect, because it was raining, you see. But

  you know that, of course. I mean, you were probably driving in it too because it’s hardly stopped, has it, these past few weeks? I suppose you might be driving now, in fact, because this is

  about the time you usually . . . you would usually . . . Look. Anyway. I was just calling because of the news, as I say, and also to—’




  The tone cuts her off.




  She walks the house. It starts as something to do that involves anything other than sitting and turns into a procession through what has passed. The living room, for instance:

  this is where Leo told her. She was seated here, at the bureau, and he was by the door and he was smiling, sort of, but also sweating and he said, Meg, listen, you’ll never guess. But she

  did. Somehow, after hearing the evening bulletin that day, she just knew.




  It is a coincidence, she is almost sure, that she so rarely comes in here any more. The kitchen is enough for her – the kitchen, a bathroom and half a bedroom. The other rooms, including

  the living room, she only ever enters to clean. Which is the pinnacle, now she thinks of it, of absurdity.




  She should sell the house, really. She wanted it once – she fought for it, or was prepared to – but she does not need it. When they bought the place she adored that it was pristine

  but somehow it seems shabbier now than the Victorian terraces beyond the gates. Cracks border the ceiling, the skirting boards have wilted from the wall. The house settling, Leo called it. And if

  the house has settled, so has the estate, down into its shallow, overvalued foundations.




  Look at the windows. They are uPVC, yellow where once they were white. There is condensation between the panes, as though an unseen face, shrouded by the cold night air, were pressed against the

  glass and peering in. She turns and closes the door a fraction too late to shut off the memory.




  The staircase in the centre of the hallway entices her, its banisters like outstretched arms, but there is just the bathroom and her half a bedroom on the landing – nothing else up there

  that she is willing, in this mood, to contemplate.




  The study: it was his war room. Empty now but for her laptop and some unfiled papers. He was in here late most nights, plotting the course of his defeat. For it was never the outcome that was in

  question, just the extent of it. Lose big or lose bigger or lose more than you could have imagined. She was engaged then, despite the stakes. She stood here, behind his chair, or perched here, on a

  cushion of papers.




  Please, Meg, I have a system.




  Dinner time, Leo, or the system gets it.




  That was at the start, though. The joking soon stopped, her visits to his study too. They stopped when it became clear what her husband had got them into.




  When Leo calls back she does not answer. She does not trust herself to. She is in the study and in front of her, on the screen of her laptop, is a photograph she has shied away

  from for years. Like the sound of the child’s name, the image sickens her. I don’t know how, she once told Leo, you can bear to breathe the same air as he does, inhale his . . .

  effluence. She struggled to find the right word but felt sure she had struck upon it.




  Her revulsion recurs. The photograph, it is true, has been manipulated. The boy’s eyes appear black, slit, pupil-less, his skin bleached of warmth, the shadows that frame him sharpened. It

  is quite ridiculous, really, how heavy-handedly the image has been altered. Unnecessary, more to the point, when the rot in the boy’s soul was plain to see. Even in the other photographs Leo

  showed her, the boy, as a child, did not convince. Compared to the image of his victim, for instance, there seemed something within the boy that was contrived, artificial, insincere. Something

  dormant.




  She scrolls and finds a picture of her husband. Not manipulated this one, though it would need to be if the man it showed were to resemble the man her husband has become. So much of that

  fudge-brown hair and he paid it such little heed. Even for a court appearance – for the most important court appearance of his career – he seems barely to have bothered with a comb. His

  suit is single breasted and looks, for one of Leo’s suits and as far as she can tell, reasonably sharp – which probably means that at the time it was antipathetic to the prevailing

  style. Antipathetic to the prevailing style. It sums up Leo’s younger self well.




  And maybe not just his younger self. How much has he really changed, after all? Wasn’t that the point: that he didn’t change? That he would not.




  In the photograph she can just make out the scar on her husband’s cheek. Still pink. Still liable to weeping blood. It lingered, she recalls, but faded eventually. Some scars do, after

  all.




  He has left a message. Her phone is buzzing, propelling itself towards the table’s edge. She watches it until it almost falls, then rescues it and lifts it to her ear. The message plays

  but it is silence – for a second, two, then the message ends. He thought about it, then. He changed his mind.




  She watches Newsnight. She decides she may as well. Her will to resist, after all, has already been breached.




  The story features, of course, though it has been bumped from the headline slot to accommodate massive tragedy in the near abroad – the very minimum, perhaps, that could have provoked such

  a shift.




  She switches off after the first segment: mentally, to what they are saying, not the television itself. She is not yet ready for a return to the quiet. She is not yet ready to go to bed. This is

  not over, it strikes her. This, the way things are: this is not an ending. This is not how she will let it end.




  She stands. She picks up the remote control and hits standby just as the picture she should really have been expecting fills the screen. And that is what she is left with, as she hauls herself

  from stair to stair and slips her blouse from her back and her body between the sheets and lies restless in the shallows of sleep: the face of the child who killed. The child, as she will remember

  him, who cost them their own.
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  It had the babble of a celebration.




  There were only twelve of them gathered in the office – twelve of a fifteen-strong practice – but he had lost track already of the number of times he had recounted his story. Just

  happened to pick up the telephone. That’s right: the call centre, with a message to ring the station. No, this was at the office still but ten minutes later and I would have been heading off

  to court. So, yeah, I get the message and I call the custody sergeant. And the custody sergeant says she’s looking for a duty solicitor and she asks me if I’m free. And by this time all

  I’m thinking about is a sandwich because I’ve been up since five and I’ve eaten what, a Mars Bar, since breakfast. Also, I’ve had just about enough after dealing with this

  Clemence character: you know, the drunk and disorderly? The football thing, right: three traffic cones and a whistle and he had the Plymouth fans driving round in circles. Not even a thank you,

  though. Not even a goodbye, come to that, or a glance as he walked out the door. So anyway, the custody sergeant, she hears me hesitate. She says, Leo, is that you? I say, it is, Gayle, but I was

  just about to head off to lunch. And Gayle, the custody sergeant . . . Do you know Gayle? She’s the skinny one, the only Sri Lankan, she says, in the whole of Exeter. So Gayle says, Leo, I

  think you should take this. And it’s the tone of her voice that does it. We get on well, Gayle and I, and I trust her. I sigh, I suppose, but I tell her fine. What have you got? Right, just

  like that. The biggest case in the county’s history and it’s mine, ours, this practice’s, all because I happened to answer the telephone. Well, we’ll see about that. Picking

  up that phone: it could just as easily turn out to be the worst mistake of my life!




  He recounted it eagerly and did not wane in the re-telling. He took the call, he got the case. He should have told it with a shrug but like the others he was dizzy on caffeine and nerves. This

  was a beginning. For all of them but for Leonard Curtice in particular, this was where their careers would truly begin.




  ‘So what’s he like?’




  It was Jenny, one of the admin girls, who had voiced the question but, from the hush that hurried in behind, she was clearly not the only one impatient to have it answered.




  ‘What’s who like?’ Leo said, as though for a moment he had been genuinely confused. ‘Oh, you mean the boy. You mean my client.’ There was laughter and Leo savoured

  it because he knew he was about to disappoint. The truth was, he had spent an hour in the same room as Daniel Blake and not once had he heard the boy speak. Not once, that Leo saw, had the boy even

  looked at him, nor acknowledged his presence on the Blake family’s side of the table. If Leo had not known better, he might have described his manner as shy. ‘Quiet,’ then, was

  all he could say. Also: ‘Just a boy. Just, I don’t know. Like a scared little boy.’




  Collectively, his colleagues twitched.




  ‘Scared? I bet he was scared.’ Terry Saunders held his cup with his hand around the hot part. He jabbed the handle towards Leo. ‘I should hope he was. Little fucker. I mean,

  sorry, Jenny, sorry, Stacie, but – ’ Terry puffed his cheeks, as though his temper were straining just at the thought of it ‘ – but that’s exactly what he is. A

  little. Fucker.’




  The others, the blokes at least, nodded. Even the girls made fair-enough eyes into their coffee.




  ‘I know what you’re saying, Terry, but—’




  ‘There’s no but, Leo. I mean, sure, he’s your client now and I understand, sort of, why you’re acting like you’ve just won the pools . . .’




  ‘Now hold on, Terry. That’s hardly—’




  ‘. . . but let’s not lose sight of who this kid is, shall we? Of what he did.’ Again Leo tried to interrupt but Terry angled himself to centre stage. ‘If it’d been

  me,’ he said. ‘If it’d been me with that kid in a room . . .’ Once again he inflated his cheeks. ‘Well. Let’s just say, when I came out, I wouldn’t have

  expected to be allowed to practise again.’




  Terry stood to the height of Leo’s shirt collar and was an uncut toenail above ten stone. He might, Leo estimated, just about be able to handle a twelve-year-old child but his bluster was

  in reality nothing more than that. Still, it garnered appreciation. There was nodding and mumbling in general agreement. Jenny and Stacie both tutted but not, to Leo’s ear, entirely

  wholeheartedly.




  ‘Well,’ Leo said. ‘There’s no denying it was a terrible crime. But the boy – Daniel – he hasn’t been charged, not officially. He’s barely spoken.

  And anyway it’s hardly our place—’




  ‘Did he do it, Leo?’ This from Stacie. ‘Surely they wouldn’t have made the fuss they did if they weren’t sure he did it?’




  ‘Now, Stacie, you know I can’t . . . That is, I shouldn’t . . .’ But already her eyes were leaching disappointment and Leo was loath to let down the crowd twice.

  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I would say he did it. There’s not a doubt, if I’m honest, in my mind.’




  Talk about bluster. He was worse, in a way, than Terry, with all his nonsense about beating up a twelve-year-old. No, Jenny. Yes, Stacie. There’s not a doubt in my

  mind. For pity’s sake.




  ‘Leonard.’ A hand on his shoulder. ‘A word.’




  ‘Howard. Listen. I’m sorry if I . . .’ Leo gestured to the dispersing crowd, his colleagues drifting back now to flashing phones and rolls of faxes.




  ‘No, no. Enjoy the moment. It’s a coup, I grant you.’ Howard revealed a troupe of too-white teeth. Falsies, was the rumour, and there were doubts as well about the authenticity

  of the pelt on his crown. It was too thick, surely, to be home-grown; too solidly the colour of honey when a man of Howard’s age – sixty? sixty-five? – should have been struggling

  against a tide of baldness just like most of the younger men in the practice. ‘A real coup,’ Howard was saying. ‘Well done, Leonard.’ His boss’s hand was on

  Leo’s shoulder again. He found himself being led into a leafy corner of the open-plan office. ‘How’s your caseload? Got much on?’




  ‘No, not really. A few odds and ends. Bread-and-butter stuff, mainly.’ Drunk and disorderlies, exclusively, unleavened even by an ABH. There was such minimal variation in their work

  these days that Howard, really, should hardly have had to ask. Little wonder the office was so abuzz. Little wonder Leo was.




  ‘Unload what you can, at least for the next week or so. Talk to Terence. Speak to me if he kicks up a fuss.’




  ‘If you insist, Howard. I mean, I’m sure I can handle—’




  ‘I’m sure you can, Leonard. But you’ll have enough on your plate, I promise you.’ Howard stopped and guided Leo round to face him.




  ‘Howard, is something—’




  ‘Are you ready, Leonard?’ His boss gripped him on both shoulders now and sought out Leo’s eyes with his.




  ‘Ready? Well, I—’




  ‘You understand what I’m asking you? You understand that this will be like nothing you have experienced before?’




  ‘Well, yes, certainly. I mean—’




  ‘He’s a murderer, Leonard. He’s twelve years old and he’s a killer.’




  Leo attempted a smile. ‘An alleged killer, Howard. Don’t forget—’




  Howard squeezed. Leo could feel the man’s fingernails through the polyester blend of his shirt. ‘Don’t piss about, Leonard. Enjoy the moment, certainly. Relish the attention if

  you must. But this little fucker killed an eleven-year-old girl.’ Leo winced, as much at his boss’s use of Terry’s terminology as at mention of the crime itself. ‘He goddamn

  nearly raped her. You are his representative. You, as far as the entire country will see it, are on his side. Think about that for a moment. Think about what that might mean.’




  ‘I’ve got a thick skin, I promise you,’ said Leo, even though it felt like the skin on his shoulders was about to break. ‘Really, Howard.’ He squirmed and his

  boss’s hands fell away. ‘I’ll be fine. It will all be fine.’




  ‘And Megan? Your little girl – Eleanor, isn’t it? Have you told them?’




  ‘What? No. Not yet. I will tonight. When I get home. I’ve hardly had a minute since I took the call. That was, what? Two-ish? And it’s already . . .’ Leo looked to his

  watch. ‘Wow. It’s getting late, Howard. I should get going. You should get going. Celia will be wondering where you are.’




  Howard regarded Leo beneath eyebrows joined at the middle. ‘Okay,’ he said. Then, slowly, he unpeeled his alabaster grin.
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  He goddamn nearly raped her. It was true, he nearly had. And yet, in actuality, there had been no rape. Of that Leo was thankful because the rest was more than

  enough.




  Felicity Forbes had been a few years younger than Leo’s daughter. Ellie was fifteen and Felicity’s twelfth birthday was approaching. It would fall, Leo calculated, on the two-month

  anniversary of her death. Not a vast gap in age, then, but Felicity seemed otherwise to have been a very different child. Superficially, for instance: Ellie was fair-haired, like her mother, and

  freckled and wiry; the Forbes girl had been auburn, sunned and stout. Podgy but not unhealthily so. In the only photograph Leo had seen of Felicity alive, she was grinning in a toothy, cheery way

  that seemed to vindicate entirely her parents’ choice of name. This again was a contrast with Ellie. Ellie, when it came to having her picture taken, was bashful, even resentful. Stalking her

  through a lens was like stalking something wild, and the reaction, if she noticed, invariably equally so.




  At their respective schools, both girls were considered middling. In Ellie’s case, however, Leo suspected – and not, he told himself, just because he was her father – a latency

  of potential. His daughter, clearly, was less than happy. She had changed schools when they had moved to Linden Park and possibly that was part of it. But even before the move she had lacked

  something that other children her age seemed to exude. Like in the photographs, for example. Ellie lacked . . . joy. It was a heart-wrenching thing to admit but Leo consoled himself, his wife too,

  that it was because Ellie thought too much. She was too bright, that was the problem. Her imagination could not easily accommodate glee because glee, in Ellie’s case, would always be

  tempered by the worry about what might come next. That was why her eyes so rarely hoisted her smile. That was why her obviously fierce intelligence always seemed to be held in check. But her

  temperament would stand her in good stead, Leo insisted. It’ll pay dividends, Meg, you’ll see.




  Felicity Forbes had hoarded no such angst. A steady Cs and Bs student, with the occasional A-minus in music and a blossoming predilection for the stage, she had spun between her schoolwork and her social life with dizzy delight. Certainly she had been outgoing, in the way the youngest in

  a large family is often compelled to be. Whereas Ellie was an only child, Felicity had left behind two brothers and a sister, all of whom had reportedly adored her. And it had not been just among

  her teachers and family members that Felicity had been popular. She had amassed a quantity of friends that Ellie, and indeed Leo himself, could never hope to. A people’s princess, the

  Exeter Post – the self-anointed voice of the region – had dubbed Felicity. It was a shameless reference to events three years previous but not entirely unfitting given the

  quantity of foliage that had adorned her school’s gates and the mass of mourners expected at her funeral. Indeed, that Felicity Forbes had so readily been beatified should hardly have come as

  a surprise. It was inevitable really, as much from the nature of how she had lived as the excruciating manner in which she had died.




  He goddamn nearly raped her. Nearly, which meant not quite. And yet what Daniel Blake was alleged to have done was worse than rape. It was more brutal, more venomous. It was,

  in the coldest terms, more clinical.




  Felicity, on her final morning, awoke to a January day that wore a frost like jewellery. Snow had been forecast but had failed to arrive and possibly it was a result of having already prepared

  herself for a day off school that Felicity dallied so on the walk in. It was not out of character – she was frequently late. She had, in fairness, further to go than most students; further,

  that is, to walk. Her family lived on the north-western boundary of the city, where the city itself was already lost to view behind wooded hills and the dilapidated halls of residence that

  disfigured them. Without the option of a lift most mornings, Felicity’s choice was a walk along the riverbank or a lonely wait for a bus that was more reliably unpunctual than she was. It

  was, Felicity had long since decided, barely a choice at all.




  She passed the Waterside Inn at twenty-five minutes past eight, according to the freeholder, already fifteen minutes later than usual. She had been a little behind on leaving the house, her

  parents had told the police, for no reason that they could recall. Gassing, her father had suggested, at which point the interview had been interrupted by her mother’s tears. From the walkway

  adjoining the pub, Felicity crossed the pedestrian bridge and followed the river south. She had to climb a stile to access the footpath, the freeholder said; the sight of her in her crimson

  overcoat, straddling the fence and struggling to unhook her trailing rucksack, was the last he had of her. It was the last time she was seen alive by anyone other than her killer.




  He goddamn nearly raped her. But he did not. He used a stick.




  That, at least, was the pathologist’s finding. The implement itself was never identified but the scratches – the wounds – were, apparently, unambiguous.




  He used a stick. This boy, this child: he used a stick.




  She was a flash of red clambering across a stile and next she was a corpse, trussed with a string of discarded fairy lights and bloated and blue after hours in the Exe. What happened in between

  could only be guessed at from the picture the investigators were left with. The pictures, in fact, because there were dozens of them. Only one in the file of the girl when she had been alive but

  six, for example, of her hands bound in wire. Seven, eight, nine of her ripped and muddied overcoat, which had washed up on a bank a mile downstream. Innumerable shots of Felicity herself: her

  face, streaked with silt; her injuries, puffed and bloodless; her fingernails, chipped and cracked – her only weapon against an attacker who had made use of anything and everything that had

  been to hand.




  She drowned. She was drowned, rather. That, in the end, is how she died. Held under perhaps. Set adrift, more likely, still bound in wire and with gravel in her pockets and her book-laden bag on

  her back. The child, the boy: he had thought of everything.




  He goddamn nearly raped her. This is what they all kept coming back to, as though rape were as bad as it could get. It had been enough, certainly, as far as the police had been

  concerned. Enough blood and guts with which to feed the press and more than enough to persuade the public to be forthcoming. The rest, the truth, would actually have been too much. For Leo, who had

  followed developments but not with the fervour – the fury – of others in the community, it was already more than he could contemplate. This boy, this child: your client. This is what he

  did. This is the case, then, fully disclosed. This is your cause for celebration.




  He wondered what Terry, in the office, would have said if he had known; whether his rage would have turned murderous or whether it would simply have fizzed itself flat. What possible reaction

  was there after all except utter deflation? Horror, yes, and anger, certainly, but both depended wholly on conviction, on being convinced that the thing you had been told had actually happened;

  that contrary to everything you thought you believed about the fundamental principles of humanity, evil was unbound, unlimited – capable, easily, of excelling itself.




  And his father. Gone for well over a year now but only in the most literal sense. What would he think? After Leo’s mother had left them and his own career had crumbled – had failed,

  really, to turn into a career at all – Matthew Curtice had bet his hope on the prospects for his son. He had always been so proud of what Leo did – not of what the job in reality

  entailed but of his son’s profession. A chance to make a difference, he had said; to achieve something with your life. More than he had ever managed, his father told him – just

  after Leo had qualified and only weeks before the first of his strokes.




  What, though, would his father think now? Of Leo, of his barely concealed delight in being – how had Howard put it? – on this boy’s side.




  ‘Leo?’




  Megan was leaning through the doorway. Leo moved to shuffle away the photographs.




  ‘It’s late. Are you coming to bed?’




  Leo’s watch had twisted face down. He jangled it the right way up. ‘Lord. You should have called me. I was planning to watch the news.’




  ‘I taped it for you. I looked but I didn’t see you on it.’ She said this last with a smile.




  ‘No. I wouldn’t have been yet. I mean, that’s not why I . . .’ He slid a smile back. ‘Thanks.’




  ‘So are you coming up? You can’t stare at those all night. You’ll give yourself nightmares.’




  Leo moved to cover the few photographs that remained on display. His bad dreams were inevitable; Megan might escape for a few more nights. ‘I’ll be up in a bit. Just a couple more

  minutes. Maybe I should . . . I’d like to check on Ellie too.’




  ‘Ellie? Ellie’s asleep.’ Megan took a step into the study. She angled her head to get a view of the file on Leo’s desk. ‘What are you looking at?’




  ‘Nothing. Just, you know. Paperwork.’ He prodded a protruding edge.




  Megan took another step and laid her hands on Leo’s shoulders. ‘How are you feeling?’ She kneaded and Leo exhaled, closed his eyes.




  He felt something press against his ankles. The cat, he assumed, had trailed Megan into the room and was weaving her affection in a figure of eight. It was Ellie’s cat, really: Rupert,

  ‘because she looks like a bear’, which to an eight-year-old had been powerful enough in its logic at the time to trump any misgivings about gender.




  ‘Tired,’ Leo said, in answer to his wife’s question. ‘But like I’ll never be able to sleep.’ He half turned and reached for Megan’s hand.

  ‘You?’




  ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what to feel. Tired as well, I suppose, but more from the thought of it. I’m worried, Leo. I know, I know,’ she said, when Leo smiled

  and squeezed her hand. ‘But Ellie. That’s all it is. I’m worried for Ellie.’




  ‘Ellie’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. It’s not like any of us did this, Meg.’




  She squeezed back. ‘When are you seeing him?’




  Leo shifted and sensed the cat dart away. ‘Tomorrow. First thing. Before they start on him again.’ Megan, for an instant, looked puzzled. ‘The police,’ Leo said.

  ‘They’ve no intention of hanging around.’




  Megan nodded. She kissed his crown. ‘Then come upstairs. Get some sleep.’ She reached the door and held it.




  ‘I will. I’ll be up soon, I promise. Just a couple more minutes.’




  He watched Megan go. There was the sound of the front door being bolted and of the kitchen light being switched off and then of his wife’s leaden footsteps on the stairs. He waited until

  he was certain she had reached the landing and let his head fall into his hands.
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  Now, here: just say it.




  But he said nothing. He allowed the Passat to creep closer to the car in front, then broke the silence by ratcheting the handbrake. He cleared his throat, with as cheerful a timbre as he could

  manage, then turned to face his daughter and made a sound like he had thought of something funny.




  Ellie did not respond. She maintained her dead-eyed stare, one hand cupping her chin, the other a fist in her lap.




  Leo again cleared his throat and this time Ellie turned. ‘Can we put the radio on?’ she said, reaching.




  ‘In a minute.’ Leo moved his hand to catch his daughter’s but she was too quick on the withdrawal. ‘I actually wanted to talk to you.’ Leo let his palm settle on

  the gear lever instead. ‘About work,’ he continued. ‘My work, I mean.’ The traffic began to move and Leo slipped the car into gear. ‘There’s a . . . I have a . .

  .’ He coughed. ‘The thing is, Ellie . . .’




  ‘I know, Dad.’




  Leo turned. ‘You know?’ The traffic stalled and once again he applied the handbrake. ‘What do you know?’




  Ellie shrugged. ‘Felicity. The boy.’ Again the shrug – barely even that really. ‘The case.’




  ‘What? How?’




  ‘Mum told me.’




  ‘Your mother? When?’




  ‘Last night.’




  ‘When last night?’




  ‘You were working.’




  Leo considered. ‘Oh.’




  Quiet. Even the traffic outside seemed for a moment to be waiting on what might come next.




  ‘So what do you think?’ said Leo and the cars ahead released their brake lights. ‘Are you okay with it?’




  The shrug.




  ‘You shouldn’t worry, you know.’




  Which, of course, had precisely the wrong effect. ‘Why would I worry?’




  ‘I said you shouldn’t worry.’




  ‘But why would I?’ Ellie sat straighter. She faced her father.




  ‘You shouldn’t,’ Leo repeated. ‘That’s what I’m saying. There’s no reason for you to worry.’ A car from the outside lane was moving into his.

  There was no cause to but Leo jabbed at his horn anyway. ‘Look at this idiot,’ he said. His eyes twitched towards his daughter but she was clearly not to be distracted. She looked

  swamped, all of a sudden, in the passenger seat: a child with a grown-up-sized furrow on her brow.




  ‘What do you mean, though? Tell me, Dad. I’m not some little kid.’




  ‘Look. Ellie.’ Leo sighed and the sigh, to him, seemed clearly to convey everything his daughter needed to know.




  ‘Dad—’




  Leo lifted a hand from the steering wheel. ‘It’s a nasty business. That’s all. It was a horrific crime and there’s bound to be a lot of attention. I just wanted you to

  know that . . . that it’s to be expected. That it’s nothing to worry about. That it might be uncomfortable for a while but it will pass.’




  Ellie regarded him.




  ‘Honestly, Ellie, that’s all.’ Leo held his daughter’s gaze for as long as he dared divert his from the road ahead. Slowly, Ellie withdrew into her seat. She resumed her

  vigil of the passing pavement.




  Leo tried to think of something else to say that was not a condescension or a cliché or in fact an outright lie. He opened his mouth but it was his daughter who spoke first.




  ‘Did he do it?’




  Leo turned halfway, then fully. ‘What?’




  ‘Did he do it.’




  ‘What? Who?’




  ‘Dad.’




  ‘Ellie, I . . . You know I can’t . . .’




  ‘You must know. Right? You’re his lawyer. Right?’




  ‘I’m his solicitor. Which means that whether he did it or not, or whether I think he did it, is entirely beside the—’




  Ellie rolled her eyes.




  ‘Don’t roll your eyes at me, young lady.’




  ‘I didn’t.’ She spoke to the window.




  ‘You did. I saw you. You just did.’




  ‘You weren’t answering the question.’




  ‘I was! I was explaining, if you’ll let me, the role a solicitor, in circumstances such as these, is obliged, by professional necessity, to—’




  She did it again.




  ‘Ellie!’




  ‘You’re still not answering.’




  ‘I was, I—’




  ‘You sound like a teacher. You sound like Mr Smithson.’




  Which, for a moment, flummoxed him. ‘Ellie. There is nothing wrong with explaining, when an explanation is needed, how things—’




  ‘You’re dissembling.’




  It was a word he never thought he would hear from a teenager. ‘I’m what?’ He had to smile.




  ‘Dissembling. Don’t laugh. It’s a word.’




  ‘I know, but—’




  ‘It means talking shit.’




  ‘Eleanor!’




  ‘What? It does. Mum used it and I looked it up and basically it means you’re talking—’




  ‘That’s enough!’




  ‘– so you don’t have to answer.’ Ellie’s voice withered into silence.




  Leo was open-mouthed. He gripped the wheel and emptied his lungs through his nostrils. Dissembling. Ha. He would have to remember that at the office this afternoon.




  ‘What’s funny?’




  ‘What? Nothing. I was just . . . Nothing. You shouldn’t swear, Ellie.’




  His daughter watched him as they drove. The turn-off towards Ellie’s school was approaching and Leo signalled left. He hated this part of their journey. In the time it took him to make the

  detour, he would cede to his rival commuters all the ground he had worked so hard the past three miles to gain. It seemed so futile. Just like work, he had often thought. Every case, like every

  car, was as one-paced and nondescript as the next. If you managed to get past one, there would always be another. And another, just as long as you remained on the road. That, at least, is how it

  had been.




  ‘Dad.’




  ‘Mm?’




  ‘If he did it . . . I mean, okay, you’re his solicitor and whatever, blah blah blah. But if he did it . . .’




  Leo was about to interrupt but was distracted by the brake lights on the car in front. They flickered and flicked off and then finally fixed on red.




  ‘. . . why are you defending him?’




  The driver ahead seemed to have stalled. There had been a gap at the junction but he – she? – had changed his mind at the last moment. The car behind Leo’s blared its

  frustration. Leo glanced in the rear-view mirror, then dragged a palm across his eyes.




  ‘Dad?’




  ‘Ellie. Sorry. What did you say?’




  ‘I said, why are you defending him?’




  Finally the gap became a chasm and the car ahead peeled right. Leo accelerated in its wake and the Passat lurched clumsily to the left.




  ‘Defending . . . What? No. I’m not defending him, Ellie – not in the sense you mean. I’m representing him is what I’m doing. There’s a difference.’ Leo

  took a breath. ‘One of the great things about this country, about our legal system, is that everyone, no matter how heinous the alleged crime, has the absolute, unimpeachable right to

  qualified representation, to trial before a courtroom. Habeas corpus, it’s called. It’s a question of process. Which means, in this case, that . . .’ Leo interrupted himself when

  he caught sight of his daughter’s expression. ‘Mr Smithson. Right?’




  His daughter nodded. ‘I know he gets to have a lawyer. I’m not stupid. What I mean is, why does he get you?’




  ‘Me? He gets me because . . .’ Leo lifted a shoulder. ‘Because I was there. Because it’s my job.’




  ‘You could say no, though. If he did what they say he did, you should say no.’




  Leo made a face. ‘It’s not that simple. I mean, there are other . . .’




  ‘You could, though. Couldn’t you? You should. I really think you should.’




  Ellie wore an adult, earnest expression that did not sit easily on her fragile features. She looked pale, almost grey. She looked, in fact, as if she was close to tears – although these

  days it was often difficult to tell.




  ‘Look, darling. I don’t get to pick and choose who I represent. It doesn’t work like that. And anyway . . .’ He had not yet said it, not out loud. ‘I want this

  case. I really think I do. You might not understand that yet but one day, I promise, you will. This is a good case, Ellie. This is good for my career.’ And that was the point: for all his

  father’s misplaced pride, what had Leo really been doing with his life except mopping up the spillage from the high-street bars? This case was something more: a chance, as his father had put

  it, to make a difference.




  ‘Even though you said it would be awful?’ Ellie asked. His daughter’s tone was even but her expression was ominously rigid.




  ‘I didn’t say that. I didn’t say awful.’




  ‘You did. You said it would be awful and you said we should all be worried.’




  Leo laughed. He could not help it.




  ‘Could you please pull over now.’




  ‘Ellie. Please. I didn’t say awful, I said uncomfortable – that it might get uncomfortable, not that it would necessarily. And I said you shouldn’t

  be—’




  ‘Dad! Pull over. Let me out. Please, let me out.’




  ‘It’s raining, Ellie. We’re still a block away.’




  ‘Pull over. Just here. Please, Dad. Dad!’




  ‘Okay, okay!’ Leo braked, harder than he had intended, and swung the car to the kerbside. ‘Ellie, look . . .’




  His daughter had unbuckled her seatbelt and her fingers were reaching for the door catch.




  ‘Wait,’ said Leo. ‘Ellie! Don’t I at least get a . . .’




  But his daughter was already gone.




  He should have been braced for the frenzy at the police station. A twelve-year-old boy was helping the police with their inquiries; for the time being they were not looking for

  anyone else. For the stringers, TV reporters and local hacks, it was as enticing an invitation as an open bar.




  Leo almost made it through. He was of average height and build and wore nothing more arresting than a high-street suit. Aside from his boxy, decade-old briefcase, he might have passed for an

  overdressed journalist or a face-man for the local news. The local newsmen, however, were all in attendance, having grabbed prime position by the doors. They knew Leo; Leo knew them. It was the

  crime reporter from the Post who spotted him first.




  ‘Mr Curtice! Leonard! Over here, Leonard!’




  ‘Excuse me,’ said Leo. ‘Thank you. Sorry. Excuse me.’ He sensed the television cameras tracking him and trained his gaze at shoulder height.




  ‘Leonard! Leo! Hey, Leo.’ A hand around Leo’s elbow and he turned.




  ‘Tim. Hi. Sorry. If you’ll excuse me. I really have to . . .’ Leo tried to forge ahead but the scrum enclosed him. The grip on his arm tightened.




  ‘What’s going on, Leo?’ Tim Cummins pressed his stubbled, fleshy face towards Leo’s. ‘Who have they got in there?’




  ‘I can’t comment, Tim, you know that. If you’ll excuse—’




  ‘Can’t comment on what, Leo? You’re not denying that this is your case?’




  ‘Please, Tim, I really should be—’




  ‘Who’s the client, Leo? Is he local? Will he be charged?’




  Leo shook free his arm. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, with more force this time. He shoved and the journalists closest to him stumbled. Cummins dropped his notebook. He let it lie, raising

  himself instead on his tiptoes.




  ‘You have a daughter, right, Leo? How do you feel about what happened to the Forbes girl? How does your family feel about your involvement in this case?’




  Leo felt himself flush. He did not look back but pressed his way onwards, leaking from the crowd and through the doorway.




  Inside it was no less frantic. Exeter Police Station was an inert place, usually: a city-sized precinct for small-town misdemeanours where business was conducted with languid efficiency. Not

  today. Officers – some uniformed, others suited – streaked from doorway to doorway, bearing files or flapping pages and with an air that there was somewhere else they needed to be.




  Leo’s entrance, nevertheless, did not go unnoticed. The desk sergeant was waiting. A tall man, wide too, he had his long arms locked and his hands splayed on the counter. Leo gave a twitch

  in the officer’s direction. It was ignored. Leo straightened his jacket and pinched his tie-knot and failed to stop himself checking across his shoulder as he started forwards. Cummins, he

  saw, was pressed against the glass of the door, his hands around his eyes. How do you feel? he had asked. How does your family feel? As though Leo’s family were anyone’s business but

  his own.
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