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ONE






There is no life without a double life. And yet one grows weary. On March 22nd, 1999, having at last resolved the conflict that had dogged their marriage for many years, and with the financial confidence arising from his recent appointment to the position of crown court judge, Daniel Savage and his wife Hilary settled on the purchase of a house then under construction on the hills to the north of their town. It was, as Daniel would later recall, a clear day; there was a sharp light on a windswept, still wintry landscape; and indeed his overriding impression on taking this major decision was one of unprecedented and empowered clarity. He and his wife embraced in the shell of what promised to be a sensible four-bedroom, free-standing structure with spacious garden. I should like them to put in a fireplace, Hilary said. To be together by. Daniel agreed. They had fought each other too long. The spring will be marvellous here, he laughed, and that evening he made the unusual gesture of jotting down a few words in his diary: I feel I have at last taken, he wrote, and taken for the best, all the major decisions of my life, which is to say, all the decisions that are most difficult and self-determining. From now on, I shall be free to concentrate on the job I am so fortunate to have, to love the woman beside me to the best of my ability, to help my children as and how I can. Finally everything is clear. The time of metamorphoses is over. I have become myself.


After speaking briefly to the builders agent, the couple enjoyed a quiet drink in the pub that seemed set to be their local and on arrival back home announced the decision to their adolescent children. Predictably, Sarah was unimpressed, while the younger Tom was delighted. Gently and earnestly, Daniel encouraged his daughter to think how much better off she would be out of town. In a bigger house she would have more privacy. The girl pulled a thin face and slammed the door. We can get a dog! Tom shouted. Hilary hugged the boy We shall have a fireplace to sit beside, she announced. I’m seeing the builder about it tomorrow. The spring will be marvellous, Daniel repeated, up there on the hill.


Shortly after Daniel and Hilary had gone to their bedroom, the phone rang. Hilary raised then replaced the receiver. Whoever it was hung up again, she said, and when she looked over at him, Daniel knew at once what she was wondering. Lightly, he remarked: Perhaps now I’m a judge we’ll get more of those. They turned out the lights. In the new house we’ll make sure we’re ex-directory, she said. Hilary, he whispered. They held hands in the shadowy room. This flat had been too small for them for some years now. Perhaps I could get you a better piano, he promised, for our twentieth. The date was looming. I am so thrilled, Daniel, she said. She was reassured.


The following week Daniel tried a case of indecent assault. He was still quite new to his role and savouring it. A man with many years’ service in the council’s child-care division was accused of having molested a sixteen-year-old. What Daniel was savouring was the freedom of not being embattled on one side or the other, whether for the prosecution or defence. The girl was retarded. The defendant had been driving her home in the council’s mini-bus. In the past, Daniel thought, impassive and bewigged behind his darkly polished table, I would have had to do everything I sensibly could to find a flaw in the prosecutions case and to get this man off, while perhaps believing he was guilty. The alleged victim was not present in court. Or alternatively I would have had to do everything in my power to get a conviction and hence inevitable prison sentence, while perhaps convinced that prison was entirely inappropriate to a man in his early forties who just once had embraced and fondled a girl in the front seat of a mini-bus. If he had. There was no suggestion of violence.


Questioned on video, the girl looked physically adult and undeniably attractive, but her speech was slurred and babyish. Inappropriately, she wore a tight, low-cut blouse. Now you can just observe it all, Daniel told himself, orchestrate the whole contest, without sweating. The breasts were prominent and full. You are under no pressure, he thought, overruling some half-hearted objection from the defence, to perform or to win, only to react to the performance of others in the proper way. Propriety was the key. He had always feared the possibility of burnout as an adversarial lawyer.


At the back of the court in the public gallery, the defendants wife made faces of scorn and disdain while evidence was given. She was seriously overweight, a bulky and bullying presence. Her husband was without charisma. His voice trembled. On the second day, the girl’s mother was questioned about her claim that there had been a sperm stain on the child’s clothes. Counsel for the defence wanted to know why it had been put in the wash, why it hadn’t been made available to the police. But Daniel could see that the jury were entirely convinced by the girl’s mother. Particularly the young Indian man. They found her reaction of disgust, her desire to be rid of that stain without delay entirely credible. It was a mistake, Daniel felt, on defence counsel’s part, to keep referring to the girl as a child. She was sixteen after all. What he might have brought to the jury’s attention, perhaps, was the dangerous combination of her mature sensuality and lack of those defence mechanisms that would normally scare off an insecure man long before he touched her. Consent might have been the best defence. But it isn’t a judge’s duty to instruct defendants and their lawyers what line to take. Freed from the fray, the judge is entirely alone. He keeps his own counsel. Both lawyers were older than himself, Daniel knew. Perhaps jealous.


On the video, ably questioned by police experts, the girl was detailed and convincing when describing what had happened. The jury were grim, the defendant’s wife shifted and frowned, the mother wept. Only toward the end of forty minutes of testimony did it occur to Daniel what was so curious about it all: the girl, as she spoke to camera, was strikingly calm, even absent-minded, as though actually thinking of something else! This the defence might have drawn attention to. He might have pointed out that it was the mother who was upset, not the victim. As it was the mother most probably — an alert and articulate woman -who had chosen this low-cut, fashionable blouse and bought the girl her expensive cosmetics, eager perhaps — and for a moment Daniel couldn’t help thinking of his own difficult daughter — to take pride in her physical charms precisely because she was a lost case in other departments. But defence counsel was not after mitigating circumstances. Possibly more afraid of his wife than of the court, the defendant had not only pleaded not guilty, but insisted he hadn’t so much as touched the child. He too used the word child. Unwisely. And throughout the proceedings, bald and bowed, he examined his offending hands, unable to look the jury in the eye. There was no mention of the girl’s father.


In his closing speech on the Wednesday, counsel for the prosecution used the word monster. This exaggeration — so predictable — made Daniel acutely aware, if only because he had wielded it himself and fought it himself many times in the past, of the great shift in perspective that had occurred when they made him a judge. Rather than participating, rather than seeking to colour events one way or another with colourful words, to sow doubt on the one hand, or reap conviction on the other, he was now seeing the whole thing with a clarity that was both an intellectual pleasure and an emotional strain. It was quite probable, he had thought, as he sat listening to the proceedings, and in particular to the irritating hesitations of the defendant as he admitted that he could, yes, have rearranged his rounds so as not to be alone with the girl in the mini-bus — quite probable that this man and this girl had engaged in all kinds of petting before the mother discovered that damning stain. He had been driving her home every day for months. He had had every opportunity. And perhaps it was precisely because the stain wasn’t actually available as evidence that the defendant had hoped he could convince his terrifying wife that he had never touched the girl at all, while for her part the girl had been so shocked by her mother’s reaction to the merest dampness on her skirt that she hadn’t wanted to say that this business happened most days without her minding at all.


So your only promising line of defence was tossed away for fear of standing naked before the person closest to you, Daniel thought. Your fear of being left alone. Or at least that was one possible scenario. Convicted and sent to gaol, you can still insist on your innocence. You might even be considered a martyr. Your wife loves you all the more perhaps. She starts a campaign for your release. The important thing is not to confess. But it was merest speculation.


Summing up to the jury, Daniel invited them as ever to reflect on the words ‘satisfied so that you are sure’, or in the old formula satisfied ‘beyond reasonable doubt’. A new judge, his appointment controversial perhaps, he was very much aware of the need to follow the conventional pattern. You must be satisfied so that you are sure, he repeated, if you are to convict. But he was in little doubt himself that very soon he would be giving the man a severe sentence. The jury would deliver a guilty verdict and at that point a judge must respond appropriately. If you are free from the tussle, he reminded himself, of prosecution and defence, you are not free from public opinion. The newspapers demand exemplary treatment for offenders of this kind, not nuanced reflection. It is a wicked thing and a terrible breach of trust to take advantage of a retarded girl in your care. So only the following morning, when the jury reached their verdict, he would stand up in court and give the defendant three years. For just a second their eyes met. He will lose his job, Daniel thought. Rightly so. He is a ruined man. Somebody led the obese wife sobbing from the court.


Lady phoned for you, Mr Savage. Twice. She wouldn’t leave a name. I said you were normally in chambers late afternoonish.


It was Thursday. Daniel wasn’t concerned. He knew Jane would not call again. He had grown used to that. There was even a complicity in the mutual silence that lent it a lingering sweetness. Daniel was at ease. I don’t even want her to call, he discovered, placing his wig in its box. It would be an anti-climax, another breach of trust. Aesthetically wrong, he told himself vaguely, using an expression he knew was his wife’s. There was a way in which he and Hilary were indeed two parts of the same entity. He felt safe.


Actually, I shall be out this afternoon, he told the young clerk. She too was a charming girl. Whoever it is, she’d better try tomorrow. Tomorrow’s first case, he remembered, was a simple burglary. A fourth- or fifth-time offender pleading not guilty. But how is it, Daniel asked himself, slipping the relevant papers in his briefcase, how is it that you can form a single entity with a woman who is so musical, whose life has to do with music and aesthetics, with her sensitivity to the slightest falseness of pitch, when you yourself have no musical sense whatsoever, and no knowledge at all of aesthetics beyond the merest instinct for what you like and what you don’t? The Bach more than the Brahms. The retarded girl more than the obese wife. Daniel smiled. Dear Jane. Yet it had made sense when Hilary said: What you are doing is ugly. Of the few expressions that remained engraved in the mind, that marked turning points, or suddenly illuminated whole landscapes of consciousness, this was the one that had cut deepest, shone brightest. What you are doing is ugly; the moral and the aesthetic met convincingly in that word.


In town he was concerned to see that the price of a Steinway grand would significantly raise the level of their mortgage payments. Not all the decisions were behind him, it seemed. But this was a detail. He smiled. He knew his mind. His wife had always wanted a serious piano. They would get a good price for their flat, which was central and not without its attractions. As the dealer played a few arpeggios to make the instrument sing, Daniel was aware of being eager — childishly eager — to show Hilary that he cared, to show her, as he had been doing more or less every day for a year now, that all was well. And it was! He would stand beside her while she played Chopin in the flickering light of the fireplace. Her small square hands were rapid and incisive on the keyboard. Life was taking on a wonderful obviousness. He was not married to a fat, bullying mastiff of a woman. He was not an insipid fellow trapped in a mundane job that constantly exposed him to the charms of his helpless charges. Leaving a pretty clerk alone is not beyond a crown court judge.


Signing the cheque for the deposit, Daniel experienced again what had become a familiar emotion ever since the terrible conflict with his wife had been — they were both agreed on this — definitively resolved: a wave of exhilaration accompanied by the thought, clearly and gratefully articulated: How lucky you’ve been! How lucky you are! Got away with it! An image that sometimes sprung to mind in this regard was that of his close friend Martin Shields who before Christmas had spun off the motorway at high speed, bounced off crash barriers to one side and another, rolled over and over while other vehicles braked and scattered, finally to emerge from his ruined Audi entirely unscathed. He hadn’t even been prosecuted for dangerous driving! How can you be such a depressive, Daniel laughed, after an escape like that! Martin, a colleague from his old chambers, had serious problems that were all inside his head, and thus unforgivable in a way. His wife was very attractive. They had no children to obstruct their pleasures. Climbing into his own car, it occurred to Daniel that his daughter might start playing again when the new piano was installed in the new house with the fireplace and the dog. What kind of dog? He decided to take the unusual step of picking up Sarah and Tom from their school.


It is always interesting to see your children with their friends, especially when they don’t know that they are being watched. Parked just beyond their bus-stop, Daniel was poignantly struck by a certain separateness that marked out his daughter, even in this group of lively seventeen-year-olds. There was something narrow and tense about the shoulders. Her head was bowed. It would be a phase she was going through, he imagined.


What are you doing here? Sarah demanded, leaning into the side window. Where’s Tom? he asked. Crowds of children were pushing by. Sarah chose to sit in the back. Daniel couldn’t see her face. They waited. Can you keep a secret? he asked. What on earth have you come here for? she repeated. I thought it would be nice, he said warmly, to pick you up. I’m perfectly happy on the bus, she said.


They waited. A secret from whom? she asked. Daniel was searching in the wing mirror for his son. How correctly Sarah spoke! From whom! Young people were supposed to be slovenly. Mum, he said. You see … No, she objected. The fact is I’ve just gone and … No! she insisted. No, what? Daniel hadn’t been concentrating. Tom does get out at the same time as you, doesn’t he? he asked. I don’t want to hear any secret I have to keep from Mum, his daughter said. People shouldn’t have secrets from each other. Not in the family. But it’s something nice! Daniel protested. No, I said no!


Getting out of the car, Daniel waved to Tom who came running from his friends. Dad! The boy was a charming, chubby figure, out of breath, cluttered with backpack and gym bag. Slipping back into his seat again, Judge Savage suddenly felt a soft slim arm round his neck and a mouth by his ear. Thanks for coming, Dad, she whispered warmly right against the lobe. Her breath was moist and her hair perfumed. It’s so sweet of you. That’s my girl! he immediately responded. Lovebirds! Tom cried. The door slammed. Where are we off to then? I thought we might drive out to the new house, Daniel suggested, to see how they’re getting on, choose our rooms. No! Again his daughter’s veto was brutal. I’ve got too much homework, she said. Then she had to go out. I have to go to Chapel. Early. It was a voice that passed from seductive intimacy to extreme authority. Daniel didn’t think of opposing it. He bought his son a large ice-cream. And one for himself. I’m perfectly happy to use the bus, Sarah said, if you two want to have a drive.


Funny bloke, Daniel remarked later that evening. He put down his papers. At the kitchen table, Max Jordan was sitting over coffee after his lesson. It’s lovely of Hilary how she makes the boy feel at home, Daniel was noticing. How so? Max asked politely. Oh, he denies everything, Daniel laughed. Police remove fragment of leather jacket from window thieves broke. Police raid defendant’s council house where they find leather jacket. Tear on leather jacket exactly matches fragment from scene of crime. Accused is arrested and charged, but denies everything. Claims he never saw the jacket before. Somebody planted it in his flat.


Oh no! Max laughed. It’s incredible they bother with some trials at all, Hilary remarked. She was bent down looking into the oven. My wife is a beautiful cook, a beautiful musician and a beautiful person, Daniel told himself. Max was improving his Mozart, the sonatas Gould had sighed and grunted over. Above her left ear, wisps of hair had escaped their clips. Her backside was still tight in tight jeans. She doesn’t smoke, drink, or dye, Daniel marvelled. He just couldn’t get over how comfortable life was, and he said: Not at all. The chap might perfectly well get off.


He slipped the case bundle back in his bag. It was time for his whisky, his evening whisky. I like Max, he thought. It’s nice to have a handsome young guest. But that’s what I meant, Hilary protested. He liked the boy’s formality and politeness. It drives me mad, she said, how many people get off. Then the room was suddenly transformed by a fragrance of fresh baking. Hilary stood proudly, knife in hand. But how can he? Max enquired. His ears were rather large. There was a youthful naivete about him — Daniel sensed — Would he care for a whisky? — that meshed exactly with Hilary’s nervous, rather bossy determination to please. But Daniel actually enjoyed her bossiness these days. Max showed no resistance to her opinions on how this or that piece should be played, then rapidly lapsed back — even a layman could sense it — into a natural, sentimental generosity. He plays beautifully, Daniel thought. People lay themselves bare at the keyboard, Hilary would always say when discussing her students. And now she said: Oh you wouldn’t believe, Max, you just wouldn’t believe the people Dan managed to get off when he defended. The bloke who stole his own car for the insurance and still kept driving it around! Scot-free! The dealers who always say the police planted the drugs on them. As the ice crackled under the whisky and the sponge-cake steamed, Daniel felt entirely happy. It makes you sick, she laughed. Max was also laughing. We’ll make love later, the judge promised himself. He was aware of savouring the moment’s happiness. I’ll get fat, he thought, I’ll grow jolly and complacent.


But surely — Max already had crumbs on his wet young lips — surely if the police have the fragment, if the fragment, I mean the bit of jacket, matches … You really mustn’t underestimate, Daniel interrupted his guest, then immediately was interrupted himself. In the sitting room the phone had begun to ring. There was a moments uneasiness as husband and wife exchanged glances. You must never underestimate, Daniel repeated, the effect on twelve honest men and true of the offended denial. But Hilary had stiffened. It was exactly the same time as the call yesterday. Deliberately, Daniel did not move. It was Hilary who usually answered the phone. He would not have her imagine that he was eager to get there first. Those days were over. But there’ll be witnesses, Max was protesting. He seemed oblivious to the sudden tension. There’ll be people who’ll say the jacket was his!


The phone rang on. Hilary was hovering. Daniel refused to let it bother him. He was enjoying the conversation. He made a comically expansive gesture. Picture it, he said: some steamy-faced little cockney, thirtyish, but could be fifty, whose wife and three kids have all given evidence that he was watching some soap with them at the moment of the crime, goes into the box, stares the jury right in the eye, bangs a meaty fist on the rail and shouts: I di’n’t bleedin’ well do it! That’s all I know. I never sin this jacket nor whatever it is, not nowhere anytime in my life!


Again Max laughed, and what Daniel loved to do was to swirl his whisky twice around the glass and then down the first half in a gulp so that it rose to his head with the same rush as the smell of fresh baking from the oven. Hilary made for the door. We’re going to be ex-directory in the new house, she grimaced. Too many phone-calls. Oi’ve got now blee-in’ oidea ‘ow it got there! Daniel was good at accents. He raised his voice above the ringing phone and made the gesture of banging his fist. All the man has to do, he told his wife’s piano pupil, is to sow a seed, you see, of doubt. In the jury. One tiny seed of doubt and in no time at all it will shoot up into a towering beanstalk of innocence. Again he brought the tumbler to his lips. The ice clinked. Apparently Max’s father was a mathematics professor. Parents separated, Hilary had said. A nice boy, she had insisted, as if to explain why she had accepted a private student after such a long time without. He’s already played a number of small concerts. Daniel leaned over his whisky: All I can tell yer is, if it took free blokes to do the break-in, it’s pretty bloody queer the cops come right off to the one poor bugger’s ‘ouse what’s lost ‘is bit of jacket. Pretty blee-in’ queer is all I say.


The phone rang. If the answering machine was on, it would have kicked in by now. In the sitting room a door opened. Daniel had a glimpse of his daughter coming in from the stairwell. Immediately his wife changed direction. Oh but you’re soaking, Sarah, she shouted. The girl was drenched. The phone drilled. The whisky was rising to Daniel’s brain. But what about the loot? Max demanded. He seemed engrossed in the conversation. Or fingerprints? Only now did Daniel notice that the young man wore a rather extravagant earring. Get your shoes off, at once! Hilary cried. She always went over the top with Sarah. You’re muddying the carpet! Computer components, Daniel said. All recovered a few hours afterwards in a stolen van. No prints.


Then it was Tom, charging in from the bedroom section of the flat, who actually took the call. The ringing must have finally penetrated his Discman. Why doesn’t anyone ever answer the bloody phone, he shrilled, dashing across the room. In his freshly broken voice, he said. Hello, Savage. Then, No, it’s his son. Quite unnecessarily, Hilary was tugging Sarah’s wet coat off. The girl was defiant, her hair dripping. Tom raised his voice: Dad, for you! Someone called Min, Minnie?


Sorry, Dan, I thought it was you. The voice was a whisper. Dan? And only now — though crossing the room he had sensed the memory coming — did Judge Savage connect. Minnie! Only on hearing the distinctive voice, the broken accent. He caught his breath, closed his eyes. Then I couldn’t hang up, she explained. She spoke as if whispering through a blocked nose. It would have been too suspicious, wouldn’t it. That’s perfectly all right, he said quietly It was not. What can I do for you? His tone was too polite. He was aware of aping the normal. His hand was shaking. Damn, damn and damn. Can’t you speak? she asked. No, that’s fine. But now Daniel was distracted by his wife’s extravagant fussing: Oh please don’t go, Hilary was turning to Max. Sarah’ll just get these wet clothes off, won’t you love, and come and join us. She is determined not to listen in, Daniel realised, to show she trusts me. In his other ear, Minnie’s voice was irritatingly faint: Just say, I’m busy tomorrow, if you have a problem. Really no problem, Daniel insisted. But why was she speaking so softly? He could hardly hear her. Why was she calling? Behind him, his son Tom dropped heavily on the sofa, sprawling for the remote. There was a blip of volume before he got the mute on. Oh, hello there! Max called, coming across from the kitchen. Apparently he knew Sarah already Daniel half turned, receiver glued to his ear. Shush! Hilary hissed. Your father’s on the phone! The channels flickered one after another. A man on his scooter in the desert. It’s only, I’ve been trying to phone for ages, Minnie said, but it’s always someone else answers. That’s fine, he repeated. Really, Hilary was insisting to Max, it’s not late, do stay! Daniel was disorientated. I should be alarmed, he thought. He said: I’m usually in chambers late afternoon, early evening, if there’s something you need to discuss. Well, I can hardly strip in the front room, Sarah was saying. She smiled sarcastically at her father as if it were ridiculous of him to be speaking on the phone while she stood at the door dripping wet with her mother tugging at her clothes. Embarrassed, Max had moved to stand behind Tom, watching the TV. But how did you get so soaked? Hilary went on. You look like Ophelia dragged from her lily-pond! No, look, Minnie was saying. Daniel tried to concentrate. This was frightening. It’s a bit complicated. I’ve a favour to ask. Let me meet you this …


Leave off! Ow! There was a sudden clatter. For a split second — one ear exposed to home and the other firmly pressed to the disturbing past, to make contact, to exclude contact — Daniel supposed the sound had come from the television, so sudden was the leap in volume. But the screen was mute. A man in yellow shorts was about to take a free kick. No, it was the girl, Minnie. Leave me alone! she was shouting. Bloody hell, leave me alone! Then came something fierce in her own language and a man’s voice, bantering. I’ll have to change phones, she confided, dropping the whisper now. My dad, she explained. Daniel rolled his eyes for his daughter’s benefit, as much as to say, these people bothering me after hours with their stupid problems! Though usually no one bothered him at all. Having protested she couldn’t strip, Sarah had started peeling off her sweater, which brought her tee-shirt fleetingly up over her bra. Some kraut team, Tom was explaining to the ever polite Max. You can see from the ads round the pitch.


Waiting for the girl to change phones, Daniel noticed a sodden pile of roughly printed tracts on the low table by the door: In His Image, For Your Salvation. Fuck you, he heard a faint voice. This chapel thing was just a phase, he hoped. I’m phoning my black pimp lover, Minnie yelled, if you want to know! Daniel winced. Brilliant, Tom said. In Judge Savage’s head, the whisky was making it that bit harder either to keep things apart or to put them together. How alarmed should I be, he wondered? That’s wet too, his wife was saying, you’ll have to pop to your room. Hilary’s voice was oddly menacing. Just pop into your room and change, love, and then we can all have a nice drink together. Again there was a shout in the distance. Something fierce, in Korean. For some reason Sarah wouldn’t budge. Suddenly, standing by the door, their awkward daughter was giving the unusual spectacle of appearing rather pleased with herself Now she peeled off her yellow tee-shirt too. Sarah! Hilary was trying to speak with her eyes. To plead. Max must have seen, but had turned back quickly to the football.


Coming to his wife’s aid, receiver still at his ear, Daniel began a pantomime of grimaces to get Sarah to go to her bedroom. In the background Korean voices continued to argue. It seemed there were more than two. Oh please! Sarah laughed, unbuckling her jeans. Then she started to mimic him. She rolled her eyes and mouthed remonstrations. He almost laughed himself from sheer exasperation. Hilary was suffering. It’s only the same as a bikini on the beach, Mum, the girl said calmly, slipping out of her jeans. If I really have to change. But this wasn’t true. The white cotton of her underclothes was damp. Her nipples and hair were dark. Max dutifully kept his eye on the ball. Minnie still hadn’t come back to the receiver. Unusually, Hilary was at a complete loss, Daniel noticed. What was this call about? How many years since he’d spoken to the child? How dangerous was it? Hilary had picked up the wet clothes. Sarah’s body was wiry and hard. Again Daniel heard a shout in the phone, echoed by Tom’s, Bloody Borussia, can you believe it! I don’t understand you, Sarah laughed. She was shaking her head.


Then all at once his other ear was shocked by sobbing. Minnie must have picked up the extension with a yell. Oh please! the voice began, Daniel! Daniel! Then, just as Hilary was forced to hurry off to the bedrooms to fetch the dry clothes herself, the line was cut. The girl’s voice was gone. Daniel collected himself. More loudly and pompously than was required, he told the microphone: If it’s just a question of redistributing clerical duties in the interim, I’ll have no difficulty supporting you. As soon as he got off the phone, he demanded of his daughter what on earth had got into her. What in heaven’s name was she playing at, stripping by the front door! But already his eyes were casting about for the whisky glass.









TWO






The clerk reported no calls or messages when he arrived at court. Daniel had slept poorly. It was foolish to drink so much. He scratched at a stain on his robe. And to force the poor boy to drink too. Poor Max. But Hilary hadn’t seemed suspicious of his sudden rush of party spirit, his determined festive extravagance. If there’s wine in the fridge, out with it, he had said. I have an announcement to make, he declared. He winked at Sarah. Your honour, I have a piece of information to convey, Counsel for the Prosecution announced no sooner than the court was assembled. A pompous man. Daniel was ten minutes late. The jury had barely been trooped in than they were being trooped out again. A high window showed still bare branches gleaming in rain. I’ve bought a grand piano for the new house, he told them. Sarah had refused the smart clothes her mother brought and gone to her room to put on her sloppiest. Why? For our 20th anniversary, he announced. A Stein way. Yes, the very same that Hilary always sat at in Blumenthal’s when she chose pianos for friends. The same those friends never bought. But he had. He had put down a deposit. And already, Daniel thought, as Tom and Max applauded and Hilary gasped and embraced him, already the instrument was doing its job, its music drowning out the unpleasantness of Sarah’s provocations, of that strange and worrying phone-call. His wife folded her arms around him. It was money well spent. She was laughing and weeping. The English were such dilettantes, Hilary would complain on leaving Blumenthal’s, the way they always went for the cheaper things, the Yamahas, the East European stuff. How was it, Daniel wondered, hugging his ever so English wife, that she always talked about the English as if she were German, they Spanish, or Greek? May I smoke? Max had enquired amid the general festivity. His politeness was touching. Hilary hated smoke and said, Of course, Max.


Your honour, the elderly prosecutor told Judge Savage, your honour, the police have just this moment informed us that the stolen goods in question, which, as you will remember were recovered soon after the crime, were, er, stolen again last night. In exactly the same manner and from the same place, defence counsel added with a hint of a smile. Despite evident differences in age, temperament and class, both advocates, Daniel observed, were performing their roles in exemplary fashion. The prosecutor coughed: Since the material in question, more than thirty thousand pounds worth of computer hardware, was essential to the operations of the company who owned it, we allowed them to take possession on the understanding that certain items would be available as exhibits as and when required. That, I’m afraid, will no longer be possible. Defence counsel’s smile broadened. The bright young man seemed extremely pleased with himself. Why? Daniel wondered. The business of the jacket would surely be damning enough. Prosecution counsel had said nothing about dropping the case. Nor did the crime’s repetition exclude the defendant’s having taken part in the earlier theft. I wonder if you could fetch me an aspirin? he asked the usher.


Then when the defendant was brought in, it turned out he was black. Was this, perhaps, Daniel wondered, why the case had been assigned to him? So the accent was West Indian, not cockney at all. Glancing around the court, he saw that in fact he and the man in the dock were the only two non-whites present. Why had Minnie called him, of all people, almost seven years on? The only non-white judge on this circuit. A special favour, she said. What favour? Daniel invited the defendant not to interrupt the court by constantly muttering to himself. No doubt she had had other affairs since. Leaning forward from his seat the man was bull-necked and brutally handsome. Why come to him? You will have your opportunity to give evidence, Mr Conway, all in good time. Mr Cunningham? he invited the prosecution to resume. A judge ought to have everybody’s names on the tip of his tongue, Daniel had long ago decided, though he was acutely aware of having had no time at all to collect his thoughts today. Sleep had been a lurid melodrama of which he remembered only the violent awakening, tossed into the morning as if from an angry sea.


It’s bloody stupid, Mr Conway interrupted again. It’s pathetic! He raised his voice. Once again Daniel warned that he would be removed from the court and tried in his absence if he didn’t observe the most elementary of rules. It is within my power to order you downstairs, Mr Conway. As he spoke, firmly and softly, the contrast of his own measured Oxbridge accent with the defendant’s rough street Jamaican could only alert the alert, Judge Savage was aware, to the cleverness of those who had made his appointment. His close friend Martin Shields had put it thus: They chose the only one of us who really is one of us, but with boot polish on his face. That was at the chambers party. Chromo-somatism! Martin joked. They had had a lot to drink. Martin’s wife Christine had tried to shut him up, but Daniel insisted that he didn’t mind. They were old friends, he and Mart. On the contrary, he agreed. Of course, it was political correctness. He had been chosen to redress an embarrassing imbalance. I may have a little light tan on my cheeks, but at least I’m a red-blooded heterosexual, he laughed. He roared with merry laughter. It was his party after all. Hilary hadn’t taken offence. They danced together. Martin had been overlooked again. There isn’t room for all of us, he acknowledged. Not now the others have to be brought in too. He meant the blacks, the Indians, the women. It was the third time they had invited Martin Shields up to interview, the third time they had denied him even so much as the position of recorder. He would never make it now. But then the imbalance was embarrassing: not a single non-white judge on this circuit. No point in being bitter, Martin would say. He had started a collection of British fungi. He began to talk about fungi. And moths. British moths.


Presenting the case to the jury, prosecution counsel brought up the question of the theft’s being repeated early on. His manner was at once tedious and entirely convincing: the theft of the same materials in the same manner had been committed the very evening before this trial. You will want to ask yourselves, of course, he remarked without looking up, whether this was pure coincidence, or whether perhaps it might have been intended to weaken the Crown’s case and … Your honour! Young Harper was immediately on his feet. This is the merest speculation!


Daniel accepted the objection, as Cunningham no doubt knew he would. Studying the jury the judge was depressed to observe how often twelve people could be assembled without even one of them offering a temptation that would allow a now faithful husband to savour repression at work. The only pretty candidate had been excluded in the ballot. How can I know, Hilary had demanded, at the height of the crisis, that you’re not just becoming more and more like your miserable father! Whoever he was, she added viciously. You knew my father perfectly well, Daniel objected. He referred, of course, to the recently deceased Colonel Henry Savage who had spent so much money to send both his sons to Rugby. Colonel Savage always said, both my sons. You were child to the people who brought you up. Certainly as much as brother Frank. The jury tittered on hearing the story of the jacket. Defence counsel, Daniel noticed, was definitely looking smugger than he ought. But this, perhaps, was theatre. Like one’s wife, one’s children, the jury were there to be convinced.


Aren’t we spending too much?


At lunchtime the judge and his wife met briefly at the house to do some measuring. Hilary seemed both worried and delighted. These visits were already a pleasant routine. They wandered through the rooms, climbed an iron ladder upstairs. I wish we’d had three, she said. Here an old piece of furniture from the flat would fit, there another must be purchased. From her place at the piano — she had scratched out a shape on rough floor boards — she would be able to look sideways into the flames of a fire that was to sit in a modern cast iron core, but clad, distinctly Regency, in a delicate stone surround. You look — she gave him the brochure. How was it that they had stopped arguing, Daniel marvelled, turning the pages? The grey stone? he asked. Three children would have been happy here, she said. The crisis they had had did not quite seem to explain it, he felt, this contentment, this lack of tension. Or the marble?


The brochure showed smiling faces staring into flames. Young faces. Combustion and heat distribution (there were graphs and tables) were the most efficient technology could provide. Do you think that Sarah will start playing again, he asked, once we have the new piano? As yet their daughter still refused even to come and see the place. Hilary laughed. They poked their noses out into the rain. That was a terrible exhibition she put on for Max last night. For Max? Daniel was nonplussed. She used to play so well, he said wistfully A bit mechanically, Hilary said. Should they terrace the front garden where it sloped down quite steeply? The religious thing is just to be provocative, I think, she said.


Then Hilary exclaimed, Oh but for heaven’s sake, I forgot: Christine phoned to say they might be interested in buying the flat. In fact, she was positively gung-ho. What, Martin’s Christine? The Shields? I’m sorry, I should have said at once. I don’t know what I was thinking of. Suddenly, his wife turned and embraced him under their umbrella on a muddy path. As soon as they’ve got the doors on, let’s bring up a rug and make love. All right, Daniel agreed, though sensing this was more the kind of thing one did with a mistress than a wife of twenty years. Still, he felt very happy, looking across the sloping hills in the rain. Some workers were watching from one of the other houses. Very happy, he told himself. The piano had been an excellent move. It was true Sarah’s playing had been mechanical. And it would be too good to be true if they simply sold the Carlton Street flat at once to old friends. Yet at the same time — or rather this was somehow part of that happiness — he had the elusive impression that his life was actually over already, burned out. It was Tom and Sarah who had the kindling in their eyes now. Their middle aged father would just relax on the terraced lawn or on the hearthrug, listening to the ordered progressions of Bach and Mozart.


At what time was exhibit one seized? Defence counsel asked. The jury had been shown the fragment of jacket. The morning after the crime, the police officer said. I asked at what time? The policeman consulted his notes. Ten-thirty. And of course the exhibit was immediately taken back to the station? Yes. That was February 12th? Yes. And at what time was the search warrant on the defendant’s house executed? The following morning. February 13th? Yes, we felt … At what time, Sergeant? Early. Five-thirty. And you immediately found the jacket? It was hanging in the passage by the door. With the fragment missing? Yes. And no doubt you rushed it straight back to the police station to compare it with exhibit one? We did. Taking Mr Conway back with you for safety’s sake? We felt that given …


How wearisome this was! Daniel had his eye on the clock. Surely nothing could save the defendant. The evidence was overwhelming. Defence counsel was dragging it out. And a non-white judge, however sophisticated his accent, merely made it easier, Daniel thought, for an all-white jury to convict. He had told Minnie he would be in his room in chambers late afternoon and already it was four-fifteen. The pretty one lost in the ballot had been Asian. Would she come? Did he want her to? Yes, but only in order to have whatever it was she wanted off his back. No desire, he thought, to repeat the experience. On the contrary, he had never been so eager to get home after work, to play safe. In another couple of minutes he would invite counsel for the defence to come to the point.


At what time, then, would the arrival of exhibit two have been entered in the station’s exhibit log? Daniel cleared his throat: If defence counsel could, er, come to the point, he suggested. There were wry smiles. The police sergeant was clearly telling the truth. The jury was bored. The defendant, constantly muttering under his breath, seemed sensibly to have accepted the inevitable. He had the look of a man let out of prison only in order to see how quickly he might find his way back there. We are eager, Daniel finished, to hear where your questioning is leading, Mr Harper.


Of course, your honour!


It was only then, as the young man turned rather dramatically to the judge’s bench to explain himself, that Daniel appreciated that it was a set up. How stupid of him! After all these years. Defence counsel, a young and eager performer, a man with ambition glowing from his eyes, dripping from his shiny lips, had been begging to be interrupted. Begging. He had been dragging it out in order to be interrupted. The interruption underlines the surprise — every lawyer knows this — as a noise is louder when one is woken by it, when one is shocked out of sleep. By a phone-call perhaps. Daniel had woken the jury with his demand, put them on maximum alert for whatever it was counsel was now about to say. Your honour — the boy even indulged in a flourish of the gown — your honour, I merely wish to demonstrate that the arrival of the fragment of leather jacket, exhibit one, was not entered in the police station log until after the police had seized the jacket itself, exhibit two, entry for exhibit one being made at 10 o’clock on February 13th, almost twenty-four hours after alleged seizure, and entry for exhibit two after again a full twenty-four hours delay, at twelve-thirty on the fourteenth. The truth is that the police already had the jacket in their possession before seizure of the fragment was recorded. This discrepancy with regard to the only — ahm — evidence that the prosecution is offering fits all too well with the defendant’s emphatic claim that facts have been manipulated in order to gain his conviction.


Daniel looked over to the prosecution counsel. For a moment the man had closed his eyes. He raised a hand to his brow and slowly shook his head, then asked: Your honour, given this development, I wonder if you would allow me a fifteen minute adjournment for consultation? Daniel allowed it, knowing full well that on his return the man would announce that the Crown was dropping its case. So that in the event it was only a matter of half an hour before the defendant, more bewildered than ever, would hear the judge directing the jury to acquit, and a question of minutes then before the man would be set free, though neither judge, prosecution nor defence seriously doubted that he had been involved in the crime. Sometimes it is the conclusion the jury comes to that counts and sometimes the chance to reach a conclusion is denied them. When everything seems settled, everything can still be undone. What you thought was evidence, is suddenly irrelevant. It hasn’t been properly recorded, would never hold up on appeal. How could the police have made such a cock-up? It was a minor coup for young Harper to have noticed such a thing. His elderly opponent made a point of going over to compliment him while Daniel, hurrying back to his chambers, was again aware, without even needing to articulate it to himself, of the gap between reality and court theatricals. He shook his head. The CPS people would be furious. So much of life came into the court and so much escaped it, eluded it, or emerged bizarrely packaged in a quantity of money to pay, or years to serve, or years that might be served if you ever got caught doing anything again. It isn’t so much arbitrary, Daniel would tell himself, as disconnected, not on the same plane. In any event, the real damage to a convicted man is not, or not necessarily, the punishment itself, but the way the conviction conditions those all around you, the jury you live your life with day by day It would be far less damaging, for example, to Daniel, to be sent down for a month on a drunk driving charge, than for it to become generally known how he had met and seduced Minnie.


He waited for her call. Or perhaps she would actually come to the court. At six he phoned home and said he wanted to hang on an hour or so to go through the papers for tomorrow’s list. Martin and Christine are here, Hilary said. She was breathless. They want to put down a deposit. Already! On the full asking price? His wife said yes. Without negotiation? That’s what I said. I can’t believe it. Sarah had been offensive again, his wife complained. Gone out slamming the door just because I made a comment about her appearance. Tell them, Daniel said, we’ll get someone to draw up a contract absolutely as soon as possible. In the background he could hear Tom’s rumbustious banging on the piano. ‘Get back Joe!’ We must have asked too little, he laughed. Putting down the phone he felt awed by this extraordinary run of luck. All the anxiety he had foreseen, the problem of making payments on the new house while waiting to see when and at what price their old one would sell for, was gone. Sold, done it!


Somebody’s made an offer for the flat, he mentioned to the departing clerk. Oh that’s wonderful, the girl said. Congratulations. Her voice was sincere. Sweetheart, he thought. Minnie too had been a sweetheart. Smiling to himself, he turned to some sentencing reports.


A social worker was recommending leniency for a man who had broken his son’s wrist. The mother had walked out on the family. An older sibling, one of four, insisted that this particular act of violence was unique, the result of stress and anxiety. Daniel understood the impulse to violence. There had been a number of occasions when he had hit his children too hard. Immediately prior to the incident, the victim (a six-year-old) had deliberately smashed all the kitchen crockery. Those were the details. With a hammer! But Daniel had never come close to taking Tom by the hand and snapping his wrist. He hoped they would be happy in the new house. Hilary too could be violent. She had thrown a knife at him when she had found out about Jane. How had she found out? A vegetable knife. Somebody somewhere must have whispered something. The handle caught him above an ear. How else could she have known? She wouldn’t say. And she had done violence to herself too. Her fingers bled at the nails; she had gouged flesh from above her knees. He had respected this hysteria. He was impressed. He had pointed out that it was years since they had been happy together, packed his bags and left. He had gone to the Cambridge Hotel. But the convicted man had taken a child’s arm and snapped it over the edge of the table. He had been drinking. Did one hear it snap? At least fifty percent of those I’ve defended and prosecuted had been drinking at the time of the alleged crime. It was something one often mentioned in conversation. If Daniel wasn’t lenient, he would deprive the boy of his father. This was the social worker’s concern. And thus of his home. That was true. In cases of this kind one’s discretionary powers were considerable. What the mother had done, on the other hand, walking out on her family, wasn’t even illegal. She was incapable, she had stated, of looking after children in her present situation. As it hadn’t been illegal when Daniel checked in to the Cambridge Hotel. The social worker was of the same opinion. Quite incapable. But ugly, Hilary had said. Ugly. The mother was an alcoholic. The father was doing his best. He only drank occasionally. On the other hand how lenient was lenient? And could a six-year-old be expected to answer a social worker’s questions in his own best interest?


It was six-thirty and still the girl hadn’t phoned. It doesn’t matter. The only important thing was that she stop phoning him at home. That the past remain past and buried. Pushing the seat back from his desk, Daniel remembered again his odd feeling up at the new house at lunchtime that there was something inexplicable about this new happiness of theirs. Was it really just the crisis and its resolution? The dramas of a year before seemed impossibly distant now. He knew as a fact that he must be the child of those events, but often it was as though they had happened to someone else; not to his wife and himself, music teacher and judge, but to some other person, to this man, for example, this car mechanic, who had immediately taken his son to hospital but refused to admit his responsibility to the doctors, confessing only when interviewed by the police. Even after that confession the boy had sworn blind that the fracture was a result of his falling out of the kitchen window. The alcoholic wife confirmed that her husband had hit her on three or four occasions, though never seriously. It was quite beyond her to look after children. What did never seriously mean? The father had never expected, the social worker’s report insisted, that he would have to look after his children on his own. He would benefit from a period of rehabilitation. My dad, Minnie had said when she told him she was switching phones. My dad!


Daniel put down the case papers. The oddity, in the end though, he reflected, had been that the thing that ought most to have hurt him, most to have confirmed his decision to leave her, had been precisely what made him look at Hilary afresh, allowed him to rediscover a forgotten tenderness. It came to him that he had seen that tenderness once in Tom’s eyes when he, Daniel, in his fury over some game they were playing, had punched their bedroom door and his fist had splintered the thin ply. Tom’s eyes had been full of sad love, of admiration, of reappraisal. But it wasn’t the business of the knife that drew him back to Hilary. It was when she had brought up the whole story of her ex, of Robert. She had resurrected that old story in defiance, in order to destroy their marriage once and for all. They were standing in the foyer of the Cambridge Hotel. She had loved only Robert, she said. Almost sneering. He was the love of my life. She was glad their marriage was over, she shouted. The only one. Glad! It’s been a farce, she said. After Robert killed himself, she no longer cared. That is the truth, if you have to know. She would never get over that, she told him. I married you entirely on the rebound, she said coldly, primly, in the foyer of the hotel. She stressed the word entirely. Hilary is capable of great feats of primness, Daniel remembered. Later, he had spent hours, days, anaesthetised before the TV, waiting for something to happen, something that was supposed to come from within himself, some decision. Martin had looked after him. They spent the evenings playing snooker together. You must look after your mum, he told his daughter Sarah one evening at the school gate. He and Hilary were agreed that the children needn’t be told about Jane. I never cared, Hilary told him determinedly in the hotel foyer, about you, or anyone but Robert. I married you more to spite my parents, she said, than anything else. To spite myself, she said. She tried to laugh in his face. I knew you could never be the man Robert was. He was full of sensibilities you can’t even imagine, she said. He was a genius. You can’t even imagine. She burst into tears. The only thing you had was you weren’t white. Even weeping she was prim. You’ll never know, she said, how much that killed my Dad.


Waiting for Minnie, reading these papers about the family circumstances of a car mechanic who had pleaded guilty to breaking his son’s wrist — both radius and ulna had gone — Daniel reflected on that crucial meeting in the foyer of the Cambridge Hotel. It had taken place amid a back and forth of guests pretending, as they must, not to listen. She had meant to live an exciting life, Hilary insisted, she was spitting the words at this point, with a musician, a rebel, someone with real charisma, a real man. But when Robert killed himself she lost all hope. She would never understand why he’d done it. Why had they never discussed this? Love hadn’t helped him. My love didn’t help. We two have never talked about anything important, she shouted. Love is pointless. When she saw his body in the garage, she had known she would never love again. I knew I would never love anyone. Then she had just fallen back on him, on Daniel, and on the dull conventional life he had given her. You were a fallback, she shouted. Understand? I’ll never love anyone. The life you’ve given me has been dullness itself. A miserable fallback! She hissed the words. How can someone weep and still be prim? Violently prim, he thought. You fall over yourself to be conventional, she insisted, there was contempt in her voice, because you think it’s the only way a black can succeed. I’m not actually black, he reminded her. Why did he always say that? Well, you’re certainly not white! she yelled. In the foyer of the hotel. She almost spat, as if their marriage were something she could cough up in contempt. I never loved you, she shouted. She could vomit away her marriage. I am retching up our marriage and spitting it out. That was what she was saying.


They stood staring at each other. And all at once — he could actually place the moment, the sudden surfacing of unexpected emotion — Daniel felt a great tenderness toward her for this. For having said this. He knew it wasn’t true. But how sad that even the story of our marriage has to be destroyed like this. Hilary has to destroy our marriage, because of what I am doing to her, leaving her. What you’re doing is ugly, she’d said. Yet he hadn’t seen Jane for weeks now. He hadn’t seen Jane at all since he’d left home. Why not? That’s rubbish, he said, he took his wife in his arms. There in the foyer of the Cambridge. He reached out his arms to his wife. We had great times, he said, we had Sarah and Tom, for God’s sake. For some reason he couldn’t understand he really didn’t want to see Jane. He kept making excuses. They held each other, standing by the revolving doors. People were pretending not to notice. She was rigid and weeping. It was the first embrace in weeks. You know that, he said. You can’t change that, Hilary. And though the hotel stand-off was to last almost a further month, from that moment on, that embrace in the foyer by the revolving doors, his arms tight around her rigid, resisting body, their marriage was up and running again. The rest fell away. Jane fell away. As if the most damning evidence, Daniel thought, had been improperly recorded. The police had screwed up. The case must be dropped. Of course everybody knew about Jane, as everybody knew about Robert and his suicide, her lost first love, her musical passion, but none of this would stand up in court. There has been a mistake, your honour, an oversight. In court, before a jury of their peers, there were Sarah and Tom, and actually quite a lot of good times together, well recorded in the family albums. There was a gleam of future firelight in the children’s young eyes. Then if she was never going to say what exactly she knew about Jane and who she had got that knowledge from, how could it weigh in the balance? He denied the most part — hearsay, your honour — never even hinted at the other adventures. Why should he? A jury isn’t informed of the defendant’s record. And he really had lost interest. It was strange. You can’t rewrite history, he muttered in her ear, in the foyer. I thought that’s what you were trying to do, she said.


So it was precisely in choosing to split up, worn down by years of warfare, that they had at last understood, without either entirely revealing him or herself to the other, that their destinies were inextricable; these were the roles they would play as surely as a judge must wear a wig in court. One might as well accept that. No, they should celebrate it! They must celebrate that famous suntan their children boasted. Oh I like my coffee well roasted, Hilary laughed, hugging Daniel when he came home — that colour that could only have come from them. Hilary loved his skin, the conventional British man, she said, in the mysterious foreign body: Daniel Savage!


Yet none of this quite explained their present happiness. There was something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Just as His Honour Judge Savage was standing to leave his room, the telephone rang. Christine said: Hilary didn’t want to bother you, Dan dear, but I insisted. Her voice was charmingly breathy. Do come and have a glass of champers before we have to wander off. I mean, it’s such a big day. We’re buying the flat. Then under her breath, and taking advantage of what sounded like Chopin in the background, she added: you know Mart always perks up when you’re there, Dan. I’m getting desperate. Evidently, Daniel thought as he put the phone down, and despite this business of their buying the flat, his friend Martin was going through one of his big depressions again. I was just on my way, he laughed.


But again the phone called him back. He had already closed the door and now had to unlock it. Daniel? Minnie asked. Can you meet me in town? Now? With what sounded like a giggle in her voice, she named a street corner in the town centre. He was beginning to explain that it would have to wait when she said, please. Please. You’ll understand why. I’m desperate. Can’t speak now. She must have put the phone down.


It would take no more than ten minutes to drive home. Daniel stood at the corner of Salisbury and Drummond. There could have been no mistake. Minnie was born and bred here. But how long did one wait? He owed the girl nothing, yet felt concerned. Christine was desperate with Martin depressed. Minnie was desperate for reasons he couldn’t imagine. Minnie was dangerous. Sheltering in the entrance to Hill’s, he stepped out on the pavement from time to time. The town was busy in the smeared neon of a rainy evening. To cover tracks, he hurried a hundred yards to the off-license and picked up champagne. Passing Kingscote Ave, he realised he risked being seen by his daughter, whose chapel was there. She called it The Chapel. Or sometimes The Community. Sarah had hurried out slamming the door, Hilary said. Unless this was The Chapel and The Community was something different somewhere else. The business of averting his face as he crossed the road brought back all sorts of memories. The subterfuge of those many mad years. How exciting it had all been! My double life. And how stupid and dangerous. Screwing a girl on the jury! During the case, damn it! A big case. Daniel laughed. A Korean girl. But it was shameful too. Truly shameful. What if I had ever found out, Daniel had often asked himself, that an opponent was screwing someone on the jury when I was defending? It was such a betrayal of one’s vocation. He did feel ashamed. I would never speak to them again. Not that it had actually affected the verdict though. And he had needed that excitement so badly then. An insatiable appetite for excitement and risk. For getting away with it. He had been mad. But like a hole in the head now, he told himself. Engaging in subterfuge now, you saw you needed it like a very big hole in the head. Changed, he decided. Suddenly staid. He frowned. He needed clarity now. Was it to do with this isolation one felt as a judge, this lonely detachment? He looked at his watch. The girl had definitely been a disappointment sexually. He remembered the clarity with which he had made that rare entry in his diary, the day they bought the house. I have become myself, he had written. Perhaps it was this rather than the crisis that explained their new happiness. Something physiological. The time of metamorphoses is over. That was how he had put it. I have grown up.


A taxi squealed at the crossing on Drummond. Daniel wanted to be home, with his wife and children, celebrating the new house, the new piano, the sale of the old, drinking champagne with good friends. A small man came hurrying through the rain to shelter in the entrance to Hills. An Asian, Daniel realised. He studied the cheap jewellery behind the steel grill. She had tried to explain to him how one could tell them apart, Koreans, Malaysians, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese. He had never got further than excluding the Japanese. My natural parents were Brazilian, he told her. God knows what mix of races. The man turned suddenly and looked him directly in the eye. In his thirties perhaps. Awful acne. It was Minnie’s stories he remembered far more than her performance in bed. Her constant chatter in the pretty accent. As if blocked by catarrh. A very pretty girl. Better dressed than un-. Perhaps the man knew her. The Korean community was so close knit. Wasn’t that the burden of her stories? In which case she was risking exposure if she arrived now.


These are old patterns of thought, Daniel reflected. Risk assessment. Now he wanted to be home. Yet the very fact that you always saw it as a risk, that you never wished to be discovered, indicated an investment in the status quo, a desire for excitement, yes, but within a conventional framework where everything remained substantially the same. You go to the edge and no further. Hilary too had wanted an exciting life. I’m taking more of a risk than you are, Minnie had said. More than once. They had only made love four or five times. Impossible, he had laughed. Wrongly, he had imagined that she was worried about her boyfriend, her fiancé. But it seemed she despised the boy My dad would kill me, she repeated. It was her father who terrified her. You’re twenty, Daniel told her, just leave home and do what you want. Do it. The only thing that holds you back is what’s inside your head. He wanted to help the girl. He liked her. Fuck off, she told him.


Got time please, the Asian man asked. He pointed at his wrist. Almost seven-thirty. This is ludicrous, Daniel told himself, but now it had occurred to him that the man was somehow involved. Minnie wouldn’t come while he was there. How excitingly paranoid one became, running risks! How life fizzed. Career finished if even a whisper. Or perhaps she had arrived while he was getting the champagne and had thought he wasn’t coming. She had gone away. Half an hour is enough, Daniel told himself, clutching a cold bottle. Perhaps she was waiting for him to make a move to his car. Then she would grab his arm. We’re a tight community, she said, everybody knows I’ll marry Ben. She giggled. Poor Ben, if he could see me now! She had been naked, but quite unsexy. More a child, he remembered. He didn’t remember very much. She couldn’t see the importance of Daniel’s question, Did she really want to marry the boy? His parents were friends of the family. And in the trial, a rape trial, she hadn’t seen the importance of the long debate over the defendant’s mental health, the question of mens rea, the guilt that is in the mind. He did it, she said. He raped the old woman. Once they’ve admitted that, I don’t see why the trial has to go on. As prosecution counsel it hardly seemed Daniel Savage’s duty to argue the point.


So they’ve done it, Hilary sighed. They’ve done it! But why? Why do they want to buy our flat? Daniel and his wife were preparing for bed. I find it hard, he sighed, being with Martin these days. He’s so gloomy. It’s your fault, she told him. He doesn’t try to make you feel guilty at all. But you get defensive. He knows it was the luck of the draw.


Turning out the light, Daniel was vaguely irritated by the sound of a computer game coming from Tom’s room. How quickly elation blew over. But if he went to silence it, his wife would take the boy’s side. He had done his piano practice after all. They’re going to keep the big house too of course, Hilary said. Christine told me she thinks a pied-à-terre in town will be good when Mart has to work late, or when they want to see friends. A pied-à-terre, she laughed, our home! The flat was not that small. I just can’t see all this stuff with the funguses, Daniel said. I mean, unless you’re a scientist, I can’t see the point of him collecting toadstools and things. He photographs them. And now moths! Hilary said. Then she said she thought actually it was rather wonderful. It was original. Who else collected funguses? Who else photographed moths? You have to have something to take your mind off Archbold. He was bored with his work. And British ones to boot! British funguses. British moths. Really, it’s Christine I think, Hilary said later. They’re a bit isolated out there, she wants to be closer in to town, to escape his depressions.


They were quietly embracing when the phone rang. Daniel knew his wife had registered his sudden rigidity. Oh it’ll be silly Sarah, Hilary laughed, climbing out of bed. Another depressive! Daniel held his breath. We’ve sold the flat, love, Hilary announced at once. To Martin and Christine! Yes, yes, I know! And her husband relaxed. But why had the girl wanted to make a fool of him like that? No, you can’t, Hilary said. Her tone suddenly altered. I don’t care if it’s a Christian community. I don’t care if they’re all vestal virgins. I’ll send your father to get you at once. You’ve got important exams coming up. I said no! Give me the address again. No is no is no is no! You can’t just phone and say you’re staying out the night. A moment later Daniel was pulling on his clothes to go down to the car.


Along the ring road, girls postured at just the suggestive point where each sodium light met dark masses of hawthorn. This was one place, Daniel thought, where there had never been any need to appoint a token non-white. And there and then he decided that he could not be lenient with that poor father. He, of all people, so soon after his appointment to crown court judge, must not be seen to be soft on a man who had broken his son’s wrist. One appointed different people, a new kind of person, in order that everything remain the same, indeed to demonstrate that it had always been okay The play could go on. It was a good play, even when Lear was black. Or Hamlet Asian. The man might break a neck next time. He might break his child’s neck. However rare his drinking bouts. By the road the police were bothering a potential client, examining a licence. The truck was foreign. Aware that he himself might be marginally over the limit, Daniel concentrated on his driving and, wondering now how long exactly the sentence should be, overshot the road the first time. Broughton Street. Then found it. Good. He made the next right. A young woman immediately opened the door of a rambling Victorian house just beyond the town boundary. Daniel was astonished. It wasn’t that he didn’t recognise his daughter as that it took him a split second to understand how she had changed. There was singing in the background, something eager with guitars. A tubby figure appeared carrying a tray. Sarah had had all her hair cut off.


That’s the Community, she said, sitting beside him. So it was separate from the Chapel. He reversed. They have plenty of spare beds and I didn’t want to bother you to come and get me. It had been cut roughly, even savagely. Most of them are battered wives, she explained, or homeless. Girls who’ve left home. There are no men. When he still didn’t reply, she objected: Mum’s obsessed by these exams. It’s crazy. She looked for a station on the radio, found something, listened, then turned it off dissatisfied. As if I had to be beddy-byes by nine every evening.


His daughter sounded belligerent. Daniel was acutely aware of being involved in some important parental test. You cut your hair, he finally said. Now they were back on the ring road again: the long line of yellow lights, the shadowy girls haunting their edges. Both father and daughter knew they were there. Why? Daniel asked. That’s my business, she said. He was hesitant: There’s no law against it, he agreed. M’lud should know, she said. They don’t call me, M’lud. Your honour, then, she smiled. His daughter put an arm round the back of his neck and pushed her fingers into her father’s hair. Thanks for coming, your honour, she said. I bet I woke you up. Her fingertips were tender. On the other hand — Daniel tried to make it a joke — if I suddenly came home in a frilly yellow skirt and suspender belt, which would be my business, you’d probably ask me why all the same, wouldn’t you? She removed her arm. Should he tell her, he wondered, that she looked awful? It had just been scissored away. I mean, when you live with people, he went on, you owe them a little more than the strict letter of the law, don’t you? But his daughter had burst out into a giggly laughter. Actually, it’d be pretty self-evident why, Dad, she laughed. Come to think of it, though, you might look nice in a frilly skirt. It would suit your bum.


When they had parked, he kept her in the car a moment. He said: It just occurred to me perhaps you should get it properly cropped, I mean, if you’re going to have it short. Properly? You know what I mean, he said. She sat looking out of the windscreen. It’s a Community thing, she explained, her eyes averted. To show that we’re not sex objects. Like a Moslem veil really. A Moslem veil serves to cover what everybody agrees is a sex object, he said. We’re all sex objects, he insisted. If we’re halfway lucky. Her voice hardened to a brittleness he knew all too well. Speak for yourself, she said.


Neither made a move to get out. To anyone passing by it would have seemed that they were lovers who found it difficult to part. He tried: What if one of the universities wants to interview you? Yes, so? Well, it might be advisable to look … What? Suddenly she was extremely aggressive. To look what, Dad? Come on! She was scathing. Advise, Dad! Tell me what would be advisable. Daniel was furious: I’m just trying to think of your own bloody good. How are they going to react when you come in looking like … What? she demanded. What? Tell me what I look like? I’m thinking of you, he repeated more calmly. You know that. You know it’s a provocative statement to have your hair like that. I’m thinking of you.


There was another silence. The girl bowed her head. She was sitting with the same hunched posture he had noticed a lot lately. The shoulders were drawn forward. Maybe I won’t go to university, she said. I beg your pardon? I don’t think I’m going to university, Dad. But for Christ’s sake! The Lord doesn’t want me to, she said. Then when he started to protest, she wept and turned to hug him. They were cheek to cheek. He held her tight. He wanted her to acknowledge his love. After some moments, her body relaxed. God knows what your mother will say when she sees that hair, he muttered. Don’t cry now. Please don’t cry. Oh Mum’s already seen it, his daughter was suddenly laughing. She cheered up. She drew back. Daniel found this difficult to believe. Hilary hadn’t mentioned it. How could Hilary have seen her hair like that and not mentioned it? When finally he climbed into bed, he said, That girl’s driving me crazy; when you see what’s she’s done to her hair you’ll have a fit. There was no reply. Unable to sleep, Daniel again tried to decide how long a sentence he must give the man who had broken his son’s wrist. What did Minnie want from him? At last there was a soft laugh: It’s just a phase, Hilary murmured. She’ll soon change when she finds a boyfriend.









THREE






What Martin read, Daniel read. In the past. Aristotle, Montesquieu, Nietzsche, Sartre. Years ago now. When I choose a course of action for myself, I choose it for the whole human race. That had left its mark. At the weekend, though, and here Daniel could not follow, Martin had shown them his moth trap, a neon tube in a big muslin bag at the bottom of the lawn. This on a visit to discuss the surveyors report. The puffy fabric, mid-morning when they saw it, was a fluttering scum of drowsy brown life. He takes photographs, then lets them go, Christine explained. Martin picked out a soft brown body. His pretty wife had put on weight. And in a phone-call on the following Monday she begged, please! Please help, Dan! The two had kissed once. After some party. Nothing had come of it. Now Daniel was playing his old friend, his old mentor, at snooker again, and the excuse he had given was that there was something he needed advice about. Why do I always feel more comfortable with Martin, Daniel wondered, when assuming a position of deference, when pretending to seek advice rather than giving it?
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