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			Part One

			The Awakening

			‘Souls never die, but always on quitting one abode pass to another. All things change, nothing perishes. The soul passes hither and thither, occupying now this body, now that…. As a wax is stamped with certain figures, then melted, then stamped anew with others, yet it is always the same wax. So, the Soul being always the same, yet wears at different times different forms.’

			Attributed to Pythagoras of Samos c. 570 – 495 B.C.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Disturbance

			20th September 2000, Hampstead Heath, North London.

			“Is he dead? Oh God, that’s all we need,” muttered Fred, one of the dog patrollers, as he drove past the high mound of earth where the Iceni Queen, Boudicca, was once thought to have been buried.

			Hampstead Heath had seen its fair share of strange events over the years. The sight of a corpse, lying facedown in the dew-fresh grass, decomposing and returning to Mother Earth, was not that exceptional. Once, maybe twice, a year a body would be found, half hiding in some quiet corner of the once-wild expanse of woodland now dominated by dog-walkers, seriously committed joggers, female middle-aged American power walkers, celebrities puffing behind their personal trainers, and liberal North London types attracted by the life-enhancing experience of a dip in the freezing-cold, open-air bathing ponds. It was just past six o’clock in the morning.

			Fred and Kevin had been working together as a dog patrol team for nearly two years. Their job was to maintain a watch over the Heath and respond to calls concerning problems with dogs, which were many.

			Fred came to a slow halt in his little patrol van and decamped from the vehicle. He and Kevin walked slowly closer to the body. This was not so easy, as the mound was covered with a fairly dense and irregular circle of high Norwegian fir trees, which itself was surrounded by two concentric railings, the inner one of metal and the outer of wood, to keep the notoriously inquisitive public at a safe distance.

			Fred, being both Kevin’s boss and older by many years, naturally asked Kevin to go first. “Maybe we should just call the police and let them deal with it,” suggested Kevin, fearing the worst as he ungracefully clambered over the railings. “If it’s a drugs case, I don’t want to know.”

			From the safe distance of the car, there appeared to be a large, highly decorated object lying almost upright against one of the trees – perhaps a piece of wood or maybe a stick.

			As Kevin inched closer it looked more elaborate, like a walking stick lovingly carved and covered in all manner of trinkets, charms, and colored ribbons. On closer inspection it was clearly a hiking staff, the head of which looked unusual, perhaps a bone from a small animal, probably an antler, thought Kevin.

			As Kevin approached ever nearer to the scene, he was struck by the appearance of an elderly man, who was curled into a near-fetal position at the very top of the rising, in the center of the trees. His hair was long, but thin, gray, and tightly matted. His clothes looked almost theatrical, a baggy dark blue cloak half covered a faded pair of crimson velvet-looking trousers. The shoes looked handmade and basic, like medieval leather slippers. More than that was difficult to see.

			“Is he dead or what?” old Fred whispered as he leaned over the railings, now worried that a stray walker with an inquisitive dog would become entangled in the events. “I bet he’s a leftover from last night’s concert at Kenwood. I told them The Sound of Music would do their heads in.”

			Edging closer through surprisingly thick growth, Kevin lost his nerve completely. “I don’t know and I don’t wanna know. It don’t feel right, Fred. Let’s get out of here.”

			Fred decided that he would have to show Kevin why Fred was the boss. If they reported a rotting corpse to the police, only to be informed later that it was a sleeping drunk who had crashed out for a few hours on his way back from a fancy-dress party, he and Kevin would be the butt of jokes back at the sheds for the foreseeable future. Fred did his best to climb over the railings without making it look like the effort it was, and boldly moved closer to the body.

			The staff was irresistible to Fred, who, without hesitation, picked it up and held it outstretched. “Jesus, it’s got some weight to it, Kevin,” he said, and quite instinctively decided to prod the old sod who was threatening to ruin his day.

			Fred dug the staff into the rib cage of the still-quiet body, and again, and yet again. The combined effect of all the bits and pieces on the body of the staff made a cheap-sounding trinkety noise.

			Kevin had already resigned himself to a tedious day of interviews with the police, paperwork, and sitting around, when a soft muted sound came from the body.

			“Shit, he’s alive!” squealed Kevin.

			Fred acquired the posture fully befitting his hard-earned status of Senior Dog Patroller, standing upright, leaning with his two hands on the staff like a farmer commanding his dogs. “Get up, you old beggar. You frightened the shit out of us, and now it’s going-home time. Come on, it’s a new moon, you silly old dip-hip.”

			The old boy stirred and moved his head towards Kevin, his tired but clear blue eyes indicating more fear and disorientation than menace while they sought to focus upon the outside world. He began patting his body as if seeking reassurance that everything was where it was supposed to be. But he looked so old and dirty it was difficult to tell where the bits of dirt and twigs ended and the frail-looking body began.

			Fred reacted by appearing relaxed and stood back, sounding pleased with himself. “Take your stick and move it, old boy. Try Bishop’s Avenue. This party’s over.”

			After rising ever so slowly to his feet, the slight figure moved sheepishly towards Fred with an outstretched hand, gesturing for the return of the staff. Once the hand of the old man had made contact with the staff, Fred felt a keen and determined pull, which surprised and annoyed him. He pulled the staff back with a smile and a sneer, despite the sudden realization of his disadvantage of being on lower ground. Without any words being exchanged, but with many grunts, groans, and mean eye-to-eye contact, Fred and the old boy engaged in a spontaneous tug-of-war over the staff.

			Quite suddenly, while still holding his grasp on the staff, the old man became completely motionless, and then without warning swung the staff with a compelling force. Fred, according to Kevin’s statement to police later that day, was lifted right off his feet and was flung into the air, landing awkwardly against the inner railings in a thick growth of nettles.

			Fred groaned in pain and humiliation while Kevin ran to his aid.

			“You just wait, you silly old bastard, you’ll pay for that. You’ll be paying over the odds for non-slippy soap before you know it! Oh, my back! I’ll be off for weeks with this. Stay away from me, you old devil. Kevin, help me up, we’re getting the police all right.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Chambers

			Three Harcourt Square was a home away from home for George Winsome. Situated in a quiet courtyard in the very heart of the Temple on the northern banks of the River Thames, sheltered from the public gaze by the high mock-Tudor facades of the modern world of banks, clothes shops and cafés, near the ancient Inner Temple Church, where effigies of the Knights Templar lay in glorious and respectful silence, chambers were a haven of peace despite being no more than a couple of hundred yards from the bustle of Fleet Street and Chancery Lane.

			Thirty-three barristers worked from these chambers, comprised of twelve rooms spread over two floors. Barristers-in-training – pupils – came and went; once taken on by a set of chambers, a pupil became a tenant and was immediately immortalized with a hand-painted wooden slat bearing their name on the outside communal entrances.

			George was still a pupil and therefore not a ‘real’ barrister, although that statement would raise eyebrows from those he represented in court. The first six months of his pupillage with his pupil master – a senior member of chambers – Laurence Trivoli, an extremely cultured middle-aged criminal hack of noble Italian extraction, had been successfully completed three months previously, and now he was entitled to accept instructions from those few solicitors who maintained miraculous faith in a clerk’s judgment as to which pupil was right for any particular case. The clerks’ power over pupils was awesome, like an experienced talent agent and a young actor. The system had worked for as long as anyone could remember, and worked well because the clerks acquired knowledge and skill over many years, often passed on from generation to generation.

			Paul Styles, the senior clerk at Three Harcourt, had spent over thirty years developing his skills and while he felt every decision he made was a gamble, it was a calculated gamble, which invariably paid off. Paul belonged to the old school of senior clerks who dressed immaculately and was often mistaken for one of the barristers from his ‘set’.

			The names on the thin, narrow wooden boards outside the communal entrance changed slowly over the years, like a slow-motion film credit rolling slower than the growth of a blade of grass.

			The older, predominately male barristers would usually retire or accept academic or judicial appointments. Some might fade from life following an illness or other catastrophe normally involving drink or women, or more often, drink and women. The name of a new member of chambers would be added to the bottom of the list on average once a year following a series of chambers’ meetings culminating in the do-or-die ‘tenancy meeting,’ during which the future of a pupil would be reviewed and discussed and decided upon, every member acutely aware of the enormity of the consequences of the collective decision for the pupil. For every ‘tenancy’ awarded to a profoundly grateful pupil, there were at least five rejections each year.

			The head of chambers, Michael Backawf QC (‘M.B.’ to his friends), aged fifty-eight, was considered by his peers to be enlightened and progressive. Though he had warmly embraced – ‘in principle’ – the new technology that many chambers were still managing to avoid, he had written a well-received article in the Bar News, which had argued passionately that ‘email was the most dangerous threat to interpersonal communication since the television’. M.B. agreed with the Bar Council that every member of chambers should – ‘in due course’ – have a monitor on his or her desk. (Obviously it would take some time to agree what ‘in due course’ meant, and difficulties were envisaged over the fact that only fifteen members of chambers had a desk they could call their own.)

			In September of 2000, George was one of five pupils. The competition for a place in chambers was fierce and frightening. George had no plan B if they did not take him on as a tenant – in effect a lifelong partnership with a guaranteed, ready-made practice. George had a lot in his favor: he was not too bright (Three Harcourt had never taken on a pupil with a first-class degree for fear that such an individual would walk in with too much of a career advantage over everyone else in chambers), he was good-looking and he had a sense of humor. George also knew, instinctively, that he should never – ever – bad-mouth the competition. So long as he fanned the egos of the tenants, embraced the wisdom of his esteemed pupil master, kept on the right side of the clerks, and worked hard he was in with a chance. The black-ball tradition of entrance to chambers sharpened the diplomatic skills of pupils to a standard required of a seasoned politician.

			The first hurdle to overcome was not M.B. but Paul Styles. The senior clerk did not attend chambers’ meetings, but his recommendation was the most influential ingredient for the application to be successful. If the senior clerk had ‘put a word in,’ and your pupil master was still on your side, you had a chance. So far, George was on track. But it could all go wrong in five minutes, at any point in time.

			* * *

			An invitation for a ‘little, private chat’ with the senior clerk was not to be turned down. Yes, it might be bad news, but then again it might not.

			“George,” said Paul, talking loudly to overcome the well-bred voices in the background of the Fleet Street wine bar, “what are your ambitions at the Bar? Where do you see yourself in five years’ time?”

			George took a very small sip from the glass of white wine and collected his thoughts.

			“My mother always joked that I would be knighted one day.”

			“So, you’re aiming for the High Court?”

			“Well, I don’t know. There’s nothing more satisfying than making a great speech. And there is no greater challenge than representing a man in front of his peers, with his liberty and reputation at stake. I can imagine no other life. I can’t wait for my first jury trial.”

			“How did you get on today at Southend?”

			“I was for John Smith, as you know. He was up for drink-driving and assault on the arresting officers.”

			“Did you win?”

			“We won the assault charge and went down fighting on the drink driving.”

			“The client was happy with the result?”

			“Sure, and the family. I’m sure Leggitt will hear favorable reports, in due course.”

			“That’s good, George. Always remember who your client is.”

			Paul took a long gulp from his pint of cold lager and looked at George intensely.

			“George. You know how important the Leggitt firm is to our chambers. That firm accounts for nearly sixty-five percent of our business. We do try and spread our bets but we always end up with Leggitt. Bernie Armour has been the main man there for nearly ten years, ever since old Leggitt – Ralph – God bless him – was killed in a car accident on his way to the Old Bailey. You’ve probably heard that story. Anyway, Bernie has confided in me that he’s getting tired of this game and wants to retire pretty soon. He’s been grooming Leggitt’s boy – Sam – to take over the reins when he goes. Have you met Sam?”

			“Er, can’t say I have, Paul. Obviously, I’ve heard of him.”

			“Well, you will soon enough. The point is that a lot of briefs will be coming into chambers from Sam, and I want you to know that he’s taken a shine to you – you’re about the same age – and Sam wants to try you out with a trial. He knows it’s your first. I just want you to know how important it is for chambers for you to keep Sam happy. The papers will be arriving tomorrow. The case has yet to be sent for trial, but that’s where it’s going. Nothing too heavy, just an assault case involving some old nutter. First thing is to get him bail and make sure the case ends up in the Crown Court. Right up your street, eh, George?”

			“A real trial? I’m…I’m in heaven. Thanks, Paul, I won’t let you down.”

			“I know you won’t, George. I know a lot about you, it’s my business. I know what happened to your dad. Laurence told me the story. I even know the counsel who represented your father. He was a very honorable guy, your dad.”

			George looked down, worried that tears might show in his eyes. George’s dad had worked himself up from a lowly door-to-door insurance salesman to become chief executive of the company he had dedicated his life to for over thirty years. The company was bought out in a dawn raid. The new owners had insisted that his father sack half the workforce. When he refused he was dismissed on a false charge of claiming bogus expenses, cleared his name, but died of a heart attack days after the court decision that finally vindicated him, four years after he was sacked. George was thirteen years old when his father died. The press, at the time, sung his father’s praises and portrayed him as an innocent victim of modern-day corporate thuggery.

			George composed himself. “I can only try to live up to my father’s name. He really was a good man, and the treatment he received motivated me to become a lawyer, a good lawyer.”

			At which point Paul’s mobile phone rang with a surprisingly plausible rendition of ‘Land of Hope and Glory,’ and Paul made his way back to chambers, leaving George on cloud nine. George looked at his watch. Nearly seven o’clock. Time for a drink.

			It was no surprise that the Middle Temple Bar was packed out. It always was at seven o’clock. Sitting in one of their usual spots was Heather Armstrong, a fellow pupil of George’s, and David Palmer from a nearby rival set of chambers. It didn’t take long before George was holding the floor among his brothers.

			“So, this guy John Smith is so permanently pissed he can hardly speak, let alone take the oath. His entire family has been drunk for about three generations. Whenever he’s asked a threatening question by the mags or the prosecution, he says ‘pardon?’ Well, exactly how much did you drink that afternoon? Pardon? Was PC Hyde telling the truth when he says that you literally fell out of the car? Pardon? Was your car veering across the road as suggested by the independent witness? Pardon? Are you suggesting that three police officers have fabricated their evidence against you? Pardon? How do you account for that fact that you smelt, as the officer put it, ‘Like a brewery’? Pardon? Well, this goes on for about half an hour and the clerk is getting increasingly agitated. Eventually he explodes and yells at the defendant, ‘This “pardon?” response is wearing a bit thin. Do you suffer from some sort of medical affliction affecting your hearing, in which case no doubt your counsel will produce some corroborative medical evidence, or is this merely a ruse to avoid saying anything that might be remotely damaging to your case? Well, Mr. Smith?’ Long pause, followed by ‘Pardon?’”

			David nearly fell over in tears of laughter, as did three others who overheard the tale. Heather brushed away the fringe of her fiery red hair and merely sighed.

			“That’s a very typical Winsome case. I can imagine hearing that one in ten years’ time as if it was yesterday. You’re destined to represent the arseholes of the world, George. Why don’t you grow up?”

			“Your problem is that your cases are all so fucking heavy, Heather. No doubt you’ve been down the juvenile court pouring your heart out for some ten-year-old trainee psychopath who’s been caught supplying crack cocaine to buy a new pair of trainers.”

			David chuckled. “How did you know, George?”

			Heather looked very serious when she said, “George, you may think all of this is a bit of a lark, but do you think it will help you get taken on?”

			“Rumor has it that Paul reckons you’re dumb enough to accept a tenancy at Three Harcourt, eh George?” enquired David. “We heard about your tête-à-tête with Paul before you had finished your glass of chilled Sauvignon.”

			“It’s all right for you, David. Your chambers will be in deep shit if it doesn’t take on at least one person who isn’t a privately educated, Oxbridge white boy this year. You’re likely to take silk before you’re thirty, hit the bench before you’re forty and end up in the upper house while you’ve still got hair on your head. Hail positive discrimination, and the very best to you!”

			“Less of your shit, George. I’m from the Caribbean not Botswana, you silly white mother. There’s probably more upper-class blood in my DNA than there is in yours,” David said before he roared with laughter.

			George lowered his head. “I’m sorry, David. Don’t know where that crap comes from. Guess I’ve still got some growing up to do.”

			“Excuse me, guys, but I’ve got work to do,” interrupted Heather.

			“See you later, Heather,” said David.

			“No sense of humor, that’s her problem, eh David?”

			“Needs a good man to put a smile on her face,” David answered.

			“You can go first.”

			“No, after you, George. The pipe and slippers can wait. I’m ready for another beer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Merlin

			By late September 2000, George Winsome had been playing the role of barrister, on his own feet, for nearly four months. He had been taught by his esteemed pupil master, and now knew instinctively to treat police officers ‘like shit when defending and with contempt if prosecuting.’ “Address the public as you would talk to your father’s chauffeur,” advised his pupil master.

			At least George had developed a sartorial consciousness – it was critical to dress immaculately always, and especially if there was no wig and gown to hide behind.

			Whether or not George was wearing ‘the kit’, as he called his court uniform, his thinly striped double-breasted suit would be freshly dry-cleaned, the usually cream-white shirt with a detachable collar crisply ironed, the not-too-loud stylish silk tie twisted and turned expertly into a sharp triangular Windsor knot, with a matching silk handkerchief casually stuffed into the left-hand jacket breast pocket, cuff-links mostly of gold and always expensive, amusing, and prominent; black leather brogues spit- polished, every one of his short jet-black hairs in its place, his sharp-featured face closely and lovingly shaved and gently washed over with his favorite Aramis aftershave lotion, regularly flossed white teeth almost shining and, of course, fingernails trimmed and clean. Every day he remembered the words of his pupil master on the subject of ‘presentation of self in everyday life’: “If you look like crap, you are crap. If you look great, you are great.”

			To complete the overall image, George carried around a large black leather case, sometimes referred to as a ‘pilot’s case’. The case was large but not large enough to be confused with the box of tricks carried by a traveling salesman. It was the home of his beloved kit: a large oval-shaped black-and-gold-colored box bearing his full name in gold leaf on the outside that contained his embarrassingly white horsehair wig, three detachable wing collars (stiff), collar studs (cheap), and several (brand-new) bands. Wrapped around the box was a long black gown, impervious to creases. Stuffed in the farthest corner of the bag was the most recent edition of Archbold’s textbook on criminal law and procedure.

			As George was not able to afford a car, the tedious Underground journey and short walk to the courtroom threatened his immaculate image, but normally three or four minutes’, quick work in the men’s toilet would restore his perfection.

			It was ten o’clock in the morning of a very cold and overcast day in Highgate, outside Highgate Magistrates’ Court, which was adjacent to the police station. In thirty minutes the three magistrates’ courts would open for business. Those thirty minutes were always a very tense time for the police officers who dealt with the lawyers of those who they kept in custody in the cells of the station.

			George sniffed the still-cold morning air, put on his most serious barrister face, pulled open the door to the station, puffed himself out, and walked up to the officer in charge, bristling with confidence. “I trust my client is still in one piece, otherwise you’ll be sweeping the streets like the rest of your family,” George announced to everyone.

			The duty sergeant had heard it all before and couldn’t be bothered with the antics of yet another arrogant young member of the Bar. His time would come, eventually.

			“Mr. Winsome. What a pleasure. Yes, old Merlin. He’s in suite 101. Been waiting for you. Ring the bell for room service, won’t you?”

			“Suite 101? I hope the view is the same as in the brochure, otherwise I’ll need to file a formal complaint.”

			“Watkins. Take Mr. Winsome to the executive suite on the lower floor.”

			“Sure, Sarge. This way, please, sir.”

			George always felt sick walking down into prison cells. Always. It wasn’t the smell. It was just the feeling incarceration induced. PC 2150, or Watkins as he was known, selected one key from the assorted bunch dangling from his trouser pocket and turned it this way and that, before pushing the cell door open to reveal a now-familiar image of a darkened room, eight feet by ten, one heavy wooden board covered in seditious graffiti underneath the small dirty window, and a lonely soul looking like a refugee from a fancy-dress party that had gone pear-shaped, sitting on the edge of the seat, which was often used for sleeping, his head in his hands.

			George had been briefed, as promised, by Sam Leggitt. The few pieces of A4-size paper folded vertically in half and wrapped around with lashings of red tape hadn’t taken long to read, and told a rather sad story of an old man who had been arrested at about six a.m., Wednesday, the 20th of September 2000, on Hampstead Heath following a fracas with two dog patrollers, one of whom had slightly injured his back and was now off work. The medical report had not yet been submitted.

			The defendant had been interviewed by the police, who informed the duty solicitor – Sam Leggitt – who managed to spend five minutes or so with ‘Merlin’, the name given to the police by the old man, and had advised his client to say nothing. Little damage had been done. The old boy had said very little. On his charge sheet his name was simply recorded as ‘Merlin’. Under the heading ‘Reason for Arrest’ it was stated that he had ‘assaulted a dog patroller over Hampstead Heath causing actual bodily harm’.

			The door slammed behind George and he sat down at the other end of the bench, carefully placing his case beside him and quietly taking out a fresh blue counsel’s notebook with the conveniently serrated edges, and gently clicking the top of his favorite gold-plated Parker ballpoint pen. He opened the notebook and wrote in large capital letters: Merlin: Highgate Mags, Wednesday, 20th September 2000, NISP (the latter entry being George’s shorthand for ‘no instructing solicitor present’).

			George surveyed his immediate territory. Unusually peaceful. The client was quiet, perhaps too quiet. Sitting at one end of the bench with his head in his hands, his thin long gray hair protruding from his long gray fingers, he cut a sad and lonely figure. The white beard had almost turned into dreadlocks. There was only five feet or so between George and this old man, but George could hear nothing, until a soft and familiar sobbing sound came from Merlin’s end of the bench. The old boy was definitely crying like a baby.

			Although George had been through the crying routine before, this was the first time the crier was an adult male, and he felt deeply uncomfortable. Not knowing what to say, he said nothing and did nothing until the moment passed. George took the opportunity to have a good look at his new cellmate. He looked scruffy and disheveled. His shoes, being no more than thin leather moccasins, must give little protection from cold concrete, thought George. He looked quickly at the charge sheet to confirm the only item that had been removed at the time of arrest was a wooden staff.

			It was time to break the ice.

			“Er, Mr. Merlin. Are you all right? My name is George Winsome. I am your counsel – your barrister, instructed by your solicitor, Sam Leggitt, who I understand you met on the day of your arrest. I will be representing you in court this morning. We only have a few minutes before we go upstairs to the magistrates’ court. If you want me to make a bail application then I’ll need some basic information. You told the police that your name is Merlin. Is that your real name? I need your help, please.”

			The sobbing recommenced with fresh vigor as the small flap on the cell door flipped open.

			“Five minutes, Mr. Winsome,” bawled PC 2150 in a surprisingly deep voice.

			George heard himself say, “The audience will need to wait. First night nerves and all that. My tutu is too tight. Whatever. We’ll need another half an hour.”

			“Your call, Mr. Winsome, sir.”

			This was new ground for George. Young barristers learnt the art of survival as quickly as front-line troops. To get in and out of a crowded magistrates’ court it was essential to be ready. Counsel or solicitors who were unready were placed at the back of the long line of cases waiting to go on, and the next opportunity to stand up and say what had to be said and return to the sanctity of chambers might not occur until noon or later. Much later. And the pay – if it ever arrived – was the same whether it took ten minutes or four hours.

			“As I was saying, Mr. Merlin, er, Merlin. May I call you Merlin? When we go upstairs to court there will be three people who will decide today whether to grant you bail or not. If they don’t grant you bail today then you will wait for your trial in jail, perhaps until next year. Unless, of course, you wish to plead guilty, in which case there’s a good chance you’ll walk today. However, if you want to fight the case and want me to make an application for bail, then I’ll need some basic information about you. Where you live, what you do, your age, your personal circumstances. Do you understand me, Merlin?”

			George’s patience had already been exhausted. He brought his face so close to Merlin’s their noses were pressed against each other. He looked into the water-filled crystal-blue eyes in the midst of the tired, aged, well-worn face that reminded George of his grandfather shortly before his death at age ninety-one. George momentarily dropped his professional guard and saw the image of a man for whom he felt enormous sympathy. Ignoring the excess mucus dribbling down from the corners of Merlin’s thin mouth, George said, “I need to know where you live, all right?”

			Merlin moved his tear-stained face away from George’s.

			“You are on my side. I can tell. Praise the forces. You are here to fight my cause. Who sent you? St. Yves?”

			“It doesn’t matter who sent me, does it? I need to know where you live.”

			“Yes, yes, of course you do. I understand. I have been known by many names, but Merlin is the name I remember my name to be. If I am not Merlin, then who am I? I live under the stars. I have been asleep for a very long time. Some…” Merlin paused for a moment, looking distant and distracted. “Some force disturbed my peace. Two ruffians set upon me. I feared for my life. That is all. I am so tired.”

			George wrote down in his pad: Name: Merlin. NFA (being the common abbreviation for ‘no fixed abode’), and SD for self-defense.

			“The point, Merlin, is that we are to appear in front of the magistrates this morning for them to decide whether to grant you bail or remand you in custody pending your trial. Do you understand that?”

			“I fear your language is not entirely familiar. I am to be tried? By what ordeal?”

			“No, Merlin. There is no trial today. Today the magistrates decide whether you stay in jail before your trial or whether you are allowed out.”

			“These men have such power. Well, I should like to be free.”

			“Yes, that’s what I’m here for. But in order for me to persuade them to let you out, I will need to let them know where you’ll be staying.”

			“But my kind sir, this is a strange world and I have nowhere I call home. My powers have deserted me.”

			George realized that his best bet lay with the social services – try and find the old boy a bed for a few days while his background could be pieced together.

			George stood up to push the large red button that would signal to the officers he was ready to come up for air.

			“Merlin. Listen to me. I will try and find you somewhere to stay. The social services will need to do some ringing around. So I’ll need to leave you just now. I’ll see you in court later this morning.”

			Merlin pulled George towards him, and hugged him, and hugged him some more.

			“Yeah, OK, Merlin. Nice. OK. See you later,” George squeaked.

			Merlin put his hands around George’s face and pulled George towards him.

			“The dungeons are not that bad, my friend. I have seen worse, much worse. I miss the moon, that’s all.”

			* * *

			“Bail refused.”

			“But sir, this man cannot be considered a risk to anyone. The police have no evidence that he has a criminal past. It’s really a matter of finding the old boy a place to stay. The social services are on the case, trying very hard to find him somewhere to stay. The charges are relatively minor. Even if convicted he would not expect an immediate custodial sentence. To remand the defendant in custody is unnecessary and unjust, and a waste of public funds, with all due respect, sir.”

			The three lay magistrates informally conferred on one side and then the other.

			“Mr. Winsome. Your client thinks he’s Merlin, for goodness’ sake. He is accused of a serious assault. He has no address. We think the police should check with the psychiatric wards of the nearest mental hospitals to see if one of their inmates, sorry, service-users, has escaped. Until we know who he is and where he stays we can’t be expected to put the public at risk by letting him roam at large. Your application is refused, Mr. Winsome. Next case, please.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Tenancy

			Once a year the entire membership of Three Harcourt Square convenes to decide whether any of the current batch of pupils should be offered a place in chambers. A tenancy in a decent set of chambers is the Holy Grail to a would-be barrister. As they say in football circles, it’s not a matter of life and death; it’s far more important than that.

			There were five candidates, including George Winsome and Heather Armstrong. The three others, Adrian Boswell, Stephen Hampshire and Roberta Baker, were non-runners for varied reasons. Adrian had been overheard saying to a fellow pupil that he thought M.B. was ‘past his sell-by date’. That was the end of his chances, although he didn’t know it. Stephen was ‘too ambitious’ and had come to view the criminal Bar as the dregs of the earth, and was known to be courting a number of ‘real’ chambers that only undertook specialist civil work. Roberta was considered ‘too pushy’ and ‘lacking a sense of humor,’ therefore her chances were nil. The fact that Roberta was American, raised in New York, and spoke with a pronounced American accent was not mentioned, as being so obviously irrelevant.

			And so, the annual ritual began at six o’clock in the evening on a Friday. Not all members could attend, but by tradition they could inform the head of chambers of any veto card they wanted to play before the meeting. The decision-making process was entirely fluid. There were no written rules of any description. Precedent and tradition, as interpreted by M.B., was all. An informal pecking order prevailed, determined by one’s year of call.

			Thirty made it this time round, huddled uncomfortably in a room that could take ten without a push, and convened, without any fuss or complaint nor any token rearranging of the room, which was by any standards a shambles to start with.

			The nervous chatting and coughing came to an abrupt halt when M.B. signaled with an exaggerated clearing of his throat that the proceedings were about to commence.

			“Welcome, welcome, to you all. I am so pleased that so many of you could take the time out from your busy and profitable practices to be here tonight. Well, it’s that time again. We have five applications for a tenancy to consider. I think we are all agreed that only one unfortunate soul will be made an offer?”

			A collective murmuring and tittering indicated that M.B. was not to be challenged on that point.

			“Now. Before the proceedings begin in earnest, let me say, en passant if you will, that we should – no must – not be distracted by issues of politics and Bar Council quotas. We have tried over the years to be more proactive in reaching targets of one kind or another, but you can’t pick the right person for the wrong reasons. Or vice versa. Is that fair enough?”

			Everyone nodded, not understanding a word.

			“Well, I am glad we cleared the air on that score. OK. In no particular order, let’s go through the list. I think it’s up to the pupil master to propose the applicant.” M.B. looked over to Mark Engels, the pupil master to Adrian Boswell. “Adrian Boswell – Mark, your views?”

			“Adrian, I am afraid, lacks discretion. Perhaps a matter of maturity. Maybe next year.”

			All heads bowed in sympathy for Adrian. Clean bowled, first ball.

			“Er, thank you for that, Mark. Shall we move onto Stephen? Strong candidate. Very able. Henry, what have you to say about young Stephen?”

			Henry Younghusband shuffled himself into a space where M.B. could see him more easily.

			“Stephen, I have reason to believe, has set his sights higher than Three Harcourt Square, M.B. Yes, he would be delighted to be offered a place, but only as a launchpad for a tenancy in a more commercially orientated set. He’ll do very well without us, I must confess.”

			“Er, very helpful, Henry. Any further comments on Stephen? No. We’ll move swiftly on, then. At this rate we might even make it to El Vino’s before dark,” which prompted most present to look at their watches.

			“Now, Roberta Baker. Helen, you know more about Roberta than anyone else present. What do you make of her?”

			Helen Boxhall-Smith was the most senior female barrister present and the first woman to be offered a place in chambers fifteen years previously. She looked like a retired GP, aged fifty-three going on eighty.

			“Roberta is a star,” yelled Helen, which everyone understood to be the worst start Roberta could have, given the everyday deployment of the ‘delayed, deftly delivered shafting technique’, of which everyone present was either a past master or master-in-training.

			“But she’s too loud,” Helen continued, still yelling.

			“OK,” said M.B., rubbing his hands with glee. “Straight to the playoff. George and Heather!” He looked at his watch again, smiled and licked his lips in anticipation of a very cold glass of Sancerre ’83. “Let’s have a vote and hit El Vino’s.”

			* * *

			Pupils were not supposed to know when chambers were meeting to convene to discuss matters of extreme importance, but of course they always did. On this occasion, the drinks were flowing ever more quickly at the Middle Temple Bar. In attendance on this evening were George, Heather, David, Patrick, and, unusually, Roberta.

			“Why do women take so long to go to the toilet? I think this is something men should be told.”

			It wasn’t intended to be Patrick’s best line, but the atmosphere was very intense, and it was true that Heather had been away for some time.

			After a sip from her glass of chilled sparkling water, Roberta cut to the chase.

			“Let’s stop pretending, can we? One of us will be offered a chance to join the club; the others will have to take their act elsewhere. If it helps, I can tell you that my mom’s passing has put things into perspective for me. It’s not that I don’t care. I do. I really do. But I accept my fate, whatever.”

			Roberta lowered her head and spoke in barely a whisper.

			“Life is just so…so precarious, so random. If, by some miracle, I’m offered a place I’ll celebrate like there’s no tomorrow. If I’m not, I’ll take a junior position with my dad’s firm of corporate lawyers in the Cayman Islands and celebrate like there’s no today. I guess it’s just that my mom would have been so proud. It’s what she always dreamt of for me. But since she passed away, last year …she was so young.”

			George looked solemnly at Roberta with tears in his eyes. She has a heart of gold, he thought, and was moved at the depth of empathy everyone round the table felt for Roberta. Roberta started to sob, gently and with some dignity, and raised her head slightly.

			“Do you think there is such a thing as a soul? Something that exists independently from the body, something that lasts for all time?” Roberta’s question was obviously born from her suffering, but was clearly not rhetorical.

			The group fell into a respectful and reflective silence. Maybe Roberta would appreciate some light relief from the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, wondered George.

			“Roberta, did I ever tell you about PC Butterworth?”

			“This better be good, George,” David warned.

			“Well, there I am in full-flowing glory, on my feet at Inner London Crown Court in front of Recorder John Ryder when—”

			At which point George’s mobile phone rang, indicating it was from the clerk’s room. George pressed the green answer button and held the phone close to his ear.

			“Sure, I can be around in a couple of minutes,” he said into the phone. “Er, been asked to pop round to chambers. Apparently, M.B. wants a word. Where the hell is Heather?”

			“Does that mean you’re in?” Roberta asked, her temporary lapse into metaphysics having been abandoned.

			“Hell, I don’t know,” said George, feigning innocence.

			“Of course it means you’re in, old boy. Do you think they’re asking you round to tell you that you’ve been rejected? Hurry up and put us all out of our misery, will you?” said Patrick, looking at his watch. “We’re about to be thrown out. We’ll be in the Mason’s Arms. Time for the bubbly stuff. Gallons of it.”

			Roberta had had enough and already in her heart knew the outcome. Another life waited for her, and she was glad that her future lay in the Cayman Islands’ sun-drenched shores. She had promised her father and herself that either it would be a career at the English Bar ‘living the life of an English lady, married to an English gentleman’ or it would be the slog of a corporate lawyer in the gilded cage of the Cayman Islands, earning a million dollars a year before her thirtieth birthday. What the hell. It might not have been the precise dream that her mother had for her, but it was closure, of a kind. On reflection, Roberta decided it was just a toss of a coin between one fantasy and another.

			* * *

			“I’m in! I’m fucking in! Hallelujah!” And George proceeded to hug everyone he knew or remotely knew in the Mason’s Arms. It was such a great night, it would take George nearly twenty years to remember it in any detail.

			What he would never forget, however, was waking up the next morning, in a small and tidy flat in Islington, in the arms of a smiling Heather Armstrong, with a splitting headache, both bodies eager for another round of energetic sex.

			Later in the morning, over a cup of coffee, an embarrassing silence developed between George and Heather. On the rare occasions George did find himself in the den of a single female, early in the morning of a Saturday or Sunday, with only a fuzzy recollection of the night before, every part of him screamed to get out – quickly – before anything remotely close to a relationship might start.

			With Heather Armstrong, things were different. They knew each other quite well to start with and – worse still – they would be seeing each other at work the next week. There was clearly no escape, and so a conversation was inevitable. Heather, being on home territory, felt slightly braver than George.

			“Look, George, I know this is just as embarrassing for you as it is for me. It just happened. Just a good shag between friends. I was up for it and so were you, OK?” Heather smiled and brushed away her fringe. “God, we drank enough to sink a cruise liner last night. You were off yer head with excitement. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			She giggled slightly and smiled at George. She looked so different, so more real, and quite lovely, considering all traces of makeup had long since been removed. Indeed, she looked as if she had been licked clean, a thought which began to stir George’s imagination. Snap out of it quick, he thought.

			“And besides, I won’t be in chambers much longer, so you won’t have to worry about any of that.”

			George looked puzzled, if not actively concerned.

			“You really were pissed last night, George, weren’t you? Shit, you don’t remember, do you?”

			“Er, remember what?” George asked timidly, fearing the worst.

			“I told you several times, but the only thing on your mind was yer bloody tenancy. I’m leaving chambers; I’m leaving the Bar. I’m going to work for a publishing company called Pentheus, as a rights executive.”

			“A rights executive? What’s that?”

			“A rights executive, George, is a real job with real money. Hell, I was over ten grand in the red when I left uni. The Bar fees cost another ten, which I didn’t have. My mum re-mortgaged her house to help, and Three Harcourt was generous in giving me a grant during pupillage, but I’m only in my early twenties and hopelessly in debt. I can’t afford to play this game any more. I get a real sense of satisfaction from the Bar, but the figures don’t add up for me. At this rate I won’t be out of debt until I’m nearly forty years old, by which time a one-bedroom flat in Islington will cost a million pounds. The job at Pentheus gets me on the corporate ladder, and I’m not going to let it go. Their building is that new one on the south side of Blackfriars Bridge.”

			Heather paused for breath and looked sad, almost defeated. “It’s not what I really wanted to do. I’d seen myself defending the poor and the disadvantaged – that’s why I wanted to be a lawyer. But it was all a fantasy, a childish ideal. Slaving away is the real world. Guess I just had to grow up, like we all do at some stage. If we want to see each other, we can. If we don’t, then so be it.”

			George didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, he felt so many emotions simultaneously. He reached out to Heather and put his hand on her cheek.

			“I’m going to miss you, Heather,” he said, before he gently kissed her, not out of lust but friendship.

			“Want to share a bath before you go, George?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Conference

			October 2000.

			Several days passed before George spoke again with Heather, and that was only to say goodbye and wish her well. Roberta was leaving for the Cayman Islands, and now Heather had decided to move on for a junior position in publishing. Times changed so quickly, it was hard to keep track. But there were still David and Patrick to share a pint with.

			The phone on George’s desk in chambers rarely rang for him. There was no direct line to George; all calls had to come through to the clerks’ room. That’s how everyone liked it. If he was alone in his room, as he was, the clerks would know, and if the phone rang then he knew a call was coming through for him.

			“George, it’s Sam Leggitt on the phone.”

			“Thanks. Hi, Sam, you there?”

			Sam had yet to learn the art of small talk; he simply didn’t have the time.

			“Listen, George, we need to talk about this Merlin case. He’s on remand, as you know, in Brixton Prison. I have a number of clients in Brixton. Anyway, I saw him for a few minutes, and I don’t know what you’ve done to him but he thinks you’re his savior. Silly prick gives me a hard time because he thinks you’ve promised to get him a room with a ‘moon view’. So, because he still can’t see the fucking moon from his cell he thinks I’m some sort of devil. Look, I know he’s off his head like most of our clients but you can’t go raising expectations with people like that. It’s me that deals with the fallout. D’you know what I’m getting at?”

			“Merlin just happens to like me, Sam. Nothing more to it than that. It’s easier to like your counsel than your solicitor. We see them less and we don’t handle their money.” George realized instantly that he sounded stupid and patronizing. “The point is that we didn’t discuss Merlin’s accommodation in any detail. I had a bit of a banter with the boys in blue at Highgate cop shop and I imagine they’ve been winding him up.” He swallowed hard. “Look, Sam, I’m sorry if you feel you’ve been put in a difficult position, and I’ll make sure the next time I speak with Merlin he will think you’re really Sir Lancelot. OK?”

			“OK, George, OK. I don’t mean to have a go at you, but you spend little of your time with clients. They talk. Your name is spread for good or bad. Brixton Prison is a big source of my clients. This old boy who everyone calls Merlin is very popular with the screws and the inmates. They ask him for horoscopes, they sit and talk about history, he listens to their problems, and he’s in demand. Even the old lags sit at his feet, hanging on every word. If he badmouths me it’ll take Leggitt a long time to recover. I need you to work with me. That’s all I’m saying. I’ve spoken to Paul and I’ve arranged a conference at Brixton next week. We can get his story straight and get our act together for the trial.”

			“That’s great news, Sam. I look forward to it,” replied George in all sincerity, trying to hide the fact that the mere mention of the word ‘trial’ struck fear into his heart.

			* * *

			Inner city prisons depressed George more than others. But of those George had already visited – Brixton, Pentonville, Holloway (girls only), Wandsworth, and Wormwood Scrubs – Brixton depressed him the most. It was the most confined and the smelliest. It didn’t feel so bad when the weather was cold and wet. But when it was hot it was a hell on earth. The collective nausea was etched on every inmate’s face – black or white, young or old. It was like watching people rot alive. It was a slow death by piss ammonia.

			The only occasion when George was sure that his instructing solicitor would be present was when there was a conference inside a prison. They must be paid well, thought George.

			True to the arrangements, Sam Leggitt was waiting at the prison gates at precisely ten a.m. Sam looked exactly how George had imagined – young, untidy blond hair, two days’ stubble, wafer-thin cheap suit, open-neck shirt with loose-fitting polyester tie, cheap scuffed black shoes, carrying an imitation-leather briefcase – the perfect disguise for a partner in a small law firm making a mint out of the legal aid system. The irony did not escape George that he himself looked like a million dollars and was worth nothing, whereas his solicitor looked like a student in his first job and was making a fortune.

			George and Sam approached the barrier that marked the beginning of the private road leading into the prison complex. Being conscious of the fact that innumerable CCTVs and discreet recording devices were monitoring – and listening – to their every sound and move, from every angle, George and Sam merely shook hands, said ‘hi’ and proceeded straight towards the checkpoint and introduced themselves.

			The security guard phoned through to the administration office to confirm that the legal representatives for Merlin were expected. George and Sam confidently set forward on the short walk past the high walls of the prison towards the visitors’ entrance.

			Feeling slightly more relaxed, Sam broke his silence. “Good to see you, George. On time. I’m impressed. Let’s see what this Merlin character is all about, shall we?”

			“Good to see you too, Sam.” George took a long look at the imposing structure that was Brixton Prison. “Camelot has changed since my last visit.”

			“Well, it ain’t utopia, that’s for sure. I just hope this Merlin character is up to giving us a statement today. I fucking hate prisons. You end up smelling of piss, shit, and fear for days.”

			Once they had passed through no less than four further security points, through the large concrete courtyard and into the bowels of the prison, George and Sam were asked to wait for their client in a small, gray, tatty room, airless and windowless, while Merlin was escorted from his cell.

			Merlin and a prison officer of menacing authority followed a token knock on the door.

			“All yours, gentlemen. You’ve got two hours.”

			Merlin sat in the chair placed opposite George and Sam, bald as a coot and clean-shaven, the resulting image of which took them both by surprise.

			While papers were placed on the table George and Sam took furtive looks at their client, who looked surprisingly alert, his theatrical outfit now replaced by a cheap-looking polyester blue tracksuit and matching blue plastic slippers. The absence of a single hair on his head or chin made Merlin look almost Asian, and strangely vulnerable. George had to stare down at his papers for a while to stop himself giggling. It was a childish reaction to baldness, but one he simply couldn’t help.

			Merlin sat motionless, gazing into George’s eyes, and then suddenly spoke.

			“I see love in your eyes, Sir George. May your heart remain as true as your spirit. Shall we pray for guidance?”

			George blushed and faltered, completely taken aback by Merlin’s indiscretion, but recovered before Sam could take the initiative.

			“Less of the personal stuff, Merlin. We’ve got a lot to get through this morning,” George said in his best barristerial voice.

			“Forgive me, Sir George. But being in the presence of true love lifts my heart.”

			“I appreciate your comments, Merlin, but we’re not here to discuss me. Shall we start at the beginning?”

			For the first time George heard Merlin laugh: a deep, mischievous laugh of an old man, like a naughty little boy, which was quite infectious.

			“I fear if we start at the beginning we may never get to the end.”

			“OK,” said George, while Sam opened a notebook ready to take detailed notes of the old boy’s mutterings.

			“When and where were you born?”

			Merlin closed his eyes and let his head flop backward in deep thought, his breathing slow and exaggerated.

			Sam was about to interrupt, but George kicked him under the table.

			Eventually Merlin lowered his head and opened his eyes.

			“I’m not entirely sure of my entrance into the world. It was a very long time ago.”

			George and Sam sort of huffed in frustration, in unison.

			“Who is your father? Your mother?” enquired George, trying a different tack.

			“My father I never knew. Some say I was not born from an earthly father. I do not know. My mother? I haven’t thought about my mother for so long.”

			There was another long silence during which George and Sam feared Merlin would retreat into a bout of sobbing, but he pulled himself back, obviously with some effort.

			“My mother was a dear lady and a wonderful human being.” Merlin gave George another piercing look. “I cannot bring myself to utter her name, it grieves me too much.”

			Sam looked at his watch and could contain himself no longer.

			“You were arrested on the morning of the twentieth of September. I saw you later that day. Where had you been the night before?”

			“The night before the morning of my captivity? I was asleep, under the stars.”

			George tried to regain control of the interview.

			“Do you remember where you were sleeping?”

			“Oh, yes,” said Merlin innocently. “In a tree.”

			“OK, you were sleeping in a tree.” George began to lose his patience slightly, but noticeably.

			“I presume you have no documents which would help us, Merlin. You know – passport, driving license, birth certificate – anything?”

			Merlin sat in silence, looking puzzled.

			Sam, by this time, was becoming annoyed.

			“Is your name actually Merlin, or are you merely saying that you are Merlin?”

			Merlin closed his eyes and lowered his head. After a few seconds he raised his head back up, and said to both of them with the first hint of anger, “My name is Merlin. I am Merlin. Others have called themselves by my name and have besmirched my reputation and character. I can do little about it. Perhaps you can help. A physician has already asked me these questions; must we go through all of this again? Are we not here to prepare for the great battle?”

			“Yes,” replied George quickly. “Let’s get into the trial issues. We’ll have more reports about Merlin’s background than we know what to do with. There’ll be a social services report, a medical report, a separate psychiatric report, and numerous searches made by the police through the centralized criminal records office. Let’s move on.”

			Move on they all did, but little was gained other than the same story, over and over again. It was very simple, and amounted to an act of self-defense.

			Before the two hours were up, Merlin suggested that they leave due to his tiredness.

			“OK, Merlin,” Sam said. “That’s been, er, very helpful. Now, about bail and timing….”

			“Bail?” said Merlin. “No, no. I don’t want bail. It’s very cosy here. They ask for no money. A bit noisy sometimes. There is mayhem, but no more than elsewhere. I have good companions and the chief was kind enough to move me to the west wing, so I can now see the moon out of my window. I am quite happy, you know. My fellow captives know who I am. I am content to wait here. I will need all my strength. I have much to learn.”

			“And the haircut?” asked Sam. “That was your choice?”

			“I have no need for hair in this place. It will grow again in time. Sometimes we need a clean start, do we not?”

			George ignored Merlin’s rhetoric. “Is there anything you want us to do? Is there anybody you’d like us to contact on your behalf?”

			Merlin laughed one of his loud infectious throaty laughs.

			“Everybody knows where I am. That’s why I would prefer to stay here, Sir George. And thank you, thank you kindly, but I have food, clothing, shelter, protection, and companionship. I feel safe. I am in need of nothing other than peace and time to strengthen my spirit. I have made friends with many of my fellow prisoners. Some of them study a great deal and enjoy discussing my past. The depth of their knowledge is of great comfort to me. They like to talk about gods, about powers and forces greater than themselves. And the smoke is good.”
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