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2 AUGUST







 

It’s a dry night, but the road is still greasy from the shower a few hours before; slick as it’s sucked under the headlights, and there’s not too much traffic rattling across the cracks in a main drag that’s probably the worst maintained in the city.

It’s morning, of course, strictly speaking; the early hours. But to those few souls on their way home, or struggling out to work in the dark, or already about business of one sort or another, it feels very much like night; the middle of the bastard.

The dead of it.

It’s a warm night too, and muggy. The second of what’s shaping up to be a pretty decent August. But that’s not why the passenger in the blue Cavalier is leaning his head towards the open window and sweating like a pig.

‘Like a kiddie-fiddler on a bouncy castle,’ the driver says. ‘Fuckin’ look at you, man.’

‘There no air-con on this thing?’

‘Nobody else sweating that much.’

The three men in the back are laughing, shoulders pressed together. Staring out between the front seats at the traffic coming towards the car. When they light cigarettes, the driver holds out a hand, demanding one. It’s lit for him, and passed forward.

The driver takes a deep drag, then peers at the cigarette. ‘Why you smoking this rubbish, man?’

‘Friend got a few cases, man. Owed me.’

‘So why not pass a couple my way?’

‘I was thinking, you smoke that strong shit. Marlboro, whatever.’


‘Yeah. You was thinking.’ He yanks at the wheel, taking the car fast around a bin-bag that has blown into the middle of the road. ‘Look at this shit up here, man. These people living like pigs or something.’

The shuttered-up shops and restaurants slide past the passenger window, Turkish places, or Greek. Asian grocers’, clubs, a one-room minicab office with a yellow light. The shutters and security doors are all tagged: letters swooping against the metal; red, white and black; indecipherable.

The territories, marked.

‘We got no beats?’ One of the men in the back starts slapping out a rhythm on the back of the head-rest.

‘No point, man.’ The driver leans down, waves a hand dismissively towards the audio controls on the dashboard. ‘Pussy-arsed system on this thing.’

‘What about the radio?’

The driver sucks his teeth; something small dropped into hot fat. ‘Just men talking foolishness this time of the night,’ he says. ‘Chill-out shit and golden oldies.’ He reaches across and lays a hand on the back of the passenger’s neck. ‘’Sides, we need to let this boy concentrate, you get me?’

From the back: ‘He needs to concentrate on not pissing in his panties. He’s shook, you ask me. Shook, big time.’

‘Se-rious…’

The passenger says nothing, just turns and looks. Letting the three behind him know they’ll have time to talk later, when the thing’s done. He shifts back around and faces front, feeling the weight on the seat between his legs, and the stickiness that pastes his shirt to the small of his back.

The driver pushes up tight behind a night bus, then pulls hard to the right. Singing something to himself as he takes the Cavalier past, and across the lights as amber turns to red.

 

She’d turned onto the A10 at Stamford Hill, leaving the bigger houses behind, the off-street Volvos and the tidy front gardens, and pointed the BMW south.


She takes it nice and easy through Stoke Newington; knows there are cameras ready to flash anyone stupid enough to jump a light. Watches her speed. The roads aren’t busy, but there’s always a job-pissed traffic copper waiting to spoil some poor sod’s night.

Last thing she needs.

A few minutes later she’s drifting down into Hackney. Place might not look quite as bad at night, but she knows better. Mind you, at least those slimy buggers at the local estate agent’s had to work to earn their commission.

‘Oh yes, it’s very much an up-and-coming area. Gets a bad press for sure, but you’ve got to look behind all that. There’s a real sense of community here; and, of course, all these misconceptions do mean that house prices are very competitive…’

I mean, however the hell you pronounce it, De Beauvoir Town sounds nice, doesn’t it? Just talk about Hackney Downs and Regent’s Canal and don’t worry about little things like knife crime, life expectancy, stuff like that. There’s even the odd grassy square, for heaven’s sake, and one or two nice Victorian terraces.

‘Stick a few of them, what d’you call it, leylandii at the back end of the garden, you won’t even be able to see the estate!’

Poor bastards might as well have targets painted on their front doors.

She’s across the Ball’s Pond Road without needing to slow down; Kingsland to one side of her, Dalston spreading like a stain to the east.

Not long now.

Her hands are sticky, so she puts an arm out of the window, splays her fingers and lets the night air move through them. She thinks she can feel rain in the air, just a drop or two. She leaves her arm where it is.

The Beemer sounds good–just a low hum, and a whisper under the wheels; and the leather of the passenger seat feels smooth and clean under her hand when she reaches over. She’s always loved this car; felt comfortable from the moment she first swung her legs inside. Some people were like that with houses. Whatever the sales pitch, sometimes it just came down to that vibe or whatever when you walked inside. Same with the car; it felt like hers.

She sees the Cavalier coming towards her as she’s slowing for lights. It’s going a lot faster than she is and pulls up hard, edging across the white lines at the junction.

It has no headlights on.

She feels for the stalk behind the steering wheel and flicks it twice; flashes the BMW’s top-of-the-range xenon headlamps at the Cavalier. Better than the landing lights on a 747, she remembers the salesman saying. They talked even more crap than estate agents.

The driver of the Cavalier makes no acknowledgement; just stares back.

Then switches on his lights.

She urges the BMW across the junction and away. The first drops of rain are spotting the screen. She checks her rear-view mirror and sees the Cavalier throw a fast U-turn a hundred yards behind; hears a horn blare as it cuts across oncoming traffic, pulling in front of a black cab and moving fast up the bus lane towards her.

Feels something jump in her guts.

 

‘Why that one?’ the man in the passenger seat asks.

The driver shifts the Cavalier hard up into fifth gear and shrugs. ‘Why not?’

The three in the back seat are leaning further forward now, buzzing with it, but their voices are matter-of-fact. ‘Fool selected her-self.’

‘You interfere with people, you asking for it, proper.’

‘She was just trying to help.’

‘The way we do it,’ the driver says.

The passenger seat is feeling hot beneath him as he turns away, like it’s all OK with him. Like his breathing is easy enough and his bladder doesn’t feel like it’s fit to explode.

Fucking stupid cow. Why can’t she mind her own business?

They pull out of the bus lane and swing around a motorbike. The rider turns to look as they pass, a black helmet and visor. The man in the passenger seat glances back, but can’t hold the look. Drags his eyes back to the road ahead.

The car ahead.

‘Don’t lose her.’ Urgent, from the back seat.

Then his friend: ‘Yeah, you need to floor this piece of shit, man.’

The driver flicks his eyes to the rear-view. ‘You two boying me?’

‘No.’

‘You fucking boying me or what?’

Hands are raised. ‘Pump down, man. Just saying…’

The eyes slide away again, and the foot goes down, and the Cavalier quickly draws to within a few feet of the silver BMW. The driver turns to the man in the passenger seat and grins. Says: ‘You ready?’

The rain is coming down heavier now.

His chest thumping faster than the squeaky wipers.

‘We doing it,’ the driver says.

‘Yeah…’

The Cavalier eases to the left, just inches away now, forcing the BMW across into the bus lane. The three on the back seat hiss and swear and snort.

‘Any fucking second, we doing it.’

In the passenger seat, he nods and his palm tightens, clammy around the handle of the gun against his knee.

‘Lift it up, man, lift that thing up high. Show her what you got.’

Holding his breath, clenching; fighting the urge to piss right there in the car.

‘What she gettin’.’

When he turns he can see that the woman in the BMW is scared enough already. Just a couple of feet away. Eyes all over the place; a twist of panic at the mouth.

He raises the gun.

‘Do it.’

This was what he wanted, wasn’t it?

Kissy-kissy noises from the back seat.


‘Do it, man.’

He leans across and fires.

‘Again.’

The Cavalier pulls away at the second shot, and he strains to keep the silver car in sight; leans further out, the rain on his neck, oblivious to the shouting around him and the fat hands slapping his back.

He watches as the BMW lurches suddenly to the left and smashes up and over the pavement; sees the figures at the bus stop, the bodies flying.

What he wanted…

A hundred feet from it, more, he can hear the crunch as the bonnet crumples. And something else: a low thump, heavy and wet, and then the scream of metal and dancing glass that fades as they accelerate away.









THREE WEEKS EARLIER


 








PART ONE

LIE, LIKE BREATHING










ONE



Helen Weeks was used to waking up feeling sick, feeling like she’d hardly slept, and feeling like she was on her own, whether Paul was lying beside her or not.

He was up before her this morning, already in the shower when she walked slowly into the bathroom and leaned down to throw up in the sink. Not that there was much to it. A few spits; brown and bitter strings.

She rinsed her mouth out, pressed her face against the glass door on her way through to get the breakfast things ready. ‘Nice arse,’ she said.

Paul smiled and turned his face back to the water.

When he walked into the living room ten minutes later, Helen was already tucking into her third piece of toast. She’d laid everything out on their small dining-table–the coffee pot, cups, plates and dishes they’d bought from The Pier when they’d first moved in–carried the jam and peanut butter across from the fridge on a tray, but Paul reached straight for the cereal as always.

It was one of the things she still loved about him: he was a big kid who’d never lost the taste for Coco Pops.

She watched him pour on the milk, rub at the few drops he spilled with a finger. ‘Let me iron that shirt.’


‘It’s fine.’

‘You didn’t do the sleeves.’ He never did the sleeves.

‘No point. I’ll have my jacket on all day.’

‘It’ll take me five minutes. It might warm up later on.’

‘It’s pissing down out there.’

They ate in silence for a while. Helen thinking she should maybe go and turn on the small TV in the corner, but guessing that one of them would have something to say eventually. There was music bleeding down from the flat upstairs anyway. A beat and a bassline.

‘What have you got on today?’

Paul shrugged, and swallowed. ‘God knows. Find out when I get in, I suppose. See what the skipper’s got lined up.’

‘You finishing six-ish?’

‘Come on, you know. If something comes up, it could be any time. I’ll ring you.’

She nodded, remembering a time when he would have done. ‘What about the weekend?’

Paul looked across at her, grunted a ‘what?’ or a ‘why?’

‘We should try to see a few houses,’ Helen said. ‘I was going to get on the phone today, fix up a couple of appointments.’

Paul looked pained. ‘I told you, I don’t know what I’m doing yet. What’s coming up.’

‘We’ve got six weeks. Maybe six weeks.’

He shrugged again.

She hauled herself up, walked across to drop a couple more slices of bread in the toaster. Tulse Hill was OK; better than OK if you wanted to buy a kebab or a second-hand car. Brockwell Park and Lido were a short walk away and there was plenty happening five minutes down the hill in the heart of Brixton. The flat itself was nice enough; secure, a couple of floors up with a lift that worked most of the time. But they couldn’t stay. One and a bit bedrooms–the double and the one you’d fail to swing a kitten in–small kitchen and living room, small bathroom. It would all start to feel a damn sight smaller in a month and a half, with a pushchair in the hall and a playpen in front of the TV.


‘I might go over, see Jenny later.’

‘Good.’

Helen smiled, nodded, but she knew he didn’t think it was good at all. Paul had never really seen eye to eye with her sister. It hadn’t helped that Jenny had known about the baby before he had.

Had known a few other things, too.

She carried her toast across to the table. ‘You had a chance to talk to the Federation rep yet?’

‘About?’

‘Jesus, Paul.’

‘What?’

Helen almost dropped her knife, seeing the look on his face.

The Metropolitan Police gave female officers thirteen weeks after having a baby, but they were rather stingier when it came to paternity leave. Paul had been–was supposed to have been–arguing his case for an extension on the five days’ paid leave he had been allocated.

‘You said you would. That you wanted to.’

He laughed, empty. ‘When did I say that?’

‘Please…’

He shook his head, chased cereal around his bowl with the back of the spoon as though there might be some plastic toy he’d missed. ‘He’s got more important things to worry about.’

‘Right.’

‘I’ve got more important things.’

Paul Hopwood worked as a detective sergeant on a CID team based a few miles north of them in Kennington. An Intelligence Unit. He’d heard every joke that was trotted out whenever that came up in conversation.

Helen felt herself reddening; wanting to shout but unable to. ‘Sorry,’ she said.

Paul dropped his spoon, shoved the bowl away.

‘I just don’t see what could be…’ Helen trailed off, seeing that Paul wasn’t listening, or wanted to give that impression. He had picked up the cereal packet and was still studying the back of it intently as she pushed back her chair.

 

When Paul had gone, and she’d cleared away the breakfast things, Helen stood under the shower for a while, stayed there until she’d stopped crying, and got dressed slowly. A giant bra and sensible pants, sweatshirt and blue and white jogging bottoms. Like she had a lot of choice.

She sat in front of GMTV until she felt her brain liquidising, and moved across to the sofa with the property pages of the local paper.

West Norwood, Gipsy Hill, Streatham. Herne Hill if they stretched themselves; and Thornton Heath if they had no other choice.

More important things…

She thumbed through the pages, circling a few likely-looking places, all ten or fifteen grand more than they’d budgeted for. She’d need to go back to work a damn sight quicker than she’d thought. Jenny had said she’d chip in with the childcare.

‘You’re an idiot if you rely on Paul,’ Jenny had said. ‘However much free time he gets.’

Blunt as always, her younger sister, and hard to argue with.

‘He’ll be fine when the baby comes.’

‘How will you be?’

The music was getting louder upstairs. She’d tell Paul to have a word when he got a chance. She moved through to the bedroom, sat down to try and do something with her hair. She thought men who described pregnant women as ‘radiant’ were a bit weird; same as people who thought they had the right to touch your belly whenever the hell they felt like it. She swallowed, sour all the way down, unable to remember the last time Paul had wanted to touch it.

They were well past the ‘goodbye kiss on the doorstep’ stage, of course they were, but they were well past far too many other things. She wasn’t feeling a lot like sex admittedly, but she would have been well out of luck if she was. Early on she’d been gagging for it, like a lot of women a month or so in, if you believed the books, but Paul had lost interest fairly quickly. It wasn’t uncommon; she’d read that, too. Blokes feeling differently once the whole motherhood business came into it. Hard to look at your partner in the same way, to desire them, even before there’s a belly appearing.

It was much more complicated, their relationship, but maybe there was some of that going on.

‘Poor little bugger doesn’t want me poking him in the eye,’ Paul had said.

Helen had scoffed, said, ‘I doubt you’d reach his eye,’ but neither of them had really felt like laughing much.

She pushed her hair back, and lay down; trying to make herself feel better by remembering earlier times, when things weren’t quite as bad. It was a trick that had worked once or twice, but these days she was having trouble remembering how they’d been before. The three years they’d been together before things had gone wrong.

Before the stupid rows and the fucking stupid affair.

She could hardly blame him for it, for thinking that there were more important things than her. Than a place for them to live. The two of them and the baby that might not be his.

She decided that she’d go and have a word about the music herself; the student in the flat above seemed nice enough. But she couldn’t rouse herself from the bed, thinking about Paul’s face.

The looks.

Angry, as though she had no idea at all how hurt he still felt. And vacant, like he wasn’t even there; sitting at the table a few feet away and staring at the back of the stupid cereal box, like he was reading about that missing plastic toy.

 

As Paul Hopwood drove, he tried hard to think about work; singing along with the pap on Capital Gold and thinking about meetings and stroppy sergeants and anything at all except the mess he’d left behind.

Toast and fucking politeness. Happy families…

He turned right and waited for the sat-nav to tell him he’d made a mistake; for the woman with the posh voice to tell him he should turn around at the earliest possible opportunity.


The ghost of a smile, thinking about a lad he knew at Clapham nick who’d suggested they should make these things with voices designed for men with ‘specialist interests’.

‘It’d be brilliant, Paul. She says “turn left”, you ignore her, she starts getting a bit strict with you. “I said turn left, you naughty boy.” Sell like hot cakes, mate. Ex-public school boys and all that.’

He turned up the radio, switched the wipers to intermittent.

Happy families. Christ on a bike…

Helen had been turning on that look for weeks now, the hurt one. Like she’d suffered enough and he should be man enough to forget what had happened, because she needed him. All well and good, but clearly he hadn’t been man enough where it had counted, had he?

Mrs Plod, the copper’s tart.

That look, like she didn’t recognise him any more. Then the tears, and her hands always slipping down to her belly, like the kid was going to drop out if she sobbed too hard or something. Like all this was his fault.

He knew what she was thinking, secretly. What she’d been telling her soppy sister on the phone every night. ‘He’ll come round when he sees the baby.’ Right, of course, everything would be fine and dandy when the sodding baby came.

Baby make it better.

The sat-nav woman told him to go left and he ignored her, slammed his hands against the wheel in time with the music and bit the ulcer on the inside of his bottom lip.

Christ, he hoped so. He hoped it would all be fine more than anything, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to tell Helen. He wanted so much to look down at that baby and love it without thinking, and know it was his. Then they could just get on with it. That was what people did, wasn’t it, ordinary idiots like them, even when it seemed as if they had no chance at all?

Those looks, though; and that stupid pleading tone in her voice. It was killing off the hope a bit at a time.

The voice from the sat-nav told him to take the first exit off the upcoming roundabout. He bit down harder on the ulcer and took the third. Kennington was programmed in as the destination, same as always. It didn’t matter that he knew the route backwards, because it wasn’t where he was going anyway.

‘Please turn around at the first possible opportunity.’

He enjoyed these trips, listening to the snotty cow’s instructions and ignoring them. Sticking his fingers up. It got him where he was going in the right frame of mind.

‘Please turn around.’

He reached across, took a packet of tissues from the glove compartment and spat out the blood from the ulcer.

He hadn’t been doing what people expected of him for quite a while.









TWO



‘Fore!’

‘Fuck was that?’

‘You’re supposed to shout, man. I sliced the thing over onto the wrong hole.’

‘So shout.’ He raised his hands up to his mouth and bellowed. ‘Fore mother-fuckers.’ Nodding, pleased with himself. ‘Got to do these things proper, T.’

Theo laughed at his friend, at the looks from the older couple on an adjacent green. They hoisted up their clubs and trudged off down the fairway. There was no point taking the shot again; he’d drop one near the green. They’d lost half a dozen balls between them already.

‘Why you need all that, anyway?’

‘What?’

Theo jabbed a finger into the bag slung over his friend’s shoulder: soft leather with loads of zips and pockets; dark blue with PING emblazoned on the side and along the shaft of each of the brand-new clubs inside. Big, furry covers for the woods. ‘It’s a pitch and putt, man. Nine holes.’

His friend was a foot shorter than he was, but solid. He shrugged. ‘Got to look good, whatever.’ Which he did, same as always. Diamonds in both ears and a tracksuit to match the bag, with light blue trim and co-ordinating trainers. The plain white cap he always wore; no logo, same as everything else. ‘I don’t need to wear no tick,’ he’d say whenever he had the chance, ‘to tell me I look right.’

Ezra Dennison, sometimes known as ‘EZ’, but most of the time just ‘Easy’.

Theo sauntered along next to him in jeans and a light grey zip-up jacket. He glanced over to see that the older couple were walking in the same direction on a parallel fairway. He gave a small nod, watched the man turn away quickly, pretending to look for his ball.

‘This is nice,’ Easy said.

‘Yeah.’

The shorter boy threw a few waves to an imaginary crowd, messing around. ‘Easy and The O, coming up the eighteenth, like Tiger Woods and…some other geezer, don’t matter.’

Theo couldn’t think of another golfer either.

Theo Shirley, or ‘The O’, or just ‘T’. One letter or another. ‘Theodore’ at his mother’s house, or when his friends were taking the piss.

What’s the score, Theo-dore?

‘So many names you all got,’ his father had said once, laughing, same as he always did before he got to his punchline. ‘What’s the damn point when you ain’t even signing on?’

Then that look from his mother. The same one he always got when she was bursting to ask him why he didn’t need to sign on.

Easy dug into his bag, took out a new ball and tossed it down at Theo’s feet. ‘Your shot I think, old boy.’ He raised a hand. ‘Hold the cameras please.’

Theo pulled out his club from the thin, ratty bag he’d been given at the hut and knocked the ball up a few feet short of the green.

Ten yards further on, in the rough, Easy found his ball. He stood over it, waggling his arse for an age, then smashed it twenty yards over the back of the green into the trees. ‘The putting thing’s boring as shit anyway,’ he said.


They walked towards the green. It was bright, but the ground was still heavy underfoot. The laces on Theo’s trainers were brown with muddy water, and the bottom few inches of his jeans were sopping from the long grass where he’d spent most of the previous half hour.

Almost a fortnight into July and it was like the summer had got held up somewhere. Theo couldn’t wait for it to kick in. He hated the cold and the wet; felt it in his bones, making it hard to stir himself sometimes.

His father had been the same.

Sitting out ten floors up on the tiny balcony, in jackets and sweaters, the old man sneaking him sips of barley wine when his mum wasn’t looking.

‘We’re not cut out for the cold weather, you see? For the breeze and the bitterness. Why you don’t see no black men skiing.’

Theo would always laugh at shit like this.

‘We’re from an island.’ Well into the wine by this time. ‘Sun and sea, that’s natural.’

‘Not too many black swimmers, though,’ Theo said.

‘No…’

‘Don’t make sense then.’

Nodding, thoughtful. ‘It’s a question of natural buoyancy.’

His father didn’t have too much more to say about that. Certainly didn’t bring it up when Theo was winning all those races in the school swimming gala. Just stood on the side shouting louder than anybody else; making even more noise when the tight-arsed woman behind tried to shush him.

‘Jus’ ’cos her boy swim like he’s drowning,’ he said.

The old man was always talking some shit until Mum told him to stop being so foolish. Even at the end, lying on the sofa, when it was the drugs making him ramble.

Easy marched across the green, began crashing about in the trees while Theo chipped up and putted out. Looking back, Theo could see people waiting on the tee behind. He was starting to walk off the green when Easy emerged, strolled over and started talking, throwing the flag from hand to hand: ‘What you doing later?’

‘Not much. See Javine, whatever. You?’

Easy threw the flag. ‘Some business in the afternoon.’

Theo nodded, glanced back towards the people waiting.

‘Ain’t no problem, just bits and pieces. You better come along.’ Easy looked for a reaction. ‘Call your girl.’

‘Bits and pieces?’

‘Little bits and pieces, I swear.’ A grin spread slowly across his face. ‘Seriously teeny-tiny, man, I swear to God.’

Theo remembered that smile from school. It was hard to remember sometimes that Easy wasn’t a kid any more. He was darker-skinned than Theo, his olds from Nigeria, but it didn’t matter. Both from the same ends, the same part of Lewisham, knocking about with all sorts most of the time. There were plenty of mixed-race boys in the crew; though most were Jamaicans, like him. A few Asians too, and even a couple of white boys drifting around. He got on fine with them, as long as they weren’t trying too hard.

There was a whistle from the tee behind. Easy ignored it, but Theo walked off the green and, after a few seconds, Easy followed.

‘So, you up for it later?’

‘Yeah, long as we talking teeny-tiny,’ Theo said.

‘Definite. It’ll be safe, T. Besides, stuff comes up, you know I always got everything under control.’

Theo saw that smile again, and watched his friend patting the side of the golf bag like it was a puppy. ‘What the fuck you got in there?’

‘Shut up.’

‘You high, or what?’

‘Here’s the way I see it.’ Easy laid down the bag. ‘A pitching wedge for knocking the ball on the green, yeah? Putter for putting it in the hole. And other things…for other things.’ The smile spread even wider. ‘Know what I’m saying?’

Theo nodded.

It was hard to remember sometimes that Easy had ever been a kid.


Theo tensed when Easy drew back a zip and began digging around inside the bag. Tried to let the breath out slowly when his friend fished out half a dozen more balls and dropped them one at a time.

Easy yanked out a wooden club, pointed with it to a flag in the far corner of the course. ‘Let’s smack a few at that.’

‘That’s the wrong hole, man. That’s not the next hole.’

‘So?’ Easy took his stance, biting his lip with concentration. ‘I just want to whack some of these little fuckers.’ He swung hard, missing the ball by an inch, sending a huge, soggy clod flying several feet.

‘Yeah. Tiger Woods,’ Theo said.

Easy swung again. This time the ball went marginally further than the clump of mud and grass.

They both turned at the shout; saw an elderly man waving at them from outside the small hut near the entrance.

‘What’s his problem?’

Theo listened, waved back. ‘You got to replace your divots.’

‘My what?’

Theo walked over and retrieved one of the clumps; came back to where it had been gouged out and stamped it down. ‘That’s the etiquette, you get me?’

‘Fuck sort of a word is that?’

‘The way you do something. The proper way, yeah?’

Easy’s face darkened. Never the best at being told.

‘What they call it, OK?’ Theo said.

Easy spat and hitched up his tracksuit bottoms. He reached for another club and marched across to where the rest of the balls lay scattered.

‘Fuck you doing?’

Easy turned and swiped at the ball, sending it low and hard towards the old man. ‘This is the way I do things.’

The old man shouted again, but more in alarm than anger, jumping to one side as the ball clattered against the side of the hut behind him. Easy took aim again, was wider of the mark this time, but seemed happy enough to keep on swinging. Another ball smashed into the hut as the greenkeeper disappeared quickly back inside.


‘He’s going to call somebody, man.’

‘Fuck him.’

‘Just saying.’

Easy was already trying to find more balls, swearing under his breath as he reached deep into the bag.

Theo stood and watched. Thinking that his friend was mental, but laughing like a drain all the same.









THREE



Jenny lived north of the river, in Maida Vale, and Helen drove across to meet her in a coffee shop opposite the station. It was not a cheap trip, with the congestion charge and a greedy parking meter on top of teas at nearly two pounds each, but Helen hadn’t been able to stomach the tube since she was a couple of months in.

They sat at a table next to the window, watched people beetle past under umbrellas. Jenny waved at a couple of women as they came in; chatted briefly about the upcoming holidays. She had two boys at a school near by, and this was a place where she often met other mothers either side of the school runs.

It had only been a couple of hours since breakfast, but Helen put away the best part of two almond croissants before she’d finished her first cup of tea. Jenny pointed at her sister’s belly. ‘You sure there’s only one in there?’

‘I think there were two, but he’s eaten the other one.’

Always ‘he’, even though Helen did not know the sex of her baby. They’d been asked if they would like to be told at the twelve-week scan, but Helen had said she wanted to be surprised. She’d realised immediately it was a stupid thing to say; had turned to look at Paul, staring stony-faced at the monitor, and squeezed his hand.

There was only one thing he wanted to know, and no scan was going to tell him.

‘It suits you,’ Jenny said. ‘I thought you were getting a bit thin before. Honestly.’

‘Right.’

Jenny usually had something positive to say, but lately it wasn’t making Helen feel a hell of a lot better. There was a thin line between looking on the bright side and talking bollocks. Jenny had said that hormonal mood swings made you more interesting and kept men on their toes. She’d told Helen how rare it was to be throwing up all the way through, like it was something that should make her feel special.

Recently, though, she hadn’t been quite so positive when it came to Paul.

‘How’s it going?’ The serious face, like doctors slapped on sometimes, and newsreaders.

Helen sipped at her tea. ‘He’s finding it hard.’

‘Poor baby.’

‘Jen…’

‘It’s pathetic.’

‘How would Tim handle it?’

Jenny’s husband. A building contractor with a passion for fishing and car maintenance. Nice enough, if you liked that sort of thing.

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

‘I’m just saying.’ Helen felt a little ashamed at her thinking. Tim was nice; and even if Helen herself didn’t like that sort of thing, Jenny certainly did, which should have been good enough. ‘I don’t think you can possibly understand how Paul’s feeling,’ she said. ‘That’s all. I sure as hell don’t, so…’

Jenny raised her eyebrows. She asked a waitress for more drinks, then turned back to Helen with a smile that said: Fine. Whatever you want. But you know, and I know…


Helen thought: You’re younger than me. Please stop trying to be Mum.

They moved briefly on to other stuff–Jenny’s kids, some work she was having done on the house–but it seemed impossible to talk to anyone for more than a few minutes without coming back to babies. Breast pads and pelvic floors. It was like being a womb on legs.

‘I meant to say…I spoke to a friend who says she knows some good mother-and-baby groups in your area.’

‘OK, thanks.’

‘It’s good to get out and meet other mums.’

‘Younger mums.’

‘Don’t be daft.’

Helen had thought about this a lot, and it made her uneasy. All the other pregnant women she’d met at antenatal classes and check-ups had seemed so much younger. ‘There’s women my age who are grandmothers by now, for God’s sake.’

Jenny sniffed. ‘Women with no lives, you mean. Two generations of pram-faced basket cases.’

‘I’m thirty-five,’ Helen said, knowing how ridiculous she sounded, saying it as though it were a terminal disease.

‘So? I wish I’d had my two a bit later. A lot later.’

‘No, you don’t.’

Jenny beamed. Even though there’d been no career to put on hold, Helen’s sister had embraced motherhood with frightening ease. The piss-easy pregnancies, the figure she’d got back without even trying, the stresses that were just problems to be solved. A fantastic role model, albeit a depressing one.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Jenny said.

‘Yeah.’

If there are two of you. The unspoken thought that filled the pause brought them back to Paul…

‘You know you’re welcome to come and stay for a while afterwards?’…To his absence.

‘I know, thanks.’


‘Be lovely to have a baby round the place.’ Jenny grinned, leaned across the table. ‘Don’t know what Tim’ll say when I start getting broody, mind you. I say that, but you should have seen him last year with his brother’s baby. Wouldn’t put the thing down.’

Helen said nothing. She’d called Paul on her way over. Got the answering machine at his office and the voicemail on his mobile.

‘I don’t want to bang on about this, but have you thought any more about the birth-partner thing?’

‘Not really.’

‘I’d love to do it, you know that.’

‘Jen, it’s all sorted.’

‘Can’t hurt to have a back-up plan, though, can it?’

Helen was grateful when a friend of Jenny’s loomed suddenly at their table; drifted off as the two younger women talked about a campaign to ban four-by-fours from the roads around the school. She rubbed at her chest as she felt the heartburn starting to flare up. It was something else she’d grown used to over the last eight months. She thought about how she was going to fill the rest of the day. She could kill some time in Sainsbury’s; try to sleep for a couple of hours when she got home. As it went, she’d have been happy to stay where she was until it started to get dark.

When she realised that the woman was talking to her, Helen smiled and tried to look as if she’d been listening all the time.

‘…Bet you’re gagging to squeeze that out, aren’t you?’ Nodding towards Helen’s belly. ‘At least the summer’s not been too hot, has it? Bloody nightmare when you’re that far gone.’

‘Reckon there might be a heatwave in the next few weeks,’ Jenny said.

‘Sod’s Law,’ Helen said.

Yes, of course, she was desperate to give birth; was sick to death of carrying a space-hopper around; sick of the interest and the advice. Christ, talk about the weight of expectation…

She wanted a baby that would draw a line under things. Wanted its newness.


Right now, though, more than anything, she wanted the company.

 

Paul left the car in an NCP in Soho, then waited for five or ten minutes in the rain for the taxi to arrive. The black cab’s light was off when it swung around the corner and stopped for him. It was already carrying a passenger.

The occupant looked serious as he held the door open and Paul stepped in, but it became obvious that, so far, it was only the weather that was pissing off Kevin Shepherd.

‘Fucking shocking, isn’t it?’

Paul dropped onto one of the fold-down seats. He ran his hand through his short hair, shook away the water.

‘I thought global warming was supposed to sort this shit out,’ Shepherd said.

Paul smiled, was jolted forward as the cab lurched away and turned left onto Wardour Street.

‘I’ve got a little place in France,’ Shepherd said. ‘Languedoc. You been?’

‘Not lately,’ Paul said.

‘Days like this, I remember why I bought it.’

‘Decent investment, I would have thought.’

‘Aside from that.’ Shepherd looked out of the window, shook his head sadly. ‘Only reason I don’t go more often is the food, tell you the truth. Terrible stuff, most of it. I’m not just saying that because I don’t like the French. I mean, I don’t, obviously.’ He laughed. ‘But I swear it’s overrated. Italian, Spanish, even the Germans, God help us. They all piss on the French when it comes to food these days.’

The accent was almost neutral, but there were still Barrow-boy burrs around the edges he hadn’t quite filed off.

‘There’s a French place round the corner from me,’ Paul said. ‘Sauce all over everything.’

Shepherd pointed at him, delighted. ‘Spot on. And white spuds. Really white, you know? Sitting there on your plate like an albino bulldog’s bollocks, with all the taste boiled out of them.’

Shepherd had collar-length, blond hair; looked a bit like that actor in the Starsky and Hutch movie, Paul reckoned. The smile wasn’t quite so charming, though. He wore a light pink shirt with one of those oversized, trendy collars and a mauve tie. The suit had to be four figures’ worth and the shoes cost more than everything Paul was wearing.

The taxi drove west, heading along Oxford Street. Shepherd hadn’t said anything, but the driver seemed to know where he was going. It was one of the newer cabs, with a fancy speaker system in the back and a screen showing trailers for forthcoming movies, adverts for perfume and mobile phones.

‘Can I see your warrant card?’ Shepherd asked. He watched as Paul dug into his pocket. ‘Make absolutely sure who’s getting the free ride.’ He reached across and took the small leather wallet in which Paul also kept his Oyster card and stamps; examined the ID. ‘Intelligence, you said on the phone.’ Paul nodded. ‘Heard all the jokes, I suppose?’

‘All of them.’

The cabbie leaned on his horn, swore at a bus driver who’d swerved away from a stop as he was about to overtake.

‘So, tell me just how intelligent you are,’ Shepherd said.

Paul sat back, left it a few seconds. ‘I know that in the middle of February this year, you were approached by a Romanian businessman named Radu Eliade.’ He watched Shepherd blink, adjust his tie. ‘He came to you with three hundred thousand pounds, which he’d acquired through a series of credit-and debit-card scams, and which needed a little “cleaning up”. “Placed”, “layered” and “integrated” into the system. I think those are the technical terms.’ A smile from Shepherd. Definitely not as charming as his film star lookalike. ‘I know that you and several associates rented a yard and a warehouse in North Wales and spent the next few weeks at auctions buying industrial plant equipment for cash, which you sold on a week or so later. I know that Mr Eliade got his money back, nice and squeaky clean, and that you didn’t even have to charge him commission, because you made a tidy profit selling your diggers and JCBs on to small businesses in Nigeria and Chad.’ He paused again. ‘How am I doing?’

Paul had watched Shepherd’s expression change as he was talking. It had hardened immediately, as the man sat trying to decide if Eliade had been nicked and done the dirty on him, or if one of the associates Paul had mentioned had been the one to roll over. Then the change: the sweet wash of curiosity as Shepherd asked himself why, if one of the Met’s intelligence officers really knew all these things, he was still walking around.

Why he hadn’t yet had his oversized, trendy collar felt.

They drove on in silence for a while, the cab rumbling north along the Edgware Road towards Kilburn. The shop-fronts getting that bit scruffier, the Mercedes count dwindling.

‘Looks like it’s brightening up,’ Shepherd said.

‘That’s good.’

‘What about the long-term forecast, though?’ Shepherd was trying to find Paul’s eyes, to make sure he understood the implication. ‘Maybe I should be thinking about spending a bit more time in Languedoc. What d’you reckon, Paul? You’re the one in the know.’

‘Depends,’ Paul said.

The cab pulled over suddenly, stopping outside a parade of shops on Willesden Lane to let two men in.

‘That’s Nigel,’ Shepherd said, nodding towards the man who was taking the fold-down seat next to Paul. He was a big man; fifty or so, with greased-back grey hair and an expression that looked as if it had been kicked into position. Paul grunted a greeting. Nigel, who all but spilled over the edges of the seat, said nothing. Shepherd patted the seat next to his own. ‘And this’–he beckoned over the second man, a rather less confident individual in a shit-brown overcoat–‘is Mr Anderson. He’s a bit friendlier than Nigel.’

Anderson squinted across at Paul from behind thick lenses. ‘Who’s this?’ A soft Irish accent. Not a whole lot friendlier.

Shepherd leaned forward, shouted to the driver: ‘On you go, Ray.’

The chat started as the cab eased away. Shepherd and Anderson talked about a black-tie bash they’d both attended a few nights before; a blue comic who used to be on TV but was now well past his best.

‘Just filth, you know?’ Shepherd grimaced. Dirty jokes were clearly up there with French food. ‘Lowest common denominator.’

He asked Paul if he had a family. Paul said it wasn’t any of his business and Shepherd told him that was fair enough.

‘Nothing but bloody trouble anyway,’ Anderson said.

The cab moved expertly through heavy traffic as Kilburn gave way to the more affluent streets of Brondesbury. Then, further, the houses shrinking and getting closer together as they entered Cricklewood.

‘How do you two know each other?’ Anderson asked.

Before Paul could answer, the cab turned sharply off the main road, and, after a few minutes of zigzagging down side streets, rattled onto a rutted path and slowed. Paul craned his neck and saw that they were approaching a huge complex of old buildings, dark against a sky that was just showing the first faint traces of blue. He could see the graffiti and the lattice of cracks and holes in all the windows.

The disused waterworks at Dollis Hill.

The cab drew up outside gates fastened with a heavy chain and padlock. Ray killed the engine and took a newspaper from the passenger seat. Nigel moved every bit as casually and Paul watched Anderson’s head drop when he saw the Stanley knife appear in the big man’s hand.

The Irishman sounded tired as much as anything else. Said: ‘Oh Jesus, Kevin. Do we have to?’

Nigel was already bending down to pull out a small piece of wood, a foot or so square, from beneath Shepherd’s seat. Shepherd shifted to make room as Nigel grabbed Anderson and dragged him onto the floor of the cab, yanking his arm across and pressing his full weight down on to the back of the Irishman’s hand, spreading the fingers on the board.

‘Fuck’s sake, Kevin, somebody’s been winding you up,’ Anderson said.

Nigel pressed Anderson’s face down harder and looked up, all set.


‘An inch should do it,’ Shepherd said.

There wasn’t a great deal of blood, and the noise was pretty well muffled by the carpet. Shepherd leaned down afterwards and passed a handkerchief to Anderson, who pressed it to his hand and slowly pulled his knees up to his chest.

‘That’s one finger you’ll be keeping out of the till for a while,’ Shepherd said. He drew back his feet to avoid making any contact with the man on the floor, and looked across at Paul. ‘Like he’s not doing well enough. Three new cars he’s had in the last eighteen months. Silly bugger.’

‘Most people want a bit more,’ Paul said. ‘Only natural.’

Shepherd thought about that for a few seconds, then looked at his watch. ‘You don’t mind making your own way back from here, do you? We need to crack on. Don’t want this one bleeding all over Ray’s upholstery.’

Paul guessed that he could walk to Willesden Junction in about twenty minutes. At least it wasn’t raining. He waited.

‘Look, I’ll be honest with you Mr Hopwood,’ Shepherd said. ‘There’s still plenty I’m in the dark about here. Plenty about you. But I am a touch clearer about one or two things. What you know, or think you know, for example.’

‘It’s understandable.’

‘Here’s the thing, though. I know a few coppers pretty well, and watching you while Nigel got busy was pretty bloody interesting. See, some coppers, whatever they were doing or supposed to be doing, wouldn’t have been able to stand by and let that happen. They’d have been jumping about, shouting the odds and making arrests, what have you. See what I’m saying?’

‘What if I had?’

Shepherd shrugged. ‘Pain in the arse, but not a problem. I don’t think Mr Anderson would be making a complaint. Nigel keeps himself to himself and Ray’s going to say fuck all.’ He leaned forward. ‘That right, Ray?’

Ray said fuck all.


‘A couple of hours wasted at some police station and a couple of days’ paperwork for some idiot who could be out catching suicide bombers. That’s about it.’

Paul couldn’t argue.

‘Then there’s the copper who can’t be seen to give a toss, because he’s playing some smart-arse game. Trying to ingratiate himself, whatever. All the same, something like that’s going to get a reaction, right? He doesn’t just sit there like he’s watching Jamie Oliver cutting up a fucking parsnip.’ Twice, it seemed as though Shepherd were about to smile, and twice it died at the corners of his mouth. He looked like someone trying to see the joke but not quite making it.

At the nod from Shepherd, Nigel moved across and lurched out of the cab, holding the door open for Paul.

‘We should talk again,’ Shepherd said.

‘If you like.’

‘Definitely, because I don’t quite get it yet. I will, but not yet.’ He pushed at the knot of his tie, picked at something on his lapel. ‘Because you’re a different sort altogether, Paul. You sat there and you watched…that, and you didn’t even flinch.’









FOUR



Javine was feeding the baby when Theo got in. Cradling him in the crook of her left arm, reaching around to keep the bottle where it should be, and flicking through the pages of a magazine with her free hand.

Theo stood in the doorway, held up the takeaway he’d picked up on his way back.

‘Let me get him off first,’ Javine said.

Theo carried the bag through to the kitchen, then came back and sat next to his girlfriend. Dug around the sofa cushion for the TV remote.

‘OK day?’

He flicked through the channels. ‘Weather was good anyway. Something.’

Something, when you’re spending eight hours standing on one corner or another. Looking out. Running backwards and forwards.

‘Yeah, it was nice.’ Javine stroked her son’s cheek with the back of her fingers. ‘I took him over the park, met up with Gemma.’

Theo nodded, watched the baby guzzling for a minute. ‘He’s seriously hungry, man.’


‘The powder’s not expensive,’ Javine said.

‘I know.’

‘You get it in bulk, same as nappies.’

‘I didn’t mean that.’ Theo turned back to the TV. ‘It’s good, you know? A good sign.’

They watched most of EastEnders while the baby finished, and when Javine took him through to the bedroom Theo put the food in the microwave and took out the plates and forks. King prawn and mushroom for her; chilli beef for him. Egg fried rice and prawn crackers, cans of lager and Diet Coke. Some other soap on Sky Plus while they ate off their laps; that one up north with the farmers and shit. Theo couldn’t keep up.

‘Gemma was talking about going out one night next week,’ Javine said. ‘Some new club in Peckham. Says her brother can get us in.’

‘Yeah, OK.’

‘Sure?’

‘I said.’

‘I’ll leave the bottles in the fridge.’

Theo pushed some rice around. ‘Maybe I could ask Mum.’

Javine sniffed and said ‘fine’, meaning that it wasn’t.

‘Only if something comes up, you know?’

‘Whatever.’ Javine let her fork clatter onto the plate. ‘But I don’t think one night would hurt you, and I think it would be a good idea to save the babysitting up with your mum a bit more, until we really need it, yeah?’ She stood and started to gather up the plates. ‘Like if the two of us ever go out together, you know?’

‘I get it, it’s cool, OK?’ He finished his beer. ‘No need to get riled up, man.’ It wasn’t cool, not really, but what else was he going to say? Nearly six months since the baby had arrived and he knew that the park or the playgroup was as exciting as her life got. Gemma was the only friend she’d made since he’d brought her back here and he knew she’d left plenty else behind.

Javine carried the plates into the kitchen. ‘You want tea?’

Theo and his family had moved from Lewisham to Kent five years before, when Theo was twelve. The old man had swapped his job on the Underground for one on the buses and they’d upped sticks to a place in Chatham with an extra bedroom for Theo’s little sister, Angela, and air that was a bit less likely to aggravate her asthma. Everyone was happy. It was near the sea, which the old man had liked, there was bingo and a decent boozer over the road, and though there was a bit of trouble at school to start with, Theo and his sister had settled down quickly enough.

He’d met Javine at one of the big arcades. She and a mate had started giggling when he’d bent over a pool table. Later on they’d shared a joint or two outside and talked until chucking-out time.

Then, the previous summer, when Javine was three months pregnant, they’d had to make the journey back the other way. Theo’s grandmother on his father’s side had refused to move with the rest of the family, and when the stubborn old mare suffered a stroke, there was nobody else around to look after her. One day the air had tasted of salt; the next they were all back in the same shitty low-rise they’d been living in four years earlier.

Stupidest thing of all, the old woman was as fit as a fiddle now, had started to perk up as soon as she had her family around her again. It was Theo’s old man who had got sick. Coughing up blood in their front room, and dying one afternoon in front of the horse racing, while Lewisham Hospital tried to find him a bed.

‘Theo?’ Javine was shouting now, from the kitchen.

‘Yeah, tea sounds good,’ Theo said.

Javine wasn’t the only one who’d left friends behind when they’d come to south London. Theo still thought about Ransford and Kenny a lot, and Craig and Waheed from football. They’d stayed in touch for a while after he’d moved back, but things had just seemed to drift after the baby. Since he’d caught up with Easy and the others again.

Not that he’d caught up in every sense.

It was because he’d gone away; that’s what Easy told him. That’s why he’d lost his place; why Easy had a better slot with the crew even though Theo was older. Just bad luck, bad timing, whatever.


Theo’s mobile chirped on the table.

Javine shouted through from the kitchen: ‘That’ll be Easy or your mum.’

‘You reckon?’

‘Who else?’

Theo hadn’t seen Easy for a week or so; not since their afternoon at the pitch and putt. Not properly at any rate. He’d seen him go past a couple of times in that sick Audi A3 he’d taken to driving around. He’d had it for a year, sitting in a lock-up. Polished the fucker every week, changed the Magic Tree air freshener, all that. But he’d done the decent thing and waited until he was only one year below the legal driving age before actually getting behind the wheel.

Theo had his dad’s old Mazda, but the piece of shit had been falling apart for years and there didn’t seem much point in getting it fixed. The buses were pretty good as it was, and all the shops were within spitting distance.

Didn’t really need a car anyway, not how things were going.

That Audi was one sweet whip, though.

Javine stuck her head round the kitchen door and blew a kiss. ‘A pound says it’s your boyfriend.’

Theo threw his empty beer can at her as he moved to pick up his phone. He looked at the screen. ‘You can owe it me.’

When he’d finished talking to his mother, he grabbed his jacket and told Javine he wouldn’t be more than a couple of hours. He told her to wait up and squeezed her backside as he kissed her goodbye.

‘This is getting ridiculous,’ she said.

‘I can’t hurt her feelings, man.’

‘You should think about starting. You’re getting a belly on you.’

Theo turned side on, looked at himself in the mirror by the front door. ‘That’s all muscle,’ he said, rubbing it. ‘And dick, obviously, all wrapped around.’

Javine grinned and said she’d do her best to stay awake, but that she was feeling wiped out. Theo watched her walk into the bedroom, heard her murmur something to the baby just before he closed the front door behind him. Then he walked down two flights of stairs to the first floor, and three doors along to his mother’s flat, to eat his second dinner of the evening.

 

They sat in a small, crowded pub behind the Oval cricket ground. The conversation competed with quiz and fruit machines, a jukebox that specialised in eighties stadium rock, and a braying bunch of city types on the adjacent table.

‘There’s a decent Indian round the corner,’ Paul said.

‘As long as I can have a korma or something.’ Helen grinned at the short, blonde woman opposite her. ‘Anything too spicy, this baby could come a few weeks early.’

Her friend laughed. ‘You know, if your waters break in Marks & Spencers, they give you a hamper.’

‘That’s bollocks,’ Paul said.

‘If they break in a curry house, maybe you get a year’s supply of poppadoms, or whatever.’

The man next to her grimaced. ‘Not too keen on Indian.’

‘I’m not fussed,’ Helen said.

‘Somebody else decide,’ Paul said. ‘I’ll get some more drinks in.’ It was only supposed to have been a quick one before they ate dinner, but Paul had already put away three pints in twenty minutes. His voice was louder than it needed to be.

‘If we don’t go now, we might not get a table,’ Helen said.

Paul ignored her and downed what was left of his pint.

Helen looked across at her friend, who shrugged back at her. Helen and Katie had been at school together, and the four of them–Helen, Paul, Katie and her boyfriend Graham–usually got together for a meal out every few months. Paul liked Katie well enough, or said he did, but the boyfriend usually ended up irritating all three of them.

‘Says in the paper they might have a serial killer up in Glasgow,’ Graham said.

Paul groaned into his glass.

‘Oh, don’t start,’ Katie said.


Helen sniggered, reached for her glass of water. This was usually how it kicked off.

‘Nasty one, by all accounts.’

‘Aren’t too many nice ones,’ Paul said.

Graham shuffled forward on his chair, leaned in close to Paul. ‘I know you’ve never had, you know, dealings with one, but you’ve met ordinary killers, right? What about that one last week in Essex, got off his tits and cut up his mother? Did you have anything to do with that one?’ He waited. ‘You must have heard something, surely. Seen the reports or whatever.’

Paul stared at him for a few seconds. ‘Why do you get off on this stuff?’

‘I don’t…’

‘Have you got a hard-on under the table?’

Graham swallowed. It looked for a second or two as if the evening was about to end prematurely, but then Katie piped up: ‘Well, if he has, for God’s sake give him a few more juicy details, will you? We need all the help we can get and it’s a damned sight cheaper than Viagra.’

Graham leaned into her, reddening. ‘It’s interesting, that’s all.’

Paul got up, grabbed his own empty glass and Katie’s, waited for Graham to oblige. ‘Same again, is it?’

Nobody argued, and as Paul inched out from behind the table, Helen gave him a look that said ‘go easy’.

Got back a big, fat ‘fuck off’ smile.

Paul placed his order at the bar, then slid into the gents’. There was a man at the urinals and Paul loitered by the sink until he had left. Then he took out his phone and punched in a number; pressed the handset between his shoulder and his ear and moved across to piss.

The man answered the phone with a grunt, as though he’d been woken up.

‘It’s me.’

‘What do you want, Paul?’

‘Can I come and see you tomorrow?’


A pause. The distant clatter of machinery.

‘Why not?’

‘Two-ish OK?’

‘I’ve got a bit of restoration work on at the minute. You got a pen?’

‘I’ll remember it,’ Paul said.

‘Where are you? Sounds like you’re in a bloody toilet.’

‘Just tell me.’

Paul listened to the address. ‘You thought about what I said?’

‘I’ve thought about it, yeah.’

‘I need this.’

‘Tomorrow…’

Paul sighed. Zipped himself up.

‘Bring us a bit of lunch, will you? Something nice.’

Paul turned just as the door opened and Graham walked in. Paul saw him clock the phone and held it up before he put it back in his pocket. ‘Checking out local restaurants on the WAP,’ he said.

Graham just nodded and walked quickly into a cubicle.

Paul stared at himself in the mirror as he smacked the soap dispenser and moved his hands under the tap.
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