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If you’ve never heard of the Hotel Avocado, then you are way behind me. Miles back, in fact. If you have heard of it, then well done you, but don’t go getting all pumped up about it because I’ve actually seen it. I see it most days. Sometimes from the pavement as I walk past, sometimes from the bus stop opposite when I’m having my lunch. To be honest, I’ll take any vantage point I can. I’m not fussy like some people. There is a chance that you’re someone that has seen it for yourself, in which case we are #equals. Better still, of course, you might be someone who has been inside or even stayed at the hotel. If that’s the case, then I have to concede that you are an Avocado scholar compared to me. Yes, I’ve glanced through the front door and some of its windows (so I’d want credit for that), but I’ve never set a foot over its threshold. That would be the dream. Maybe one day.

For those who are coming to it all ignorant and innocent, let me add some paint to the picture. The hotel is second from the end of a long terrace of hotels and apartment buildings directly facing the sea on the promenade of my town called Brighton on the south coast of England.

It’s a big five-storey Victorian stuccoed building painted a yellowy magnolia and nestled between two identically designed buildings: the Royal Hotel to the left and the Hove View Apartments on the end plot to the right. I doubt you’ll have heard of either of these places. I hardly ever give them a second look. If you have heard of them or, better still, have an association with either of them, perhaps you could tell them to apply a lick of paint and get the windows cleaned. If they do that, I might give them a second chance. (Probably won’t though.)

The Royal has a light box above its front door illuminating the hotel name and the boast that it has a three-crown rating from the people who enjoy giving out crowns to hoteliers. From what I’ve heard three crowns isn’t all that. Apparently you get the first crown just for having a front door and a bed in every room. (The Avocado hasn’t got any crowns. Doesn’t need them. One look and you should be smitten.) The Royal has an air of neglect about it; the guttering and window frames are rotting and an inch or so of dead flies have laid themselves to rest on the inside of the light box. If I worked for the company that likes giving out the stars, I’d remove one star just for the fly cemetery and be confident my bosses would back me up come any kickback from the hotel owner.

The Hove View Apartments have seen better days somewhere along the way but I wasn’t around to see them. If you ever saw them in their prime, then what a lovely memory that must be for you – have a fish taco on me and take a cream horn for your pudding while you’re at it. At the top of the steps to the entrance of the apartments are two banks of intercoms with little paper inserts that announce the names of the people that live in each of the flats. I went and had a look at the names once, but they didn’t mean anything to me. In fact, there is something about the building that makes me think those names don’t mean anything to anyone else in the world, apart from the occupants of course. The very top buzzer had a little drawing of a crocodile and a duck next to it. I doubt that a crocodile actually resides in the flat. A duck, maybe, but not a crocodile. Not in this shitty climate.

You can forget those two places as far as I’m concerned; it’s the Avocado that steals the show. For one, its windows are always clean, but listen to this (and apologies if you are one of the people who has seen the place): on the front of the hotel is a huge (five metres tall), sliced in half, fibreglass avocado hanging from the old flagpole above the fancy columned entrance. It’s the star of the show and was the talk of the town when it was first raised into position. I heard a rumour that it was originally designed for a movie about a group of allotment owners up north who saved the local community from an American oil company that wanted to frack for gas in their area. The movie apparently had a lot of momentum behind it until some executive in the production office had the sudden realization that the idea was shit. If I was making a movie, the first thing I would do was make sure that the script was excellent. It seems madness to me that this detail is so often overlooked. (If you are in the movie industry or aligned with it in any way, you might like to pass this on. It’s up to you.)

The actual name of the hotel is nowhere to be seen on the front of the building. The fruity visual does the job just fine on its own. (I know some people think the avocado is a vegetable, but if you’re one of those people then I’m sorry but you are wrong. It’s as much a fruit as a juicy satsuma, and if that upsets you then you’re in for a surprise when I tell you about the aubergine.) At night a couple of spotlights drench the pale green wonder in light and fabulous shadows. I could stare at it for hours, and often do. The place is impressive enough during the day with its immaculate paintwork and polished tile steps, but at night? Wow! It could be a theatre or a museum or a dance hall with an excellent and well-established reputation. I think you could say I love this place.

The owner of the hotel is called Emily, and she took it over about six months ago. It’s down to her that the place is looking so spruced up and enticing. Before she moved in, it was called The Honeymoon and it looked like a brothel or an all-you-can-eat Chinese restaurant. What a transformation. What a pleasure to behold. Emily is very pretty and full of energy and smiles. She has dark brown hair shaped into a long bob with a perfectly horizontal fringe. Medium build, medium height and if I was a bogus medium I would take a chance and predict that one day she will be the face of a new range of headphones or perhaps the poster girl for a scintillating toothpaste. I have never spoken to her but see her most days popping in and out of the hotel and getting on with business. My best friend Gary is her boyfriend and it’s a joy whenever I see them strolling along the promenade together.

I know Gary very well. He’s a nice bloke, short with a big nose, always friendly and always happy to have a chat. If you have a Gary in your life then I’m pleased for you. I doubt you’re as close to your Gary as I am to mine but, nevertheless, well done, have a bar of fancy soap on me.

Anyway, one early evening I arrived at my usual spot on the bus-stop bench opposite the Avocado to find it wasn’t the usual uplifting scene. The blue lights of police cars and an ambulance were giving the area an ominous vibe and a crowd had gathered on the promenade beside me to stare at the goings-on. Where were they when nothing was occurring? I asked myself. None of them were regulars like me, just part-timers looking for a buzz and hoping for a story they can tell to make them feel interesting for twenty seconds. Would they welcome me if something gossip-worthy was occurring in their locality? I very much doubt it.

Everyone was hushed as they watched a couple of paramedics run in and out of the hotel barking the occasional order to each other. There was a mumbling suggesting that a workman had suffered a heart attack or a fall, but something told me that it was more sinister than that. Three or four police cars were parked up and one of the officers was busy cordoning off the area in front of the hotel from the general public. I could sense there was something skew-whiff in the air. I’ve got a good nose for when things are off-kilter and fear and danger are on the cards and I’m usually right. In fact I’m always right. You can believe in this sixth sense of mine or not, it’s up to you, but remember: fear can be a terrible thing if you choose not to trust it.

The mumbling in the crowd increased in volume as a gurney emerged through the hotel doors and was danced down the steps towards an ambulance parked on the street. The paramedics in attendance didn’t seem to be engaged in any life-saving activity. I was sure that this journey would be the patient’s final taxi, a free ride to a place somewhere beyond the sun where the flowers never fade and the dogs don’t bite.

Once the ambulance doors were closed, the crowd began to disperse. I stayed put. I wanted to see the place return to normal before I made my way home to bed. There were only three or four people left when I looked up to the roofline of the hotel and saw the figure of a small, slender man crawl through an angled skylight in the roof of the hotel. He turned himself around so that his stomach was pressed against the tiling and gingerly slid down the six or so feet to the roof edge. He stood up, placed his head in his hands and stared down at the street below. At a distance it appeared he was crying but, then again, maybe his body was twitching with laughter. He slowly lowered his arms and clasped his hands together in prayer. I suspected he was about to jump. I got a big extra dollop serving of the off-kilter feeling in my stomach and departed. That was not something to which I wanted to bear witness. If you want to call me a coward for leaving the scene then that’s up to you, but remember: we can all throw a hook out and hope it catches some hurt. Thankfully, most of us have far better things to do with our lives.

You’re going to find out from my best friend Gary that this evening was the start of the end of this story rather than the beginning of your journey, so I’ll hand you over to him to pick up from wherever he wishes. A word of warning: Gary lacks a bit of confidence and gets very needy when he’s under pressure. That’s usually where I come in. Truth is, he’d be lost without me.
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The last time you heard from me was six months ago, in 2010, when I was sat on a seafront bench in Brighton with my girlfriend Emily, my grumpy next-door neighbour Grace and her sheepdog-ish dog Lassoo. I was fending off their suggestion that we all move to Brighton together and help Emily run her recently deceased father’s hotel. As you know I’m something of a shithouse, so the prospect of abandoning my legal career and moving away from Peckham filled me with dread, panic and anxiety.

Emily was committed to giving hotel ownership a bash, whether I joined her or not, and had already moved out of our Peckham flat to live in the top-floor apartment of the hotel which had previously been her family home. Grace, of course, loved to pretend she wanted to move to Brighton as well, but that was something we all knew she would never do. She was sixty-six years old and remained the most contrary and single-minded woman I had ever met. I wouldn’t put anything past her but, come the crunch, I didn’t think there was a crowbar anywhere in the world big enough to prise her away from her comfy flat in Peckham and the memories it held.

I was still living next door to Grace, in my one-bedroomed, third-floor, walkway-accessed local authority flat behind Peckham High Street in south London. My work as a legal assistant was as dull and predictable as ever, which suited me fine. After all the trouble with the corrupt south London police officers and the murderous Private Investigator John McCoy, I was glad to have normality back in my life. Ordinary, worry-free days are my favourite days of all the days that come to pass. McCoy and his police associates were all safely locked away on remand in prison awaiting trial. I would be summoned, as a prosecution witness at the trial, and that would be manageable. I work in the courts most days of the week so nothing really to fear there.

You might not be familiar with the case, so it’s probably best I fill you in. In a nutshell, a computer dongle came into my possession which contained statements and video footage proving that a hard core of police officers based at Lewisham Police Station were as corrupt as they come; everything from witness intimidation to the planting of evidence and even the murder of the bloke who had given me the incriminating dongle. They were bad men, really bad, and I had got myself into very deep shit. Eventually my skin was saved by a certain DS Marks from the Met’s anti-corruption unit. Unbeknown to me, he had been leading a longstanding investigation into the Lewisham coppers and came to my rescue just as it seemed they were going to dispose of me for good.

I owed my life to DS Marks and was determined to help him out by giving my evidence in court. He had worked on the case for many years and a guilty verdict would be his ultimate reward.

After Emily made the move full-time to Brighton, I would spend most of my weekends with her at the hotel. Some of these weekends we would just nest up in the apartment, eat junk food and watch TV. Sometimes I would help her complete a little project, like sanding and varnishing a banister or removing old bathroom fittings from one of the bedrooms. Sometimes we would get out and about and meander around the lanes and streets of Brighton and its outskirts. Emily liked to walk and once she started it was very hard to get her to stop, turn around and head for home. Her hip had been damaged by a bullet fired from the gun of her thug of an ex-boyfriend Tommy Briggs just before he turned the gun on himself. She had made a remarkable recovery and only got the odd twinge of pain first thing in the morning or last thing at night. ‘Use it or lose it’ was her motto and she stuck to it like a fanatic.

When it came to our weekend walks, Emily often preferred not to have a destination in mind; a general direction or vague purpose was enough. ‘I need an orange hat’ or ‘I want a kebab and I want to eat it in a small park’ or ‘I’ve heard Peacehaven is a shithole, let’s go and take a look’. Because of this approach, I never really knew how many miles of striding my soft white lawyer’s thighs would be subjected to. If she wore her jeans and Doc Marten boots, then I knew the walk would be casual in length, but if she wore her lime green jogging top, black stretchy jogging pants and luminous orange training shoes, I knew my pale, weak legs were in for a battering. If she tied her hair back into a ponytail, then, in a word, I was fucked. Whatever the weather I would wear jeans and my dark green puffa jacket. Lightweight and breathable, it’s a really flexible bit of kit.

‘When do you reckon we’ll be back?’ I would tentatively ask.

‘Why does it matter?’ she would reply.

‘It doesn’t. I was just wondering, you know, so we can plan the day.’

‘Why do you need a plan? Are you pretending we’re in the army or something?’

‘So do you think we’ll be back for lunch?’

‘Who cares? We can grab something while we’re out if need be.’

‘Probably not back for lunch, then?’

‘I don’t know, Gary, I just don’t know. As incredible as it might seem to you, I’m just going to see how it pans out and roll with it. Are you with me or against me?’

I would know by the tone of her voice that the conversation was over. Often she would emphasize/celebrate its passing with a brief flurry of shadow boxing or by lifting her foot onto my shoulder and shouting, ‘Viva tomatoes!’

I guessed my weekend visits were a useful diversion for Emily from the anxiety and stress of getting the hotel ready for business. She would use me as a sounding board for her ideas and I tried my best to advise and encourage. I had an open invite to come and join her in Brighton, but it was something that we rarely discussed. She sensed it was a difficult decision for someone as cautious as me and never put me under any real pressure. It wasn’t in Emily’s nature to twist my arm. She was too proud and doggedly self-sufficient for that. The other interpretation, of course, was that she was ambivalent about me joining her in her new life. I didn’t believe this was the case, but I had logged the possibility in the back of my mind so that if it proved to be true the impact wouldn’t be as catastrophic on its arrival. My more pressing worry was that if things stayed as they were we would drift apart or, worse still, she would meet someone else. This is what had happened with all my previous relationships. I was going to have to make a decision sooner rather than later. Perhaps I was just waiting for something to happen that would force my decision one way or the other. Perhaps deep down I wanted to sabotage the whole thing and just wallow in the safety and dullness of my ordinary life in Peckham.

There was one time when the issue raised its head out of the blue and caused me unease. I had taken Grace and her dog Lassoo down to Brighton with me on one of my weekend stays. Emily wanted Grace to see the progress she had made refurbishing the rooms and sprucing the place up. On the Sunday evening, before Grace and I left for home, we all sat down on Emily’s bench again for a farewell chat and an ice cream. Emily began talking about her staffing plans.

‘I’m going to need a housekeeper, a cleaner, maybe a receptionist, maybe an assistant manager—’

‘No, you don’t,’ Grace interrupted. ‘This chump here can be your assistant. You would have to buy him a new suit, of course, and some lifts for his shoes so he can reach the keys behind reception.’

‘I’m a lawyer, Grace,’ I replied with a slightly haughty curl on my lip. ‘Emily needs somebody who knows the hotel business and is a people person, not a—’

‘No, she doesn’t!’ interrupted Grace again. ‘She knows the business inside out herself. She was brought up in the bloody hotel. What she needs is someone to support her and look after her and share the ups and downs with her – not some stranger who’s just in it for a wage packet and a skive. Mind you, having said that, I bet you’ve got a good skive in you given half a chance.’

‘What do you think?’ I asked Emily, hoping her response would be light and non-committal.

‘It’s up to you. The job’s yours if you want it, but you’ll have to be quick.’

It was the perfect response to keep me in my comfort zone and I was happy to continue the conversation without undue anxiety.

‘You don’t really think that I could be of any use around the hotel, do you?’ I asked.

‘I might be able to train you up. Better the devil you know and all that.’

‘Yeah, but what about “don’t mix business and pleasure” and all that and everything?’

Grace let out an exaggerated groan and held her head in her hands as she barked out: ‘Stop with the remarks, Gary. Christ’s sake, give yourself a boot up the arse and just see where you land for once.’

‘We’ve been through this many times, Grace. I would have to give up my flat, which would cost a big chunk.’

‘Oh, leave it out!’ said Grace with full-on cockney contempt. ‘You’re the only big chunk in this situation. Just keep the flat on for a while. It’s not like Emily is going to charge you effing rent, although I would if I was her.’

‘And my job… I have to give three months’ notice…’

Grace stood up and interrupted my jabbering once again.

‘You could have given your notice in three months ago if you’d had the balls. I can’t listen to this anymore. I’ll be at the car.’

She gave Emily a hug. ‘Good luck, darling. The hotel looks amazing. You’re going to smash it,’ she whispered into Emily’s ear. Then, louder, with her face turned towards me: ‘I’ll smoke him out of his flat if need be then he’ll have to get off his arse.’

And off she strode with Lassoo, who kept turning his head to keep an eye on Emily until they turned the corner out of sight.

‘You’d better catch her up,’ said Emily. ‘Don’t worry about things. We’ll both be fine either way. Maybe in the not too distant you could get a legal job here in Brighton? You don’t have to work at the hotel. It would be nice if we could spend more time together, that’s all really. See you next weekend.’

She gave me a kiss on the cheek and turned and walked away. I think she might have had a tear in her eye but wasn’t sure. I wasn’t going to make a fuss. Emily didn’t like fussing. As I watched her go, however, I felt a familiar little wave of worthlessness spread through me.
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On the drive back to Peckham, Grace was unusually silent. I sensed a sulk. Lassoo seemed to be doing his best to back her up by lying stock still across the rear seats and letting out a foul odour at what seemed like pre-set intervals. ‘Hurt Grace and I hurt you’ seemed to be his message. I turned on the radio. Grace turned it off. I turned up the heater. Grace lowered her window. I opened a pack of crisps. Grace snatched them off me, ate a few and then crushed the pack into her coat pocket. She knew I wouldn’t dare pull her up on it. A couple of miles outside Lewes, on the A26, I broke the silence.

‘What’s got you all narked up?’ I asked her outright.

‘You.’

‘Why? What have I done?’

‘Nothing, just like you always do.’

‘Is that a remark?’

‘Don’t get clever with me, and stop talking unless you’ve got something to say that’s worth responding to.’

More silence. I pulled the car over onto the kerbside and turned off the engine.

‘If you’ve got something to say, just say it,’ I said.

In response, Grace got out of the car, shut the door and stood outside with her back towards me. Lassoo started to scratch at the rear window. Grace opened the door and let him out. Lassoo sat on the pavement with his back to me. It started to rain. They both got back in the car. I turned on the windscreen wipers, which immediately began to squeak and shudder. I turned them off. Grace turned them back on.

‘Why did you do that?’ I asked.

‘Because I’d rather listen to them than you.’

‘We’re next-door neighbours, Grace. It works much better if we speak.’

‘Not for me, it doesn’t. Just drive on, please. Let’s get this journey over and done with.’

‘You trying to break my heart, Grace?’

‘You haven’t got one.’

‘Yes, I have, I can feel it breaking as we speak.’

‘Well, don’t panic, you can still get a beat out of a broken heart. I should know.’

That wrapped me on my knuckles and shut me up. She was of course referring to the heartbreak she lived with every day, triggered by the estrangement from her daughter Mary and her granddaughter Lizzie. It was now over four years since she had seen them and the pain seemed to be getting worse rather than better ever since Emily had suddenly stepped into her life and reminded her of what she was missing. She blamed herself. You can’t reduce a person’s life to one single moment, but if you could it would be that moment Grace made the call to go to the shops and leave Lizzie in her flat on her own. The rest is history: her daughter stopped all contact and the few friends she had on the estate collectively decided to shun her. I was working hard on her behalf to get her access to her granddaughter either through mediation or the courts, but it was a slow and emotionally draining process. Grace wasn’t the easiest of clients. She desperately wanted to see Lizzie but at the same time was stubbornly reluctant to talk about the issues involved.

I drove away. Grace started to let out the occasional theatrical sigh and got herself all fidgety and huffy in her seat. Then, out of the blue, she fired up.

‘Do you expect that beautiful young girl to take on that great big hotel all on her own? Cos if you do then you can’t think much of her.’

I didn’t know how to respond. Lassoo stood up on the back seat so that I could see him in the rearview mirror. I would swear that he shook his head at me.

When we arrived back at our block of flats, she went on ahead, leaving me to deal with Lassoo. I let him off his lead and he ran straight to the play area where the see-saw used to be. At that moment, my squirrel friend appeared next to me at the base of a beech tree.

‘Alright, mate,’ I whispered to myself. ‘You’ve got a sparkle in your eyes and a good high tail. Seems like things are going your way.’

‘Thanks, Gary,’ I replied on his behalf. ‘I’ve met a new lady and that always puts a spring in my step. There’s nothing like a new romance to put lotion on your bones. Have you thought around that as much as you maybe should?’

‘I’m sorted, thanks.’

‘Long-distance love, though, isn’t it. Never easy. Maybe you should pack your bags, move in with her and seal the deal. Have you thought around that as sufficiently as you should?’

‘Don’t you start. So how did you meet this new lady of yours?’ I asked.

‘At a talent competition. She was stood balancing on top of a nut with just one leg while she sang a song about a ferry route or a fitness centre, something like that – it was hard to pick out the words because she had another couple of nuts wedged in her cheeks. But, boy, she had a tail on her – wide, plump and heavily curved. I’m seeing her later today over by the bins. Will be a fresh start for me and that’s a good thing to be happening. You’re looking a bit dreary, mate. Maybe you should think around a new beginning and how that might re-invigorate you.’

‘Maybe I will,’ I replied. ‘Good luck with your date.’

And off he ran with his tail lofted in the air like a great big parting question mark.

By the time I arrived outside Grace’s flat, the door was shut. I knocked cheerfully and she eventually opened it, but not enough to reveal herself. Lassoo slid in through the gap, pausing for a second to give me a look that said, ‘You’ve bitten off more than you can chew here, mate.’ Then Grace shut the door on me and left me outside on the walkway.

Back in my flat, I sat on my old sofa and poured myself a beer. I always missed Emily the hardest for those first few hours after returning home from a visit. I think we had reached the status of being a serious couple, but this wasn’t something I dared to presume (let alone mention). Her experiences with her previous boyfriend Tommy Briggs had been miserable, and I felt that if I appeared too keen, too clingy, she might run a mile. I had never asked her how she felt about ‘us’. I don’t know why. Maybe I feared the answer she might give.

I wanted to phone Emily, just to hear her voice as much as anything. We don’t tend to speak much over the phone. She says she’s too busy to have my waffle dulling up her mind and, anyway, she also says, we need to save up the chit chat for the weekends. She doesn’t like phones – says she prefers real life. Sometimes when I phone her, she answers with a tart ‘Yes, what is it?’ I immediately think she’s angry with me and that gets on her nerves and I apologize and she gets frustrated and I wish I’d never bothered phoning. Instead, I sent her a text message that read, ‘Viva tomatoes X’. I didn’t expect her to respond, but hoped it might put a smile on her face.

Why am I hedging my bets and not moving down to Brighton? I asked myself. What would a decent person do in this situation? Who cares? Why do I get so fixated on wanting people to think I’m a decent person? Who are these people who sit in judgement of me? Why don’t they just fuck off to some prairie and harvest horseshit instead?

The choice to have a few more beers and watch TV was much easier than contemplating the one that really mattered. By the time I went to bed, I’d managed to put the Brighton dilemma out of my mind and replaced it with a train of thought about what outfit I would like to be wearing when I’m laid out to rest in my coffin. I plumped for my shitty grey work suit, red cowboy boots and full tiger face paint. That would gain me a big slab of respect for the journey into the unknown, I thought.




4 GARY

It took a while to get back in favour with Grace, nearly a week as I recall. It was a memorable week because it included the day that I first met Mr Sequence. I should tell you about that.

On the Monday after Grace took her strop, I set off for work five minutes early so that I had time to check in on her. No surprise that she didn’t answer the door when I knocked, so I bent down and peered through the letterbox to see if she was up and about. I could see the last few inches of Lassoo’s nose sticking out beyond the jamb of the bedroom door. He was holding it perfectly still as if playing a game of musical statues.

‘Hi, Lassoo,’ I whispered.

The whiskers on his nose twitched ever so slightly, as if a ladybird had landed on them.

‘I can see you, Lassoo.’

Another twitch and a brief dilation of his nostril, as if the ladybird had given him a tiny punch on his nose.

‘Grace!’ I shouted. ‘Are you okay?’

There was no reply, but I noticed that Lassoo’s nose was slowly disappearing, millimetre by millimetre, back into the bedroom. When it was fully withdrawn, the bedroom door slammed shut.

‘Go away!’ shouted Grace. Lassoo added a bark for good measure.

It was going to take a large, good-quality meat pie to pull her out of this grump.

My first appointment was at 10am with a new client called Clive Sequence. (Sequins?) (The receptionist had just written it down as heard.) A glance at the appointments book simply stated that he required ‘legal advice’. These generic, unspecific enquiries always landed on my desk. I finished my mid-morning cup of tea and slice of Battenberg cake and went downstairs to the reception to collect him. He was sat in the waiting area slouched on a chair with his skinny legs stretched out in front of him. He was slightly taller than me and was wearing a black puffa jacket with an integrated bright orange hood. He looked to be in his mid-fifties and had the thickest, most bouffant hairstyle I had seen on a man of that age for some time. Dark brown with a few wisps of grey, it was parted down the centre and had enough height either side of the parting to conceal a couple of sausage rolls. It then rolled down over his ears and formed a thick neck pelmet dense enough to provide cover for a nervous mouse. I wanted to touch it from the moment I saw it. When I introduced myself, he replied with a flat Northern accent – probably somewhere like Mansfield, but don’t take my word for it.

‘You’re four minutes late,’ he said.

‘Yeah, sorry about that, my last appointment ran over slightly,’ I lied.

‘Oh yeah? I didn’t see anyone leave just now.’

‘Yeah, you wouldn’t have, it was an online consultation.’

‘What was the person’s name?’

‘I can’t tell you that, it’s confidential,’ I said with minimal conviction and a slight squeaky break in my voice. This bloke seemed to know that I was bluffing. He must have a nose for it. He didn’t let it drop. I was beginning to regret my deceit.

‘Oh, confidential, is it? That’s a horrible answer. So, what was his problem?’

‘Honestly, Mr Sequence [Seaprince?], I can’t talk about other clients’ cases.’

‘If you ask me you’re acting a bit slippery, son.’

‘I don’t mean to be…’

His face suddenly broke out into a broad, insincere smile as he got up out of the seat and shook my hand.

‘I’m only joshing with you, lad. Pleased to meet you, Mr Thorn. One thing, though: I can spot bullshit a mile off, so best leave that out of your repertoire when you’re with me.’

I received his watery handshake and beckoned him to follow me upstairs to my office.

I took off my suit jacket and sat down behind my desk as he surveyed the office and then fixed his stare on the plate of cake crumbs next to my mug of tea.

‘Was it a nice bit of cake?’

‘Yeah, nice bit of Battenberg.’

‘Ladies’ cake, that is.’

‘Either way, it’s a classic.’

‘You should try a man’s cake.’

‘What’s a man’s cake?’

‘Date and walnut, as long as it’s not iced.’

We paused for a moment. He sat down on the opposite side of the desk. Unlike his exotic hairstyle, his face was nondescript – long, pale and thin with a sharp, pointy nose. I’m moon-faced and big-nosed and I wondered if it was that contrast that made me suddenly feel cold towards him. I didn’t want him to like me, and that rarely happens when I meet a new face.

‘How can I help you, Mr Sequence?’ I asked, before clarifying: ‘Have I got that right? Sequence?’

‘Yes, that’s about right,’ he replied.

I made a mental note to get the correct spelling of his name before he left.

‘I need a little bit of legal advice,’ he said.

‘Well, you’ve come to the right place.’

He switched his gaze away from me for a second and ran his tongue along his lower lip before smacking his lips together.

‘Good to know, that’s really good to know,’ he said as he removed a large vaping machine from his pocket and sucked on its nozzle with great passion, as if trying to suck the stone out of a hard green Spanish olive. With his eyes closed he let the cloud of vapour spill slowly through his fixed rictus smile, evidently savouring the stench of its smoky essence. The room was soon filled with the scent of apple and launderette. ‘Lovely,’ he announced and then opened his eyes wide and suddenly alert.

‘I’m not in trouble as such,’ he said, ‘but I’m the type of person that likes to make informed decisions, wise decisions, decisions that won’t come back and bite me on the neck. Do you know what I mean? Is that an approach you can sympathize with?’

‘Yes, as a lawyer, very much so. I should have asked: would you like a cup of tea or anything?’

‘Would you like to make me one?’

‘I’m happy to make you one if a cup of tea appeals.’

‘That’s good to know but I’m okay for the moment.’

‘Okay then, how can I help to inform you?’

He looked me up and down for a moment and I sensed a slight smirk within his attitude, probably caused by the cheapness of my suit.

‘In a nutshell,’ he said, ‘I’m soon to appear as a witness for the police in a very serious criminal case involving some very nasty individuals whose reputation for violence is very real and very present. It might well suit me to fail to attend at the trial so as to avoid any repercussions.’

‘Have you spoken to the police liaison officer in the case and expressed your worries to them?’

‘No, I have not. I don’t want my eventual actions regarding this to be misinterpreted unfairly in the light of any previous conversations with the police. Truth is, I’m beginning to feel a bit vulnerable. That’s an awful way to feel, wouldn’t you agree, Mr Thorn?’

‘You can call me Gary and, yes, I agree.’

‘That’s good to know, Gary. I’m thinking maybe I should move my address, and that way I can avoid being served the summons to appear in court and should they, the police, come looking for me, I’ll be nowhere to be found.’

‘It’s very hard to hide from the police,’ I said with the gravity of an actor playing the father in a coming-of-age movie.

‘It is, Gary. Almost impossible for most people, but not for me, I think. You see, I’m a very selfish and resourceful individual and the thought of suffering violence against my person is a great motivator for me.’

‘I can’t advise you to break the law.’ (Teacher in a civil rights movie.) ‘If you fail to appear when summoned or fail to tell them of a change of address, then you will be in contempt of court. If your evidence is vital to the prosecution case, the court would more than likely adjourn the case anyway and you’ll be no further forward.’

I noticed that he seemed to have very little interest in my advice (other than to sniff at it) and began to wonder why he was even here in the office.

‘The only circumstance under which you would be excused,’ I continued, ‘is if you’re suffering from severe physical or mental illness, and that doesn’t seem to be the case with you.’

He relaxed back into his chair, brushed his fingers through his hair and opened his legs up unpleasantly wide. He took another long suck on his vape and blew the smoke directly towards me. I got a hint of vanilla but the main note was still the launderette – by the dryers, not the washing machines.

‘What if I was to get a mate of mine to stab me in the arse the day before the trial? Might that do the trick?’ he asked.

I laughed. He didn’t.

‘What would you do, Gary, if you were in my situation?’ he asked.

‘Well, I can answer you that, Mr Sequence. [Ceefax?] Because I am in a similar position – perhaps even worse, because the defendants in my case are policemen and, as you say, it’s near-on impossible to hide from the police. I’m a bit worried about appearing in court – that’s only natural – but it’s not going to stop me from doing the right thing. I’m a good boy, you see?’

‘Ah, and that’s the rub, because you see, Gary, I’m not a good boy. In fact, some would say I’m a very bad boy. What if they offered you ten thousand pounds?’

‘Nope.’

‘A hundred thousand pounds?’

I laughed. ‘That’s not going to happen.’

‘But what if it did?’

‘It would still be a no.’

‘What if they threatened you or someone close to you?’

‘Then I would go to the police, and that’s the advice I would give you. I hope I’ve made the situation clear. Is there anything else I can help you with?’

‘Yes, but, in the meantime, might I take that cup of tea now, please?’

I left him in my office, went upstairs to the little cubbyhole kitchen and brewed him a cuppa. When I returned, Mr Sequence (Frequent?) was gone. My wallet was on my desk and I couldn’t recall whether that was where I had left it. I had a quick rifle through and nothing appeared to be missing. I ran downstairs to reception but he was long gone.

I hadn’t taken any contact details for him and I didn’t believe for one moment that his name was Sequence. (I know his real name now, of course, but it is not a name I like to speak unless my hand is forced.)




5 GARY

I felt slightly nauseated by the lingering launderette stench of Mr Sequence around my office and was glad to get out and have my lunch down the road at Wayne’s café. On my walk there I conjured up a daydream to lift my spirits. I imagined that I was walking along the road with the largest box of washing powder that had ever existed. It was six foot high but its weight was no problem for me. I carried it effortlessly on my shoulder like a powerful mayor. As I strode victorious down the street, startled onlookers gasped and waved. Children gazed in wonder and several pensioners fainted into the arms of their loved ones. Passing cars slowed down to observe the wonder, pulling down their windows to laud me.

‘Wow, Gary, you’re making that look effortless.’

‘What you are doing is nothing short of magnificent!’

‘There’s not many men could lift that amount of detergent.’

‘Hey, Gary, can I get a selfie with you and the powder?’

‘That’s incredible lifting power. Well done, son.’

It put a smile on my face for a moment and made me feel a bit brighter regarding my prospects.

Wayne was an occasional client of mine whenever he had legal problems and was a good connection I had made via my daily visits to his café. I don’t know whether he viewed me any differently from his other regulars, but I liked to think he looked forward to my visits. We had an easy way between us and could create a sunny atmosphere for each other.

When I went in, Wayne was behind the counter polishing his new espresso machine with a dirty cloth. He no longer favoured the skinny parsnip-legged denim jeans, having moved on to what I would describe as a very basic safari suit brought up to date by being black and slightly baggy. His dad was sat in the window seat wearing his favourite brown pin-striped suit with a pale yellow shirt and blue floral tie. Immaculate, classy and not looking an inch of his sixty-plus years.

‘Alright, Wayne, regular campachoochoo, please.’

‘What roast do you want?’ he asked with a surprisingly earnest attitude dominating his face.

‘I don’t know. Just regular like always.’

‘I don’t do “regular” anymore. You can have light roast, medium-light roast, medium roast, medium-dark roast, dark roast or dark-dark roast. The light roast is a Sumatran bean, the medium-dark is from Peru and the dark-dark is from…’

He hesitated and walked over to inspect a bag of ground coffee before returning to announce that the dark-dark was from Ethiopia.

‘It’s personal preference,’ he continued. ‘A lifestyle thing. I like a dark-dark first thing in the morning to get me fired up but then I switch to a medium-dark for the rest of the day because it’s a less hectic brew.’

‘You’re sounding a bit pretentious, Wayne. I don’t think it sits well with you,’ I replied. ‘What’s brought all this on? The new coffee machine?’

‘And you sound as ignorant as always and a bit ungrateful for the graft I’m putting in here.’

‘When you say graft, you mean going down to Aldi and buying three different strengths of coffee bean?’

‘What do you mean Aldi? I’ve got a specialist supplier.’

‘I saw you checking the packet and it’s from Aldi. I’ve got the same packet at home.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with Aldi, mate. Have you tried their pork luncheon meat? It literally throbs.’

Wayne’s dad shouted over, interrupting our incredible conversation.

‘Just give the man his coffee, Wayne, and stop prattling on like an air hostess.’

‘So what blend do you want?’ he asked again.

‘Aldi dark-dark, please,’ I replied, and then walked over to Wayne’s dad and asked if I could join him.

‘If you insist,’ he replied as he brushed a few crumbs off the table top with his paisley handkerchief.

‘Wayne’s looking smart today,’ I noted.

‘He looks like he should be working in a laundry. He should be wearing a suit. He is the face of the business and he should be showing the world that he is serious about what he is doing. He thinks the place is all about Wayne but it should all be about the customer.’

I felt a real connection with this man. We had the shared experience of mental torture at the hands of Detectives Peterson and Rowlett and their associates. It had been a cloud over both our lives, one that had rained on him for over fifteen years. It had been just seven or eight months for me, but we had a little window into each other’s pain that we didn’t peer into very often. We preferred to look to the future and take a mutual pleasure in ridiculing Wayne and his dress sense. Today was different, though.

‘Are you beginning to worry about the trial? I’ve heard it might be starting sometime soon,’ he asked out of the blue. I could see from his dark brown eyes and tightened lips that there was worry on his mind.

‘A bit,’ I replied. ‘DS Marks phoned me the other day and told me a couple of police officers from Rowlett and Peterson’s squad had been granted bail. It’s made me start looking over my shoulder again.’

‘I heard that too. It’s got me feeling jumpy. It’s taken so long to come to trial, I sometimes wonder if it will ever happen at all, that the case will be abandoned on some technicality or other. That’s often how things can be when you’re dealing with high and mighty people with the right connections.’

‘Have they confirmed whether they want you to appear as a witness?’ I asked.

‘I’ve given them my statement and they have it on file. I’m on their list of potential witnesses but I didn’t give them much. I want nothing to do with these people, let alone have to face them in court. Strange to think they were once colleagues of mine. If they summon me to court I might just disappear, leave the country – maybe even pretend I’ve gone insane like my son.’

‘Funny you should mention that. I’ve just had a bloke in the office thinking of doing the same thing. A different case, but the same line of thinking. I told him to be a good boy and turn up.’

‘What if you, or someone you care about a lot, got threatened with violence? Would it really be worth it just for the sake of a “Good Boy” badge?’

‘Someone like Wayne, you mean?’

‘No, not that Herbert. Someone that’s worth a second thought. That girlfriend of yours, or that batshit neighbour you hang around with.’

We both laughed.

‘Seriously, though, Mr Gary, my legal beagle, what would you do?’

I hate the thought of physical pain being inflicted upon me by another person. I sometimes have little flashes of pain-impact moments that pass through my mind, just half a second or so of a fist smashing into my face or a boot connecting with my chin. I don’t suppose anyone welcomes the prospect of pain, but for me the avoidance of it has always been something of an obsession.

When I was around ten years old I remember being followed home by a couple of lads from my estate. I didn’t know them but recognized their faces. They were a couple of years older than me and their clothes and hairstyles gave me little clues that they were wrong-uns. Short shaved banana-shaped patches above their ears, highly polished ox-blood Doc Marten boots and thin, gaunt faces that suggested they lived on a diet of chicken crisps and Diet Coke. Even their movement and gait suggested slyness and malice, as did their muffled conspiratorial voices. If I sped up, then they did too. If I crossed the road, they followed me.

I knew something was going to kick off so just as I turned a street corner, I ran into what seemed to be a driveway, only to find that it was actually the entrance to a church hall car parking area from which there was no exit. They followed me in and walked silently towards me. After pinning me against a fence, one of them head-butted me on the bridge of the nose. I fell to the ground and formed myself into a ball, expecting the worst. Which is exactly what I got. Kicks rained down on my hands as they tried to damage my head and on my sides as they targeted my kidneys. Eventually the blows stopped. I was crying and pleading for them to leave me alone. One of them said that they were finished with me and told me to get up. I slowly unravelled myself from my hedgehog defence and as I did so I felt a gap in the front of my teeth and the taste of blood on my lips. Fully expecting more blows to arrive, I stood up, shaking like a leaf, and muttered, ‘I think I’ve lost a tooth.’

One of them pointed to the floor. ‘There it is, pick it up, they might be able to put it back in.’

I bent down to pick up the tooth and as my face reached a couple of feet from the ground I felt a hammer-like blow to my left eye socket. My head flew backwards with the impact of the Doc Martin toecap and left me flat on my back on the floor. I heard the lads run away laughing and whooping. I lay on the gravel with my eye rapidly swelling and closing up, convinced I was going to die. The real world suddenly seemed like a place full of evil and danger. I wanted my mum. I guess that was the day that Gary the shithouse was seeded.

I answered Wayne’s dad’s question: ‘If I thought the threat of violence was real, then I honestly don’t know what I would do. I’ll give you the answer if I’m ever actually put in that situation.’

‘Let’s hope I never get the answer, then,’ he replied.

Wayne arrived at the table with my coffee.

‘One dark-dark cappuccino and a slab of Battenberg on the house,’ he said as he placed them on the table in front of me.

Unfortunately, I had already consumed my morning Battenberg, so I asked Wayne’s dad if he wanted it.

‘If you insist,’ he replied.
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It’s me again. Sorry to interrupt, but there is something I forgot to tell you that may be of importance. If you’re the type of person that never forgets anything, especially tiny little details that seem of no significance at the time, then well done, get you and don’t panic, the medal is in the post. I see a lot of things every minute of every day, but I don’t store them all in my memory bank. I don’t have the capacity. I’m an artist, not a mathematician.

There had been a lot of comings and goings at the Avocado in the months leading up to the night of the ambulance and the gurney. The first big rush of people came about three months ago. They arrived one Monday morning and spilled out of various white or grey transit vans – workmen, all dressed in vaguely sporty attire. I very much doubt, judging by the appearance of most of them, that they could run half a mile, never mind the four or five miles I walk every day. I don’t wear clothes that suggest I’m anything other than what I am and I get complimented on my style every single day without fail. I put that down to the fact that I never try too hard. You may have been complimented on your appearance every now and then, but not every day, I bet. If you have then by all means treat yourself to a half-hour boat trip on me.

Anyway, within a week the hotel was covered in scaffolding and a couple of decorators were busy prepping and painting the front of the building. I took to having a sit down on the steps of the next-door Hove Apartments so I could listen to the decorators chit chat as they painted the first-floor windows. It’s not that I’m a nosey type, just that I like to keep an eye on the type of people that are in and around the hotel. I consider it my duty. If I don’t then who will? (Not you, I expect. I mean, not that long ago you hadn’t even heard of the Hotel Avocado, let alone played any part in its wellbeing.) It wasn’t a memorable conversation and I think I’ve only recalled it because it made me think about my relationship with Gary.

The two men were both in their fifties and wore dark blue tracksuit bottoms and black hoodies. Both had beer bellies and one of them had the words ‘Ha Ha Benidorm’ emblazoned on the back of his top, while the other’s had a printed image of a jar of mixed pickles on it.

‘Have you sorted out that trouble at home?’ Spanish Laughter man asked.

‘Not really. It’s not down to me to make a move. I haven’t done nothing wrong,’ replied Mr Pickles.

‘So what exactly has occurred?’ asked Spanish Laughter.

‘Bullshit, just heaps of bullshit.’

‘But not on your part?’

‘No, because I don’t deal in bullshit. You ask anyone about me and they will tell you that Billy the Pickle don’t get involved in bullshit.’

‘So why isn’t she speaking to you if you’ve done nothing wrong?’

‘Because she likes friction. Simple as that.’

‘Have you asked her what the problem is?’

‘No, why should I?’

‘Well, maybe you have done something wrong without realizing it. She might have a genuine gripe that needs addressing.’

‘The day she has a genuine gripe with me is the day I give up eating gherkins, and I tell you, Ronnie, that ain’t never going to happen.’

‘I think you should ask her.’

‘Why don’t you ask her yourself if you’re so fucking interested?’

‘That, Billy, is a bullshit thing to say. Are we painting all the windows?’

‘Nah, we’re leaving the glass see-through.’

They both laughed so hard that it seemed a thousand tiny candy canes might burst out of their lungs at any moment. I reckoned they were good friends but could be even closer if they put more effort in. One of them was looking for a deeper connection and the other was keeping their guard up, which is very much like Gary and me, if I’m being honest, and obviously Gary is the one with his guard up, while I’m an open book.

The other reason I may have remembered that conversation between the painters was because it was later that day, when I saw them leaving in their van, that I got a feeling that something was not quite right. It started when I realized they had forgotten to remove the ladder from the lower section of the scaffolding. This meant that any Tom, Dick or other stranger could climb up and spy inside the building or even break into it. Now, you might be the type of person that would march up to the front door and inform the owner of the problem, but that’s not me. I never like drawing attention to myself and I hate getting involved with any situation that’s already given me an off-kilter feeling. I worry that I might affect the natural outcome of things. There was no getting away from it: I would have to hang around through the night to observe whatever was about to unfold.

Sometime around midnight, the avocado spotlights were turned off, as were the lights in the fifth-floor apartment where Emily lived. Other than a low glow coming from behind the reception desk, the hotel was in total darkness. I had never had the chance to nosey through any of the upper-floor windows so took the chance to quietly clamber up to the first-floor scaffolding deck and peer through the first large bay window. It was too dark inside for me to see anything other than the reflection of my face. I got a quick
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