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        ‘handy-dandy, which is the justice, which is the
            thief?’

        William Shakespeare, King Lear, Act 4, Scene 6

        ‘Our interest’s on the dangerous edge of
            things.

        The honest thief, the tender murderer’

        Robert Browning, ‘Bishop Blougram’s
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I don’t know why, but I’ve always wanted to do some sort of good in the world.

I used to have a boyfriend, Jason, who laughed at me and called me a ‘do-gooder’. ‘Meet my girlfriend, Lucy,’ he would say. ‘She’s a do-gooder, of course.’ And then he’d laugh. I don’t know what he wanted – a ‘do-badder’? A person who sets out to do one bad turn to somebody every day? No one wants that, surely? Anyway, I got tired of being called a ‘do-gooder’ and Jason and I split up, which I did regret, because I found him rather attractive and quite funny at times. But I didn’t know why he was so irritated by my ambition to do a bit of good in the world.

I ought to introduce myself – I’m always called Lucy, but I was born Lucinda Purefoy. ‘Purejoy’ Jason used to call me when he was in a good mood. Oh, and I’d better tell you this right away. When I was young my father was a vicar in a big north London parish and Mum always said that he’d been spotted as having ‘bishop potential’. This made Mum laugh, because she’s more than a little irresponsible and tends to OD on gin and tonic before dinner. Although she had married one, she had little time for vicars, and even Dad agreed that some of the things they got up to at the General Synod showed naked ambition at its least attractive. Anyway, Mum was right and Dad got made the bishop of a large chunk of Surrey and Hampshire. He gets into the papers quite a lot because he can’t see what’s wrong with gay marriages, if that’s what people want. He’s extremely tolerant and told me I must make up my own mind about God. I have to admit that I haven’t got round to doing it yet. Probably that’s because I’m always kept pretty busy. I don’t want to boast, but I did manage to get four decent A levels which took me to uni (Manchester), where I tended towards politics and sociology.

It was there I got interested in crime and the causes of crime, which I put down to poverty, a failing system of education and the values of the monetarist society which regards success as owning a four-wheel drive to take the children to school in and a second home in the Dordogne. At the time I hadn’t even met a criminal.

After my degree, and work experience at the Guardian, when all my friends had gone off backpacking across Australia or thumbing lifts in Thailand, I really longed to do some good in the world, but I didn’t necessarily want to go to Nepal or Cambodia to do it.

What I mean to say is I’d had a lot of privileges. Although my father being a bishop was more than a little embarrassing, I had, like I say, a secure and loving family. So I felt I had to repay my debt to society. But I really had no idea how to do it until I heard about ‘praeceptors’ and met Terry Keegan. Quite honestly, it wasn’t until then that I found a real purpose in life.

I first heard about praeceptors from my friend Deirdre Bunnage. Deirdre was one of those irritating girls at school who were always telling you about their marvellous new boyfriends or the fact that they’d been asked to spend a long weekend in Acapulco with someone who’d been on television. Anyway, I hadn’t long left uni when I bumped into her in the bar of the Close-Up Club in Soho. My then boyfriend, Tom, was very keen on getting into television so he joined the Close-Up and we went to hang out there in the hope of meeting someone in a television company who wanted to give Tom a job. Most of the people we met and talked to were also hanging out in the faint hope of meeting someone from a television company with a job to offer, so Tom wasn’t getting very far. I was sitting with him at the bar, making a glass of white wine last a long time, when my old school friend Deirdre came over.

‘I suppose your life seems pretty empty since you finished at Manchester,’ she said. She was wearing that sort of surprised smile which I always found annoying. The fact that she was accompanied by someone she introduced as a ‘well-known rap artist’ added considerably to my irritation.

‘It’s not at all empty,’ I told her, not altogether truthfully. ‘Tom’s going to give up market research and get a job with a television production company.’

‘And you?’ Deirdre was still smiling. ‘You probably don’t know what to do with yourself.’

I told her I’d had the offer of a PA job with an advertising agency, and I really wanted to do some sort of good in the world.

To my surprise, Deirdre’s smile was no longer one of lofty disdain. She seemed genuinely delighted by my do-gooding intentions.

‘That’s wonderful, Lucy! You’re a perfect candidate for SCRAP.’

‘For what?’ Her suggestion didn’t sound entirely complimentary.

‘SCRAP. I’ve joined and it’s fascinating work. You befriend young criminals fresh out of prison. Help them to lead an honest life. Make decent citizens out of them. You’d be perfect at it.’

‘Why is it called SCRAP?’

‘Social Carers, Reformers and Praeceptors. You know what a praeceptor is, don’t you? Don’t you remember any Latin from school? Anyway, we’ve got to go. Come on, Ishmael.’ And with that, Deirdre went off with her rap artist, who turned out, in the fullness of time, not to be a rap artist at all.

And, in the fullness of time, I rang the office of SCRAP near to King’s Cross Station on the off chance that I might be able to do some sort of good in the world.

‘Why do they go on doing it? They’ve been to detention centres, youth custody, prison when they’re seventeen or over. Put them inside for however long you want and they just come out and do it again! So they have to go back to prison, to their boredom and our considerable expense. Why can’t they ever stop? Have you any ideas on the subject?’

‘Poverty? Lack of education? The corruption of the monetarist society?’ I remembered some of my essays from Manchester.

‘No, none of that.’ The large grey-haired man, with brown appealing eyes and a crumpled suit, swung gently in his office chair. He was Orlando Wathen, criminologist and chairman of SCRAP, giving me the once-over when I applied to be a praeceptor. ‘Some of these lads come from quite decent homes. They could hold down a reasonable job. What’s so great about pinching laptops from the cars of sales reps who’ve stopped for a pee in a service station? There’s a piece in here.’ He searched among the books and pamphlets that littered his desk. ‘Here it is! “Petty crime in the metropolitan environment”. It’s by a doctor. He suggests it’s all because they take too much salt in their food. Seventy-five per cent of those convicted of theft in the Grimsby area admitted they liked their food well salted. Bloody nonsense! I take salt with my food and I don’t steal laptops.’ Mr Wathen looked up at me appealingly. ‘Perhaps you’ll discover what makes your customer pinch things.’

‘I’ll certainly try.’

‘All our praeceptors say that, but they haven’t enlightened me yet. I got your father’s letter.’ He searched and found it under a pile of pamphlets. ‘He signs himself Robert Aldershot. That’s not your name, is it, Miss Aldershot?’

‘It’s not his either. He signs like that because he’s the Bishop of Aldershot.’

‘Your father’s a bishop?’

I had to admit it.

‘We all have to rise above the unfortunate circumstances of our birth.’ Mr Wathen was shaking with suppressed mirth. ‘What’s in a name anyway? My parents called me Orlando. No doubt they thought they’d produced a handsome wrestler who’d win the heart of the beautiful Rosalind. Instead of that they got a fat criminologist who’s completely mystified by the causes of crime. You do realize, don’t you, that your customers are likely to resent you and refuse to cooperate?’

‘Oh yes,’ I told him, ‘I’m expecting something like that.’

‘Just as well.’ Mr Wathen nodded energetically. At last he was certain of something. ‘Expect the worst and you’ll avoid disappointment.’

The one person who had no doubts at all about the causes of crime and the rising number of young criminals being locked up was SCRAP’s chief executive, Gwendolen Gerdon. Gwenny, as everyone called her, was an oversized, blonde-haired, pink-cheeked woman, in her forties I suppose, who spoke in a high-pitched, rather breathless, little-girl’s voice. She seemed to find crime and the causes of crime hugely entertaining. She never blamed the criminals we were meant to reform for any part of it. Instead she blamed the judges mostly and then the Home Secretary and the police for their unfair and unjust persecution of so many really quite harmless young men.

All the same, Gwenny was clearly the power behind the SCRAP office. She did the work while Orlando Wathen swung in his chair, speculating fruitlessly on the deeper causes of house-breaking, fraud and grievous bodily harm. It was Gwenny who organized our training sessions, every weekday evening for a month, after which I suppose we were meant to emerge as fully fledged, and reliable, praeceptors. We got talked to by prison officers, an assistant governor and someone who worked in prison education. But the one who depressed me most was a probation officer whom I was to come across again, not always happily, in the months to come. Mr Markby was generally of a sandy colour. He had sandy hair, a small sandy moustache and a dry, breathy sort of voice like the sound of wind over the desert.

‘Just remember that you and the client [he meant ex-prisoner] aren’t “friends”,’ Alexander Markby told us. ‘You’re his, or perhaps her, guide, philosopher and teacher. So don’t offer him a cigarette, or he’ll start to expect cigarettes all the time. Don’t tell him what a good time you had at the pub the night before. That would put you on the same level. That’s not right. You must never step down from your position as a teacher. Keep your distance.’

Rather surprisingly, Gwenny seemed to approve of the probation officer’s advice. ‘Take Alex’s word for it and you won’t go far wrong.’ And she added, laughing, ‘For heaven’s sake, don’t sleep with a client of either sex. We have had that happen in the past and it has always led to disastrous results. Keep in touch. That’s the main thing. See that he’s got a mobile and calls you morning and evening. First of all, see he’s got somewhere to live and get him work. Make a nuisance of yourself until you get someone to give him a job – part-time if it has to be. Oh, and we’ll want your full report at the end of each week. At the end of the course I’ll meet you all individually and give you the names of your clients.’

On the final Monday morning, our little group of praeceptors posed with Orlando Wathen for a photograph on the steps of the SCRAP office. Then Gwenny told us who our prisoners were going to be. ‘Alex Markby has suggested you for one of his very own clients,’ she told me. ‘He was impressed when I told him your father was a bishop and he said you might be able to give this chap a bit of moral backbone.’ Not for the first time I cursed my father’s choice of a job. What was moral backbone anyway, I wondered, and did I really have any of it to spare?

‘The client’s name is Terry Keegan.’ Gwenny chuckled. ‘He operated round the Ladbroke Grove area. Uncle almost in the big time, played a minor role in a Notting Hill Gate bank robbery. His grandmother lived round Bethnal Green and she can remember the Krays and the Richardsons!’ She spoke of this family with a kind of awe, rather in the way some other sort of snob might discuss the relatives of a duke, or a movie buff might recall the great days of James Cagney and Greta Garbo.

‘Terry began offending when he was about twelve. He was in a detention centre by the time he was fourteen.’ Here again Gwenny spoke as though she was admiring the achievements of one so young. ‘Last time he got four years for house-breaking from that bastard Judge Bullingham down at the Old Bailey. I have little doubt that he was stitched up by the police.’

‘You mean he hadn’t done the house-breaking?’

‘Well, yes. I suppose he had.’ Gwenny admitted it reluctantly and then added, ‘But that doesn’t alter the fact that Judge Bullingham’s a bastard. You’ll soon find out. The entire judicial system is completely hopeless. Anyway, Terry’s coming out of the Scrubs on Thursday morning. He’s been told to expect you. Orlando and I think it would be rather nice if you met him at the prison gates. He’s got black hair, rather curly. Oh, and an unusually cheerful grin.’

So that’s why I was waiting, at 8.30 a.m. on a wet March morning, outside the gates of Wormwood Scrubs for a young man with curly black hair and a cheerful grin.

Which is where this story begins.
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A good many people down our end of Ladbroke Grove came from one-parent families. Sometimes I think, looking back on it, I came from a no-parent family.

After all these years I’m still not too sure who my dad is, and certainly Mum never told me. I always went by her name, which was Keegan, and it was only her family I ever met, so I reckon my dad was no more than a passing moment in her life.

What I remember most about Mum was when I was first at school – down in among the infants I was at the time – she would come and fetch me with this music stuck in her ears. You couldn’t hold much of a conversation at home either because she liked her music loud. When I remember talking to Mum, it was all shouting over Duran Duran, at full volume.

I remember the kitchen where we lived on the estate, with plates stacked up by the sink sticking together, and I can remember wondering why there was so much washing-up because we weren’t a big family. No dad, no brothers and sisters – just me. I suppose more got eaten because Mum often had guys she called my uncles around. Most of the time, of course, these uncles weren’t uncles at all and then Mum would hustle me off to bed extra early and I’d lie awake listening to her Music for Romantic Evenings tapes played extra loud until they moved to the bedroom and I could get a bit of sleep. Anyway, I stayed with my mum and I put up with Duran Duran and her Romantic Evenings until one of the uncles turned out to be someone called Jack Levenhall, who gave it out that he owned a kebab place on Harrow Road. Much later, it turned out not only that he didn’t own it, but that he’d been thrown out of it because of his habits. This Uncle Jack made it horribly plain that he fancied me more than he fancied my mum, so I moved out as quick as I could, and I never lived at her place after that.

Well, my mum knew where I was if she wanted to come after me, which she didn’t. First I went to my gran’s place in the Bethnal Green area, but she was always on about the big heavy villains she had known in her younger years, people like the Krays and the Richardsons and just how they could draw, with their razors, a perfect semicircle on the faces of those who disagreed with them. Gran seemed to admire this about the heavy men of her younger years, but hearing about it pissed me off, quite honestly, which is why I moved again and went to live with Aunt Dot in the buildings up near Kensal Rise cemetery.

Aunt Dot was the best. She was Mum’s aunt, but a lot younger than Gran. She’d always talk to me without the incidental music, and it seemed like she always took an interest in me, and when I got into trouble and had to go away, Aunt Dot always seemed pleased enough to see me back. She had some of my mum’s good looks, but in her they seemed softer and more appealing, that’s what I thought at least.

Of course, my Aunt Dot was used to people going away for a while seeing as she was married to my Uncle Arthur. He was good to me also. He was in a business way, out of anything I’ve ever attempted, robbing banks and building societies, threatening cashiers and customers with a shooter which he kept carefully cleaned and never even let me hold.

As you can imagine, this paid Uncle Arthur very well when he was working, and we used to go out to posh restaurants and even holidays in Spain. The trouble was he went away for a long time when things started going wrong, so we stayed on in the building in the Kensal Rise area, where the rent was reasonable, and Aunt Dot went off to the West End to do bits of cleaning, and that was when I was at school and Uncle Arthur was away from home.

It all started when I was about twelve. Something like that. This may surprise you, but I was quite a bright boy at school. For one thing I got the hang of the isosceles triangle long before anyone in the class understood it. It was at school I met Tiny McGrath. He wasn’t called Tiny because he was especially small but to distinguish him from his very much older stepbrother, known as Chippy, not because he was a sort of carpenter but because of his huge appetite, at that time, for chips. He and Tiny had the same father but different mothers.

Chippy was always tall and in spite of what he ate he was quite skinny. He had a strange smile. I mean he only smiled with one side of his mouth. One side went up quite cheerfully while the other side stayed down as though it couldn’t see the joke.

What I suppose he was was a natural leader; he had the gift of getting other people to work for him. He used to ask Tiny and me and some of our friends round to his place in Formosa Street and give us sweets or cigarettes, or a bit of money, to do little jobs for him. Such jobs, to be honest, usually consisted of stealing things, like pinching bottles of whisky and that from the off-licence while he kept the woman in charge amused with requests for crisps and sweets and other things she wasn’t meant to sell, and she was busy explaining that we weren’t entitled to be there anyway. All this led to us, but not Chippy, having to appear before the desk sergeant at the Paddington nick, where he told us that a life of crime would lead to misery and unhappiness. Looking back on it now, I’m still not sure that he was telling us the truth.

We graduated from there to car radios and the opening of car doors with a wire coat hanger. It was when I got caught at this that the friendly warnings stopped and I got seriously beaten up by members of the Metropolitan Police with time on their hands. After that I went inside for the first time as a Youth Offender.

It was after I left the Youth Offenders that Chippy and I got together seriously. We took to watching the smart houses in the Holland Park area, and noting when the milk and the papers were stopped because of the owners being away on holiday. We got skilled in the way of breaking and entering, and Chippy’s cousin Ozzy Desmond had made a study of disconnecting burglar alarms. As I say, we did well enough, and I was about to give my Aunt Dot some of life’s little luxuries when I got caught. I got four years from a judge who’d decided from the word go that I was a menace to society. Chippy, by the way, was in the getaway car near the house we got caught in, and he just drove off and left us to face the consequences.

So, it was then, when I was in real prison, that I decided I wouldn’t get into no more trouble at all, and wouldn’t get into fights. I kept myself to myself all those years. I’d get my meals and take them back to the cell and eat them on the table, which was, let’s face it, the lid of the toilet. There was a lot of violence about at that time, from the London heavies, who the screws were afraid of. I saw one punch a screw in the chest during association, and the screw pretended not to notice it. He pretended it hadn’t happened at all, he was just too frightened to make a point of it.

Well, you could quite often get into a fight in association, so I kept out of it. I stayed in my cell about twenty-three hours a day and I got used to it. I got so I didn’t really want to be with other people. The time near the end of my sentence, when I was allowed days out with close relatives, I went out with my Aunt Dot, who told me Uncle Arthur had gone away again for ten years. She was always nice to me, my Aunt Dot, but I couldn’t wait to get away from her. I wasn’t listening to her hardly at all. All I could think of was how nice it would be to get to my cell for a bit of peace and quiet. So I asked her to take me back to prison early.

Of course, being alone so much, keeping out of everyone’s way, I had time to read a lot of books. Most of them were a load of rubbish, crime stories, so called, by people who didn’t know the first thing about crime.

Then I got a prison visitor called Simon who gave me a crime book by some Russian who suffered with epileptic fits. It was about murder and, of course, I never did a murder. In fact, there’s no violence in my record whatsoever. But I got stuck into this book and I found it interesting. Then I kept on getting called away for education classes, which taught me that three and three make six, a fact I already knew, and I lost the thread of the Russian book from time to time. But I persisted with the book whenever I could get away from education or watching further rubbish on TV during those dangerous moments of association. Simon got arrested for downloading pornographic material or some such affair, so for all I know he’s somewhere inside the prison system, and I never saw him again.

I was all right reading in my cell. I mean, I was quite all right but I wouldn’t have minded getting back into the fresh air, and by then I was able to work the system. We had ETS classes, which stood for Enhanced Thinking Studies. They asked you at the start what you were thinking and you had to say, ‘I was thinking how great it’d be to go out on Saturday night and get pissed and hit someone’s head with a hammer.’

If you said something like that, you started from a low point and your thinking could only improve you. So the ETS person gave you a good report, which helped towards parole.

Then I began to get visits from a woman who asked me to call her Gwenny and said she was from an outfit called SCRAP. One time she came, she told me the whole prison system was rotten and all prisons needed blowing up. This worried me and I began to wonder if this SCRAP was some sort of terrorist organization. But then she asked if I’d like SCRAP to fix up for some sort of person to look after me when I got out and help me to lead an honest life. Then I realized that SCRAP was another of those things, like ETS. It was better to go along with it if you wanted to leave the Scrubs as quick as possible.

This got a bit delayed, however, by my probation officer, Mr Markby, who gave me an interview when the question of parole came up. He said that I was extremely intelligent (ha ha) and that I knew exactly the right answers to give (which I did) but that I didn’t seriously mean them (which perhaps I didn’t) so I should stay inside because I couldn’t be trusted. Which was why I didn’t get parole. It just shows that I wasn’t as good at working the system as I thought I was.

Anyway, this incident made me very suspicious of probation officers and all suchlike who say they’re only trying to help you and support you, when what they’re really after is to keep you inside for quite a bit longer. All the same I felt relieved, because, quite honestly, I wasn’t ready to face the outside at that particular moment in time and I had to finish the Russian book, which I was able to do before my eventual release.

One week before I got out, I got a visit from the chaplain, who said that SCRAP had found a praeceptor, whatever that might mean, Lucinda Purefoy. She was an excellent choice seeing that her father was a well-known bishop. I smiled at him, of course, and seemed to agree but I’d already decided, once I got out, not to have much more to do with probation officers and SCRAP women who could no doubt turn the way Mr Markby did. Being out of prison means that you’re free, doesn’t it? At least that’s the way I looked at it at the time.

They were a bit slow at the office that morning. They gave me the clothes back I was wearing when I got arrested. The sweater I had was all moth-eaten but they said they could do nothing about it. I got £46.75 and a travel warrant and then they opened the gate and I was out in the rain.

I hadn’t taken more than a couple of gulps of fresh air when this girl came towards me, all smiling. She was wearing black trousers, a long overcoat and a white shirt. It looked as if she’d dressed up for the occasion. Now I’m not sure why that annoyed me so much.

Which is where this story begins.
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He had dark curly hair and what I think they call ‘prison pallor’. What he didn’t have was a cheerful grin. Quite honestly, when he caught sight of me he looked distinctly uncheerful. All the same I managed a big smile as I moved towards him. Probably I was breaking Mr Markby’s number one rule and looking too friendly. But what the hell, I had to form some sort of relationship, even if he was going to be my pupil.

‘Hi there!’ I said. ‘You must be Terry Keegan.’

He stood looking at me in silence. To be truthful, he seemed astonished, as though he’d been unexpectedly approached by some sort of lunatic. Eventually, he spoke.

‘What if my name’s Terry Keegan? What do you want to make out of it, man?’ He spoke in a low gruff voice which came as an unpleasant surprise in the cheerful chap I’d been instructed to meet.

‘I don’t want to make anything of it. And I’m not a man, actually.’ I thought this was quite a funny thing to say, all things considered. Anyway I laughed, but Terry certainly didn’t. ‘I’m sure SCRAP have warned you about me, haven’t they? I’m your praeceptor. Probably you don’t know what that means.’

‘You needn’t bother to tell me.’

‘It means I’m your guide and philosopher.’ In deference to Mr Markby, I failed to say friend. ‘I’m here to help you find a job, a place to live and that sort of thing. Support you in any way I can. And I’m here to see you don’t ever go back inside that place again.’

The going-to-work traffic had grown louder and heavier rain was splattering the pavement. I had to raise my voice to be heard as I said the last sentence very loudly, so a small party of girls on their way to school turned their heads to stare curiously at Terry. This caused him to look even more crossly at me.

‘I don’t need no help,’ he growled, ‘so fuck off, will you?’

Well, I had to look on the bright side. At least he’d stopped calling me ‘man’.

‘My name’s Lucinda Purefoy,’ I told him, ‘but that’s a bit of a mouthful, so it’s perfectly all right if you call me Lucy.’

‘I don’t need to call you anything. In fact I don’t need you, full stop. So I’m fucking off, thank you very much.’

‘Don’t lose your temper with your client. Never give him that particular satisfaction.’ I was finding Mr Markby’s instructions particularly hard to follow. All I could think of doing was to look my client full in the eyes and say very deliberately, ‘Well then, fuck you!’

The effect of this was surprising. First Terry looked at me and seemed deeply shocked and even silenced. Had I said that in front of my father, the tolerant bishop, he wouldn’t have batted a single eyelid. Terry Keegan, with a string of convictions as long as your arm, was far more easily shocked. In fact he said, ‘What do you mean?’ which seemed to me to be a completely pointless question.

‘I mean I’ve been training for a month listening to dull lectures. I’ve postponed a job with an almost decent salary in an advertising agency. I’m prepared to spend time away from my boyfriend, Tom, who’s good-looking, never swears at me, has a perfectly clean record and is going to end up with an important job in television. And I’ve done all that to help you.’

‘I don’t need no help!’ He was still angry.

‘Oh yes, you do. Don’t you understand? Eighty-five per cent of criminals reoffend within two years of their release from prison. If I take my eye off you you’ll be back pinching laptops on garage forecourts or whatever you used to do.’

‘Breaking and entering premises by night.’ It seemed I had insulted him by talking about the laptops and he had a more important crime to boast about.

‘All right then. Breaking and entering. Whatever. Now tell me what you want to do that’s free and legal and has nothing to do with sex and we’ll do it.’

He stood there, looking at me in silent thought – I’m sure it wasn’t silent prayer – and then he said, rather improbably, ‘Burger King.’

‘What?’

‘I’ve had Scrubs food for nearly three years. I want to go to Burger King.’

‘All right,’ I said, and I waved, I’m afraid rather desperately, at a passing taxi. Talk about extravagance. I’d already broken practically every rule that Mr Markby had ever given us.

In the Burger King, Terry’s behaviour improved slightly, which wasn’t hard considering it was starting from such a remarkably low level. I bought him a Whopper burger with fries and onion rings and a big milky coffee with five spoonfuls of sugar. After he’d finished that, he ordered another Whopper and I’m sorry, Mr Markby, but I paid for all this because I couldn’t stand any further argument. I know it was weak of me.

As he finished the second Whopper I thought, poor sod, he’ll become disgustingly fat and lose any attractiveness he might have to women. I wondered if I should warn him of this, but then decided that I couldn’t be bothered. Instead I went on to more important business.

‘I have to make sure you’ve got a mobile phone.’

‘You want to give me a few minutes to pinch one?’ He gave me his first grin, but I decided it was high time to become strict and stand no more nonsense.

‘Of course not. I’ve bought you one to save you getting into trouble.’

I gave him the phone I had paid for, although my instructions from Mr Markby were simply ‘to make sure the client had a mobile’. It might have been very thick of me, but I couldn’t think of any way I could be sure of that without buying the thing.

‘Does it take photographs?’ Terry was turning over the little machine and looking at it critically.

‘No, it doesn’t take photographs. And you’ve got to ring me on that every morning and at six o’clock every evening so I know how you’re getting on. Is that understood?’

‘Yes, man,’ he gave me a sort of mock salute, ‘if that’s your orders.’

‘Never mind about my orders. Now, your probation officer tells me he’s got you a place in a hostel.’

‘No.’

‘No, he hasn’t got you a place?’

‘No, I’m not going to no hostel.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’m free now, aren’t I? I can live my own life. I don’t have to spend another night in no sort of prison place Mr Markby’s sent me to. Forget it, man.’

The worst of it was that I could see his point. That’s my greatest weakness, being able to see other people’s points.

‘All right,’ I said, ‘where do you want to go?’

‘My Aunt Dot’s.’

‘Where’s your Aunt Dot live?’

‘Buildings up the end of Ladbroke Grove. Kensal Rise area. She’s always been pretty good to me, my Aunt Dot.’

I looked at him. He seemed to mean what he said. Once again I disobeyed instructions. ‘OK then. But call me on your phone as soon as you settle in. I’ll try and smooth it out with Mr Markby.’

Terry, it seemed, thought it over, wiped his mouth on the napkin provided and stood up. ‘I’ll be getting along then.’

‘I don’t suppose you’ll say “thank you”.’

‘Thank you for what?’

‘Taxi here, two Whoppers with fries and onions, and letting you choose your accommodation.’

‘I never asked you to do any of that,’ he said, and he sounded serious. ‘It was you did all the asking.’
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