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Michael folded his arms. ‘I’m not going to court tomorrow. I’m going to the cemetery.’

‘You don’t have a choice. It’s a bit late to be changing your mind now.’ Derek sighed. ‘And what’s brought this on?’

‘I’m going to the cemetery,’ he repeated. ‘I have to go, and I have to go tomorrow.’

‘Lee?’

Michael nodded. ‘I need to talk to him.’

The DI hesitated. ‘Lee’s dead,’ he said gently. ‘Does it matter where you talk to him? It’s important that you’re in court.’

‘Yes, it does matter. You can’t make me give evidence. I’m your fucking star witness – without me, you don’t even have a case.’ Michael stalked out of the lounge, pulling a can of lager from the fridge and sitting at the kitchen table. He wanted to hit somebody – anybody would do. The house was poky and claustrophobic, but they wouldn’t let him go out on his own and he really needed some space right now. I might as well be in prison. 

They’d been going through witness statements for the past two hours; Derek had a list of questions the barrister was planning to put to him when the prosecution opened its case tomorrow, and he needed to test Michael’s reactions. He wanted to throw in some possible questions that defence might come up with too, but Michael had had enough by then. The trial had started a couple of days ago; it had taken a full day to select the jury, and then there’d been opening speeches and all manner of technical hiccups. Michael wasn’t sure he could cope with much more.

The thought of seeing Eddie in court tomorrow was freaking him out. This was the man who’d spiked his drink in a club eighteen months ago and raped him, got him addicted to heroin and then sold him to whoever wanted to pay. He’d been seventeen years old. After a while, Michael hadn’t even cared about the sex and after he’d escaped, he’d returned to the flat by choice, trapped in a spiral of drugs and dependency. And then there was Lee – sweet, stupid street-kid Lee, who’d messed with Michael’s head far more than Eddie ever had. It always came back to Lee.

That was why he had to go to the cemetery. There’d be nobody else and he needed to take some flowers, have a chat, tell Lee he was doing OK. Am I? He wasn’t a regular visitor, but he’d been a few times since he’d got off the heroin, finding a strange kind of peace sitting on the grave with a smoke, and contemplating the mess his life had become. He needed to be alone too; when this was all over he was going to live on an island, somewhere he didn’t have to see another human being ever again.

It was exactly a year tomorrow. A year since Lee had died, since Michael had found him at the flat, messed up and dangerously high. He’d saved Michael’s life and Michael hadn’t been able to do the same for his friend. It still hurt.

‘Turn up drunk at court and you’ll be held in contempt,’ Derek said, as he found Michael on his second can of beer with his feet on the kitchen table.

‘Fuck off.’ 

‘And don’t swear either.’

‘You’re not my father.’

‘Thank God for that.’ The DI took a deep breath. ‘Hang in there, Michael,’ he said after a moment. ‘It won’t be much longer.’

‘Sorry.’ He was behaving like a child; he knew he was, but he didn’t want to relive the months he’d spent with Eddie – and certainly not in a very public courtroom. It was hard enough in private with his counsellors or the police. 

Derek nodded, accepting the apology. ‘Get an early night and I’ll pick you up in the morning.’ He hesitated. ‘We’ll be through by four, latest; I’ll take you to see Lee then. Where’s Spike?’

‘Gone for pizza. It’s his turn to cook tonight and he doesn’t. Sarah’s in the shower, I think. Go, Derek – I’ll be fine.’ They didn’t like him being without at least one police officer within shouting distance – if Spike and Sarah even were police; he’d not quite worked out who employed who, just that there was a round-the-clock team of people living with him and he hated the babysitting, and hated even more the reasoning behind it. The security was suffocating, yet a part of him did appreciate it. He’d been minutes away from being smuggled out of the country earlier in the year, and he still had no idea why somebody had gone to such lengths and spent so much money to snatch him. Ex-heroin addict, ex-rent boy, ex-having-a-life – everything was in the past, and until he could bury the past completely, there was no way to move forwards. Michael was hoping the trial would do that; finally facing Eddie in court would at least lay some of the ghosts to rest.

But not tomorrow. Not until he’d been to the cemetery first. Then they could do what they wanted with him.
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He set the alarm on his phone to vibrate under his pillow at four-thirty. It was still dark in late August and would be for some time yet, but that was good. The front door of the house would be locked and the alarm set, but they’d deactivated the contact alarm on his window after he’d told them in the first house that he’d kill himself rather than sleep in a room with a closed window. It wasn’t claustrophobia as such – he just needed an exit strategy for everything these days. He’d found in the past few months that mentioning suicide often got him what he wanted, and despite whatever confidentiality clauses his counsellors were supposed to obey, it was surprising what information found its way back to the police team who were in charge of his safety. If they were manipulating him, Michael saw no issues with returning the favour.

It was a dormer window. Did they really not notice? He was shocked and quite offended with how easy it was to slither down the tiles and onto the porch roof. Neither Sarah nor Spike were light sleepers; this pair had been with him a few weeks and he liked them both, but the guilt from knowing how much trouble they’d be in wasn’t going to stop him today. This needed to be done.

Dropping down onto the tiny front lawn, he remained in a crouch for a few moments, listening. In the distance was the faint roar of traffic and he could hear a dog barking a few streets away, but the small cul-de-sac was quiet. He wondered whether he should wave at the tiny security cameras which were strategically positioned around the house – maybe give them a finger? – but he decided against it. There was no point in adding taking the piss to his list of crimes.

He’d not walked this area before, but he’d studied it on the internet, carefully clearing his browsing history after every session. There was a cycle path leading over the railway at the back of the estate which would take him to a main road, and from there he could hopefully find a cab, since there weren’t going to be any buses this early and even he wasn’t stupid enough to hitch a ride.

Michael knew more-or-less where he wanted to be – a mile or so east of the Olympic Park at Manor Park Cemetery – but he had no idea how to get there under his own steam. He’d have been quite happy walking the whole distance in the peace of the early morning, but he didn’t have the luxury of time on his side. Sarah or Spike would be up and about by seven and checking up on him, and the second they knew he was gone, there’d be all hell let loose. But Derek would know where he’d be and there would probably be an ARV dispatched, just in case. Michael knew what he was doing now was careless at best and possibly downright dangerous.

Out on the main road, there was little traffic. He knew the house was in Woodford, north of Snaresbrook Crown Court, and the cemetery further south still, so heading for the North Circular was probably going to be the best way of finding a taxi at this time of day. There was a map application on his mobile phone and he called it up, looking for the little blue dot. He’d never been quite sure whether or not he was supposed to know where he was at the house, or whether they thought he was a security risk himself if he knew his own location. And why does it matter? Why was he so bloody important to Derek to justify such resources?

He found a taxi easily and got dropped off outside Manor Park station. Asking to go to a graveyard in the dark seemed a little too weird and he didn’t want the cabbie reporting it to the local police. Michael checked his phone and headed down a side road. It was well after five o’clock now – still not yet light, but it didn’t matter; he knew exactly where he was going once he was inside. And the gates being locked wasn’t going to stop him. There was a low wall topped by railings, but it took him less than a minute to scramble over and land on the grass. And now he was almost there and he stopped to light a cigarette, enjoying the silence of the cemetery.

Lee’s grave was how he’d left it a few months back. Michael appropriated a bouquet from somebody who had plenty to spare and he crouched down, laying it at the foot of the headstone. He traced Lee’s name with one finger and then sat down next to the flowers and leaned back against the stone, closing his eyes. It felt right to be here. He imagined Lee sniggering at the thought of flowers – he’d be far happier with alcohol and a joint. Or smack.

For a long time he sat there, half-dozing, as London woke up and the dawn made long shadows around him.

So how you doin’, Lee?

A year today since he’d died. He’d been fourteen years old. A year since Eddie’s boss Joss had died too, but that was somewhere he didn’t want to go.

How am I? Surviving. Alive. He’d had extra sessions with his counsellors lately, going through possible court scenarios and how he was going to deal with them. Today of all days was such appalling timing, but the Crown Prosecution Service didn’t give a shit and Michael wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of refusing a request for him to have a little personal space. He’d be back in time and nobody would ever need to know.

‘Thought you might be here.’

Michael’s heart thumped and he banged his head against the stone. Opening his eyes, he squinted into the sunlight to see a figure standing across the grass on the other side of the gravel path. 

Lenny. 

He recognised the voice, hadn’t heard it since the day in the farmyard in early spring, when Lenny had held a gun to Greg’s head and Michael had been so doped up he still wasn’t sure what had been real. When somebody had paid a great deal of money to have him snatched and sent out of the country in a package deal that had fallen apart at the eleventh hour. Lenny had rescued him – but he was still one of the bad guys as far as Michael was concerned.

He scrabbled backwards, trying to stand. 

‘Cool it. I’m alone.’ The man held out his hands, palms towards Michael. ‘I’m not here to make trouble.’

‘Then fuck off.’ He shielded his eyes from the sun with one hand. Still the same long, black leather coat, probably with a gun concealed underneath, like he’d walked out of a spaghetti western.

‘Talk to me, Michael.’ He stepped closer. ‘Can I sit down?’

‘Why today?’

‘I knew you’d be here today. And I suspected you’d be by yourself.’ Lenny sat down on a raised tombstone. ‘You’re kind of hard to contact these days.’

‘I move around.’

‘Sensible.’ Lenny nodded and pointed to Michael’s hands. ‘Smart idea.’

Michael looked down. He’d got so used to the tatty black woollen fingerless gloves, he’d forgotten he was wearing them.

He stubbed the cigarette out on Lee’s headstone – he wouldn’t mind – and pulled off the left glove, holding his hand palm down for inspection. The tattoo on the back was less intense now, the colours fading with each laser treatment, but it was still distinct. JAY on the first line and MR257 on the second, inked into a blue circle. Jackson’s marker. He’d never found out whether the initials were his own or meant something entirely different. He’d never found out who’d paid Jackson to come after him either, which was why he’d spent the last six months in hiding.

The tattoo itself didn’t overly bother him. It was yet another addition to the scars on his arms that marked out his former life; they were all a part of him and made him who he was now. The laser treatment hurt like hell and he’d have lived with the tattoo in all its former glory, except that being a marker, it identified him, which was apparently still a dangerous position to be in. So he dressed in fingerless gloves and rarely took them off these days, even indoors.

‘That’s why I came,’ said Lenny after a moment.

‘Jackson?’

‘So I’ve heard.’

‘And you’re that concerned about my welfare?’ I don’t think so.

‘I want to know who wants you.’

‘You and me both.’ Michael pulled the glove back on and lit another cigarette. He took a draw, then offered the open packet to Lenny, who shook his head.

‘Given up.’ He hesitated. ‘You got a mobile these days?’

Michael nodded.

‘Will you give me the number? I’d like to be able to reach you.’

‘Why do you give a shit about my life, Lenny? You haven’t exactly enriched it so far.’

‘It wasn’t the cops who found you up north, you know?’

True enough. Amanda had told him that much. She and Lenny had done the detective work; Michael wondered whether Derek would ever admit that if it had been left to the police alone, Michael would be somewhere in Spain by now, bought and sold online like the pair of Manolo-whatsits Amanda had been wearing.

But it had been Lenny’s people who’d derailed his life eighteen months ago when Eddie had spiked his drink in a London club and raped him. He could say it now without breaking into a sweat, though he still wasn’t sure how he was going to react when he saw the man in court. And Joss – who’d been in charge of the heroin and the prostitution – was dead and would never face a trial for what he’d done.

Michael needed to know who Jackson was working for and he had a feeling it was something the police were never going to be able to tell him. Set a thief to catch a thief? Maybe it was the only way he’d find out.

He handed Lenny his phone, watching as the man fiddled with it, presumably sending himself a text message. Lenny seemed different from when they’d first met, or even when they’d last met – younger somehow. Not your typical London gangster, he’d allegedly had a public-school education, but he still made Michael nervous. He had too much power.

‘Be careful.’ Lenny handed him back the phone. ‘You’re exposed in court. It’s news.’

‘I have a 24/7 police guard.’

‘Not enough. Every public servant has a price – even the good ones. Now,’ Lenny continued, leaning forwards, ‘Amanda gave you my message?’

Oh, here it comes. This was the real reason Lenny had sought him out today. ‘What I can and can’t say in court? That if I get it wrong, you’ll fuck up my life some more? Yeah, I got it.’

‘Don’t be a drama queen. Tell the truth about Eddie Felsen – I have no issues with that; the man’s a tosser and was supposed to have pleaded guilty yesterday. But anything after that is off-limits. That includes your little trip to Wandsworth prison and the lovely breakfast you failed to appreciate in Euston when we first met. Get the idea?’

Lenny’s tone had changed and Michael didn’t want to make eye-contact. This was a man who worked for Carl Phillips, who’d presumably known about and maybe even been involved in his life with Eddie. He didn’t give a shit about Michael personally – never had and probably never would. There was always an ulterior motive and Michael knew he needed to remember that.

‘Did you hear what I said, Michael?’

‘I heard you.’

‘Then let’s get you back to the house.’ Lenny stood up. ‘Are you done here?’

‘Yes.’ He’d just wanted to visit today, ground himself in reality before the merry-go-round spun away out of control in the circus that was the trial. He touched Lee’s name again, then got to his feet, glancing at his watch. It was almost seven o’clock and Spike and Sarah would be up and about by now. ‘I am so in the shit.’

‘I’ll drive you back. You’ll be safer.’

Michael snorted. ‘As if anybody will believe that.’

‘Do you?’ Lenny wasn’t even smiling.

Not really, no. Not long-term. But right now, he did need to get back as fast as he could and instinct told him that – despite everything – Lenny meant what he said. Today, anyway. And he had rescued Michael from Jackson’s men up north and that must count for something, surely?

The gates were unlocked and Lenny led him out and away from the main road. His body language was scaring Michael – the way he checked both ways constantly with a hand inside his coat. Definitely armed.

‘Hey,’ said Michael after a moment. ‘I don’t think I ever said thanks ... for what you did. Back then.’

Lenny shrugged. ‘Like I said to Amanda, we look after our own people.’

‘But I’m not, am I?’ Am I? Michael knew he’d never be completely free of any of them. He just had to learn how to live with it all. But what was Lenny doing speaking to Amanda? Too many different parts of his life were overlapping and he didn’t like it.

Lenny unlocked a small hatchback down a side-street. It really wasn’t his style – he was a blacked-out-windows kind of guy; big flashy saloon or four wheel drive, not supermarket-shopping car. Michael smirked but said nothing.

‘Told you I was alone,’ the man said. ‘You should be flattered. I don’t normally do this kind of thing.’

That’s because you want something from me. I just haven’t worked out what it is yet. ‘You’d better drop me off a few roads away. I don’t know how I’d explain you being my chauffeur.’ He wasn’t sure why Lenny hadn’t been arrested back in March along with the others.

‘Do you drive?’ Lenny asked, turning the car around by reversing into somebody’s driveway. He was still alert, checking the mirrors constantly.

‘I got a car for my eighteenth,’ Michael said. ‘But I’ve not been home much since Manchester. They won’t let me drive.’

‘Cops?’

Michael nodded. ‘They won’t let me do anything. I might as well be in fucking Spain. At least the weather would be warmer.’ An empty drinks can rolled off the top of the dashboard and he wound down the car window and chucked it out. ‘I’m not who I used to be, Lenny. I should be getting ready for university now with a shiny clutch of A levels, not visiting a graveyard with some gangland dealer.’

‘Thanks for the compliment. Shut the window and put your seatbelt on; I don’t want to be stopped by the traffic cops.’ He pulled out onto the main road. ‘Is that what you wanted, then? To go to university?’

‘Fuck, no. Maybe once, but not now ...’ He trailed off. It had never struck him how much his future really had changed. What was he going to do with a few GCSEs and an armful of needle tracks to his name, never mind the criminal record?

Lenny said nothing and they drove in silence for ten minutes, getting stuck in the early rush-hour traffic. Michael fidgeted. By now they’d have noticed his disappearance and there were several missed calls on his mobile; he’d turned the sound off, not wanting to answer yet. What was more worrying was that Lenny knew exactly where he was going. Not once had he asked for directions, and as he pulled into a street a few minutes away from Michael’s current home, he stopped the car.

‘I found you up north – what makes you think I couldn’t do it in London?’ He hesitated. ‘You might not like me, and you’re probably wise not to trust me. But don’t trust anyone else either.’ He reached out and grabbed Michael’s wrist before he could scramble out of the car. ‘I’m not kidding you. Be careful. I’ll watch you to the house – from a distance. Now go.’ 

Back at the house, the door opened before he got there and he just had time to see the figure standing at the end of the road before a hand dragged him inside. Michael winced and prepared himself for trouble, but surprisingly it didn’t come. Spike was curt with him and Sarah sent him upstairs for a shower like he was a naughty child, but they didn’t say much at all, probably too scared for their own jobs if it got out that he’d gone AWOL, even for a few hours. By the time he came back down in a pair of scruffy tracksuit bottoms and an old T shirt, Sarah had cooked breakfast and then no sooner had they finished washing up before Derek arrived with another uniformed police officer Michael hadn’t seen before.

‘Are you ready for this?’ Derek looked at him closely. ‘You look awful.’

‘Thanks,’ said Michael. ‘I didn’t get much sleep last night.’

Sarah’s eyes widened but nobody said anything. Derek poured a mug of tea and Michael escaped upstairs to his bedroom, turning the television on and the volume up. He didn’t want to hear them talking about him.

There was a shirt hanging outside his wardrobe, a tie draped over the hanger. They’d taken him shopping a few weeks earlier. First thing in the morning, both Sarah and Spike had driven him to a nearby retail park and they’d watched, laughing, as he’d tried on an assortment of suits. Finally Michael had settled on a nondescript dark grey jacket and trousers with a plain white shirt and boring blue tie. He’d never worn a tie outside of school in his life – apart from at his gran’s funeral a couple of years back – and he felt awkward and uncomfortable. You need to create the right impression, Derek had said, though Michael couldn’t understand why. He was supposed to be the victim, wasn’t he? Why did it matter what he was wearing? 

He fingered the fabric, twisting the tie around his hand absently. The gloves were on the bedside table and he pulled them on, feeling marginally more secure. I don’t want to do this. But like Derek had said – it was way too late to back out now.

They drove to Snaresbrook in two cars, a slow procession through the morning traffic. Michael sat in the canteen with his dad and sister – he’d insisted he didn’t want his mum there – drinking tea and watching Sarah and Spike watching him; he wondered whether they were supposed to report back to Derek on how he was coping. 

And then he was sitting on the bench outside the courtroom, chewing his fingers and wishing he could nip outside for a smoke. Eighteen months had finally led to this moment. His dad was still next to him but neither of them was speaking. Since he’d been away from home, he’d grown even more distant from his parents and although he knew they loved him, it was too hard to be the son they thought they knew; he hadn’t been that person in a long time and even he didn’t know who he was anymore. Especially not dressed in a suit – with his hair neatly tied back, he felt like he was the one in the dock. And he missed his mum, but it wouldn’t have been fair to her to hear what was going to be said today.

The court door opened and a face looked at him. ‘Michael Redford?’

He nodded and stood up. Here we go. His dad touched his arm and he didn’t pull away, but took the gloves off and balled them in one fist before he followed the usher into the court alone.

Silence inside. Shit. He paused inside the doorway, then took a few steps into the room. He’d been here before; Derek had shown him how it worked and where he was to go, and he almost got there. But he hesitated a fraction of a second too long and looked across at the dock instead.

And there he was. Eddie. The first time he’d seen him since the day the drug squad had busted through the door in the flat, when he’d woken up with Lee to a room full of police. More than a year fell away in seconds and he couldn’t tear his eyes away. The man looked no different – still the same blond hair and a smug expression on his face as if he knew exactly how all of this was going to play out. 

What does he know?

Somebody coughed. The spell broke and he glanced around the courtroom. His dad was moving into the back of the gallery with his sister Kate. Twelve jurors stared at him like he was some kind of museum exhibit and even the judge was watching him. 

You can do this, Redford. You can. He was not going to let them win. He looked back at Eddie. The man met his eyes and smiled.

Michael felt his composure shatter into a million tiny pieces. He was back in the flat, fighting the man off – worse, he’d later gone willingly in return for the heroin that had taken control of his life. Oh fuckfuckfuck. And Eddie knew about Lee and Lee had died and it was his fault and everything was such a fucking mess.

No choice. No decision. Nothing else to do but turn and run for the door.

The usher didn’t get there in time. The courtroom wasn’t designed to stop witnesses – victims – escaping and Michael was out in the corridor and running for the emergency exit sign he could see up ahead. Fire doors would always open – they had to, didn’t they? And he needed to be outside before this place smothered him completely. He couldn’t breathe—

Alarms sounded as the fire door opened. Michael didn’t care, barely noticing there was someone behind him. He reached for the tie that was strangling him and ripped it off, popping a shirt button in the process. He threw the tie behind him, gulping in air.

A whole sodding year and he looks just the same. 

His heart was pounding and there were dark flashes across his vision. He couldn’t breathe fast enough to keep up with his body’s demands and his chest was hurting. Memories were crashing back into reality and all he could see was Eddie’s smile—

Woah. Slow down. You’ve been here before. A panic attack? He’d had one up north when he’d almost blacked out. Greg had made him breathe into a paper bag, all the while talking calmly to him until it passed. He didn’t have time for that now – they’d be after him in a few moments, probably take him back in handcuffs and force him to stand there while Eddie ripped his life apart again.

‘You OK?’

He spun, startled. A girl stood behind him, young and pretty, with small wire-rimmed glasses. She was wearing a suit too, and had a notebook in one hand. Fucking reporters!

‘I don’t have ...’ He could barely speak. ‘... Anything to say.’

He could hear voices now, close to the fire door.  The alarms were still ringing.

The girl looked back. Along the side of the old stone building was a row of parked cars and she reached into her handbag. Michael heard an electronic beep and the headlights of a small blue car flashed in response. He didn’t need a second invitation, but ran for the car, the girl close behind him. Reporter or not, she was his way out of here.

As he scrambled in the passenger side, several figures burst out of the emergency exit. The girl was in the driver’s seat but instead of starting the engine, she reached for Michael instead and embraced him, pulling him down across the gear lever and out of sight of anyone following.

No! Michael struggled for a second, but she wouldn’t let him go, one hand behind his head and holding him tightly and the other around his shoulders.

‘Ssh,’ she said. ‘Stay still and they won’t find us.’

He forced himself to calm down, concentrating on his breathing into the girl’s neck. She smelled nice. After a moment, he relaxed and returned the hug, finding the authority in her grip both surprising and comforting.

His mobile vibrated in his pocket. Fuck! He shouldn’t even have his mobile – he’d meant to leave it with Sarah. Thank God it didn’t go off in court.

‘Leave it,’ she ordered.

He didn’t argue. The hand left his head and he could feel her searching on the back seat of the car. 

‘Put this on,’ she said, pulling out of the embrace and handing him a baseball cap. ‘And the coat too.’

He pulled the cap down over his head, threading his hair through the fastener at the back. From a distance, with the red coat on too, he might just pass for a girl.

She started the car engine and carefully reversed out of the space. There were still people out front – the alarms had forced an evacuation and there were fire marshals in yellow jackets; one approached the car, but his driver ignored him completely and Michael slid down in the seat as he spotted Derek and his dad standing on the grass looking bewildered.

Out on the road, his accomplice took a few turns seemingly at random and pulled into a pub car park, switching off the engine. Neither of them said anything for a minute.

‘Thanks,’ said Michael. Making the first move seemed only polite.

‘You looked like you needed rescuing.’

If only you knew. ‘You were following me?’ he asked instead. Of course she was – she was a reporter, wasn’t she? That’s what reporters did.

‘I was late,’ she said. ‘My editor will kill me. I was about to sneak into the public gallery, when you came running out of court like the devil himself was after you.’

‘So you are a reporter?’

‘It’s a job, not a disease.’

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. It’s just—’

‘Most of us are pushy bastards with no respect for personal space? Yeah, I can totally get that.’

‘Sorry,’ he said again, not sure what he was apologising for. ‘You got me out of there. I think I’ll kill myself before I go back in that courtroom again. Not with him there.’

‘Edward Felsen?’

Shit, she’s clued up. ‘You know who I am?’ He stared out of the window, embarrassed now. At least he wouldn’t have to explain everything like he had with Amanda.

‘Um, let me see. Michael Redford, aged eighteen. Lives – lived – in Chiswick; present residence unknown.’ She ticked them off her fingers. ‘Abducted by said Edward Felsen. Heroin addict. Raped by—’

‘Ex-heroin addict,’ Michael interrupted. ‘And you can stop now. You win the prize.’ Jesus, that’s creepy. Did she swot up on his life-story? The Non-Life and Crap Times of Michael Redford. He reached for the door handle, feeling uncomfortable with somebody who appeared to know every last detail. A reporter, too. The last thing he needed was more media attention.

‘Shit, I’ve done it again, haven’t I? I’m sorry. I talk too much – you must think I’m a stalker.’

‘The thought had crossed my mind. I’d better go.’

‘I’ll take you. Where?’

‘No, you’re all right.’ He opened the door. His mobile was buzzing again and he knew he’d have to at least let them know he was safe. ‘Thanks for the rescue, but—’

‘It’s not me, it’s Danny.’

Who? ‘Really, I don’t care.’ Don’t give a shit, actually. 

But she looked distraught. ‘Just hear me out. Two minutes.’

She was probably five foot nothing and not exactly physically intimidating. He relaxed a little and closed the car door. ‘Two minutes. I have to let the police know where I am.’

‘Danny’s my little brother. He’s fourteen and he has Asperger’s. He’s the one who does all the research – I swear some nights he doesn’t sleep at all. He gets into a topic and he’s obsessive, but he can find out anything online.’ She bit her lip in a very cute manner, showing a tiny gap between her front teeth. ‘I worry he’ll get into trouble like that guy who was in the news for hacking some American military website.’

‘And he does your job for you? Isn’t that like cheating? Who are you, anyway?’

She grinned. ‘Becky Adams. Twenty. I live in Woodford with said little brother and the parents. Junior – as in barely above filing clerk – reporter for the local paper. I’m really sorry, Michael. I didn’t mean to freak you out.’ She hesitated. ‘If it helps, I’ve lost two boyfriends to Danny’s insistence on telling them their life stories before they’d even been introduced.’

OK. Right. ‘I really have to call the police,’ he said instead.

‘Do you want me to drive you back to court? If you don’t give evidence, they’ll arrest you.’

Only if they can find me. But that wasn’t going to work. He had no means of supporting himself, no way to live off the grid – he really did have to go through with this, however hard it was. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘If you don’t mind armed police crawling all over the car. They’ll probably think you abducted me.’

Becky looked a little scared, but said nothing as she started the engine. Michael pulled his mobile out of his pocket. Six missed calls and two text messages. The texts were from his sister and – surprisingly – Amanda. Are you OK? she’d texted. He wasn’t sure how she even knew what had happened.

He called up Derek and let the man rant on at him without interrupting. When he got chance to speak, he just said. ‘I’m OK. On my way back now.’ Then he hung up. They were almost there – he could see the end of the long driveway.

Becky turned off the main road. By the time they got through the trees and up to the front of the building, Michael’s heart was pounding again – more at the sight of several television vans with satellite dishes, rather than the thought of facing Eddie.

‘Drop me here,’ he said. ‘You don’t want to be involved. I’m grateful – really, I am – but—’ He didn’t get chance to finish as the car door was pulled open and a stranger yanked him out.

‘He’s here.’ The man spoke into a radio.

‘Go, Becky.’ He turned to the man, trying to twist out of his grip. ‘Get your hands off me. I’m not going anywhere with somebody I don’t know.’

The man flipped out a police warrant card, but Michael still wasn’t playing.

‘I don’t care who you are. Get me Derek – DI Darwin.’

‘I’m here,’ said a familiar voice behind him. There was a hand in the small of his back. ‘Inside, now.’ Photographers were drawing closer, reporters beginning to talk; the unknown officer moved to the other side of him and the two of them steered Michael through the growing crowd and into the building.

‘Nice coat,’ said Derek, hustling him through security and into a side room. ‘Not really your colour though.’

Michael realised he was still wearing the red jacket Becky had given him. He took it off and wished he’d had a smoke before coming back inside. There was no way he was going out there again. Not that in here was going to be any better. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said after a moment. ‘I just couldn’t do it.’ He stared out of the window into a small enclosed courtyard, not wanting to see the expression on Derek’s face.

‘Whose car was it?’ Derek asked.

‘Nobody’s.’

‘I can run a PNC check.’

‘For fuck’s sake. It doesn’t matter.’

‘I’m trying to help you.’

‘You’re trying to win a case.’

There was a long pause and a sigh. ‘We’ve got an adjournment for today. But the judge wants to talk to you.’

Michael turned around. ‘I can’t do it, Derek. I tried and the bastard looked at me ... and then he smiled ...’ Holy fucking shit. What is wrong with me? All he had to do was stand there and tell them what happened; forget the audience – it wasn’t as if he hadn’t been over it dozens of times already with Derek and his counsellors. They were just words. It should be easy to watch the man go down.

This trial was supposed to be an ending. Closure. In some way, seeing Lee earlier had been a part of that. But now he wasn’t sure if it was ever going to be over.
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Day four of Eddie’s trial and Michael was ready to try again. He’d slept reasonably well, all things considered, and was fuelled up on nicotine and a large glass of whisky from a bottle he’d managed to smuggle upstairs last night. Spike liked his spirits and Michael knew he wouldn’t say anything – technically he and Sarah were on duty when they were in the house with him and shouldn’t be drinking at all. Michael thought a few swallows might help him sleep and a few more that morning had settled the nerves, although the fried breakfast hadn’t really complemented the aftertaste.

They’d even taken him down to the cemetery yesterday afternoon; he hadn’t dared tell them he’d already been, so he dutifully bought a proper bunch of flowers, laid them on the grave and wondered if Lenny would turn up for a second time. He didn’t, of course, and they went back to the house without incident.

In Snaresbrook’s small canteen, he was nursing a cup of tea again. His dad had gone to the toilets and Sarah and Spike were across the room, having a race to see who could complete the Daily Mail crossword first.

The kitchen in the cottage. I am – was – doing the crossword at the kitchen table and they’ve chained my ankle to a chair. I doodled all over the newspaper and Chris told me about the security cameras outside ...  And then he’d done a runner and ended up covered in sheep shit, clinging to the side of a near-vertical scree slope, and they’d had to abseil down to get him.

Michael shivered at the memory, clutching at the plastic cup and spilling tea. ‘Fuck,’ he said, a little louder than he’d intended.

Sarah heard him, but before she could come over, somebody else pulled out the chair next to him.

‘Mind if I join you?’

Michael looked up as Becky sat down with coffee and a toasted muffin. Do I have a choice?

She met his eyes. ‘You OK?’

‘Not really, no.’ Michael waved a hand at Sarah. ‘It’s all right. I sort of know her.’

Becky smiled. ‘You can check my bag if you like? Make sure I don’t have an axe?’ As Sarah sat down again, Becky placed her hand over Michael’s. ‘Stupid joke. Hey, calm down – I came to get my coat back.’ In a softer voice, she added. ‘Deep breaths. Don’t let them see you lose it in here.’

After a moment, he took a sip of tea. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Flashback.’

‘Do you get them often?’

He shook his head. ‘Not really. Just every now and again things click into place and I remember stuff.’

Becky nodded. ‘Danny’s a bit like that. Certain triggers will set him off – only we don’t always know what those triggers are. Some of them are predictable; car alarms will always send him over the edge, but other times it could be something as simple as the colour combination of the food in his meal. Now chew a couple of these, for God’s sake.’ She pushed a tube of mint sweets across the table.

‘What?’

‘Has nobody told you your breath stinks? Alcohol for breakfast is so not a good idea.’ 

‘Is it that obvious?’ He shut his mouth.

‘Only to me.’ She hesitated. ‘My mum was a drinker. She thought it helped her cope, but it really doesn’t, you know.’

Michael wasn’t sure how to answer that, so he didn’t. ‘Your jacket’s in one of the offices,’ he said instead. ‘I’ll get Derek to hunt it out.’

‘Isn’t it a bit weird, knowing that he’s seeing your sister?’

Is there anything you don’t know about me? He shifted uneasily in his seat, remembering other times he’d naïvely confided in people who’d turned out to be journalists, interested in no more than a story. He was harder now, colder maybe. Suspicious.

‘Most people,’ said Becky after a bite of muffin, ‘when given the opportunity, like to talk about themselves. You don’t, do you?’

‘No. Does that surprise you?’ He stood up abruptly, seeing his dad coming into the restaurant. Becky seemed nice enough, but she was too full-on for him to deal with right now. ‘I have to go.’

She nodded. ‘Good luck. I’ll be in court.’

I really wish you wouldn’t. In fact he’d get rid of the public gallery entirely if he could, but he was over eighteen and it wasn’t as if the entire fucking planet didn’t already know who he was and what had happened to him. There was no point in trying to hide.

Michael realised Becky still hadn’t got her coat. He’d have to see her again, assuming he could manage to last more than thirty seconds in court this time. Yesterday, the judge had granted him a special measures direction which apparently meant he could sit behind a screen, so he didn’t have to look at Eddie and the man couldn’t see him. He wasn’t sure whether it would help, or whether knowing he was there and not seeing him would actually be worse, but he was willing to give it a go. Anything to get this over with, so he could move on with his life.

But move on where? That was still the question. Derek was trying to get him into some kind of witness protection programme and wanted him out of the country, with a new identity. Michael wasn’t sure – he wanted to be safe, yes, but emigrating felt like running away and he wasn’t ready to leave his family behind forever. He pulled the gloves off and flexed his fingers, watching the blue ink ripple. Who was Jackson working for? Until he knew, he’d never feel safe anywhere.

‘Come on, son.’ His dad touched his arm. Michael glanced up. He looked so much older lately; none of this was fair on his family. Perhaps they’d all be better off if he was abroad. Hah! What about Spain?

By the door of the canteen, his dad was in front of him, Sarah and Spike behind. Michael wondered if either of them was armed; he’d never seen any evidence at the house, but then he’d lived with Joss for six months and never seen the guns the police had found there either. Not that there would be guns in court, anyway; the front-desk security would deal with that and it wasn’t like this was some terrorist trial at the Old Bailey. Eddie was just a drug-dealing rapist when it came down to it – any more was crediting him with too much power. And that position belonged to the elusive Jackson and whoever was pulling his strings.

There was someone else there, tight behind them as they left the canteen, brushing past Michael as they moved out into the corridor. He glanced at Michael as he moved and there was something there, something in his eyes that Michael didn’t like. Michael hesitated and let Spike catch up with him.

‘What is it?’

‘Nothing.’ He shook his head. Another reporter, maybe trying to cop a feel on the way past – that wasn’t unusual either, and he’d fended off unwanted advances before. He sat down outside the courtroom with his dad, Sarah and Spike on either side of them, presumably in case he decided to do a runner again. There really was no escape this time. God, this is worse than the flat. Or the cottage. So much for doing the right thing; it had never felt so wrong.

Sarah put a hand over his, uncharacteristically tactile. They knew he valued his personal space and even when he’d blown off steam before, they’d kept their distance, letting him get it out of his system. But it had all been building to this moment and he didn’t pull away.

‘Michael Redford?’ The usher stuck his head out of court. Here we go again. He still had the gloves in his hand; this time he gave them to Sarah as he stood up.

Inside, they’d erected a screen for him and he fixed his eyes on the witness box, breathing through his nose and trying not to trip over his own feet. When he got there, the usher gave him a bible and he read out the words on the card, still concentrating on his breathing. One of his counsellors, Jo, had taught him how to focus – and it worked if he did it properly and didn’t let himself get distracted. Then they let him sit and the prosecution barrister took him though some basic personal details. He could see the judge and the legal people and part of the public gallery, but Eddie was hidden. He could see the jury too and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. It wasn’t like he was trying to win any sympathy votes and he didn’t look like a victim, but they were watching him. He fidgeted, trying to keep his eyes on the legal team and the judge. There was a smell of polish and a faint chemical tang of air-freshener and he could hear a distant hum of an air-conditioning unit.

Michael was surprised by how raw it all still was. He’d answered these questions over and over – knew them by heart – and yet with the man on the other side of the screen he was reliving the experience, the way they’d met, when Eddie had spiked his drink in the club. He hadn’t known it then of course; he’d been too busy watching Jenny making out with some bloke across the room, too busy being angry and self-righteous and not giving a shit about anybody or anything.

Some bits he still couldn’t remember. The taxi back to the flat was a blur and there were only moments of clarity over the following few weeks. There wasn’t much he could say – it was hard to give evidence when he genuinely wasn’t sure what was real and what his mind had made up to fill in the gaps; he still suspected the reality had been far worse than whatever his imagination could conjure. They’d said the memories might or might not ever return. Michael was rather hoping they wouldn’t.

He’d been seventeen. Over the age of consent, so – kidnapping and heroin aside – the prosecution’s case against Eddie was based on the fact that Michael most certainly hadn’t consented. Not at first. Which would be what defence would pull out – the fact that he’d given up not-consenting when he’d realised it didn’t make a difference and only made things harder. And that I cried when I begged Joss to take me back. And Lee, of course; his relationship with Lee had been complicated at best.

‘Mr Redford? Michael?’

‘What?’ He blinked. ‘Sorry – I mean, pardon?’ Fuck. Concentrate. 

Counsel turned to the judge. ‘Your honour, might I request a recess?’

‘It’s almost twelve. We’ll break for lunch and reconvene at one-thirty.’ 

No! I’m here. Let’s do this now! Before he lost his nerve again. They might have to tie him to the chair at some point.

But that was that. Lunch time, and an hour and a half to brood over the memories they’d woken. They’d told him before what would happen if he was part-heard – no discussing what had happened so far and no conferring with other witnesses who hadn’t yet been called. Did it mean he couldn’t talk to Derek? Not that he wanted to talk to Derek; he didn’t particularly want to talk
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