
   
[image: Cover image: The Late Candidate by Mike Phillips]




THE LATE CANDIDATE

Mike Phillips

 

 

 

 

 

[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo]




Copyright

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

This edition published by HarperCollinsPublishers 2022

First published in the United Kingdom by Penguin Books Ltd 1990

Copyright © Mike Phillips 1990

Cover Design © HarperCollinsPublishers

Mike Phillips asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008542030

eBook Edition © September 2022 ISBN: 9780008542047

Version: 2022-08-15




Praise for Mike Phillips

‘This is Mike Phillips’ best novel, brutal and caring, totally authentic’

The Times

‘Phillips delivers his seamy tale with an enviably warm spareness of effect’
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CHAPTER ONE

The call came at five in the morning.

I’d woken up from a dream that disturbed me, and I’d got out of bed and walked into the front room to watch the late night Dracula. After it ended Phil Donahue came on. The programme was about psychic phenomena, ghosts, flying saucers and all that stuff, and I watched in a daze, still thinking about my dream.

I was a child again, and I’d been alone with my mother in the house where we used to live in north London. I was locking and bolting the doors against some invisible threat, but my mother kept on saying, ‘Where are they?’ I knew she was talking about the rest of the family, but I couldn’t answer her question.

I had come out of it struggling and shouting, and now, sitting in front of the TV, I was trying to make sense of the fading images when the phone rang.

I sat up, startled, because the sound, breaking the dead quiet of the early morning, was like a continuation of the dream.

It had to be, I thought, either a wrong number or my brother in New Jersey. He always rang me like this, late at night, when he got in at the end of the evening, dragging me out of bed at five or six. But I was always pleased when he called, and I picked up the phone planning to tell him that I was glad to hear his voice.

‘Is that Sammy?’

It was a woman, and for a moment I didn’t answer, poised halfway between disappointment and surprise.

‘Is that Sammy Dean?’

This had to be trouble, and it was a black woman’s voice, speaking with an inflection shaped by the dialect of the country where I had been born. I could guess what kind of trouble it was.

‘Who’s this?’

‘Is it Sammy?’

‘Yes, it’s Sammy.’

‘This is Eva, Eva Waite.’

For a moment I froze with shock. Eva was an old friend of my mother’s, and the last time I’d seen her would have been nearly twenty years ago, in the house I’d been dreaming about.

‘Eva,’ I said, ‘long long time.’

‘It’s been a long time, but I been keeping up with you.’

She’d followed my career, she said, and she’d seen me on telly not too long ago reporting on something or the other.

I grunted, remembering the occasion. I’d been dragged in for a quick burst of punditry about black businessmen, a subject on which I’d once written an article. The fee had been tiny and they’d taken a long time to pay it. For a poverty-stricken freelance it wasn’t a good memory.

‘Eva,’ I said, cutting her short, ‘what can I do for you?’

‘It’s Tony,’ she said, with a catch in her voice. ‘They came and arrested him.’

My mind wandered. I must still have been half asleep because the words seemed to echo round and round my skull. Substitute another name and I was willing to bet I’d heard those words hundreds of times before, in exactly the same circumstances.

‘Tony?’

‘Tony. My little son. They just came and bashed down the door and arrested him.’

I’d last seen Tony as a toddler with a mischievous face and bright eyes. By this time he must be nearly twenty, I guessed.

‘What for?’

‘Murder.’

That woke me up.

‘Murder?’

‘Yes. They said he killed your friend Aston.’

‘Aston? Aston Edwards? He’s dead?’

‘Yes. It was on the news. Didn’t you see it?’

‘No.’

There was a sparkle of excitement in Eva’s voice. I’d heard this hundreds of times too. Underneath grief, panic, sorrow, hysteria, there’d be this bright little core of pleasure at being involved with something on the news.

‘Well. They found him yesterday. In his car.’

‘What happened?’

‘What happened? They don’t know. It was just that he’d been stabbed, and they found him dead. When I heard it I said to Mama, “Oh my God, look how they killed poor Aston”. I didn’t know they would come and arrest Tony for it, and he don’t know anything.’

‘So how they come for him?’

It was best to interrupt. If I let her talk she’d tell me every detail between now and then and back to his baby years.

‘That’s what I’m telling you,’ she said. Her voice rose and took on a shrill note. ‘We don’t know. They just came and said they had a warrant and took him away. Then they started searching. I don’t know. We never had any trouble with police. I thought it would kill Mama.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘You must keep calm. To help him. Where is he now?’

‘They have him. At the station. He’s coming up in court today. Can you come? The lawyer said to ring up everybody who could speak for him.’

This was familiar too. I had been on the telly and my name had been in the newspapers. Perhaps the white people who held Tony captive would listen to me.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll come to the house this morning.’

I put the phone down with a feeling in which grief and regret struggled with annoyance. This would be a bad day.

I picked up the phone to ring Aston’s mother, then I realised that the old lady had died long ago. It was too early to ring anyone else and I decided to go down to the stall near the tube station and buy a newspaper.

As I approached the main road a little group of girls waiting on the corner looked round hopefully and then turned away, losing interest when they saw me. Their average age must have been sixteen but they were already streetwise enough to spot a useless prospect.

Walking to the newsagent’s I deliberately focused my thoughts on the loitering girls. One of them must have been about fifteen, only a few years older than my son. At least he was safe in bed. I made a mental note to ring him later on, and at the same time I wondered whether the parents of the children on the corner knew where they were and what they were doing.

None of this worked, because, whatever I was thinking, I still kept hearing Eva say that Aston was dead and, as if tuned to the rhythm of my footsteps, images of him kept slipping in and out of my mind.

We had been born on the same day in the same street of our small village, and we’d been together every day that I could remember for the first dozen years of our lives.

Later, when we met in London, we would marvel over the fact that, after all, many years and thousands of miles away, we had come to live in the same place.

Now it was all over.

The newspaper confirmed what Eva had told me. A small report on the second page said that Councillor Edwards, controversial chair of construction services in a north London borough, had been found dead of stab wounds. He’d been slumped in the front of his car, and the time of death hadn’t been established.

Above the report there was a smudgy photo of Aston. That was all.




CHAPTER TWO

Eva lived in a small terraced house in a short street off a main road. The bell gave out a series of chimes when I pushed it, and the door opened before they died away.

‘Sammy,’ Eva shouted.

She hugged me tight. She was a big woman, and it was like being embraced by a bear dressed in pillows. She sobbed a little, and the tears ran down my neck. Against me I felt the pillows heaving.

I pulled myself away feeling as if I’d been caught out in a storm.

‘Nice to see you, Eva.’

‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ she said. ‘To go to the court.’

She was dressed, I could tell, for a special occasion, in a navy-blue suit with a pleated skirt, and a heavy gold chain glinting around her neck.

‘You’re looking good,’ I said.

‘And you’re a man now. Just look at you.’

She pulled me close again, kissed me on the lips, then turned and led the way into the back room to the left of the stairs.

I followed her trying to remember how old she would be. She’d been a lot younger than my mother and I guessed she was now in her late fifties, but she looked as vigorous as she’d always been. She was wearing high heels and, as I followed her down the passage, her big behind moved with a lazy, sexy rhythm that belied her age.

It was a dark, comfortable-looking room with a big dining table on which a sewing machine stood. Near the table was a sofa facing a huge TV set. Eva’s mother sat on the sofa watching TV, and she didn’t look up when we came in. Through the open door at the end of the room I could see the kitchen.

‘Mama,’ Eva said. ‘Look. Sammy.’

She looked up then, adjusted her glasses and glared at me. Eva was dark brown but her mother was a freckly reddish-yellow, and her face had a collapsed wrinkled look. In between the creases her eyes shone like bright green beads.

‘Hello, Granny,’ I said.

As kids we called her Granny because the adults called her Mama.

‘Sammy,’ she said accusingly, ‘I saw you on the TV talking nonsense.’

I smiled weakly and spread my hands.

‘You come to help Tony?’

‘Yes, Granny.’

She grunted.

‘I warned him,’ she said. ‘I warned all of you about those white women. But you don’t listen.’

‘Mama,’ Eva said in a warning voice.

The old lady grunted again and turned back to glare at the telly.

‘Let’s go,’ Eva said.

A light drizzle had started up outside. We had to hustle getting into the car and I started up and drove off without bothering about directions.

It was a familiar route. Left to the main road, past the recreation ground where I used to play football after school. On the other side between the rec and the churchyard, there was a long alleyway where I used to go with my first serious girlfriend. Halfway down we’d stop and feel each other, and after a while we’d progressed to doing it standing up.

Sometimes there’d be trouble in the area, which usually meant a fight between two groups of boys, black against white, or a black man beaten up, and at times like these she would tremble with fear and tension as we walked home; and as we turned into the alley we’d look back carefully to check that no one was following.

Driving past the churchyard brought those times back to me clearly. For a moment I was back in the alley, with Jane clinging desperately to me, my hands fumbling with the tiny packet, and reaching for the smooth warmth of her thighs above the stocking tops. All the time part of my mind listened intently for sudden noises or footsteps.

I looked past Eva remembering the blinding intensity of those encounters, and craning my neck to see up the alley.

She smiled as if she’d read my mind.

‘You haven’t been this side for a long time, eh?’

I nodded.

‘You remember Jane?’

‘The white girl?’

I nodded again. That was what they’d always called her, and my going with her had been a constant source of terror to my mother. Every time I went out late she sat up waiting, expecting me to come back beaten up and injured.

‘It was a long time ago.’

Eva didn’t reply, but I could feel her watching me intently.

When we got round the corner into the main road I picked out the court building immediately by the small crowd hanging around in front of it. On one side of the entrance there was a little group, mostly young, mostly black. On the other side was another group, of photographers, flanked by the sort of passers-by who had the time to spare for seeing the sights.

Eva went through them staring straight ahead, and I followed as close behind her as I could.

Inside, the corridors were crowded with people in black robes and white collars, all bustling back and forth purposefully. Some of them looked young, barely into their twenties, but even so they made me feel small and guilty in the way that lawyers seem trained to do.

Tony’s solicitor, a slim middle-aged white woman with greying hair and a tight smooth face, showed us where to sit, and they brought Tony in before we’d quite settled ourselves.

He was a surprise.

Somehow I’d been half expecting someone a bit wild looking, perhaps with dreadlocks and a tough manner. In fact Tony looked like my idea of a college boy. He was tall and slender with broad shoulders, and he wore gold-rimmed specs which gave him an elegant and slightly aloof air. It was easy to imagine him in a library or lining up at an athletics track.

While I studied Tony the lawyers began speaking in those droning bored tones they keep for the courtroom. His eyes searched the courtroom and lighted on his mother. He gave her a slight smile and raised his eyebrows a little, greeting her.

I looked round and saw her smiling back at him with the same curve of the lips.

On the other side of Eva, two seats down, I spotted a familiar profile. Coarse, straw-coloured hair sticking out over a big blunt nose, a gleaming brown eye. Borelli.

I had been bracing myself all along against the possibility of being called as a character witness. I suppose I’d been expecting something like a trial, but by the time I’d looked around a few times and begun to get a sense of what the lawyers were discussing it was all over.

Tony had been remanded, and they began taking him down again. As the policeman took his elbow and turned him round, someone shouted behind me. I looked up to see a tall black girl, with intricately plaited hair, pointing and shouting. I nudged Eva but she didn’t look round.

In any case the disturbance was over in an instant. The lawyers moved around. New people came pouring into the courtroom, and when I looked again, the shrieking woman had disappeared.

Tony’s solicitor had led Eva outside and was now talking to her in the corridor. She had a serious urgent air, and Eva listened with her head bowed, nodding a little from time to time.

Beyond them I saw Borelli standing a few yards away, his expression moody and abstracted. I walked up to him.

‘Hey, Spaghetti,’ I said.

He looked up with an angry frown on his face. Then he recognised me and he rolled his eyes in resignation. I grinned. Last time we’d met I’d been in custody and I hadn’t dared use the old schoolboy nickname.

‘Trick,’ he said.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘Detective Sergeant Spaghetti, is it?’

He shook his head and gave me an exasperated smile.

‘Still bloody wrong.’

‘They’ve demoted you,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

He rolled his eyes again.

‘Promoted, mate. You’re addressing Detective Inspector Borelli, old son.’

I stuck my hand out and we shook.

‘Congratulations, mate. At least the old school’s had one success.’

I meant it, even though Borelli had been one of my playground enemies at first, and as we went into the fifth year we’d stopped speaking altogether. I thought he’d been a lout and a bully as a boy, and I had an instinctive dislike of being on social terms with a policeman. But in spite of all that our meetings had a warm and nostalgic feel.

‘Yes. Well,’ he said, ‘bugger the old school tie. What are you doing here?’

‘I know the bloke. Tony Waite. You anything to do with it?’

‘I’m in charge of the investigation. Are you reporting on it?’

His tone was guarded now.

‘No,’ I told him. ‘I just know his mum, you know. That’s all.’

‘All right, Sammy,’ he said. His manner had changed. He couldn’t wait to get away from me. ‘I’ll see you around.’

He moved away, mooching down the corridor.

Eva came up beside me.

‘That’s the man,’ she said. ‘He made them search the house and take away clothes and things from Tony’s room.’

She sounded almost tearful and I wondered what the lawyer had been saying. Or perhaps it was just the atmosphere of the place, the feel of impersonal and merciless power.

‘Come on,’ I said, ‘best I get you back home.’

I put my arm round her and we walked out into the drizzling grey morning.

At the foot of the steps the tall woman with the plaits who’d shouted in court was blocking our way. I made to move round her, but Eva stopped.

‘Margaret,’ she said.

‘Hello, Mum,’ the woman said.

I got it at last. This was Tony’s older sister.

‘You remember Margaret,’ Eva said.

‘Yes.’

In fact I remembered a little skinny girl in ankle socks, with wide eyes and a cheeky grin. I couldn’t see anything of that little girl in Margaret.

I put my hand out, but she didn’t take it. Her expression was angry and hostile. She was still thin, but nowadays her body had a taut wasted look, like a distance runner in training. At the same time she seemed nervous and unhealthy, as if her emotions were wearing her flesh away from inside.

‘Who sent you?’ she asked.

I looked at Eva, but she was gazing away into the distance. No help at all.

‘Your mother rang me.’

‘And you came,’ she said in a sarcastically understanding tone, ‘just to see if you could help.’

‘That’s why I came.’

‘That’s very good,’ she said in the same tone of voice, ‘but who are you writing this up for?’

‘I’m not, I just came because Eva rang me.’

Her expression didn’t change.

‘We’re not stupid,’ she said. ‘You make your living writing about people. But we’re not giving you any information to put in the papers. You hear that?’

She shifted her gaze to Eva.

‘Tell him, Mum.’

Eva looked at me, and her expression was troubled and uncertain.

‘I only came because you asked me to,’ I told her firmly. ‘If you want I’ll go away again. It’s up to you.’

Eva smiled at me. Then she gave Margaret a stern mother’s look.

‘Stop this nonsense, Margaret. I sent for Sammy and he’s only here to help Tony. So just stop it.’

Margaret glared at me, but she shut up.

Back in the car the atmosphere was still tense and uncomfortable. I had hoped to be on my own with Eva, but Margaret had marched herself firmly into the back seat and I could feel her eyes burning into the back of my neck.

‘What’s the evidence against Tony?’ I asked Eva.

‘Didn’t your police friend tell you?’ Margaret said triumphantly.

‘Stop it, Margaret,’ Eva said, but her tone was perfunctory.

‘That’s a guy I knew at school. We don’t meet too often, but I’ve got no reason to pass him on the street.’

‘You’ve got no reason.’

Margaret laid the emphasis on the you. She was beginning to get right up my nose, but I was trying to stay cool for Eva’s sake.

There was a short silence before Eva replied.

She said the police had found out about a confrontation between Aston and Tony on the day Aston died. Tony had been in Aston’s house and Aston had dragged him out, slapped him around and thrown him into the street.

The boy had been out several hours that evening, and he’d come in about nine and gone to his room without greeting her or Granny. His story was that he’d been to a pub and a cinema, but he hadn’t seen or spoken to anyone who knew him. Finally, the police had found a bloodstained shirt in his room. He said he’d had a nose bleed as a result of the fight, but no one could confirm that.

‘Did Tony tell you about the fight?’

She shook her head.

‘No. You know how young boys are. Sometimes he used to go for days without saying anything. He would just come in, say hello, and go to his room.’

‘Mum,’ Margaret said, ‘if you’re telling him, tell him the real thing. Tell him why Aston really slapped up Tony.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Eva said.

‘Aston’s wife,’ Margaret burst out. ‘Tony was in the house with her, that must be why Aston acted like that. She was always encouraging Tony. Everybody knew that. These bitches love to have two black men fighting over them. That’s the only reason they arrested him.’

‘I don’t know anything about that,’ Eva said. ‘She was helping him with his studies.’

Margaret snorted derisively from the back seat.

‘They always say they’re helping.’

‘I told him,’ Eva said. ‘It didn’t look good. People like to talk and scandalise. Too much. Too much.’

‘I’m not scandalising,’ Margaret said. ‘But if you want to know who killed Aston, go and ask his wife. She was bound to have other men the way she carries on. But Tony’s the scapegoat. You just ask her.’

She seemed to be working herself into a state of hysteria, but then she stopped.

When I looked at her in the mirror she had slumped against the window and was looking out. I glanced at Eva, but she had turned away from me and was gazing out of the other window.

I had lots of questions but I didn’t want to hear any more of this litany of accusation against Aston’s wife, and I had a hunch that if I started the conversation again that was how it would turn out.

Besides, Margaret had started me thinking about how I would approach the story if I had been writing it, and as I drove I began turning it over in my mind.

The rain had got heavier, slanting down in sheets, and I put the windscreen wipers on at full speed. Their clicking rhythm was the only sound to break the uneasy silence in the car, and we rolled down to Eva’s house without speaking, each of us wrapped in our own thoughts.




CHAPTER THREE

The rain had eased off by the time I turned out of the Edgware Road, but the streets were wet and miserable. I parked in front of the flat, hurrying a little as I anticipated getting inside and shutting myself off from the damp grey fabric of the city.

As I put the key in the lock I was fantasising about having a cup of coffee, putting my feet up, then dozing off in front of the telly for the afternoon, and I heard someone call my name two or three times before I responded.

I looked round and saw a short man in a respectable grey suit. He was light skinned, with a head of shiny black curls, and I recognised him with a definite feeling of irritation. Walter Davis.

‘Walter,’ I greeted him. ‘What are you doing here?’

I hoped that I sounded fairly unenthusiastic. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Walter very much, although I didn’t. The problem was that I knew he would ruin the rest of my day. I could feel it in my bones.

‘I have to talk to you, Sammy. Let’s go upstairs.’

Straight to the point. I sighed, then motioned him up the stairs ahead of me. The only bright spot was climbing up the three steep flights and seeing him falter in front of me as we neared the top.

When I pushed past him on the tiny landing to open the door of my flat he was breathing heavily, almost panting.

‘You’re out of condition, son,’ I said, smiling at him.

It was true. He had a slight paunch that he must have developed during the five years or so since I’d last seen him. Apart from that he looked the same. No reason why not, I thought. He wasn’t thirty yet.

He made straight for my one armchair and sat down heavily.

‘What can I do for you?’ I said.

‘I came to ask you to do us a favour.’

I knew the look on his face. The first time he’d walked into the office of the little magazine I used to edit he’d given me the same look, an acute balance of bullying and entreaty.

He’d been in his early twenties, just arrived in London after getting out of university in the little Welsh town where he’d spent all his life. He wanted to be a success, and he wanted for some reason to cut a figure in the black community.

He’d been brought up by a white couple who’d adopted him, and I think he must have spent a lot of his boyhood reading about famous black men like Martin Luther King and wanting to be like them.

I had introduced him to people and told him about London, helped him find a job, and listened to his problems. I didn’t know why, except that he’d kept on asking me for help.

Now I thought about it, that was the sum total of our relationship and when he thought he didn’t need me any more he’d drifted away.

I turned my back on him and looked out of the window at the rain dripping on to the pigeon droppings on the ledge.

‘What’s the favour?’

‘It’s not for me,’ he said. ‘It’s about Aston.’

I should have known. Walter had become one of the spokesmen of the Labour Party black sections movement, and Aston had been one of their stars. He was also the chief press officer for the borough council on which Aston served. If there was a storm he’d be right in the middle of it.

‘No one can do a damn thing for Aston now,’ I said.

‘There’s more to it than that. You’ve got to understand what’s happening. We knew as soon as we heard that they’d lay it on somebody black, and they’re going to use that to divide the whole movement.’

‘Wait a minute,’ I said. ‘What are you on about?’

He drew his breath in sharply, made an angry gesture with his hands and gave me an impatient look.

‘It’s no use getting pissed off with me, son,’ I said. ‘I’m not one of your gang, so if you want me to help just tell me the whole story so I can understand what you’re on about.’

He waggled his head.

‘I told them you didn’t understand politics.’

I came away from the window and moved towards him. Walter was one of those activists who took disagreement as evidence that you were either evil or stupid. But I was buggered if I’d put up with him patronising me in my own house.

‘Listen, son,’ I said, ‘don’t jerk me around. You’re not old enough or big enough for that; I know exactly who sent you.’

I named the two most influential members of the group I guessed had got together as soon as they’d heard of Aston’s death.

‘I was working with those guys in this town while you were still creeping round in Wales wondering what colour you were. Deliver the message or go back and tell them to come and see me. Either way is fine by me.’

‘All right. All right.’

He laughed, shook his head and grinned at me. Intimidation hadn’t worked, now he was going to turn on the charm.

‘Don’t get stroppy. You know I’ve got a lot of respect for your experience.’

‘I’ll take the respect for granted,’ I said. ‘Just tell me.’

He smiled sweetly, then put on a serious face.

‘It’s all about survival. Aston was just the first step.’

I kept my face straight. Political groups in a minority always put themselves at the centre of their universe, and every kind of event became part of a carefully orchestrated plot to do all of them down. Walter’s case was different but at the bottom of it I knew there would be a sense of unrelenting persecution.

As I expected, he started by telling me that organised black groups on the Left had always been under threat, but the real trouble had started when black members began organising within the Labour Party.

I interrupted him.

‘I know all that, man. What’s it got to do with this business?’

‘You wanted to hear everything.’

I nodded.

‘Okay. Well, you know the by-election’s coming up this year.’

I’d forgotten that the sitting MP had died, but I nodded as if such matters were always on my mind.

‘The militant Left groups support us,’ he said, ‘because it annoys the leadership and it shows off their anti-racism and they think they can use us when they want to. But they hate the idea that we’ve got different interests from the white working class and, if they could, they would most certainly deny us a separate political identity.’

He paused. He felt in his pocket and took out a small packet of chewing gum, then he unwrapped it and put it in his mouth.

‘The selection’s going on now. You know what happens? It’s a new system that’s supposed to be more democratic. It gives every member a vote and it gives the trade unions voting rights too.’

‘Make it short, man.’

‘Each branch votes for its own shortlist. Then the names go forward to a meeting of all the branches where everyone votes for an overall shortlist. Then there’s what they call an electoral college which includes the trade unions. So at that point they count up the votes from the members and the votes from the affiliated trade unions, and the person with the most points wins. The whole thing takes a couple of months, and the first branches are just about to start voting.’

‘Democracy’s confusing.’

‘Well, only a few boroughs have operated it so far and no one’s too sure how it works. But it’s obvious you’ve got to have both the members’ votes and the union votes if you want to be sure of winning. A lot of branches had Aston at the top of their lists, because he was well known and had a good record. The unions knew him too and he would have got their vote. Whoever gets it now will need solid backing from the local unions and a lot of friends among the members. Even if the bastards would vote for another black person it’s too late to run a campaign.’

‘Is that it?’ I said. ‘Are you trying to tell me that someone knocked him off to nobble the selection?’

‘Not exactly. But you must realise that Aston was important locally, and he was going to be important nationally. We got a hell of a lot through the council because he had influence with those people and he knew how to make the system work for him.’

I nodded at him again. Aston was famous for pushing grants and payments through the town hall bureaucracy in half the time it would normally take. The local black groups would have lots of good practical reasons for missing him.

Walter must have misinterpreted my moody look.

‘It’s no bullshit,’ he said urgently. ‘Aston was really going to be big. He was brilliant. You know that. He was about the only one of us with grassroots trade union experience, and he was acceptable to a lot of people. The Cypriots, the Asians, the white liberals. I don’t mean they loved him or anything like that, but he could talk to them and get them to do things his way.’

I turned to look out of the window, but I wasn’t seeing anything. His words had put me in mind of how I’d run into Aston after all those years.

I’d been working at a factory in London during my summer vacation. There was another young black man on the next bench, and we’d smiled at each other, but it wasn’t until the end of the day that I’d heard someone call his name and, hearing him speak, I’d known who he was.

Our reunion was joyous, the way it always was with one of the long lost homeboys, and Aston was a student on vacation too. But I soon found out that he already had serious political commitments.

When the factory went on strike, he was one of the organisers. The summer break ended, though, before the strike did, and I went back to college with a feeling of relief. Aston stayed, because, he said, leaving would be like giving up.

The next time I saw him, he was a minor union official.

Outside the window, a couple of pigeons landed and began to peck at the bread I’d put out for them. It was nearly all gone and I thought that it was time I gave them some more. But it was the kind of thing lonely old people did, and for a moment I envied Aston. Even as a dead man he mattered to people.

We’d gone in different directions over the last fifteen years, but all I could remember now was his energy and optimism during the strike. Bawling on the picket line or arguing with the other men at meetings, pressed by anger and trouble, he’d been happy.

‘The first thing they did,’ Walter said, ‘was to pick up a black youth. That’s how they work. If they can convict him, it will discredit us and demoralise the black community.’

‘Any chance the youth is guilty?’

‘I don’t know,’ Walter said. ‘He’s a college boy who used to hang around Aston. There’s more chance that he’s not guilty. I mean they could have picked up any number of people. You don’t get that far in politics without making a few enemies. Know what I mean?’

‘I know what you mean.’

‘Besides,’ Walter said irritably, ‘there’s more to it. I think they picked on this youth deliberately, because of the personal element. If they bring him to court they can rake up anything they like to try and smear Aston.’

‘What could they rake up?’

‘How would I know? You know these newspapers. Anything he did might get on the front page. What they’ll try and do is make it into a brawl between two black men, drag his name down. They’ll say the voters took this black man seriously and, all the time, he was up to no good. They’re all the same. That’s what they’ll say.’

‘What does Suzanne say?’

‘Suzanne?’

Walter looked astonished, as if he’d never heard the name.

‘Suzanne. Aston’s wife. That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?’

Walter’s expression got thoughtful and sincere. His voice took on a measured tone.

‘Suzanne used to teach the boy. She encouraged him with his studies. The rumours were just the sort of smear they were always throwing at Aston. She made enemies too. When she got the job as the education deputy there was a lot of flak because she was Aston’s wife. Influence. White woman. Black man. You know the kind of thing.’

‘Who does she think did it?’

‘Not Tony. She says he wasn’t that sort. She thinks he couldn’t have done it.’

‘Okay, Walter. What do you want me to do?’

He hesitated.

‘You were in court this morning. But you were gone before anybody could contact you. What’s your interest? Are you writing about it?’

‘Nope. I know the family. The mother rang and asked me to come.’

‘So why don’t you write about it?’

‘Can’t. Not at this stage. You know that.’

‘Maybe not about the actual case. But you could write about Aston and write a bit about the politics he was engaged in. There can’t be anybody better than you for it.’

‘Maybe. It sounds like a good idea. I’ll think about it.’

It probably was a good idea, and had it been someone else I’d have been on the phone trying to raise a commission. But somehow I felt squeamish at the thought of writing about Aston. In any case, many of the things I wrote came back to haunt me. As a freelance I had no control over the way things were edited or presented. Most of the time I didn’t care, but whenever I wrote anything about the black community things were almost inevitably changed or put in a framework that caused deadly offence.

It didn’t help to tell people that the white subs and editors couldn’t think outside of racist categories or simply didn’t know what they were doing. ‘You lie down with dogs,’ one of my friends once said bitterly, ‘you get up with fleas.’ Sometimes I went around for days with a naked vulnerable feeling, waiting for the next explosion of anger, and the thought of writing something about Aston and delivering it up to the sausage machine made me feel queasy.

Walter spotted my hesitation.

‘I know you,’ he said. ‘You’re only saying that to get rid of me. But you don’t understand what we want you to do.’

His sharpness made me laugh.

‘It’s a couple of things really. If you can do just one piece with the political angle and concentrating on what a loss Aston is, other people will latch on to that. You know what the press are like. It’s like sheep. One guy says something and they’ll all go chasing that angle. If we can get a few decent stories, it will help.’

That made sense.

‘What else?’

‘If you’re looking around you can find out things. You can talk to the police. Since the police committee took them on they won’t talk to us. It would be worth knowing what they’ve got. The more we know the more we can pressure them to get after the real villains. And the town hall. There’s a lot of people there who’ll be celebrating. Aston was after something. He’d got some information down in housing that he was sorting out last week. There’s some big crooks in there and he was trying to shake them out.’

‘In the town hall?’

‘Of course in the town hall. You think politics is some joke?’

I stared at him, trying not to look excited. Walter knew very well that a tale of buried secrets and corruption would hook me, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of thinking he was pulling my strings.

The other problem was that if the whole affair was a simple crime of passion, Walter and his friends would still want to create as much confusion as possible, and they’d want to use me to spread suspicion.

I shrugged. There were too many angles to sort out now. But I owed something to Aston’s memory. I didn’t know what it was, but I did know that now I’d been invited in I couldn’t keep out.

‘I’ll give it a go,’ I told Walter.




CHAPTER FOUR

Suzanne rang me during the evening. Her voice sounded hoarse and spongy as if there was something wrong with her throat.

‘Sammy,’ she said, without preliminaries, ‘you heard about Aston?’

‘Yes, I’m sorry.’

‘The funeral’s in a few days. I know he would have wanted you to be there. You have to be.’

‘Yes.’

Suddenly I had the sense that she was about to put the phone down. She’d said what she had to say.

‘Suzie, I know you’re having a hard time, but I need to speak to you.’

She said nothing for a little while. There was a buzzing sound on the line, and I listened to it, wondering what she was thinking.

‘Yes, you would,’ she said eventually. ‘Come to the house in the morning. I’m going back to Cambridge with my parents for a while, but I’ll wait for you.’


I didn’t sleep much that night. I didn’t go to bed. Instead I sat up watching TV and dozing fitfully. In between I thought about Aston and Suzie.

They always say that it’s the unpredictable which makes life exciting. The problem is that once you’ve been around long enough to see the same things happening over and over again, the bad bits aren’t unpredictable any more. You know anything could happen, but you keep your fingers crossed.

When I introduced Aston to Suzie it didn’t occur to me that any consequences would follow. I remembered the occasion well, because it was the day that Suzie and I had got our exam results, and we were in a coffee shop with some other people when Aston walked in.

I’d been going out with Suzie from time to time. It was a loose arrangement, and it didn’t surprise me when they went off together. But there were some lubricious grins round the table.

‘She’s at it again,’ someone muttered, and a couple of people sniggered.

It might just have been the silly sort of piss-taking comment one person or the other had been making all morning, but in that moment, the atmosphere had changed, and there was real malice to the remark.

Our campus was renowned as one of the most radical in the country. We were famous for our demos, and hate figures like Enoch Powell could transform the institution into a seething arena of political passion.

On the other hand, the same students thought that going out with a black factory worker was a kind of sexual aberration.

In the fifteen years or so since that day she’d lost touch with most of the people who’d been in our class then; except for me, and I wasn’t looking forward to our next meeting.

Thinking about the funeral I shivered. Through the curtains I could see the sky getting lighter in preparation for the grey morning. I hadn’t noticed the rain, but the pavements outside were wet and glistening. I could tell it was going to be another damp, dirty day.

It was raining when I drove through Camden Town, and the water streamed down the windscreen in thick mournful dribbles like the tears of an ugly giant.

The traffic moved slowly, even though it was nearly halfway through the morning, and well past the rush hour. But I didn’t mind. The slow crawl put off the encounter with Suzie and gave me time to think.

I’d have to ask her about the rumours which linked her to Tony. They could be defused by circulating a sanitised version of the truth. But unless Suzie had changed a lot it would be a ticklish business.

I was still wrestling with the problem as I went past Wood Green, but the sky was getting lighter and, as if in response, the traffic had thinned out. In no time at all I was turning into the crescent where Aston had lived.

It had the sort of countrified charm that was typical of the suburban end of the borough. The houses, built in the early twenties, were detached from each other, with gardens sloping down to the pavement, and along the street a row of silver birches broke up the outline, giving it a leafy peaceful air.

I parked in front of Aston’s house and by the time I was walking up the path Suzie had the door open.

I had seen her several times since we’d been
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