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      Peter arrived just as the previous finance manager left. It was his first time in the motor trade. I liked him immediately: he was a shrewd operator and a quick learner, and he loved money. This was the 1980s, when ‘greed was good’, and he wasn’t too concerned about how he got it.

      The showroom sold the same make of car as its two sister branches, which could make sales difficult. Customers would sometimes be tempted into playing us against each other, going back and forth until we were forced to give away our entire commission just to close the deal. When the managers finally met to discuss the issue, they concluded that the way to increase their profits was to reduce the commission they paid the salesmen. Unsurprisingly, the salesmen weren’t happy with this, and when I spoke up on our behalf, all I got back was: “If you don’t like it, you know what you can do.”

      After earning one-third less for a few weeks—perhaps because we’d accepted it a bit too easily, or maybe it had been their plan all along—they dropped the rate again. As my income relied solely on commission, I was now taking home half of what I’d previously earned, through no fault of my own. It really pissed me off.

      It was clearly time to find another job, but I’d just stay in the trade, and while I had enough experience to pull this off, something about this didn’t feel right. I felt ready to change my life; I just didn’t know how to go about it.

      As far as the dealership was concerned, salesmen were easy to replace. There were plenty of people willing to explore a commission-only job in the trade. Selling cars was never about feeling good about the work, being part of a successful team, or creating loyalty within a company that valued its employees; it was all about money.

      I understood the logic of bringing in people who had no idea the commission had just been lowered—people who were simply happy to be working in the trade. Most were pretty average anyway, and staff turnover was always fairly high; it wasn’t easy making money if you didn’t have what it took.

      As I weighed up my options, a different kind of plan began to emerge. When I told Peter what I was thinking, he became excited and wanted to be part of it. While I could tell he was already counting the money that would be coming his way, I was imagining what the real outcome would be. This wasn’t about getting away with it—it was about the transformative effect of the experience itself. I knew my life would have to change no matter what.

      After taking one of the cheques the company received for an accident repair claim and paying it into the wrong account, it suddenly dawned on me that if I swapped just one of those cheques for the cash some customers used to settle their balance with, I wouldn’t just be messing up the accounts—I’d be putting thousands of pounds into my pocket. Unfortunately, it wasn’t common for anyone to pay their balance this way, and I’d have to ensure I got to the money before it went into the safe.

      I decided a better solution was needed, and that’s when I discovered a man advertising in our local paper. While his part would result in 30% coming off the top, it made the money coming in increase so much that I felt entirely free from the need to earn it.

      I found myself sitting at my desk just going through the motions, unconcerned whether someone bought a car or not; I then started selling not only more than I’d ever done before, but more than the top sellers in the showroom. That September, following the rush of new August registrations, I smashed the monthly record across all three branches, earning £10,800 before tax—roughly £32,600 in today’s money.

      Having so much cash seemed to cry out to be spent. Even though I wore a nice watch, I popped into a jeweller’s on my way to work one morning, put £2,600 on the counter and acquired a £3,200 Rolex. To complete the set, when I saw an 18k gold and diamond ring, also by Rolex, I added that too, for a mere £850 more. I immediately went through a number of experiences where those who saw me wearing them thought they were fake. The irony wasn’t lost on me.

      
        
        One year later

      

      

      The auditors arrived on my day off. Peter called me immediately. He’d removed the logbooks for both our company cars with the idea that we’d sell them to a trader to give us a decent bit of cash to make a run for it. When I told him I intended to face whatever was about to happen, he went quiet. He wasn’t expecting this. Once he understood I was serious, he had no real option but to do the same.

      The next day, the general manager called me into his office just after lunch. Two fraud-squad officers were with him, and they arrested me the moment I walked in. No questions were asked. No accusations were made. In fact, no words were said other than to reveal why I’d been arrested and what my rights were. I was expecting this might happen, but experiencing it still came as a shock.

      Walking down the spiral staircase—one detective in front, the other behind—my co-workers, having no idea what was going on, simply stared. We stopped by my desk, which they looked through briefly, and then went out to my company car, where I was asked to remove any personal items. I already had.

      As I climbed into the back of their car, I found myself responding to a remark from one of the detectives. He was trying to get a sense of who I was, and I replied without thinking—my words sounded cocky. I saw his eyes light up. It made me think of a cat playing with a mouse, letting it believe it might still slip away. I didn’t say another word.

      At the front desk of the police station, my rights were read to me again. When the sergeant asked if I wanted a solicitor, I told him no.

      He wrote down my details, putting my things into a clear plastic bag. When he picked up the watch, he looked at it closely, turning it over in his hands and feeling its weight, before shrugging and putting it in with the rest.

      The cell was warm. It had a small window, a narrow bunk with a plastic-covered mattress, and a lidless, stainless-steel toilet. There was no paper.

      In the business card pocket of my suit jacket was a small piece of cannabis resin called hash. I wasn’t searched, though it might have been missed anyway. I was a regular user by this point: smoking at work with the mechanics out the back, even with the sales manager in his office before going home. I always had some on me, ready to roll a joint whenever the opportunity arose. I could’ve flushed it, but knowing I’d likely be in the cell for some time, I decided to dispose of it internally and swallowed it whole.

      The custody officer came in carrying a plate of beef stew, mashed potato, and cabbage. The rules state that a prisoner has to be fed at certain times. I didn’t feel like eating, but I took it anyway, and as I did, memories of bland, primary school dinners requiring plenty of salt flooded back. I quickly asked for some just before he left, but the look he gave me definitely suggested the food didn’t require it.

      When he returned to collect the tray, the two detectives followed him in. They led me to a nearby interview room and switched on the recorder.

      They wrote down every question they asked, noting ‘no comment’ beside each one to account for my silence. I didn’t need to say the words; I simply sat quietly, letting nothing they said reflect on my face. I was just there, watching it happen.

      Without answers, the interview didn’t take long. They said they’d be searching my home next and I’d be going with them. I was actually relieved not to be going back to the cell.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark outside and a little chilly. They sat in the front of their unmarked car talking casually as if I wasn’t there—two work colleagues having a chat about that day’s events. I settled into what would be a forty-minute drive, looking out the window at a view I’d driven past many times.

      I found myself strangely enjoying the ride, as if I was just getting a lift home. Then the absurdity of the situation hit me, and all sense of enjoyment instantly disappeared. Anxiety took over, forcing me to confront what was coming. I was on the verge of talking, having to stop myself from instinctively leaping to my own defence. The urge to explain myself, to justify why I’d done this, was almost overwhelming—but I knew that opening my mouth would only make things harder for me.

      One of the detectives started asking questions again, only this time, without the recorder running, his delivery was far more aggressive. His tone affected me so much that I somehow forgot I wasn’t obliged to reply. I listened carefully to ensure I’d say the right thing, but this only heightened my anxiety. I felt certain that if I said a single word, I wouldn’t stop talking. This scared me; I was losing control. I desperately wanted to retreat—to remain silent and observe from my safe, inner space, rather than fixating on a future I did not want and trying to avoid it.

      My mind suddenly filled with images of prison and the certainty I’d soon be heading there. As I focused on his words, I realised I hadn’t a clue what he was saying—he might as well have been speaking another language for all the sense it made to me. I had to release the pressure—I had to let go.

      Just as it seemed like I was losing my mind, I remembered I didn’t have to reply—and this let me stop caring about what he said. I cannot describe the relief this brought.

      His questions kept coming, and his frustration must have been building, because he finally exclaimed, “Don’t you know what will happen to you?”

      It was only then that I felt like answering him. “Whatever will happen will happen,” I stated flatly. He didn’t say anything else.
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        * * *

      

      I opened the front door and climbed the stairs. Micky, my housemate, came rushing out of the living room, having no idea what was going on. I told him the police were going to search the place, but one detective stepped in, stating they’d only be searching my room. They asked him to remain downstairs while the search took place.

      I’d recently bought two ounces of hash. The trouble was, it had been cut into eighths and individually bagged, as the dealer had assumed I’d be selling it on. While I’d been pleased not to have to do this myself, it would now be construed as intent to supply—a much more serious matter than the reason the police were there. Following Peter’s call, I decided I’d better tape the package of sixteen little bags to the back of my bedside drawer.

      The detective looked through the drawer’s contents, then jiggled it to see if it would slide out; he glanced at me a few times, searching for something on my face that would justify him doing so. There was nothing I could do if he removed the drawer, but I didn’t have to give him a reason by worrying about what would happen if he did. I’d replaced the screws that held it to the runner so he’d have to find a screwdriver. He looked at me one more time, shrugged, and moved on.

      He checked my other suit, hanging on an open rail, and pulled out a stamped, addressed envelope. “Is this a letter to a customer?” he asked. I said it was, and he tucked it back into the pocket—I was glad I’d sealed it; inside were three of the showroom’s cheques, waiting to be posted.

      He noticed a small, unlocked cash box by the side of my bed. I watched his eyes widen as he used a pen to flip open the lid. The money wasn’t incriminating in itself; nothing can be inferred from simply having a box of cash by your bed.

      “What’s all this then?” he asked, sarcastically.

      Without intending to say anything, but suddenly feeling more attached to it than I was expecting, I tried, half-heartedly, to hold onto what still felt like mine. “Savings,” I said. I knew the moment I said it I was just trying not to lose it. I had no idea why I’d even left it out.

      With an obvious air of satisfaction, he announced that a vital piece of evidence had now been found. The search ended. After all, who’d leave that much cash lying around if they were hiding something else? I now understood why it hadn’t occurred to me to conceal it. Without it, he may have felt the need to go over where he’d already been, and perhaps this time find that screwdriver.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost midnight by the time I was back in the cell. Exhausted and glad to be alone again, I lay on the bunk and fell asleep.

      When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a prison cell—I’d been there three years. All my friends and family had forgotten me; I felt completely alone. As I lay there feeling devastated by this, I woke up. I was caught between the feeling of the dream and the reality of the situation, and my body started to shake just as the night officer looked through the observation hatch on his duty check. He came in, decided I needed help, and went to call a doctor.

      The doctor arrived quickly, even though it was the early hours of the morning. He said I was in shock and gave me two tranquillisers. They left me alone after this.

      As I lay there gathering myself, an idea suddenly took hold. I practically ran to the cell door and called out through the now-open hatch that I wished to speak to a solicitor. The night officer didn’t even bother looking up from his newspaper; he told me flatly that everyone was in bed, it was far too late, and I should have asked for one earlier. I stepped away from the door, feeling somewhat deflated, but the idea felt right, so I called out again—more insistently—that I wanted to see or at least speak to one now.

      A few minutes later, I was talking to the duty solicitor by phone. I told him how long I’d been held, why I’d been arrested, and that I hadn’t been charged. As I did this, the lead detective turned up looking like he’d just got out of bed; he caught the end of my conversation, made it clear he didn’t like being manipulated, and accused me of planning this all along. I had no idea what he was on about. I just wanted to go home.

      I handed him the phone so the solicitor could speak to him. Once he was finished, he looked at me for a moment, then asked if I’d like a cab. I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly, as this was such an unexpected question. I didn’t have a car anymore so I said I did, and after he made the call himself, he told me to get out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I knew some time would need to pass before they’d be ready to charge me, but I never heard anything more from them. Perhaps my ex-employer decided that pressing charges wasn’t worth the risk of what might come out in court, preferring to keep their own dodgy practices in the shadows.

      The showroom took on a new franchise not long after. Nobody lost their job; they simply hoisted a new sign, replaced the stock, and instantly did away with the ridiculous competition.
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        * * *

      

      The feeling of getting away with it was a powerful one. I’d done my best not to let fear change things, which had resulted in something unexpected occurring. So, when Peter suggested we do it again somewhere else, a strange sensation came over me. To all appearances, nothing had actually changed—I’d lost my job, but I’d given up on that the moment I started taking their money. I was still very much the same person, perhaps even more so. Should I do it again? Would I keep getting away with it? The thought was intriguing, and it wasn’t long before I knew exactly what I wanted to do.

      
        
        Autumn, 1989

      

      

      Visiting an upmarket showroom posing as customers looking for a quote, I took the headed paper the quote came on and photocopied it while covering the text. I bought a rub-on letter transfer kit and painstakingly mocked up an official-looking document authorising the collection of the dealer’s post directly from the sorting office. It explained how an urgent document was needed before the post would normally arrive and a salesman would be sent round to pick it up.

      We turned up at the sorting office. I handed over a letter confirming I had permission to collect the post on behalf of the dealership. The salesman’s business card was shown as proof of identity, and without any questions being asked, the bag was handed over.

      I held the door open for a female member of staff on her way out for a smoke, exchanging a little banter as she went. Everything took place as if our visit had been perfectly innocent.

      Five cheques were removed and the bag handed to one of Peter’s associates waiting in a van to drop it off.

      The cheques were posted to the man from the local paper. I’d used him twice so far: arrangements were made by phone, cheques went by post, and the package of cash was collected by a motorcycle courier which I picked up from their depot. There was no CCTV back then, which kept the entire thing anonymous.

      Peter was arrested two days later. It hadn’t occurred to me to ask his mate how he intended to drop off the bag; since he’d already been paid, he likely just opened the showroom door and slung it in. After arousing suspicion, the salesman who’d dealt with us was eventually questioned by the police, where he promptly handed over the registration number of Peter’s hire car.

      Car salesmen believe that a customer becomes theirs from the moment they say hello. If someone is just looking but comes back and buys from another member of the team, the first salesman will receive the commission, so long as they can show they were the one who originally made contact. Because we left no details, while making it seem like the sale would be lucrative, the salesman would’ve been keen to watch for our return. Peter didn’t park outside—nowhere near—but we did drive past a few minutes later, which had been enough for him to spot the plate.

      Even with this circumstantial piece of evidence, nothing linked Peter’s car with any crime, and nothing linked me with Peter’s car. But when they picked him up, he panicked and mentioned my name.

      He called me just after he was bailed and apologised for dropping me in it. I was just glad he’d let me know. What was done was done, but as I’d just paid for a two-week holiday with my girlfriend and was due to fly out in a few days, I decided to keep out of their way and went to stay with a friend. I didn’t mention any of this to my girlfriend, but I was definitely on edge going through passport control.

      After the holiday, I made no further attempt to hide. I stayed in, mostly, just knowing that at some point I would be arrested again.

      Waiting for the knock at the door made me feel like a fugitive, even though I was sitting in my own front room. With no way of knowing when they’d turn up, I could only live life one day at a time. It forced me to wonder, every morning, if this would be the day. Eventually, it took on such a sense of inevitability that any idea of having a future simply vanished. There was only the present, and it became precious, because I knew that at any moment, life as I knew it would change. Three months went by like this.

      Finally, as Micky left one morning, two detectives were waiting outside. I’d just woken up and was on my way down for a pee. They arrested me before I made it to the loo.
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        * * *

      

      My solicitor told me I was going to be charged. He asked if I’d need him to stay as he had an urgent case to get to otherwise. Charging me was just the next step in the process; I saw little reason for him to be there.

      A detective I hadn’t met before led me into a room directly behind the custody sergeant, which had already been set up with a camera and height board. After taking the pictures, he presented me with what appeared to be a blank piece of paper and told me to sign it. Feeling a surge of self-importance, followed by the suspicion that I was being set up, I insisted on reading it. He told me not to cause trouble, grabbed the front of my shirt, and hauled me toward the desk. What should have been little more than a formality—standard procedure that didn’t require anyone to help me—had now become something else. I suddenly felt like a child who’d only been playing at being a grown-up and was now, unexpectedly, being treated like one.

      I couldn’t process what was happening and just stood there staring at the paper. Despite looking directly at it and appearing to take it in, I couldn’t make sense of anything.

      Without warning, the detective grabbed me by the throat and shoved me hard against the wall. Spit flew from his mouth as rage took over. I could feel his nails digging into my neck.

      A tingling sensation rippled through my body from the top of my head right down to my feet. It disconnected me from everything that was happening. I was just there, observing, as if none of this was happening to me.

      Then a memory appeared.

      When I was a kid, I’d sometimes go through episodes—daydream-like experiences accompanied by a high-pitched buzzing and a feeling of no longer being part of what was going on. One of them had left me with the sense that I’d know when I was about to die. It was a bizarre experience, but it felt as though that time had come. A second tingling washed through me, sharper than the first, seemingly confirming it.

      The shouting ceased and it became quiet. I still wasn’t breathing, but I was able to make a sound from the back of my throat. Moments later, I noticed a flicker in his eyes—barely there, but enough to tell me the noise had done its job. Whatever had taken hold of him, whatever had triggered his rage, finally began to lose its grip. I watched as the mist lifted and he realised exactly what he was doing.

      He released me, stumbling back and steadying himself against the table, the colour having drained from his face. As I sat down on the chair next to me, another memory appeared—reminding me of a choice I’d made a long time ago.

      Doubting him had opened me to something I simply wasn’t prepared for; it let in what my previous state of acceptance had kept out. But I saw more than this. I saw beyond this. From long before I ever was this, life moving me toward becoming who I truly am.

      This took no more than a few seconds, but the moment I understood that the experience was meant to wake me up, to remember, and this man was the instrument of that, I felt deeply humbled. I looked up and our eyes met, and before anything else could occur, I apologised; understanding and accepting in one go.

      He looked at me for several seconds, then asked if I’d sign the paper now. I got up and did so without reading it. He took me outside and, after covering my fingertips with ink, pressed each one onto the paper I’d signed. He was calm and gentle but didn’t say another word.

      When I saw my solicitor I did mention what had happened; the marks on my neck were still clearly visible. I had no intention of doing anything about it though, I just thought he ought to know.

      Recognising how significant the experience was, I could not then seek retribution as if wrong was all it had been. He had no right to lay his hands on me, but what had come from it felt real in a way I wasn’t yet ready to understand. I just knew something was different. Something had changed.
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      The rules that Jews are expected to follow didn’t exist in our house. Even though we lived a secular lifestyle, I was sent to an orthodox Jewish primary school. My mother felt this was important for me.

      I was soon struggling with the religious ideas I was expected to follow there, particularly when it came to what I ate. I couldn’t understand why I had to abide by a different set of rules at school to those I did at home. They weren’t my ideas, my beliefs; they were just thoughts I was being told to think.

      Because not eating kosher is considered a sin, I lied about what I ate whenever the topic came up—especially the sweets they said weren’t kosher, or were no longer kosher, which only made it even more confusing and nonsensical. This forced me into constructing a persona to avoid being seen as different. The need to stay undiscovered felt really important, particularly as everyone else appeared to be following the rules perfectly.

      But my biggest issue was having to learn things I wasn’t interested in. I’d disrupt some of those classes, especially when they involved the Old Testament. Eventually, I was put into a class for those they deemed too difficult to teach. I had no idea this group even existed. It wasn’t a bad solution, as it gave me the space to be more creative and to be around other neurologically different kids.

      As Jews, we were told we were special—God’s chosen people. This gave the impression that we were better than the gentiles, rather than being held to a higher standard, which is how it’s supposed to be taken.

      During the lunch break, we’d usually see a few of the state secondary boys walking back after having gone home for lunch. With bravado raised behind securely locked gates, we’d taunt them and often throw stones. The teachers ensured we feared these ‘others’ by withholding contrasting or unbiased ideas. I was expected to accept whatever they told me, so I rejected everything instead—even though some of it didn’t need to be.

      When it was time to move me to secondary school, because I wasn’t offered a place at the ‘good Jewish school’ my Mum had tried for, I was left with no alternative but to join the very school I’d grown up fearing.

      I decided to keep my Jewish identity hidden, as the antisemitic comments I heard—almost from the very first moment—were deeply unsettling. Not only had I lost the feeling of safety I’d taken for granted, but the sense of hatred was palpable. I didn’t think I looked particularly Jewish and hoped to escape notice by keeping my head down, but it wasn’t long before certain phrases made it clear it hadn’t worked.

      I discovered that one of the teachers—Hilary Bash—was Jewish; she taught English and always looked out for me if she ever saw me. But I wasn’t in her class, so our paths rarely crossed. In contrast, there were a few teachers who actively encouraged the racist views some of these kids came in with.

      Primary school ranked us at the end of every term. This was meant to motivate, and it likely did for those near the top, but I was in the mid-twenties out of a class of thirty-five, which left me feeling pretty insignificant. During my first year at secondary school, however, I found the standard was below me. For a while—at least until I knew better—I enjoyed being near the top of the class.

      The biggest problem for me was the near-constant threat of violence, which seemed ready to explode from the simplest of circumstances. Accidentally bumping into anyone in the corridor or catching someone’s heel while walking—in fact, doing anything that might cause a bystander to shout, “Shame!”—was enough to spark a major confrontation. Whether inside or out, those nearby quickly formed a jeering circle, eager to see a fight. Whenever violence came my way, I’d usually be able to talk or joke my way out of it. While this saved me many times, it also made it harder to be around those who seemed truly racist. They saw my quick wit as the “Jew acting superior”. They knew exactly how to put me down. I kept away from them as much as I could.
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        * * *

      

      I made my way through the years and even stayed on for the sixth form, which is when things got a lot better. The racists had gone. School uniforms were no longer required, and we were suddenly on first-name terms with the teachers. There was even a tuck shop and a common room to hang out in.

      The tuck shop would eventually turn into a mini-bar—after the teachers had gone home, of course. This continued for several weeks until Christine Watts, the head of sixth form, walked in on us one evening. Momentarily distracted by a couple snogging by the window, she quickly realised the rest of us were ever so slightly sozzled. From then on, the tuck shop only ever sold crisps, chocolate, and soft drinks.

      It was in the sixth form that I discovered Law. I completed what would usually take two years in just one, passing with top marks. I was good at weighing up legal arguments and even took to attending my local crown court to watch the proceedings in my spare time.

      I stood as a witness for a friend in a minor traffic case—ironically, I was the one who should have been in the dock, as I’d been riding his motorbike when we were pulled over for going through a traffic light that had just changed to red on a fast stretch of road in the rain, while he was on the back—and managed to talk my way out of it, something he could never have done for me. Later, I did jury service at the Central Criminal Court in London, where motive and self-defence were the issues.

      I spent a lot of time around the school’s budding lawyers—the real high achievers, some of whom would go on to study at Oxbridge.

      Christine Watts even made me deputy head student in my second year, giving me a metal badge so everyone could see I wasn’t just a prefect anymore. I enjoyed receiving the honour, though I had no idea why she’d chosen me.
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        * * *

      

      At eighteen, my parents divorced and my father left for good. He’d never wanted to spend any time with me, not unless he was badgered into it by Mum. I just had no idea how to be around him. There were two things we might do, and only very occasionally—fishing and metal-detecting.

      I’d sit on a little folding stool, focusing intently on the slightly bobbing float, waiting for it to go under. He always set everything up; I always needed him to. I didn’t really enjoy fishing, as I hated the stink of fish on my hands or clothes, but I did enjoy catching. I just couldn’t see the point since he never made a fire to cook anything. I would’ve liked that.

      But it was metal-detecting that I truly enjoyed. This was also about focusing, but this time it was about waiting for a signal—discovering I could intuit what might be hidden just by the tone. Finding something interesting or valuable was exciting; I loved it.

      Metal-detecting, like fishing, was all part of Dad’s alone time. Letting me join in, when he usually went solo, wasn’t easy for him. Being on his own was how he coped with Mum. I’d sometimes hear her following him from room to room as he tried to escape, forcing him to hear whatever she had to say. He never seemed angry, but she was relentless—constantly bombarding him with her perspective.

      He was a black-cab driver who spent hours in our tiny garage—barely big enough to fit the taxi—repairing, maintaining, and even respraying panels when needed. Beyond that, he could turn his hand to almost anything: painting and decorating, carpentry, or electrical work. He could make whatever was needed, approaching every task with a sense of calm presence; he either knew how to make it or exactly how to fix it. It was impressive.

      I was attending Harrow College when he left, and once I received my grant for the final year, I stopped going. My father’s departure freed me from the sense that I had to continue. I’d had enough of doing things that didn’t interest me, even though I genuinely enjoyed the college experience. There was a pub on-site that sold cheap beer, which meant I could technically turn up to an afternoon class drunk. I never did, but I liked knowing the choice was mine to make.
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        * * *

      

      I took a job installing rental TVs and VCRs. It came with a van that I could take home and use without having to pay for fuel, which felt like a massive perk. I even had a radio-cassette player fitted, cutting holes in the doors for the speakers.

      Initially, I was teamed up with Tony. For the first few weeks, while I learned the ropes, I sat with him in his van. It wasn’t long before I discovered that he was also a small-time drug dealer.

      I’d seen people smoking cannabis at the parties I sometimes went along to, but I never hung around anyone who used it. My friends consumed copious amounts of alcohol—often to the point of puking—yet rejected anyone who liked anything else.

      When I brought up the subject with Tony, he invited me back to his place after work to try it. I was finally going to find out why society insisted it was bad, yet people clearly enjoyed. I couldn’t wait.

      I watched him roll a joint, light it and take a few puffs to get it going, then pass it to me. I breathed in, managing to do so without coughing; not coughing felt important.

      Tony wasn’t interested in taking cannabis so early in the evening, so while I finished it, he emptied a little white powder onto a marble tile and snorted that, while his girlfriend, who had just come in, did the same.

      They asked if I’d be alright as I wobbled gently out the front door. I assured them I’d be fine, though I completely forgot to buy some. I just wanted to return to the safety of my van so I could be alone and process what I was experiencing.

      I’d been drunk many times, but this didn’t feel anything like that. The people I saw going about their lives, unaware of my presence, seemed connected to me in some inexplicable way. It felt as if my life had always been a kind of dream, with everyone potentially there for the purpose of my experience. It was a strange yet liberating feeling. I sat in the van for ages before I felt ready to make my way home. I wouldn’t get to use it again for nine years.
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        * * *

      

      My next job took me into car sales. Earning a living through commission fundamentally changed the way I operated; there was an implied understanding that everyone was out for themselves. If you didn’t sell, you didn’t earn, and that reality took precedence over everything else.

      I was taken on to sell new cars only, so I had to refer any inquiry I picked up for a used one. As a result, new-car sellers formed strategic alliances with those on the used-car side. We weren’t just competing against each other; we were also navigating the internal politics of who was allied with whom.

      The two experienced new-car salesmen did things differently. They’d been there for years, and the rules about what they could or couldn’t sell didn’t apply to them. Despite everyone working on commission, I found myself at their beck and call. They’d sometimes ask me to drive an unregistered car to a dealer in Birmingham or Manchester and exchange it for the specific model they’d just sold, then come straight back. I’d be out most of the day.

      They took home a lot of money and were frequently given bottles of alcohol or other gifts by their customers; I was in awe of them. While I liked being out of the office, and loved driving different cars—especially my brand-new company car—the reality was that I didn’t sell many.
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        * * *

      

      A senior salesman at the dealership’s sister branch was about to retire, and before he went he let me in on a secret: If I offered a customer’s finance proposal to an acquaintance of his who ran a finance company, and it was accepted, the entire commission would be paid to me instead of the dealer.

      This would only work with the highest-rated customers, but if everything went through, by picking up the phone and reading out a few details, several hundred pounds went into my pocket.

      One day, I was called into the manager’s office; one of my petty fiddles had been discovered. To be honest, I can’t even remember which one—and everyone was involved in something. Just like that, I was fired.

      A week later I went for an interview at an upmarket showroom in Mayfair. They didn’t just sell your average family vehicle; they specialised in custom-made, extremely expensive luxury cars, most of which were off to the Middle East.

      I was the youngest and most inexperienced salesman they’d ever taken on. I wasn’t expecting to get the job, but the manager offered it to me there and then.

      If I thought I wasn’t selling many cars before this, I sold even fewer now. To supplement my meagre income, I’d offer any part-exchange I took in to a local trader rather than simply let it go to the dealership. By giving away most of the new car’s profit—and therefore most of my commission—as an ‘over-allowance’ for the used one, I made it seem like I was giving the customer a lot more than their car was worth. The trader would be able to pay me far more than the official trade value the dealer would have assigned. By ensuring no used car appeared on the paperwork and making up the missing amount in cash after delivery, whatever was left was mine. Doing just one of these a month made a significant difference to my income.

      I picked up a call from an elderly couple who were looking to trade in a car they
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