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Isabel

Let me talk again, then, about the night you came to our house. You won’t know this, but there was a period in my life when I talked about it all of the time. All I seemed to do, in fact, was talk about it. I talked about it to the police, when I still hoped that they might find you. I talked about it in interviews. I talked about it to therapists and psychologists and psychiatrists. I talked about it to my friends and to my parents, and, awfully, to a woman in a bathroom at a party. And people wanted to hear it, of course. There was a greed in the way they listened, in the widening of an eye or the inclination of a head, although at the time I was nicer, more patient, and I tended to entertain them well enough. Over the years, I became less forthcoming – you’ll realize that yourself, soon enough – and eventually, I refused to talk about it at all.

You: you must never have talked about it. But did you come close? Were there moments when you sat down at your kitchen table, dark oak, beige tiles, with your wife at the stove and the telling in your throat? I’ve seen your kitchen, now; the world has. Your kitchen is ugly, and believe it or not, it felt good to find this out. Did you rest your hands on one of those twee place mats, decorated with woodland fauna of the British Isles, and swallow it back down?

The police tell me you gave your plea and nothing more. They think me a fragile thing, and they manage my expectations accordingly: I should not expect you to talk now. It’s a pity. I would like to hear what you remember. I would like to know if your memory accords with my own. Who’s to tell who’s right – after all of these years? In my memory, it was the beginning of summer. The days were stretching, nudging away at the darkness. Edward and I had worked hard, that year. On Fridays, we would unburden ourselves of the week, talking over cold wine, bowls of crisps, Edward’s cooking. There had been irregularities in the weeks before, things that had unsettled me at the time. You had left us a few deft clues which Edward had shrugged away; which I thought of only on my way to the bathroom in the middle of the night.

I did not think of them, then.

We stood in the kitchen, softening into the weekend. We were talking about an intern at Edward’s firm, immortalized, I suppose, by having wept in his office that day. Her name was Ellie, and every now and then, I still think of her. Good luck, Ellie. May you have learnt to cry in bathroom stalls and darkened rooms, just like the rest of us. Edward was saying, in the way he had, that he intended to help her out. That he would talk to the partners on Monday morning and tell them she was flailing. Edward: the great mediator. He mediates real disputes, these days, the kind consisting of thousands of documents and hundreds of millions of dollars. But of course you know. I imagine you’ve checked in on us, over the years. I imagine you like to know how we’re doing.

Edward and me, with our successes. I don’t suppose we’ve ever been difficult to find.

Edward rarely talked about his day in this manner, without me prising it open, and I remember the satisfaction of it, how close he felt. It was one of the things I liked the best, that he was not somebody who disclosed things to any old person; that he felt, at times, like the courtyard parties we used to pass walking home from work through Temple, which let so few people in. You might have seen the happiness in my face, captured in the kitchen window, the subject of some warm, comfortable painting framed by the dusk.

I found out that they had you the day after my fifty-fifth birthday. I had spent the prior evening alone on the terrace at Midsummer House, which I had booked diligently three months before. The maître d’ knew my name and what to bring to me, but when she asked if I was here for a special occasion, I shrugged. Nothing in particular. And it was true, that fifty-five seemed little to celebrate.

My phone rang at eight a.m. I was still in bed. I had been thinking self-pitying things, that it would be nice to hear clatter in the kitchen, the slothful steps of a shared hangover, the promise of coffee in bed. When the phone went, I suppose I hoped that it might be Edward, apologetic that he hadn’t called the day before. Instead: George, typically funereal. Edward christened him many years ago, George as in Smiley; George had never once smiled in our presence. 

George needed me at Cambridge Police Station.

No, I had done nothing wrong. A car was on the way.

The police station in Cambridge looked like a dungeon a child might design, chain-link fences and concrete slabs, the kind of building one wouldn’t expect to leave. I was met by a woman called Claire, who smiled and offered me tea. ‘Happy birthday,’ she said. ‘Was it yesterday?’ Bravo, Claire, reader of files. She led me past desks to a room with soft furnishings and boxes of tissues. The window was open and the blinds chattered in the breeze. ‘Well, then,’ Claire said, and sank into a sofa. ‘Here we are. I have very significant news.’

I had been in enough of these rooms to know, already, that this was the case.

‘We believe,’ Claire said, ‘that we have identified the man known as the South London Invader.’

She leant forward, with her hands on her knees.

‘That man is now in police custody,’ she said.

I’ll confess to you that I had imagined this moment before. Imagined it a lot, if truth be told. This was not how it played out. I pictured myself at the scene, for a start. I recognized you on the street. I knew exactly who you were. I wore the clothes I wore to run in. You looked up at me, eyes pleading. I stood over you in your bed and tied you like meat. You were withered and pitiful. You begged. I had prepared a box of tools, and I unpacked them without hurry and lined them up on the mattress beside your head.

I found out later how it actually took place. Your children were at your table, and their children played underneath it. There was a leg of lamb in your oven, roasting for Sunday lunch. They got to you before the lamb was cooked. I feast on this detail. I wonder. Did your family protest? Did they wring their hands, and talk of some mistake? Did they encourage care, discretion – dignity? Did they press your medication into the officers’ hands?

‘I can only imagine what a shock this must be,’ Claire said. ‘And the questions you may have for me. I want you to know, Isabel, that we’re here for you. And that we’ll do all that we can to answer those questions.’

I looked out of the window. I could see another wall of the police station, row after row of windows reflecting the block where we sat. In truth, I could think of few questions. I had instead the sense of feeling very, very tired.

‘Can you tell me his name?’ I asked.

‘Nigel Wood,’ she said. ‘He’s seventy years old. He is a retired policeman, living in Dorset.’

‘Nigel?’ I said, and Claire nodded. I couldn’t help but laugh at that. For a moment, she seemed sure I was crying. She pushed the box of tissues in my direction and I waved her away.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s just—’

She made a note of something. What the note said, I can only imagine.

‘I apologize,’ I said. ‘I don’t know why I’m laughing.’

‘That’s absolutely fine. You take your time.’

‘How was he caught?’

‘You’ll know that we had a very small quantity of his DNA,’ Claire said. That polite acronym. This I knew: that you were not quite as careful as you believed. On our carpet, you left a pubic hair without a follicle. You left your semen in the Bosko mother, and skin beneath Etta’s fingernails. ‘It wasn’t much,’ Claire said. ‘And it’s useless without a match. As you know, we didn’t have a match for a very long time.’

The story was learnt by rote. I contemplated dozens of Claires, stationed across the country, sitting before the people you had chosen. At least I didn’t have to hear it from George, a man who could dry out the ending of a quarter-century manhunt.

‘As you know, we shared that evidence with law enforcement agencies in the US. That was in the aftermath of the attack on DCI Etta Eliogu. And the US authorities recently uploaded that DNA to a big ancestry database. And it was there, for the very first time, that we found a match. Not the Invader himself, to be clear. But a close relative. That relative has been extremely cooperative, Isabel. And over the last six months, we’ve been able to narrow down the pool of that person’s blood relatives to a single suspect.’

‘Wow,’ I said. And, because there was only one word of this explanantion I remembered: ‘Who was the relative?’

‘I can’t disclose that at this moment in time.’

‘He has a family, though?’

‘Yes,’ Claire said, quietly. ‘He has a family.’

I found out later that it was your nephew. He left Bexleyheath for Silicon Valley after university and never looked back. His wife gave him a year’s membership to FindYourFamily for his fortieth birthday. He went eight months without bothering to send in his saliva sample. And then – for reasons I suppose neither of us will ever know – he did. Your nephew conducted a series of interviews when your arrest was made public, and I’ll confess that I found him self-aggrandizing and strangely triumphant considering the bit part he happened to play. I would smile, imagining you watching: of all the things to catch you, it was that sanctimonious little shit who’d once supped at your table.

When I got home, I sat in one of the armchairs looking out to the garden, making little pilgrimages for wine and toast. I sat there into the evening. Thinking of you, I suppose. Gulliver sat in the other armchair, fat and happy.

‘We should go to bed,’ I said.

I lay for a while in the darkness, listening to the cat settle beside me. I wondered where they were keeping you. After two hours, I reached for my phone and called Edward.

‘Hello,’ he said. He had been asleep. Edward is diligent about sleep. He has an alarm that mimics sunlight, an alarm I detest. His phone reminds him to go to bed at a particular time, as if he couldn’t possibly remember this himself. My number is one of only three that is not blocked overnight, and I imagine that he’s contemplated blocking it, on more than one occasion.

‘Hello,’ I said.

‘You heard, then.’

‘Yes. Today. Can you talk?’

‘For a moment,’ he said. I heard him rise from the bed, the shift of his body leaving pillows and duvet. I heard Amy, not what she said but the worry in her voice. ‘It’s just Isabel,’ Edward said, away from the phone, and I thought, petty as hell: Just.

‘He’s called Nigel,’ I said, reaching for Gulliver’s ears.

‘So I hear.’

‘I wasn’t expecting that. You have to laugh. Don’t you? Nigel.’

‘What were you expecting? Adolf?’

‘I don’t know. Something with a little more pizazz.’

‘It’s very late, Isabel.’

‘How do you feel about it?’

‘About what?’

‘About Nigel, of course.’

‘Christ. I don’t know.’

‘It’s feelings, Edward. It isn’t something for rumination.’

He said nothing.

‘What did they tell you?’ I said.

‘Very little. His name. That he was a policeman.’

‘They told me he has a family,’ I said, and though some part of me wished he was there, beside me, a bigger part was glad I was alone, because my eyes were filling with tears. We were quiet for a long time.

‘They took their time,’ I said. ‘Didn’t they?’

‘We were asleep, you know,’ Edward said, ‘when you called.’

‘I wish that Etta was here,’ I said. ‘I miss her.’

It was unfair, I suppose, to use Etta to keep him on the line, although I was sure she would have forgiven me. If anything, it was the kind of behaviour she would have encouraged.

‘I miss her, too.’

‘Perhaps she knows,’ I said. ‘Perhaps she’s opening the champagne, as we speak.’

‘Well. Perhaps.’

‘You could entertain me, at least. Tonight, of all nights.’

‘I’m sorry. I’m tired.’

‘Can you stay on the phone, though? A little longer—’

‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes. I’m all right.’

‘I have a call early tomorrow. I can’t speak for long.’

‘Sometime soon, though. It would be good to talk.’

‘Yes. Definitely. And I meant to say. Happy birthday, for yesterday. I was in the air.’

‘Where were you?’

‘I was in Qatar.’

‘What was the hotel like?’

‘It was very gold. It was very gold and very ugly. I’m going to have to go, Isabel. But I’d like to talk soon.’

‘Shall I call your PA?’

‘If you would like. Or you could text me.’

‘Perhaps. Perhaps I will.’

‘You’re all right?’ he said, again.

‘Yes. I’m all right.’

George came to the house in Cambridge a few months after you were charged. I wonder if George questioned you, and, if he did, whether you found him equally humourless. He came sighing up the garden path with a briefcase in his hand and gave an officious little rap on the door. When the doorbell broke, I did not replace it. I could tell a lot more about somebody from the way they knocked.

‘You have a very beautiful home,’ he said, standing in the hallway. He said this as if it was something I should apologize for. I led him past the staircase, down the wooden steps, into the kitchen. The back of the house is made of glass, and beyond the glass is the lawn and a great willow tree that brushes the windows in the summertime. When Etta first visited the house, she looked from the glass to me, her eyebrows posing the question, and I explained that my architectural tastes had been pitched against my trauma and triumphed. Standing there at the kettle, with George taking up too much of the kitchen, I missed Etta terribly, cataclysmically.

‘As you know, the sentencing’s fast approaching,’ George said.

It approached at the same speed as everything else in the time after they caught you: slowly, at first, and then with me before I knew it. It was why I had started to miss things, openings and dinners. They took me by surprise. On the days themselves, I would stand in my bedroom for hours, looking at the clothes on their hangers, unable to select the right item. Or else I would begin drinking too early, in the middle of the afternoon, and by the evening I would be content to sit alone at my desk, glad not to have to talk to anybody. I could sense old weaknesses returning, the discomfort of ailments I liked to think I had recovered from. I had missed the opening night of Frail Deeds, which had, my agent reported, garnered me even greater mystique. I had been on the sofa, eating a microwave lasagne, watching a documentary about penguins.

‘We’d like you to prepare a victim personal statement,’ George said.

‘An impact statement?’

‘That’s the American terminology.’

He had espoused this fact before, and would espouse it again.

‘Don’t you prepare a personal statement for university?’ I asked.

He looked bored of me. ‘It’s your opportunity to describe the effects the crime has had on you,’ he said.

I laughed, then.

‘I’ll be sure to make it brief.’

‘You can write whatever you would like. There are options. You can choose to describe the physical or emotional effects, for example. Any financial toll. Victims take very different approaches. It’s entirely up to you.’

I poured his tea into the ugliest mug I could find, flowered china with an infuriating child-size handle.

‘You’ll be able to read it aloud in court,’ he said. ‘If you want to.’

That was the problem with tea, that after the boiling and the pouring, there was still the drinking to go. George sat contentedly at my kitchen table. I stood, watching him.

‘There’s one more thing,’ he said. He opened the briefcase. From it he took three clear plastic bags and set them unceremoniously beside his mug. ‘I believe these belong to you.’

I did not wish to open them in front of him, but I could see what they held. In the first was a ring, carefully chosen, an Art Deco sapphire set among diamonds. In the second was a huge pair of Bose headphones. In the third was a teddy bear wearing a navy blue jumper. You must have kept the items carefully. They were as good as the last time I had seen them. I longed to take the bear from his plastic, but I was aware of George’s scrutiny, that it was just the sort of thing he expected me to do. I left him where he was.

‘Will you be asking Edward?’ I said.

‘About the personal statement?’

‘Yes.’

‘We’ll be asking everybody.’

‘Oh, you should,’ I said. ‘He loves talking about his feelings.’

In truth, I prefer the phrase impact statement. When George left the house, I sat in my study with the bear on my desk and opened the Oxford English Dictionary. A favourite, of course. The origin of the word impact is a Latinate verb. To press closely, to fix firmly. I thought, then, about your body. A close pressing: that was not so inaccurate. I could not see you, lying on my front, but I felt every part of you. The knife seemed like an extension of your hands, and it was a while before I realized that this was also inside me, stuck cumbersome somewhere around the collarbone. I had displeased you, you said, and this was the consequence. I can still feel the exact weight of you, fixed to me firmer than friends’ embraces, than the bodies of lovers. Was this the kind of material George wished us to share? The violence seemed such a small segment of it, all these years later, though it was the part people usually wanted, the pulpy little heart.

Was this really it, Nigel? Was this where I was supposed to begin?






Edward

Edward had not intended to stay at the same hotel as Isabel, but as it turned out, that was exactly what happened. There was some kind of flood at the Savoy, leaving the upper floors in need of redecoration – it had rained for most of November, after all – and a fortnight before the hearing started, Edward received a handwritten apology from the manager, accompanied by a list of alternative options.

He had spent autumn living at Amy’s house while builders set about renovating the apartment in Clerkenwell. He had little imagination for such things, and found himself approving features he couldn’t visualize, let alone decide if he liked. Crittall windows, galleried kitchen, granite and terrazzo. They must have seen him coming. Departing Amy’s place – her girls hunched over homework at the kitchen table, Wellington boots drying in the hallway, the Christmas tree shining behind the curtains – he had a sense of disproportionate longing, as if he were leaving for good.

On Monday evening, he arrived into Marylebone and took a taxi to the Rosewood. It was already dark when the train drew into the station, and the streets were lit by the theatres, by the headlights of taxis and shop windows decorated for Christmas. Amy had seen news of snow, but there was only cold drizzle, falling beneath the streetlights.

The driver handed his suitcase to the hotel porter, and he was ushered into a courtyard. There were groups of guests huddled in its corners, dressed in tuxedos and raincoats, smoking, peering at phones to check on their cabs. He saw Isabel right away. She stood alone, next to a Christmas tree as tall as a house, as if she were waiting for him. He smiled to himself. He could not discount the possibility that she had sabotaged the roof of the Savoy herself. Approaching, readying himself, he was surprised to see that her hair was no longer brown but silver. She wore a coat he knew well. He could remember it arriving in a great cream box tied with ribbons, many years before.

There was a time when he might have tried to avoid her. A weakness he was well aware of, how bumbling he could be when it came to small talk, to canapés and chance encounters. He had once spent a twelve-hour flight hidden behind a newspaper to avoid an opposing counsel, who was watching a string of Marvel films across the aisle. Give him a ruptured joint venture, a leaking oil pipeline, a poorly drafted pricing schedule. And although Isabel was not a stranger – of course she wasn’t – she knew of this foible and liked to exploit it. She turned to him as he arrived at her side, and said, ‘God, this weather.’

‘It reminds me of home,’ he said. School mornings, wet rugby fields. The memories had the quality of gritty documentaries, which was not necessarily fair. But it had often been cold, and it had usually been raining.

‘Anyway,’ she said. ‘Hello.’ She stood on her toes and offered him her cheek, and he kissed her once, perfunctory enough. Her skin was its usual temperature, flushed with cold.

‘I thought you were staying at the Savoy,’ she said.

‘There was a flood.’

‘A likely story.’

His suitcase had disappeared. He looked about for it, but could see only men in top hats opening doors.

‘I was about to go for dinner,’ she said. ‘But I may just go to the bar.’

‘I could be persuaded,’ he said, wanting them both out of the cold.

Isabel reached for the doors, and a porter rushed to ease her way.

‘Do you know what I was doing?’ she said. ‘Standing outside?’

‘No. I don’t.’

‘I was trying to spot people,’ she said. ‘The others, I mean.’

‘Do you think you’d recognize them?’

‘Yes. Definitely. Wouldn’t you?’

‘I don’t think so. No.’

But Isabel, who was fascinated by people, knew them all. From Etta she had acquired their gossip, which she used to present to Edward with a tone he knew to be a kind of triumph. So-and-so had left the country; so-and-so was picketing the police station, calling for more action. This had been in the days when their lives remained enviable and entwined.

‘Laura Bishop,’ Isabel said. ‘She’ll be there. She’ll already be on the steps, I imagine. Setting up her tripod.’

‘That’s a little mean, I think.’

At the bar, Isabel ordered two gin and tonics and unbuttoned her coat. Her nails were painted near-black and she wore a long jumper. A short dress, perhaps. All elegant, considered. He knew the quiet preparation that went into this, the diligent appointments, the chime of hangers, the slow dressing before the mirror. If she was to be photographed walking in, if she was to be sketched on the stand – nobody was to pity her. She would not be Laura Bishop, slack-skinned, with blue hair and a megaphone in her hand. Edward had always considered Laura with faint admiration, but whenever he said this to Isabel, she gave a tight, incredulous shake of her head.

‘I’m sure you’ll see them all tomorrow,’ he said.

‘Our great reunion.’

‘Something like that.’

‘I’m glad you’re staying here, anyway,’ she said. ‘We can go together. Can’t we?’

‘Yes. If you want.’

‘Will you hold my hand?’ she said. ‘On the way in?’ And the bar was too dark to know if she was joking or sincere, if her smile was cruel or hopeful. There was a time – he was sure of it – when he would have known. The drinks arrived. He said nothing. She held up her glass, and he toasted, drank.

They sat through three quiet rounds before he excused himself. He had work to do. You always have work to do, Isabel said. It was true, there was usually something. There was a claim to consider, there was an invoice to chase down, there was a pitch to refine, a submission to review. There were the weekly disasters, clients who had taken things into their own hands, witnesses who had said the wrong thing, documents that should have been disclosed and documents that should not. His suitcase had found its way to his room. From the front compartment he took his laptop and charger and set them on the desk. He hung his shirts and suits in the wardrobe and set his toiletry bag between the two marble sinks. He could have been in most other cities in the world.

He sent a message to Amy, which said that he missed her. A minute later she texted him back. Was he sure he didn’t want her to come?

Yes, he said. It will only be depressing.

I’ll be fine, he said.

He could not work. He found himself opening unwanted tabs, looking at Nigel Wood’s face. Did he believe he could prepare himself? That if he was familiar with how the man looked – bearded and thin, spotted with sunshine – then the whole thing would be easier? It was a foolish thing to think. He took his headphones from the case where they were charging and set off in search of the lift.

The streets were quieter, now. It was a Monday evening and the theatres had emptied out. He crossed the viaduct and walked on to the Barbican. He had many memories of the City. He had worked for thirty years at the firm where he had trained, which looked out on the dome of St Paul’s. Each morning, the statue of Justice watched him as he walked along High Holborn. But he had once attended an interview at the shop he passed now, the lobby marbled and lit so bright it might have been day. He slowed at the window, smiling. He had been late to the interview, stuck underground on the way down from Euston and rushing from the wrong exit at Bank. He had arrived sweating and dishevelled. His interviewer was a cigarette of a man, too long for his chair, and the moment Edward entered the room, he knew it was no use, that he was there now as a kind of plaything to be mauled and tossed back out.

‘Did you walk from Lancashire?’ the interviewer said, and Edward, keeping his voice calm, subdued, said that there had been severe delays on the Northern line. He apologized again.

‘That’s the legal profession,’ the interviewer said. ‘Isn’t it? To be prepared for any eventuality.’

He continued now towards Liverpool Street, conscious that the smile on his face was the same as it had been then, a sort of polite grimace that returned to him when he was embarrassed or belittled. Though he was rarely belittled, these days. The night of the interview in question, he had taken the train from King’s Cross to York and stayed with Isabel. She had been too angry to sleep. She turned from side to side on the single mattress, huffing. Finally, she sat up. ‘You have to complain,’ she said. ‘You have to.’ But he had not complained. He had only awaited the inevitable phone call from Graduate Recruitment, during which they said that he was not quite what the firm was looking for, and congratulated a boy like him on making it so far.

By the time he returned to the hotel, the drizzle had started up again. The porters peered from beneath the awning, looking for snow. In the lift, he wondered where Isabel’s room was. The idea that they could be here, for this, and sleep apart. If he messaged her, he knew that she would tell him. He knew the expression that would be on her face when she opened the door. He could feel the tug of sadness in his stomach, threatening to unravel the good of the walk.

When he stepped out at his floor, he thought for a moment that he had summoned her. At the end of the corridor, just where he remembered his room to be, there was a person, standing as if they were waiting for him. He took a few quick steps, passing door after door, and though he couldn’t make out the person’s face, he soon saw that it was not Isabel. This figure was taller and hooded. When they sighted him, they began to walk away. By the time he reached the spot where they had stood – and it was his door, he was quite sure of it – they had rounded the corner and disappeared. He stood there, frowning, and then he took the key from his wallet and stepped inside, bolting the door behind him.






Isabel

August 1990

Claire told me you have a wife. When news of your arrest broke, the press published many photographs of her, and I confess, I looked at them all. Everybody loves to see the wife of a killer. And she was good. She was chinless and slight, and even as a teenager – even in photographs labelled Linda Wood, the year she met the South London Invader – she looked weary. I took great spite in scrutinizing her plainness through the ages, though there was a general consensus that she knew nothing. She went about her banal life with her eyes down, cooking, procreating, watching television. She worked as the manager of some motorway hotel. She polished herself from cleaning staff to reception to her own asbestos-panelled office.

You first met at high school, which is just so unbelievably quaint. You were childhood sweethearts. I picture you in bed, examining the splay of her perm across the pillow. Were you bored? How bored you must have been; bored in a way that Edward and I were never, ever bored. It’s a strange thing to take triumph in; but triumph has been rare, when it comes to you, so you’ll have to give me a little grace.

You grew bored of her, and so you came for us.

Edward and I met young, too. We were nineteen. We met in a bar, the year after I came out of hospital. I had a few weeks left before starting university, and all of my friends had summer plans, teaching English overseas or visiting new lovers. I had little to do. I had already obtained a terrible haircut, three new piercings, a charity shop wardrobe. It wasn’t good for me, this absence of exams, company, purpose. I had too much time to sit in my bedroom, contemplating the litany of humiliations that had led me there. In some sense, I was ancient, aged by terrible conversations and the tedium of six months in a hospital room. In another, I was stranded in childhood. I could not drive, I could not travel, I could not be trusted. I found a job at a bookshop in Manchester, where I was put to shelving and kept away from the customers. When my shift was over, I would walk around the city for an hour or two, wearing an anorak and my bookshop fleece, Walkman tucked in the pocket. I looked up at the details of the buildings, the red turrets and the chimneys, the grotesques guarding the library. I would buy gin and tonics from the station tavern and wait for dinnertime to pass, and then I would board my train and travel home.

All of which is to say: when I met Edward, I was not in a good state of mind.

Sometimes a friend would return fleetingly from their adventures in adulthood. One night I drank with Alison. She was home from island-hopping and heading back to Oxford early. ‘You look well,’ she said, which everybody tended to say when they saw me; I was no longer confined to a dressing gown and slippers. I had little to report other than a customer who had shaken a turd from his trouser leg the week before, and so Alison did most of the talking. She talked about gowns, halls, academic rigour. She talked about each person in her college, one by one. I sensed we were coming to a denouement, and I was right. ‘I know this lawyer,’ she said. ‘He’s clever. Very clever. A little full of himself.’ 

She raised her eyebrows.

‘He saw a photograph of you on my pinboard,’ she said.

I could imagine just the kind of pinboard Alison would have installed.

‘He thought you were gorgeous,’ she said. ‘And he lives in Denton. Don’t pretend that you have anything better to do.’

I was wondering which photograph he had seen. I hoped it was a photograph when I had a better haircut but was not notably dying. ‘Can I at least give him your number?’ she said, and I supposed so, and I lay awake that night cringing, imagining the gleeful tone of Alison’s phone call and the boy having forgotten the photograph a term before.

On the phone, Edward was abrupt and awkward. He had not been abroad, no: he had to spend the holidays working to get him through the next term. He worked at the Oddbins on Cooper Street. They’d been held up twice since June. That aside, it had been an uneventful summer.

I imagined it would be a disaster. I dressed bolder than I felt, a long blazer and short skirt, the biggest boots I owned. I hovered outside the bar for five minutes, brushing my hair, and when I was sufficiently late, I went inside. And when I first saw him, Edward, I still thought it would be a disaster. He wore scuffed trainers and jeans that did not fit him. His T-shirt had a hole at the ribs. He hulked alone at the bar, half a pint down. He had the worst posture of anybody I had seen in my life. I very nearly turned right back around. I still have dreams, every now and then, about doing so, and the dreams unfold in different ways. They are nightmares, at times, in which I wobble precariously through life without him, haunted by the sense of something just missed. Other times they are the kind of dream you cling to as soon as you recognize you’re about to wake. Let me stay here, just a little longer. The dreams are foolish, of course. Life is not a thread that can be unpicked. But all the same: if I had never met Edward, I might never have met you.

‘Hello,’ he said, and we manoeuvred ourselves into an awkward kind of hug. ‘What are you drinking?’

‘I’ll have a gin and tonic,’ I said, as if I hadn’t been thinking about it for most of the afternoon. ‘And water. Please.’

‘OK. Do you want to try and find us a table?’

It was five p.m. Only one table was taken. I found a pair of cracked leather sofas, a vast table; everything a polite distance apart. At the bar, Edward finished his drink and ordered the next round. He carried the three glasses by the base, balanced in a single palm. He was either an old hand in the service industry or an insufferable show-off.

‘Well, this is weird,’ he said. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘Is it?’ I said. There were a few minutes after we met when I really believed I could toy with him, that he would be a brief anecdote and soon forgotten.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Is this how you spend your afternoons? Drinking with strangers?’

‘You’re not exactly a stranger. You’ve been vouched for.’

‘By Alison?’ He laughed. ‘I’m not entirely sure she would vouch for me.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘We don’t always get along. In an academic sense.’

‘She said that.’

‘Yeah? What else did she say?’

‘She said that you’re a little full of yourself.’

He laughed. ‘For the most part, I’m very modest,’ he said. And in Edward’s defence, this was true.

‘She always seems very tired,’ I said.

‘That’s because she works too hard.’

‘And – what? You’re breezing on through it?’

He looked down at his lap. He was drinking fast, the way you drink when you’re nervous, and I thought: Good.

‘I just don’t care as much, I think.’

‘Oh, come on. Don’t be one of those.’

He held up his hands. ‘It’s just the first year, right. Some of it’s interesting, some of it isn’t. Handing in a bad essay isn’t going to kill you.’

‘I bet you don’t hand in many bad essays,’ I said, and he smiled.

‘Perhaps not.’

‘There’s that modesty. What’s the most interesting thing, then?’

‘About the law?’

‘Why not?’

‘OK,’ he said. ‘I can tell you something that most people find interesting.’

‘Not you, though?’

‘Trust me, I’m interested in things that most people find extremely boring.’

‘OK, then. I’ll take the popular consensus.’

‘A defendant has to take their victim,’ Edward said, grandly, ‘just as they find them.’

‘Go on.’

‘Let’s say you’re an assailant…’

‘For all you know, I may be.’

‘…and you bludgeon somebody around the head. But you do it gently.’

‘A gentle bludgeoning—’

‘Exactly. But you chose poorly. Your victim has an eggshell skull. One in a million. Anybody else would have spent a few nights in hospital, but this person has an inherent physical weakness, and they don’t make it. That weakness doesn’t matter. It’s still murder. Or manslaughter. As the case may be.’

‘That seems reasonable,’ I said. ‘For the bludgeoned.’

‘I agree. Most people would, I think. But let’s take another scenario. Let’s say the person you bludgeoned needs a blood transfusion. They take the transfusion, they’ll live. All the doctors agree. But they’re a Jehovah’s Witness. There’s no way they’re agreeing to a blood transfusion. They die. Is it still reasonable?’

‘Less so.’

‘If you’re a victim,’ Edward said, ‘there’s no obligation to be reasonable. You can be as crazy as you like. Which sounds like a questionable position, until you consider the alternative.’ He looked at me over his glass with an apologetic smile, as if he regretted his enthusiasm. ‘Is that sufficiently interesting?’ he said.

‘That’s sufficient.’

‘Alison said that you took a year out,’ he said, and I was grateful, then, for how innocuous she had made it sound, that she had left those months empty for me to colour. ‘How was that?’

‘It was pretty wild. A bit of Interrailing. Thailand. Goa, obviously.’

His head tilted. He gave me a long, questioning look.

‘No,’ I said. ‘It was actually pretty shit. I mean, I was in hospital. I had to defer.’

I expected him to ask me what I was doing in there, whether the illness was self-inflicted or a stroke of bad luck. Nobody ever seemed to believe the two might coincide. Instead, he set down his glass and looked me in the eyes and said, ‘I’m sorry you went through that.’

There was something about his reticence that made me want to tell him more. ‘It was living,’ I said, summoning all the flippancy I could. ‘I wasn’t much of a fan.’

‘How did dying work out for you?’

‘I wasn’t particularly good at that, either.’

‘I’m glad to hear it.’

‘I’m a lot better,’ I said. ‘I mean, the locks are off the cupboards.’

‘That’s good to know. You’re going to uni next month, right?’

‘That’s right. York.’

And as I said it, a small, unwelcome thought contemplated just how far this was from Oxford.

‘You’re doing English, Alison said. You like reading?’

‘Oh, I hate it. Novels, poetry. I hate it all.’

He looked up at me from beneath his brow. ‘Fair,’ he said. ‘What do you like to read?’

You’ll come to realize, Nigel, that I find it harder to be wry about books than anything else in my life. I told him that I read almost everything, Judy Blume, Henry James, Chaucer and Plath. I liked both Hemingway and Faulkner. I said that my parents were English teachers, and I struggled to keep the pride from my voice, to navigate the conversation back to nonchalance. He was grinning, but a grin without ridicule and full of pleasure.

‘Did you do English A-level?’ I said.

‘Yeah. It was great, actually. I miss it. There were only three people in my year to do it, so it was sort of bespoke.’

‘Three people?’

‘Well, my school was pretty shit. I mean, I liked it. My best friends are still the people I know from there. But from an education perspective, it was sort of lacking.’

‘Why did you do law, if you miss English so much?’

‘I’m the first person in my family to go to university. You don’t go to university to read fiction.’ He said it in stern impersonation, then shrugged. ‘That, and I’d like to be employed at some point in time.’

‘You can spend three years reading books and still be employed.’

‘Can you? I hear that’s mostly just a rumour.’

‘You may even be better for it.’

‘You’re preaching to the choir. What are you going to be, then?’

‘When I grow up?’ I did not like sharing this with people, not because it was improbable, but because it admitted to a certain self-belief I didn’t like to let show. ‘I’m going to be a playwright.’

‘I imagine you are.’

‘It’s not funny.’

‘I wasn’t joking. If you decide to do something, you seem like a person who’ll get it done. Have you had anything put on before?’

‘There was something at school.’ I checked his face, afraid he would be occupied with the bartender or the street outside. But Edward watched me, waiting. He had these steady blue eyes, surprised at nothing. ‘It was a two-hander. Reunion. These men meet up ten years after they left school, and it turns out that one of them bullied the other. And it’s about how the tables have turned, I suppose. It’s a kind of revenge thing, but not in any obvious way. Anyway. I wasn’t particularly well. I ended up missing the performance, in the end. They turned it into this awful thing where some of the ticket profits went to a mental health charity and everybody felt sorry for me. I don’t think anyone even got the play.’

‘I won’t feel sorry for you, then. But I will say, that all sounds pretty shit.’

‘Do you want another drink?’ I said.

‘I can get them.’

‘Come on. I’m a bookseller. You’re just a vintner.’

We talked for a long time. The bar filled around us. They were playing songs that were a few years old, songs I remembered dancing to with Alison and Lyndsey in the kind of clubs that let anybody in. I had kept a box of mix tapes beneath my hospital bed; I still had a little cultural capital. Come on, I said, when they played ‘Always on My Mind’. Admit it. This is the best cover of all time. ‘The best cover of all time,’ Edward said, ‘is “Proud Mary”.’ I was too embarrassed to admit I had always thought Tina Turner’s version was the original. When I said that I liked the Cure, Edward roared with laughter. Of course you do, he said.

It was still light at eight, when we walked across Piccadilly Gardens with a strange distance between us, past the early revellers, the homeless and their dogs, office workers leaning outside the bars with rolled-up sleeves. ‘This is my favourite time of day,’ I said, and though it was trite, he nodded and let me have it.

My train left first. He walked me to the platform and there we were quiet, arriving in the moment that I’d been considering since we left the bar. The train left in four minutes. Whatever happened, I thought, I had only to bear him for a little while longer.

‘I’m going to be honest,’ I said. ‘I nearly stood you up. But I’m glad I didn’t.’

‘I had a terrible time,’ he said. We looked at each other with feigned disapproval, and I crossed the space between us and kissed him. By that point, I had spent a long time exiled from societal norms, and when he laid a hand on my shoulder – with just enough pressure to move me away – I suspected I had done something foolish and wrong.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But I actually—’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Honestly. It’s fine.’

‘I have a girlfriend,’ he said.

Embarrassing, I suppose, to confess this to you. But psychology tells me that you’re familiar with mortification, with the shame of the moment and the bristle each time it’s remembered. Doesn’t it ache, Nigel? Doesn’t it just?

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘OK.’

‘I’m sorry. I should have said something before. I just wasn’t expecting—’

He gestured to me as if I was the problem, when all the while his silent girlfriend had been confined in his head, lurking on the outskirts of our conversation. I said, furiously, ‘I don’t think it was exactly my fault.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I need to get home,’ I said. I hit the door of the train and it clunked open. He made to reach for me. I stepped into the carriage and his hand retreated to his neck.

‘Isabel,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry. Really. It’s nothing.’

I sat on one of the miserable single chairs by the toilet where he wouldn’t be able to see me. I had the daft hope that he might board the train, kneel for another apology. He didn’t. The train juddered to life and I held onto the chair to stop myself from looking out of the window, and I moved only when we were out of the city, among the gardens and supermarkets of the suburbs. When I next saw Alison, I would murder her.

My dad collected me from the station and asked how the date had gone. At that time, my parents were even more invested in my life than usual. They greeted any inkling of normality with disproportionate enthusiasm. My dad had a theory that if only I had a boyfriend, I would be well and happy. He would talk about candidates from his sixth form sets, tall boys from nice families who would likely rather die than talk to me.

‘It wasn’t a date,’ I said. ‘And anyway. He was smart enough. But he was very obnoxious.’

‘I’m sure you put him in his place.’

I shrugged.

‘Will you see him again?’

I looked out of the window. My dad wiped at his smile with his hand.

‘Who knows,’ I said.






Edward

He met Isabel the next morning in the lobby of the hotel. She wore the kind of tweed jacket that made him think of presidents’ wives, but though he considered teasing her, he only passed her a coffee – flat white, whole milk – and said, ‘Shall we go?’

‘Did you read your support guide?’ Isabel said.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘“Victim support: Going to court.”’

‘Do all of their materials rhyme?’

‘I haven’t read more widely, Edward. I’m sorry.’

‘I didn’t look at it, no.’

‘That’s a shame. There was a lot you could have learnt.’

The doorman wished them a good day. They paused at the top of the steps while Isabel buttoned her coat. ‘What do you have planned?’ the doorman asked.

‘Nothing much,’ Edward said.

‘We’re seeing an old friend,’ Isabel said.

‘Have a wonderful time,’ the doorman said, and Isabel laughed.

The streets were damp and grey. Rubbish and ice were curdled along the kerb. He would have liked to be on his way to work, alone, knowing what the day held for him. Or knowing, at least, what to do with the unknowns. In the daylight, Isabel looked tired and small. She held the coffee carefully between long, gloved fingers. She did not speak until they were past the viaduct, where she squinted at one of the imposing stone buildings and said, ‘We went to a party here, I think.’

‘There’ve been a few.’

‘From what I remember, it was very, very boring.’

Before they turned for the Old Bailey, he could hear them, a noise like the crunch of an insect underfoot. Photographers lined both sides of the road. They sent pedestrians into the traffic, slowing the taxis and buses. Between the cameras there were interested bystanders, peering through the railings or looking up the source of the commotion on their phones. Edward sensed Isabel slowing beside him and matched her steps, concerned she might stop altogether. Would it be such a bad thing, to retreat to the breakfast room of the hotel, to settle opposite each other at a table with white napkins and too many forks? But although he had said nothing, Isabel gave a nod of her head, and they carried on together to the steps of the courts.

A few reporters called to them as they passed. He saw Isabel offer them a small, careful smile, but he kept his head down and the resentment from his face. There had been a time when he had known a few of them, waiting outside his office at every contrived anniversary, but when the murders stopped, their appearances became less frequent. They had returned only when Nigel Wood was caught.

They walked up the steps and into the marble lobby. People milled about, lawyers and journalists, a huddle of students on some kind of tour, officials herding everybody into queues, people clambering from their coats and relinquishing bags for the scanners. ‘Crown against Wood?’ a woman said, and Isabel, smiling as though she were waiting in a restaurant foyer, said, ‘Yes.’

‘Marvellous,’ the woman said. ‘Court One.’

‘Thank you,’ Isabel said. And to Edward, as they ascended the stairs: ‘Marvellous.’

He was not intimidated by the austere old room, nor by the press packed above them in the gallery. He was familiar with the judge’s robes, he could guess at the barristers’ whispered conversations. He had, he believed, sat in this courtroom on some work experience scheme or other, where a day was dedicated to gawking at criminals and their victims. Laura Bishop greeted them as she passed. She wore a T-shirt advertising the charity she had established, something to do with supporting people who reported a rape. The T-shirt depicted a wide open mouth and the word SPEAK. As she took her seat, Isabel turned to Edward with an innocent look.

He waited for the moment when the court fell quiet and the defendant entered the room.

Nigel Wood came cautiously from a side door, escorted by officers in black. He shuffled to his seat at the front of the court. Across the room there was a silence Edward disliked, the kind of absolute silence usually accorded to dignitaries or the dead. Beside him, Isabel was very still. He could not hear her breath. Wood was a few inches shorter than Edward, and scrawnier, too. He had pleasant eyes and a furrow to his brows, which gave the impression he was listening with great care. He had the tentative gait of a man who knew pain, and when he reached the dock, he held onto one of his minders to set him in place.

Edward could not reconcile the man before him with the person he had once encountered. It had been twenty-five years, that much was true. But he feared this discrepancy was, in fact, because his memory had fooled him. It had bestowed the man with a monstrous kind of power. That was the only way Edward could live, believing that he had faced something inhuman and undefeatable. There was nobody in the world who would have fought it. There was nobody who would have been any less of a coward.

‘I will begin,’ the judge said, ‘by again reading out the charges.’ And now, finally, Isabel took his hand.






Isabel

August–September 1990

Edward called me the morning after we met. He wanted to check that I had got home safely.

‘I did, thanks,’ I said. ‘Did you?’

‘Just about, yeah.’

‘I’m relieved to hear it.’

I waited for him to speak, enjoying how terrible he was on the phone. Nobody was happier about the advent of digital communication than Edward.

‘I wanted to apologize,’ he said. ‘Again. About how we said goodbye. I shouldn’t have let that happen.’ He cleared his throat. ‘What I mean,’ he said, ‘is that I don’t want you to think it was because I didn’t want to.’

‘Oh, I didn’t think that.’

‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘I have a proposition for you. Given neither of us has anything better to do. Have you ever been to the Saddleford Country Show?’

‘Not since I was seven.’

‘What better way to spend your last weekend of freedom?’

‘I think I’m busy,’ I said.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘But where should I meet you?’

My parents lived in a nice village, the kind of place that held country shows without any sense of irony. I had been an oddity at the local primary school and swiftly sent to a private place in the city, and I had thought of the village with urban disdain ever since.

I know, Nigel. You had it worse. You grew up with a brother who broke your arm twice. Your mother left your father and dated again. There were a few boyfriends, some of whom despised you. A number of whom put you in your place. Your brother was sent to a juvenile detention centre, then a prison, then a serious prison. I assume you became a policeman out of spite, which is a sentiment I can appreciate, and which could, I suppose, have been a neat ending to your story. When they caught you and collated the details of your childhood – the dim flats, the toothless matriarch, the contempt for women and the desire to belittle men – I was disappointed. You were so predictable.

Picture the village where you didn’t grow up. You could take a slow bus from Edward’s suburb. The bus – a single-decker, populated by prams and Zimmer frames – plodded around a few identikit estates, made a final stop at the Big Tesco, crossed over the old Roman bridge, and climbed into the countryside. The Saddleford Country Show was held in the fields on either side of this road. There were pens of baffled animals and ramshackle stalls and the same few juddering fairground rides that appeared for the May Queen and Bonfire Night. The lollipop lady from the primary school shepherded pedestrians across the road, though most people in the area knew that the show would be on, and saved their errands for another day.

I met Edward at the bus stop. He disembarked behind a family with three jostling boys. He was wearing the exact same outfit he had worn when we first met, and though the joke was there, in my mouth – I was glad he had made such an effort – I remembered the hole in his T-shirt, and didn’t comment.

‘You got a good day for it,’ I said. ‘I’ll give you that.’

The bus puttered away, down towards the village. The valley was hazy with late summer heat and motes of pollen. There was lilac on the higher hills, where the heather had started to spike.

‘It’s always sunny, though, isn’t it,’ Edward said. ‘In Derbyshire.’

We paid our fifty pence entry and found the bar. We bought pints of Strongbow in plastic glasses and wandered among the stalls, talking about easy things, how disgusting candy floss was, that Edward despised fairground rides, that this was the only drink for a sunny English afternoon. These were significantly easier subjects than his girlfriend, or the circumstances under which we had last parted.

‘If you could only drink one drink for the rest of your life,’ Edward said, ‘what would you drink?’

‘Other than water?’

‘Isabel. You have to at least pretend to be fun.’

‘A gin and tonic, perhaps. It works at any time of day.’

‘Just what you want on a cold winter’s evening, too.’

‘Go on, then.’

‘Wine,’ Edward said.

‘You can’t have that.’

‘You’re probably right. OK. Red wine.’

‘No. Imagine a glass of it, now. Curdling.’

He laughed. I recognized a girl I had known at primary school, the skirt of her dress held in a toddler’s hand. I couldn’t remember her name, but Edward saw me looking and smiled. ‘Do you know a lot of people here, then?’ he said.

‘I don’t know anyone.’

‘I played rugby with a few people from Saddleford.’

‘I won’t know them, either.’ I nodded to the horizon in the approximate direction of Manchester. ‘I went to school in the city,’ I said.

‘Well, so did I. You’re still allowed to have friends.’

‘Why did you go all the way to Manchester? If the school was so shit?’

‘Well, it was shit. Yes. But it was the best school that was free.’

We came to the coconut shy. There were giant pastel bears leering as prizes, and nobody in the queue.

‘Are you going to win me a bear?’ I said.

‘In all honesty, probably not.’

But he dug out a battered wallet and handed a coin to the vendor. ‘How many for a bear?’ Edward asked, and the vendor, passing him the balls, said, ‘All three.’ Edward narrowed his eyes and threw the first two balls, and the coconuts wobbled to the grass. ‘No pressure,’ I said, and he gave me a quick, scathing look and tossed the last of them. It hit the stall’s tarpaulin, hard, and the vendor smiled.

‘Better luck next time.’

‘Do we get anything?’ I said.

‘You can have a coconut, if you want.’

We took another turn of the stalls, and then Edward, defeated, admitted that we might have seen it all. ‘We could head into the village, though,’ he said. ‘The Cricketers?’

‘We’ll miss the sheepdogs,’ I said, and Edward looked at me with sudden seriousness.

‘Would you like to see them?’

‘It’s the whole reason I came.’

‘You’re awful.’

I knew a quiet track down to the village, and we ambled along with new pints, pausing to sip at them, throwing our consolation coconut back and forth. Drifts of sheep ambled from our path. ‘Your favourite time of day,’ Edward said, but otherwise we watched the shadows of the hills spreading across the valley and were quiet as far as the garden of the pub. There, he bought a round and two packets of crisps and tore them open in the centre of the table.

‘Are you nervous about starting?’ he said.

‘Not really. You know when something awful happens, and people think that it might make you shy, or timid, but actually – actually, you just have nothing left to lose?’

What I did not understand, then, was that I had lost very little. We were eleven years away from you. You had two young children. You had your plain wife. Your crimes were quiet, petty things, not yet detected. You slipped into unlocked houses and touched things that weren’t yours. You masturbated in the gardens of sleeping families and left before anybody was awake.

‘Everyone will love you,’ Edward said. ‘I know it.’

‘If you want to see me at Christmas, you should book in now.’

‘Is that when I’ll next see you? Christmas?’

I had already resolved not to debase myself again. I had spent only a handful of hours in his company; there would be no talk of visits, nor phone calls.

‘I suppose so,’ I said.

‘I’m sure Alison’ll keep me up to date.’

‘Be nice to her.’

‘I’m always nice.’

‘I find that hard to believe.’

He drank a pint for each of my halves, and by the time we left, we were both laughing, navigating the table legs, the cobbles to the road. At my door, he wished me good luck and held me for some time, his arms tight around my back.

‘Isabel,’ he said, when I stepped away. He passed me the coconut, and we looked down at it, together.

‘Yes?’

‘I do wish I’d won you that bear.’

The house was dark and I didn’t turn on the lights. I stood in the kitchen, waiting for the water to cool, and filled a glass. When I was quite sure that Edward would have left, I peeked between the curtains in the lounge and saw that he had not left at all; that he stood in the same spot where I had left him, his hands in his pockets and his face in shadow. He waited there for a few minutes more, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, and then he seemed to come to some kind of conclusion, because he nodded and started up the road, heading for the bus stop.

The next week, Edward went back to Oxford, and my dad packed up the car and drove me to university.






Edward

Edward knew the charges by heart. He did not really listen to them, but he would have noticed if the judge made an error. This was language he spoke, actions rather than people, facts rather than memories.

In 1991, there was a count of burglary and attempted kidnap. In 1993, there was one count of attempted rape. In 1994, there were three counts of rape and one count of breaking and entering. Between 1996 and 2001, there were ten counts of burglary, nineteen counts of rape, twelve counts of sexual assault. Between 2002 and 2004, there were four counts of burglary, nine counts of murder, four counts of rape, and one further count of attempted murder.

Edward sat in his chair and stared into space.

‘I understand that the defendant pleads guilty,’ the judge said. ‘And I would like to confirm that there’s been no change to that plea.’

‘There is no change to that plea.’

‘In that case, I would like to invite the prosecution to please summarize the facts of the case.’

Close by him, somebody was crying. He glanced past Isabel to see Laura Bishop holding her face in her hands. The barrister for the prosecution was rising. He had a good face for it, the downturned lips and heavy brows, just the right kind of resignation with humanity. Edward knew that when children thought of becoming a lawyer, this was what they imagined. Standing before a courtroom, wigs and gowns, a gallery full of reporters, everybody deserving fair representation. As a child, all Edward had wanted was to play in the First Division, and by the time it became clear that this would never happen, he knew enough of himself to understand he would never be a criminal lawyer, either, that he did not wish to live alongside the sordid childhoods and terrible luck and stupid sentences doled out in these rooms.

‘This courtroom has heard the details of many frightening crimes,’ the barrister said. ‘But few crimes, I think, are so serious as those conducted by Nigel Wood.’

He looked to the old man in the dock.

‘Nigel Wood operated a twenty-year reign of terror against the people of South London. We understand that he began his crimes in the late 1980s. He committed petty thefts and burglaries. These crimes were a precursor – preparation, if you will – for what was to come.

‘It was in 1991 that Nigel Wood first entered a home with the clear intention of terrorising its occupant. It was in 1994 that Wood was, in his own words, successful. He began to commit home invasions. He committed these home invasions with a sexual motivation. He committed these invasions with the objective of torturing the people he encountered. Victims were awoken in the dead of night and roused from their beds. Victims were bound, humiliated, and assaulted.

‘Wood was unique, My Lord – though I hesitate to bestow him with something he would, I think, see as an accolade – in evolving his attacks to target couples. These couples were held against their will. They were subject to rape and to terror. You will hear from some of them, this week, themselves. There are others you will not hear from. Wood’s crimes escalated, in time, to murdering his victims. When it comes to these crimes, you will hear from the family and friends who were left behind.

‘All the while, Nigel Wood worked as a police officer. He lived what appeared, to all intents and purposes, to be a good, upstanding life. As his victims’ families were left with irreparable grief, he thrived as a man of the community. As children lost their parents, he raised his family. As he flaunted the law in every conceivable way, so he purported to uphold it.

‘I will ask you, this week, to listen to statements that will explain the devastation and damage this man caused. I will ask you to listen to stories of remarkable bravery and evil, even by the standards of this room. I will ask you to listen to lives that could have turned out very differently – to lives that are forever changed.’

They were assigned a break room. By the time he and Isabel arrived, the place was already full. People queued for tea, pouring water from silver flasks, exchanging little smiles, recognizing one another but unsure how to acknowledge it. He had the impression of the first day of a new job, that polite purgatory before he came to know whom he could stand. At the threshold he
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