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Five years since his daughter’s death. Now it’s happening again.

Dylan Kasper is stuck. Living in self-imposed reclusion from his former life in the police, he’s been in a downward spiral since his daughter’s death five years ago.

All that changes when the son of an esteemed professor jumps under an inner-city train. His former colleagues call it suicide, but Kasper knows different. This has all happened before – to him, and his dead daughter.

Taking on the investigation himself, Kasper soon realises the terrible trouble young Tommy had found himself in. With nowhere to run, he thought suicide was the only way to keep his family safe.

But before long, Kasper’s investigation makes him target number one. Can he keep his demons in check and stay alive long enough to bring those responsible to justice?
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Prologue

It was a black day. 

I’d had a good run of late, but got them sometimes. Still do. 

After skulking round my loft room for most of the morning, I put on some joggers and cycled to Savages Boxing Club. I was bludgeoning the heavy bag, and had a decent sweat going on when my phone pinged – a voicemail from Tommy Berkowitz.

The thwacks of punches and clangs of barbells were deafening, so I stepped outside. My nape prickled when Tommy’s voice came through. 

He sounded calm. Too calm.

‘Kasper, I’ve messed up. There’s only one way to fix this. I found out what happened to you. Christ, I’m sorry it has to be this way. You’ll know what to do, OK?’

I heard muffled movement, and the message ended. 

Shit. 

I tried calling back, but it went straight to voicemail. Three more attempts, and on the final one I said, ‘Tommy. It’s Kasper. Cut the crap and ring me when you get this.’

Twice more, I listened in case I’d missed anything. I hadn’t though.

I paced in a circle, my thoughts rattling without focus. 

Eventually, I called Diane. Skipping awkward hellos, I jumped to it.

‘This kid I linked up with – Tommy Berkowitz. Ring a bell?’

‘Oh yeah,’ she said, ‘the one with the nutty professor dad, right?’ 

‘That’s him. Tommy’s involved in vice, Diane. Has a history of trying to jump off bridges, too. Now he’s left me a garbled message, like he was about to do something really dumb. You hear anything?’

‘No. And telling you would be a breach of confidentiality, Kas. You’re not police anymore, remember?’

‘I know.’

A pause. ‘I’ll make a few calls. If I get a hit, I’ll bell you.’

‘I owe you,’ I said, and hung up.

I started walking, my sweat turning cold. Twelve long minutes later, my phone went: 

‘Me again,’ Diane said, the sound of a car engine in the background. ‘I’m calling from a police car, Kas, driving to a train station.’

My throat grew tight. ‘Why?’

‘Listen. It’s a fatality.’

I leaned a palm on a wall, suddenly weak, struggling to focus. Five years evaporated, and I was back in the hallway of my old house, my ex-wife staring at me from the kitchen. I was in my dressing gown, a phone to my ear, listening to words from a police operator that made no sense. 

‘Kas, I—’

‘What train station, Diane?’

‘Upper Holloway.’

A hole blew open in my chest, and expanded with each kick of my heart.

‘Kas!’ she said. ‘You there?’

‘It’s happening again,’ I managed. ‘Isn’t it?’


   

   
Chapter 1

OK, let’s rewind a few days.

My landlady, Dr Steiner, had gone to visit an on–off girlfriend in Brighton. Before she left, she gave me some guest passes for this fancy health club in Hoxton, a place called the Equilibrium. The passes were gifts from a former colleague of hers who hoped to quash her aversion to anything exercise-related. Bemused, a lit Dunhill in hand, she offered them to me as an alternative to the bin. 

Within minutes, I clocked the kind of place the Equilibrium was – City boys, gym-bunnies and lechy men with money to burn made up the clientele. I stuck out like a hobo who’d stumbled into Fortnum & Mason. Mirrors were everywhere – in the reception, around the gym, even head-to-foot in the juice bar – allowing members a three-sixty view of themselves wherever they went. 

To be fair, there was quite a bit to look at here, whatever your predilection, and it made a change from the macho brawn of Savages, my usual training spot. It was also here that a troubled young man called Tommy Berkowitz introduced himself to me. 

I’d been to the club a couple of times by then, and this Friday afternoon had blitzed my shoulders and back with the free weights before hitting the treadmill. London Calling by The Clash filled my headphones, an alternative to the saccharine pop bleating from the speakers. Afterwards, I decided to head upstairs and treat myself to a coffee at the juice bar. 

Coffee here came in handle-less bowls and cost four pounds a pop, more if you chose a fancy milk – there was soy, almond, cashew, coconut, oat or lactose-free. I played safe, ordered black, and took a bar stool. 

The bar was oval-shaped, with high ceilings and glass walls partitioning the space from the rest of the club. Lean, well-groomed men and women sat at the tables, most sipping protein shakes and nibbling quinoa salads. Sweaty Betty and Lululemon were the labels of choice, and there were tattoos and tans aplenty.

There was a wide fitness studio to the right of the bar, where a dozen or so healthy young women were doing yoga things on mats. Most were scantily dressed, their faces lacquered with full make-up, which bemused me. 

At the rear of the studio, I spotted the sole male in the class. He was young, late teens or early twenties, tall and doughy, with spotty cheeks, large eyes and honey-coloured hair that flopped over his brow in a comma when he changed position. His fingernails were painted red and he wore a silver hoop in his left nostril. A scuzzy grey tee, navy tracksuit bottoms and pink socks made up his workout gear. For completely different reasons, he seemed about as out of place here as I did.

I was on my second coffee when his gaze flitted up. He had rich, dark brown eyes, the colour of tree bark in spring, and they held mine fully. He grinned. 

As the rest of the class moved seamlessly into a downward dog, he stood, grabbed a pair of All-Stars and a jumper from the floor, and pushed through the studio doors. I watched as he headed across the foyer, came into the bar and stopped a couple of feet from me, still grinning. 

‘Buy me a drink?’ he said, in a light, husky voice. 

‘No, thanks,’ I replied.

‘Aw, come on.’

I tried looking past his shoulder at the class, but he was blocking my view.

‘You’re in my way,’ I said.

He flicked his fringe, placed a hand on the bar and stayed as he was. 

‘You don’t need to be shy. I saw you checking me out. It’s OK. I won’t tell.’ 

It occurred to me I was being propositioned. 

By a boy. 

Well, this was a first.

‘Look, mate,’ I said, ‘I think you’ve got the wrong end of—’

‘Tommy,’ he said.

‘Huh?’

‘My name’s Tommy. Not mate. What’s yours?’

I told him. 

‘Kasper? So cute.’

‘Thanks. I think.’

This, he took for an invitation to take the stool beside me. 

‘Tommy,’ I said, ‘I wasn’t looking for company.’

‘Give me a chance. You haven’t even got to know me yet.’ He was close enough for me to catch the cigarettes on his breath, and a sickly perfume that made me think of strawberries.

‘Maybe I don’t want to know you,’ I said, a bit harder than needed. 

As I spoke, two ripped, well-tanned young men entered the club and began peering at us from the foyer. I’ve trained with steroid-heads over the years, and recognised the signs. 

‘Why not talk to them?’ I said, pointing at the pair. ‘They might be more your cup of tea.’

Tommy looked over, the movement stretching his neck – briefly, a thin curve of indents became visible around the right clavicle, riding up to the side of his chin. The scarring could’ve been caused by anything, but I’d seen similar, and my gut told me it came from a ligature. 

He turned back, scowling. 

‘Oh, please. They’re meathead pill-poppers. Not my scene.’

‘Silly me,’ I said.

‘Tell you what. How about I buy you a drink?’

That should’ve been my cue to leave with a curt, ‘No, thanks.’ I’d finished my coffee, was due to work a shift at McGovern’s pub in a few hours, and had no reason to stay. 

But truth be told, I had nothing much to do till then. Plus this kid was starting to intrigue me, just a little.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘Coffee. Black.’ 

He gave the order, along with a request for something called a Detox Green Machine, to a sultry barman with a Hercule Poirot moustache. The Detox Green Machine involved a lot of spinach and kale shoved tightly into a blender.

As Tommy’s drink got pulverised, he looked me up and down.

‘You stick out here, don’t you, Kasper?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you rich?’

‘No.’

‘What do you do?’

‘I used to be a policeman.’

‘Wow.’ 

‘Now I work in a pub.’

‘Pulling pints?’

‘Yup.’

He seemed disappointed. ‘I thought you might be rich. There’s some guys who come here, they’ve got so much money they can afford to dress down like you.’ 

I looked at my faded tracksuit and scuffed Gazelles. These days, this was dressing up.

‘So, why are you here?’ he said.

I shrugged. ‘The club’s letting in oddballs and misfits. It’s part of this new community inclusion scheme. I’m from the latest batch. But don’t tell anyone, will you?’ I tapped a nostril conspiratorially. 

He blinked several times. I stayed straight-faced. 

Then his mouth widened and he let out a high-pitched laugh. 

‘Oh, you’re funny,’ he said, pushing my shoulder. 

‘Gee, thanks,’ I said. 

I probably should’ve asked Tommy the same question – why was he here? My guess, he was looking for something more than a six-pack. He was awkward-looking, with smoker’s teeth and doleful eyes that hadn’t quite had the sleep they needed. At least six feet tall, he carried his height uncomfortably, his head bowed, knees knocking, his legs bandying inwards like a pair of golf putters. He reminded me of an adolescent giraffe I’d seen on a David Attenborough documentary recently – long and clumsy, kind of vulnerable too. 

‘Ooh, our drinks,’ he said, as the barman served us. 

Tommy’s was radioactive green and came in a tall glass with half a dozen straws sticking out. As he manoeuvred around the straws, I noticed more scars on his forearm, a thin ladder of smooth translucent marks the size of razor cuts. His fingertips were marred too, the cuticles picked and raw; there was a small tattoo on his right wrist showing a day, month and year – I couldn’t see which – and beside it, a bruise the size of a thumbprint that looked recent.

‘Yummy,’ he said, gulping some and licking his lips. 

‘Cheers,’ I said, and drank more coffee. 

‘I’ve seen you here before,’ he said. ‘You were pushing weights down in the gym. You’re pretty buff.’

I thought about flashing a bit of bicep; instead, I had another sip.

‘Don’t get smug, though,’ he added. ‘You’re no Tom Hardy. You could use a shave. You should cut your hair, too. You’re at risk of looking like one of those mid-life hippies. No offence.’

‘None taken.’

‘Tell you what. Why don’t you and me go for milkshakes after? I know this great place near my house. The chocolate malts are yum-tastic.’

‘Yum-tastic?’

The grin returned.

‘Nice of you to ask, Tommy, but I’m more of a pub man.’ I finished my coffee. Three drinks down, I was aware of a mounting pressure in my bladder. ‘Where’s the gents?’

‘That way.’ He pointed to the rear corridor past the yoga studio. ‘I’ll wait for you here. Make sure you come back, Kasper.’

I took my phone and wallet off the bar and left my hoody on the back of my stool. As I pushed through the juice bar doors, I glanced back. Tommy was sipping his drink, his eyes fixed on me. 

Patronising the Equilibrium toilets was an absolute pleasure. The hand soaps were Molton Brown and the whole enclosure was subsumed in musk and minimalism. 

After attending to essentials, I splashed water on my cheeks and considered my reflection. Whatever my thoughts about my new-found acquaintance, he was right about one thing – I definitely needed a shave. 

Tommy was still at the bar, but he wasn’t alone. The stool where I’d left my hoody was now claimed by one of the lumps I’d seen earlier. His friend was standing in front of Tommy, pointing a finger in his face and saying something I assumed wasn’t complimentary. As I wandered back in, I caught the tail end:

‘. . . I told you, don’t come here anymore. You’re not welcome.’ His voice was all east London, and he snarled as he spoke. ‘Now piss off.’

‘Ah, Jazz,’ Tommy said, his eyes looking between the pair, seeking mine. ‘I’m just having a drink with a friend.’

‘Friend?’

I stopped behind them, my hands loose at my sides. 

‘This is Kasper,’ Tommy said, gesturing at me. ‘Say hi.’

The one called Jazz turned to me and tried to look hard. I just stared back.

‘Kasper?’ he said. ‘That really your name?’

‘I just came for my hoody,’ I said. 

‘Your mum named you after Casper the ghost?’ 

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Spooky, right?’

He looked me up, then down. ‘He’s not your usual office-type, Tommy. You’re lowering your standards a bit.’

His mate on the stool began to laugh. I didn’t say anything. 

Up close, the side effects of steroid use were pretty unpleasant. They’d both tried hiding the greasy skin and pimples under their tats and sunbed tans, but hadn’t done a great job. 

Languidly, Jazz stretched across the bar and took a gulp of Tommy’s drink. 

‘Nasty,’ he said, and spat it back into the glass.

‘That was his,’ I said. 

‘Get lost, Kasper.’ He returned the drink to the bar and dismissed me with a hand-flick.

‘Jazz, please . . .’ Tommy said.

‘Maybe you should leave,’ I said, a little stronger. 

‘Gonna make me?’ He still wasn’t looking my way.

The other one laughed again. 

A beat started in my head, like the patter of faraway drums. This wasn’t going to end well. 

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I am.’

That’s when he made a move. He was fast, turning a pivot, grabbing my chest and pushing me, not hard enough to make me stumble, but with enough force to get a reaction.

Well, an overreaction. I blame the coffees. 

I took his wrist and twisted it back, up, and around his body in a single move. He growled and tried to flex and pull away, so I rammed his arm behind him, hard enough to make it hurt. 

That got a yell. 

The chatter ceased around us. I shoved Jazz forwards and released him. His frame made him top-heavy, and he tripped over a stool and landed chest-first on the floor. Shaking, he sat on his knees, clutched his wrist and breathed hard through his teeth.

I looked at the other one. He was still on the stool, mouth agape. 

‘Stay seated,’ I said, grabbing my hoody. ‘Try anything and I’ll put you down, too.’

He stayed seated.

Tommy’s eyes were feral. I thought for a moment he was about to freak out. Instead, he reached for his green drink and inverted the sludge over Jazz’s head. 

‘Ugh,’ someone said from one of the tables.

‘Mess with me,’ Tommy said, ‘and you mess with my friends. Understand?’ 

Jazz gave a whimper as the gloop ran down his brow. 

‘What the hell’s going on?’ A rather thin and surly receptionist from the front desk had appeared. In her most assertive voice, which wasn’t very assertive, she repeated the question.

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Just been showing my friend Jazz a dorsal extension. He overdid it and spilled a drink. Right, Jazz?’ 

Jazz remained on his knees, clutching his wrist. He’d be OK. He’d need a shower and might want to skip the bench presses for a day or two.

Without waiting for a response, I walked past the woman and made towards the exit, sensing eyes following me. I pushed through the turnstiles and stepped outside, welcoming the cool spring air that hit my face.

My heart was beating fast. I’d not had a scuffle like that in a while, and the adrenalin was pumping. 

Keen to leave, I headed to the rear car park, where I’d chained my bike to the railing. I was halfway gone when I heard my name called out.

I looked back at the Equilibrium entrance. Tommy was standing there. 

‘Kasper, wait!’ he said, and cantered over, stopping a few feet from me with his hands locked together in front of him. ‘Look, I’m sorry about what happened there. We were having a nice time until that idiot rocked up and spoiled things.’

‘Don’t sweat it,’ I said. ‘Too bad you lost your drink.’ I turned, about to push off.

‘Hold on.’ He came round, gripping my handlebars and depressing the brakes so I couldn’t move. ‘Don’t go just yet.’

‘What is it, Tommy?’ I was a little exasperated now.

He flicked back his fringe. ‘Let’s meet for that milkshake.’

‘Why?’

‘I just want to thank you for helping me.’

‘You’re thanking me now.’

‘All right. I want to show you I’m grateful.’

‘You know I’m straight, right?’

‘Course.’ He nodded. Again, I caught sight of the scars around his neck. It tightened something in me.

‘I don’t get this,’ I said. ‘What’s your interest?’

A shrug. ‘I like you, I guess.’

‘But you don’t know anything about me.’

‘Not true. I know you’re a bit nutty. Like me.’

No arguments there.

‘So will you?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe yes or no?’

‘Just maybe.’

‘Mystery man. OK, let me add you on WhatsApp. I’ll message you later and you can decide.’

‘Don’t do WhatsApp.’

‘Facebook?’

‘Nope.’

‘God, you’re old-fashioned. I’ll text you then. Give me your mobile.’

It’d been a long time since anyone asked for my number. 

He punched my digits into an iPhone sheathed in pink bunny ears. 

‘Well, OK, Kasper,’ he said, looking up, grinning that grin. ‘See you soon, hopefully.’

I pedalled off.

   

   
Chapter 2

A little before eight the following morning, I was roused by my phone vibrating on the bedside table.

‘Mr Kasperick?’ A man’s voice.

‘Yeah?’

‘This is Professor Saul Berkowitz.’ He said the name as if he were waiting for me to start clapping.

‘Have we met?’

‘No.’

‘Then what can I do for you?’

‘I’m Tommy’s father.’ A pause. ‘He’s the young man you encountered yesterday. Surely you remember. I overheard him talking about the altercation. I want to meet with you to discuss the matter. Immediately.’

I squinted against the sunlight coming through the blinds of my loft, and sat up in bed. My head was a little fuzzy from the drinks I’d put away during and after last night’s shift at McGovern’s. 

‘I’m kind of tied up today,’ I said.

‘It’s the weekend.’

‘I was thinking of having a shave on your son’s advice.’

I heard a sniff of disdain. ‘I think what I have in mind will interest you more.’

‘How so?’

‘You used to be a policeman. Correct? I might have a job for someone with your set of skills.’

‘This job involve money?’

‘It does.’

‘Why not tell me over the phone?’

He paused. ‘I’d prefer to talk in person. I’m at my office. We could meet here any time you like.’

‘Does Tommy know you’ve called me?’

‘How else do you think I got your number?’

I waited a few seconds, weighing it up. I had about thirty quid until I got my next pub wages, so a bit of cash would help. Today was also my day off, and as usual, I had nowhere to be. 

‘How much were you thinking of paying me?’ I said.

‘Enough to make it worth your time.’ He suggested a number.

I asked for more, not expecting it.

He agreed. 

‘Fine,’ I said, swinging my legs out of bed, avoiding the clothes and pizza boxes strewn on the floor. ‘Let’s have your address.’

The postcode he gave took me to a black and white four-storey townhouse in the academic hub of Bloomsbury, adjacent to the university union and a vast Waterstones bookshop. Students were milling about in twos and threes, clutching textbooks and coffee cups, most managing to look studious and hip at the same time.

Inside, a sign told me I’d entered the Department of Psychosocial, Psychosexual and Pacifistic Studies. A shaven-headed, gender-ambiguous receptionist gave me my guest pass, followed by a querulous stare when I asked them whether the department’s hefty name ever got abbreviated to ‘Pee-Pee-Pee’.

Saul Berkowitz’s office was on the top floor. It was a square room, surprisingly big, with grey walls and a high ceiling. A looming bookcase stood to the left, perpendicular to a sash window, which was partially curtained. Tiananmen Square, MLK and other peace and love posters dominated what little wall space remained. Central to the room was a large mahogany desk atop a red Persian rug. 

After inviting me in, my host sat behind this desk and began tapping a marble paperweight, scrutinising me. I took the chair opposite.

‘I appreciate you giving up your time, Mr Kasperick,’ he said, in a deep, mellifluous voice. 

‘You’re welcome.’

‘Tommy did say you carry an imposing presence. “Big, tough and butch” were his exact words. I see what he means.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘As a sideline I work as a lion-tamer.’ 

I saw the flicker of a smile. ‘And may I say what an interesting surname you have.’

‘You may.’

‘Polish, I assume?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where from?’

‘Warsaw. When the Nazis started rounding up Catholics as well as Jews, my grandparents took flight with my dad and uncles and ended up in north London.’

‘Well then, we have something in common. My family were Austrian Jews. Granddad had the foresight to flee before the persecution began.’

As he spoke, his finger began drawing invisible circles on the paperweight. I looked at it. Engraved in the marble were the words: Live simply, so others can simply live. 

Noticing my interest, he smiled more broadly. ‘A Quaker friend gave this to me. The message speaks to my values.’

‘Praise the Lord,’ I said.

The smile thinned. ‘You want to know why you’re here?’

I nodded.

‘I’m sure you’ve guessed it concerns my son?’

I nodded again.

‘Tommy seems to have taken a shine to you. To be frank, he’s enamoured. Yesterday afternoon I heard him rabbiting on to his sister about this man who came to his rescue. Straight away, I knew we had to meet. You understand why, don’t you, Mr Kasperick?’

I leaned back, my chair creaking arthritically, and considered Professor Saul Berkowitz more fully. His name and voice had rung a bell when he’d called, but it was only now that I realised why. A year or so back, he’d hosted a hippy-dippy debating programme on Radio 4 that my landlady used to mock. From memory, it had him jousting with militant fundamentalists, right-wingers and other undesirables on the merits of non-violence and spiritual harmony. I don’t recall a second series. 

Like his son, the professor was tall, my height, but unlike me, he carried a lean and lanky frame, with wrists like pipes jutting from his tartan shirtsleeves. Grey hair was scrunched like sink scourers above his ears; his nose was dotted with liver spots, and his clear blue eyes sparkled with intelligence from behind his horn-rimmed glasses. 

I figured he was one of those socks-and-sandals intellectuals you see at CND and climate change marches. There’d be a decent supply of herbal teas somewhere in the office, but I thought it best not to enquire. 

Instead, I said, ‘It’s Kasper. Not Kasperick.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘My name. The only person who went by Kasperick was my dad. He’s dead.’

He opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded. 

‘Right then. Kasper it is. Please, call me Saul.’

‘OK, Saul, we’re acquainted. Let’s cut to it. Tommy told you I clumped someone, and you want to pay me to back off. Right?’

‘On the contrary.’

I tilted my head. ‘Huh?’

He looked over at the bookcase, removed his glasses, gave them a clean with a hanky and returned them to his face. 

‘You’ve completely misunderstood the purpose of this visit. I want your help.’ 

Now I was interested. ‘Go on.’ 

‘I’m scared I’m losing Tommy. And I don’t know what to do about it.’ He looked at me squarely, his eyes suddenly glazed with emotion.

I folded my arms across my chest.

After a moment, he said, ‘Tommy’s nineteen. This all began around the time his mother Judith became ill. She passed two years back. Liver cancer. There we are in San Jose when Tommy was one.’

He swivelled a photo next to the paperweight. It looked like a professional family shot, and showed a younger, hairier Saul sitting beside a pale, sharp-featured little girl of about six and a slim woman with rich brown eyes. A puffy baby was in the woman’s lap. 

‘My son has always been sensitive. But since Judith’s death, he’s changed.’ 

‘How?’

‘First, he dropped out of drama school, and started moping about. Then he began acting out. Screaming. Crying. Scratching and burning his arms with cigarettes. All totally out of character. I put it down to grief, or discomfort around his sexuality. Not having his mum to confide in was a great loss. Tommy and Judith were very close, you see.’ A distant look came over him. He blinked several times and went on. ‘Harriet is his older sister.’ He pointed at the girl in the photo. ‘Tommy dotes on her. But she’s busy with work. And I have my commitments here. As a result, things have become so much worse.’

‘Worse?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. He’s started carrying out self-destructive . . . risk-taking behaviours. You know what I’m getting at, don’t you?’

I shook my head. 

Something seemed to be clogging Saul’s throat.

‘Tell it like it is,’ I said.

‘Someone is coercing my son to do . . . things against his will. And it needs to stop.’ The lilt to his voice had gone. He almost spat the words. 

‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’m guessing you don’t know who’s doing the coercing?’

‘Correct. He won’t tell me. That’s the point of this conversation.’

My memory returned to the kid I’d met at the Equilibrium – his paper-thin confidence when he approached me, the seductive look he wore; I remembered the bruise on his wrist, those scars mapping his neck and arms, and the crazed look to his eyes when he tipped his drink over the meathead I’d shoved. 

Yeah, I could believe something was amiss. 

‘You’ve met Tommy,’ Saul said, seeming to read me. ‘You’ve seen how he acts. What do your instincts tell you?’

I shrugged. ‘He’s wilful. A little over-friendly. But that could be caused by anything. Have you tried talking?’

‘Yes.’

‘And what does he say?’

‘He tells me he’s perfectly fine. He’s an adult, and knows what he’s doing.’

I gave a so-what-can-you-do? shrug.

‘But that doesn’t mean a thing.’ He took a deep breath. ‘At first, I thought he’d met someone, what with the late nights, posh perfumes, flashy clothes and expensive gym membership. He said he was going out, mingling. I was happy for him. Until the behaviour changed further. He stopped being my shy Tommy. Do you understand?’

I indicated that I did. ‘But that’s not proof of anything.’

‘There’ve been several incidents,’ Saul said, sharply. ‘A few months back, he got beaten up outside a club. He insisted he didn’t want the police involved and that it was just a random mugging. But I know my son. He was lying.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘What else?’ 

‘In February, he got sectioned in a psychiatric hospital. Police found him over London Bridge with a noose around his neck, trying to jump. They had to restrain him. He’s still got a rope scar.’

‘I’ve seen it.’

‘Well, it gets worse. Six weeks back, another attempt: this time an overdose in a public toilet. I thought we’d reached rock bottom. They gave him antidepressants. Things quietened. But then the week before last, the police found him again, bawling in a Shoreditch backstreet. Earlier that night, he’d been seen approaching men and propositioning them, like some kind of . . . of rent boy. He had a razor in his pocket, and fresh scars on his arms.’ 

Reflexively, I rubbed my own forearm.

Saul lifted his glasses to wipe his wet eyes. 

This was getting uncomfortable. I’d known the man all of ten minutes; already, he’d pulled out some of his family’s dirty laundry. 

‘How about this Jazz?’ I said. ‘You think he knows something?’

‘I don’t know,’ Saul said wearily. ‘That’s why I wanted to talk to you. You see, I need a man who can find these things out. This world is alien to me.’ He leaned across the desk and stared. ‘What do you think?’

For the second time in as many days, it dawned on me that I was being propositioned by a Berkowitz. 

‘I think you should get Tommy a decent therapist,’ I said. ‘My landlady used to be one. If you like, I could ask her advice?’

He shook his head. ‘Oh, please. I’ve emptied my bank account paying thousands for London’s top quacks to contradict each other and then turn their backs. Borderline Personality Disorder is the label they tag on Tommy. Frankly, the whole thing is quite useless.’ 

‘I see,’ I said, not really getting it. ‘So what did you want me to do?’

He sighed again, and went back to rubbing the paperweight. I wondered if a genie might pop out. 

‘First, I’d like you to meet Tommy again. He’s dying to see you.’

‘And then what?’

‘Try to earn his trust.’

‘Why?’

‘So you can protect him, of course. Like you did yesterday.’

‘Protect him?’ I puffed air from my cheeks. ‘Look, Saul, I’m no bodyguard. Besides, you don’t know anything about me.’

‘That’s not strictly true.’

‘Really?’

He smiled. ‘Tommy told me you were a policeman. I have contacts in the Met. I made a few calls. It wasn’t hard. Eventually, I spoke with a Detective Sergeant Diane McAteer. I believe you two were acquainted?’

I stifled a laugh. ‘You could say that. What did Diane have to say?’

‘She told me that before your resignation from the force a few years back, you had quite the aptitude for helping people out of ruts. She said in certain instances, you were known to go beyond the call of duty.’ 

‘Did she?’

‘Forgive my probing.’

‘You’re forgiven. But I still think you have the wrong man sitting in your office for this kind of gig.’

‘Perhaps I do. But even if you’re not a bodyguard per se, you certainly look the part. Hopefully that will be enough. You know how to handle yourself, judging by yesterday’s display.’

I could see I wasn’t going to deter him. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I do.’

‘And you work in a public house?’

‘Uh-huh. At my local.’

‘No plans to return to the police then?’

‘None.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t like being told what to do anymore.’

‘I can imagine.’ He smiled. ‘You’re a straight-talker. It’s refreshing.’

‘Thank you.’ 

‘I get the sense you’re a bachelor?’

‘Divorced.’ 

‘Children?’

A thud landed in my chest. I waited for it to pass. 

‘No,’ I said. ‘No kids.’

He nodded, looking satisfied. ‘The question is, will you agree to my request and see Tommy again?’

Already, something sounded off-key about this whole situation. Maybe if I’d asked a few more questions and tried probing a little deeper, I could’ve saved myself a world of pain. 

But I didn’t. 

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll meet your son. We’ll go for milkshakes and have another chat if that’s what you want. But don’t expect me to turn Sigmund Freud on him, Saul.’

‘I’d find that hard to imagine.’ He smiled again. ‘Thank you, Kasper,’ he said. ‘Now, let’s sort out your fee.’ He straightened his glasses, reached into his drawer and retrieved a chequebook and fountain pen. ‘Accept this as a retainer. I believe they call it that in the films.’ In old-fashioned cursive handwriting, he wrote out a cheque and slid it across to me.

‘All right,’ I said, checking the details before folding it into my wallet. ‘But let’s be clear, I’m not your employee. I reserve the right to pull out at any point if things go weird.’

‘Understood.’

I got to my feet. There didn’t seem much else to say. We shook hands over the desk. His grip was strong. 

I walked to the door and reached for the handle, then paused. A thought had crossed my mind. I looked over my shoulder and said, ‘I still don’t get it. Why me? Why not hire a proper bodyguard to do all this?’

Saul hesitated. ‘It was something else Detective McAteer told me that clinched it.’

‘What was that?’

He leaned back in his chair and looked at me intently, rubbing the paperweight again. 

‘She said you’re a decent man.’

I swung by a pawnshop to cash Saul’s cheque, and then headed home. 

As soon as I unlocked the front door, I was greeted by Marmite, my landlady’s jet-black tom. Dr Steiner wasn’t due back from her trip to the south coast for a few days, and I had her vast Georgian semi to myself. She’d owned the house for thirty-two years, and for the last five of those, I’d rented its loft space for a nominal fee. 

After capping my first Magners, I spooned out some food for Marmite and we spent a little time chatting in the kitchen before I made an omelette with mushrooms and cheese. 

I tried watching the news as I ate but it was all too depressing, so I switched to a nature documentary about the snow leopards of central Asia. Marmite studied me from the windowsill, and when I’d finished my tea, he came and licked the plate. As the end credits rolled, I poured my first inch of Bushmills to accompany the cider, sat beside him on the couch and considered my newly acquired job. 

I suspected Jazz could be eliminated from my enquiries as Tommy’s pimp. The guy was brawny, but there wasn’t much backing it up.

That meant someone else was responsible, if it was happening at all. 

Maybe Tommy was just confused and acting out for a bit of attention?

If so, Saul should start treating him like the young man he was rather than hovering around with kid gloves and employing someone like me to snoop. 

I gave this idea some thought, and binned it.

There was more going on here. Already, I could sense it.

Around eight, my phone vibrated – a text from Tommy: 

Hey Mr K! Sorry if Dad grilled you. He means well. Wanna meet me for that shake? Mwah.

He signed off with one of those smiley-face things. 

I typed back: 

OK

It was late by the time I went to bed. Sleep rarely comes easily, and the alcohol I drink only dampens the voices I hear when the past has the inclination to return, but never drowns them. 

I played one of my dad’s old Bob Dylan LPs and lay down on the mattress with my eyes open in the dark. Before long, the music ended; I let my eyelids close, and listened to the hiss and crackle of the stylus on the turntable, and the creaks and sighs of the empty house. 

   

   
Chapter 3 

Tommy was right about one thing – the chocolate malts were yum-tastic. 

We exchanged a few more texts and I met him in person again on Sunday afternoon at a mock-American diner called Sally-Anne’s Milkshake Shack. The place was in a particularly boujee part of Clerkenwell plotted a few minutes from his house.

He rocked up wearing a lavender jersey, oversized and frayed at the cuffs, matched with black skinny jeans and a different pair of All-Stars. His acne seemed worse, with a cluster of new pimples sprouting around his chin, and his eyes were hidden behind his floppy fringe. 

Three-thirty was perhaps not the best time to come to Sally-Anne’s – the place was choc-a-bloc with teenagers and hipsters, most staring at me as if I were a wrestler who’d stumbled into a nursery. ‘Walk the Line’ by Johnny Cash strummed from the speakers, though, so I could just about cope. 

At the bar, a woman with a tea-cosy thing on her head brought us our milkshakes. I reached for my wallet, but Tommy beat me to it. 

‘Put your money away, Kasper,’ he said, pulling out a gnarled cardholder. ‘This is on me, to say thanks.’ That distinctive strawberry scent wafted from him. 

‘Fair enough.’ I took a stool. 

He put a credit card on the waitress’s reader. It declined payment.

‘Dammit,’ he said, trying again, getting the same result. 

He patted his pockets and looked up at me, blushing a little. ‘Have you got any cash? I must’ve left my other cards at home.’

He was lying, I could tell, but I didn’t want to press it. 

‘Don’t sweat.’ I gave the woman a tenner. ‘Your father’s paying me to be here, remember.’

‘How much has he given you?’

I told him.

‘Wow. For that amount, I bet he’s asked you to be my personal bodyguard or something, right?’

‘More or less.’

He started laughing, the same laugh as before, high and loud. A few heads turned. 

‘I was telling my sister Harry how you sorted Jazz out. Dad overheard. Straight away, he was like, “Tommy! I demand you give me this Kasper man’s number!” What a drama queen.’ 

I was impressed – it was a pretty good impersonation of Saul. 

‘He’s an interesting man,’ I said.

‘Funny. He said the same thing about you.’

I took a gulp of shake and smacked my lips. ‘Boom,’ I said.

‘Told you they were good.’ He took the spoon from his glass and licked the chocolate ice cream. ‘Just so you know, Jazz is fuming. He reckons he’s going to beat you up next time he sees you at the gym. Be warned.’

‘Yikes.’

‘You’re not bothered, are you?’

‘No.’ 

‘Are you an SAS man or something?’

‘I box. Jazz wasn’t to know.’

Tommy nodded, and flicked his fringe. ‘Most men are wimps. You’re different.’

I took another hit of shake. ‘How about you? What’s your story?’

‘Didn’t Dad tell you? Going crazy’s my big talent.’

‘Come on. Name something you’re good at?’

‘Aw, Kasper, I hate this game. When I was sectioned at that mental hospital, they made us sit in a circle each morning and say three positives about ourselves. I was useless at it.’

‘I only want one thing.’

He pulled a face. ‘OK, OK. Horses. Before Mum got ill, we used to go riding. Oh, and acting. I went to drama school for a bit, till she died. I was all right at that too, I guess.’ 

‘That’s two things,’ I said. ‘Show-off.’

He began to laugh again.

Outside, traffic was passing. At random, I focused on a pair of double-decker bus drivers leaning out their windows, exchanging words before heading their separate ways. I could sense Tommy’s eyes on me. 

‘You’ve got a sadness in you,’ he eventually said.

‘How can you tell?’ 

‘I just can. Takes one to know one.’

I looked over. ‘If you say so.’

‘You’re also weird, Kasper. Anyone ever tell you that?’

‘Yes.’

He grinned. ‘Don’t take that the wrong way. I’m weird too. It’s just, some people are weirder than others. You get it?’

‘I get it.’

‘Knew you would.’

Not a lot more was said. We drank the rest of our shakes and left the diner. 

Outside, Tommy said he’d had a ‘sick’ time, and I told him likewise, not entirely sure what
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