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To my mother, 

and in memory of my father




Prologue


When he opened his eyes he expected to find all the light squeezed from the world, but no: he was alive still, strapped to a bed in a sterile room, angry red claws of pain scratching channels in his flesh. They have tied me down to keep me from shredding myself, he managed, in a moment of clarity. To prevent me ripping the skin from my bones, and not stopping until I’m dead. This was a good thought: it pretended they had his welfare in mind. But the pain remained, like being chewed by fire-ants, and even when he slept he felt it working in his dreams. In his dreams, he was back in the desert. His companions were dead soldiers, their meat dropping off their bones.

			The loudest thing in life was a helicopter. All around, the boy soldiers disintegrated; made puddles in the sand.

			Here, when he was awake, there were other noises to occupy him. Outside his room, he imagined a long corridor of swept tiles and white light; an echoey tunnel that carried sounds past his door, some of which lingered to mock his boredom. A dropped fork rattled in his mind for hours. He heard voices, too, a low mumble that never separated into language, and once he thought he heard Tommy; thought he recognized a man he knew in a noise mostly animal: a rising scream, cut off by a slammed door. Footsteps clattered into distance. Something on wheels might have been a trolley. He tried to shout a response, but his voice got lost in the deep red caverns of his pain, and all he could do was weep silent tears that scorched his cheeks.

			A doctor came once a day. He had to be a doctor: he wore a white coat. The nurse with him carried a tray; on it, a precise array of tools—different-sized needles, small bottles of coloured liquids. Both nurse and doctor wore gloves and surgical masks, and both had olive skin and hazel eyes. Only the doctor spoke. His sentences were short and to the point: Breathe in. Breathe out. I take blood now. Even without the mask, he’d hardly have been fluent. It was another clue to his whereabouts … Not all the needles were for him, so he knew he wasn’t alone here; there were other rooms, other patients, though patients wasn’t the word he meant. Prisoners, his mind supplied. He was a prisoner here, though where here was, he couldn’t be sure.

			The doctor said, “Sleep now.” As if it were a magic instruction, and he was a rabbit being put back into a hat.

			The nurse, though, was beautiful, as nurses have to be. The nurse came more often and fed him, wiped him, saw to his bowel movements. Nothing he did made her speak. Even an erection, to him little short of a miracle, left her unmoved. For the rest, all he had were a few schoolboy phrases—Parley voo? Spreckledy Doitch?—which it wouldn’t have helped him if she’d answered. And anyway he knew, was certain, that if she spoke it would be in a sand language, whose vast syllables would leave him adrift and uncomprehending, like a traveller caught between settlements. Soon, he forgot she was human. When he didn’t want to see her, he turned his face to the wall.

			Days passed. There was no way of knowing how many.

			His body was healing, but slowly: red weals marred all his flesh he could see, and a small detached part of his mind—his black box—told him he’d always be like this now; that his body was scarred and monstrous for ever, but at least the pain was dimming. He was no longer kept strapped down. An ankle-chain secured him to the bed. In time, he might do something about that.

			Once, he stole a spoon during a careless moment; filched it from the tray when the nurse looked round at a noise from the corridor. He hid it under the mattress, but within the hour they’d come to fetch it—three of them: male, silent, dark-featured. Two held him against the wall while the third retrieved his prize, though not roughly. He didn’t struggle. But the effort exhausted him anyway, and he crashed as soon as they’d left. His dream took him back to the desert and the boy soldiers. Sand crunched as he fell from the truck, and the chopper’s whine was the loudest noise in the world. And the boys were melting again, their faces turning runny while his black box recorded it calmly, noting that it’s like watching a very wet painting hung in the wind—but he was sweating when he woke, and sure he’d been screaming. There was nobody to tell him if that were true. Just as there was nobody to tell him if it were night or day.

			He’d have sold his soul for a window. For natural light. 

			And then one day—he had an idea it might be the winter; there was a cold bite to the air—they took him out of the room. The same three men came to secure him to the bed. He was blindfolded and taken through the door, down the corridor he’d only imagined; wheeled past—he was sure of this—windows, from which light fell on to his face in a gentle strobe. He racked his body against the bed, but remained locked in place. When they removed the blindfold, he was in what looked like an operating theatre. The doctor was there, masked, suited up, and had the three interns—guards—untie him and fasten him in what resembled an open coffin. Because he thought they were going to kill him at last, he didn’t struggle. But instead he was loaded into a large mechanical device, of a kind he might have seen in hospital films. Some kind of scanning machine. He was kept there for twenty minutes or so. The noise was constant but not too loud, like knowing there were bees nearby. He almost fell asleep.

			Afterwards the doctor said, “Good.” He was strapped down again, eyes covered, and wheeled back to his room. Again he felt the windows pass, and his one wish in the world was not even escape, but just to be able to stand in the light, and imagine the wind pulsing against his damaged skin.

			After that, it became regular. Once every three days, as far as his body could tell … There were no other clocks available. That was one of the discoveries he’d made: that the body was a kind of clock. It couldn’t be rewound, and couldn’t be replaced. When it finished telling the time, its job was done … Once every three days they took him to the theatre, and scanned him with their device. He never asked a question. This was his plan: for them to forget he was there, and turn their backs for one moment. Even without a spoon, he thought he might win an eye or a tongue.

			… He never knew this, but it was on a Wednesday that it all changed; that he caught his glimpse of the outside world, and found it upside down.

			He was asleep when the nurse came. Genuinely asleep. The pills did this, along with the blood they took: he never did anything, but often felt weak and sleepy. By the ankle-chain, he was tethered to the bed. She must have thought this enough. Perhaps the others, the men, were having a day off. He never knew. It didn’t matter. She wheeled him from the room like that, just the ankle-chain holding him down.

			It was the movement woke him. He’d been dreaming again—the dream never left him, or perhaps he never left the dream—his head full of boiling faces when he forced his eyes open, the way he always woke. For a moment he thought it hadn’t started yet, that he was back in the truck, and instinct tipped him over the side where he hit the floor with a crash of spilled metal. The bed jerked to a halt. And with his gown flapping open, bare-arsed to the world, he lay with a window just two feet above him, its blinds pulled tight against the light, and both his hands untethered.

			Even then, the nurse didn’t speak. She pressed something on her belt instead, though he heard no alarm, and as he reached a hand for the blind, came round to arrest him. He thought she’d be soft. She punched the back of his head. It had been a while since he’d been hurt quite like that, and he collapsed back to the floor, taking the blind with him. It sounded loud as a helicopter. And then there were feet coming, and a pricking in his arm to send him back into the desert, where he really didn’t want to go, not now he’d seen the light—not now he’d seen the sky, and the treetops, and the arch of the building opposite, with its grey stone scrolls and pigeon shit and everything about it screaming England—but then the needle opened the window in his head, and he flew back to the desert. The light was just the morning sun, building its killing heat. The boy soldiers were dying again, but nobody heard their screams.

		





Chapter One

			BHS

			I

			On discovering a fire, the instructions began, shout Fire and try to put it out. It was useful, heart-of-the-matter advice, and could be extended almost indefinitely in any direction. On discovering your husband’s guests are arseholes, shout Arseholes and try to put them out. This was a good starting point. Sarah was one glass of wine away from putting it in motion.

			But the instructions had been pinned to the wall in her office when she’d had a job, and did not apply in the kitchen. Here, Mark would expect that all emergencies be met with predetermined orderliness—crisis management was his Latest Big Thing—and graded instantly by size, type and career-damaging potential: earthquake, conflagration, shortage of pasta. His guests would not figure on the chart, since they came under Acts of God, and were to be borne as such. Of course they’re arseholes, Sare, he’d say, when they were gone and he could afford to be ironic. He’s rich and she’s dumb: what did you expect, they’d be nice? But if Sarah asked when rich got important, he’d lose a little of the irony. Since rich got on my client list, he’d say. Since rich started buying lunch. Self-promotion was his other Latest Big Thing. He had these in pairs now, so as to be sure of not missing anything.

			And now he came into the kitchen, to make sure she missed nothing either. “Coffee done?”

			“Just about.” 

			“Anything I can do?”

			“You could try asking that first in future.”

			“In future? You think I want to go through this again?”

			She banged a cupboard, just quietly enough to sound accidental next door, but loudly enough to leave Mark in no doubt.

			“I mean,” he went on—hissing—“Wigwam? Rufus?”

			“You said,” she said, through gritted teeth, “another couple. You wanted company.”

			“I wanted Stephen and Rebecca.” 

			“Busy.”

			“Or Tom and Annie. Or—”

			“Busy.” She took a breath. From the living room came that awful dead sound you probably got on battlefields before the buzzards swooped. “And you said, when I said it was awful short notice, you said just get anybody. Anybody who could make it.”

			“I didn’t mean—”

			“Well, you should have said so at the time. Because it’s a bit late now, isn’t it?”

			Mark gave a short laugh, which might easily have been aimed at himself. It was one of his characteristic declarations of surrender, though she had no doubt this would be temporary. And his next words, anyway, were “You did get some of those mints, didn’t you?”

			“Yes. Mark.”

			So he changed tack, put his arms round her: “Come on. It’s not been that bad, has it?”

			He really didn’t get it. Two hours he’d sat watching war being declared in slow motion, and he still thought it hadn’t been that bad. “Did you just arrive?”

			“He has firm opinions, that’s all. Gerard does.” 

			“Well, I didn’t think you meant Rufus.”

			“He’s used to playing rough. Cut and thrust sort of—”

			“He’s a vampire.” She pulled free and checked the kettle-flex, for something to do. It was plugged in okay. It just hadn’t boiled yet. “Get back in there and stop him biting my friends.”

			“It won’t hurt them to have their Greenpeace sensibilities challenged once in a while.”

			“Challenged is fine. But he wants a pissing contest, and that’s not.”

			“Sarah—”

			“Just go away. Go and smooth his ego. Use the bloody iron if you think it’ll help.”

			“He’s nearly a client,” Mark hissed on his way out. “I’m that close.”

			And you were staring at her legs, she added. The Trophy Wife’s. You shit. But Mark had gone.

			She poured the water, found a tray, emptied the mints into a bowl. They were foil-wrapped, chocolate-covered mints, and she ate one while waiting for the coffee to draw and another while hunting spoons. The cups did not match. One comment from Mark and it was a separation issue. Then she counted the mints: two each and one over. She ate it, and carried the tray through.

			“Guns,” Gerard was saying, with the air of a conjuror producing a toad when the kiddies had been expecting a bunny.

			“You collect guns?” Wigwam asked. You molest babies? Wigwam apologized when people trod on her foot. Gun collectors were out of her range.

			“What did you imagine, stamps?” 

			“Well, I don’t . . .”

			“Gerard has some awfully expensive guns.” 

			“Cheap guns,” Gerard said, “being better avoided.”

			“I thought,” said Rufus bravely, “that sort of interest was, you know, compensating . . .”

			“That’s easy for you to say. I don’t suffer penis envy myself.”

			Sarah put the tray on the low table around which they sat: Gerard in an armchair; Wigwam on the floor; the others sharing the sofa. Gerard needed a whole armchair, but did not act like he did, and this Sarah found irritating. The overweight should own up, and be made to suffer. But Gerard moved like a man half his size. She had read of the peculiar grace to be found in heavy men and had assumed it propaganda, but his gestures were small and controlled, as if part of his overactive mind were engaged in choreography. He made dainty movements now with his unlit cigar, punctuating sentences with careful darts and jabs. He had asked permission to smoke and seemed hardly put out at all by her refusal. Now it wagged like a totem in his long but chubby fingers, as if he were warding off evil. She’d have felt happier with a crucifix herself. Gerard Inchon was a total bastard.

			“What do you suffer, then?” she asked.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			Mark sprang forward and began rattling cups. “Who’s for sugar?”

			“I said, what do you suffer? We’ve heard a lot about your perfect life, there must be something goes wrong occasionally. The Porsche’s ashtrays fill up? Your tailor sleeps in?”

			“Gerard gets all his suits—” 

			“Sarah’s making a joke, dear.”

			“Or is this as good as it gets? Flaunting your wealth in front of the help?”

			“I’m hardly the help,” said Mark. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

			Gerard Inchon smiled. “I suppose you get a lot of this,” he said. He was talking to Sarah. “Dinner guests at short notice. Strangers you’re supposed to be polite to.”

			“Not a lot, no. Mark’s not that important yet.” 

			“Sarah—”

			“Well, he will be. So you’ll have to get used to it. Because a lot of them’ll be worse than me.”

			She found that hard to believe.

			“And they’ll find your perfunctory small talk and poorly hidden contempt rather more unpleasant than I do. And then your husband’s career will suffer. And then what will you do?”

			“Hire a band,” she told him. “Throw a real party.”

			Wigwam said, “Gosh, I’m dying for a coffee. Are those mints?”

			“So it’s not me you’re objecting to, it’s your husband’s job?” 

			Mark said, “Look, I’m really sorry about this—”

			“Don’t you dare apologize for me!”

			“No apology is called for. But I am interested to know what Sarah proposes to adopt. As a matter of policy, I mean.” Gerard Inchon surveyed the company as if awaiting suggestions, then turned back to her. “You don’t work, do you?”

			The switch threw her. “I—no. Not at the moment.” 

			“Publishing, was it?”

			She gave Mark a hostile look. “If you know, why ask?”

			“I didn’t. I was guessing. Let’s see, not one of the big ones. Something worthy. Third World? The Environment?”

			“Is this meant to be funny?”

			“Alternative Medicine? All of the above?”

			“Green Dolphin Press,” said Sarah. “If it makes you happy.”

			“With print runs of three hundred, and selling less than half.”

			It sounded like he’d seen the books. “Lots of businesses fail.” 

			“And lots don’t. So what happened then, charity work?” 

			“Christ, what a phrase. But then, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Soup kitchens. Workhouses.”

			“Don’t get me started. What was it, one of these homeless shelter places? That’s the guilt-trip of choice, isn’t it?”

			Wigwam said, “Oh, there are so many—”

			“Let me guess,” said Gerard. “They couldn’t use you.” 

			Sarah was shaking her head in disbelief. “What is this?”

			“Oh, I see a lot of it. Hubby brings home the bacon, and the little woman has nothing to do. The ones that don’t have affairs, shop. The ones that don’t shop get charity jobs.”

			“You really are disgusting, aren’t you?”

			“So these jobs are oversubscribed. The interesting ones, anyway. What was it, you didn’t have the experience?”

			She’d failed the screening.

			“Which leaves the dull end of the market. The retail bit. I can’t see you sticking that, though.”

			The Oxfam shop had let her go.

			Gerard Inchon leaned back into the armchair. “What I like to call it, I call it BHS.”

			Nobody ask him, Sarah prayed.

			“Bored Housewife Syndrome. Most women enjoy being bored, of course, but you still get some who—”

			“You insufferable bastard.”

			“—end up throwing wobblies at dinner parties. You’re enjoying it now though, aren’t you?”

			“What?”

			“Little bit of aggro, little bit of rough.” He made his cigar pass from one hand to the other, like an amateur conjuror. “I bet you haven’t had a scrap in ages. What you need is more excitement.”

			That was when the house blew up.

			The evening had started badly too. The Trophy Wife arrived first, ten unfashionable minutes early: overdressed and faintly disappointed, she must have been expecting a different party altogether. Sarah was having a kitchen crisis and did not retain her name; it was Mark who poured drinks, extracted information. Gerard was parking the car; Gerard would be along in a minute. Gerard was forty-five minutes, in fact: something of a record even for South Oxford. Meanwhile Wigwam turned up without Rufus, who was doing something vague and would be along soon. Most things involving Rufus became vague, even those that were fairly concrete to start with. Wigwam was Sarah’s oldest, most annoying friend; Rufus her startling new acquisition, but startling only because younger, and prepared to take on her children. In all other respects he was distinctly run-of-the-mill, and given half the chance Sarah would have forgotten his name too.

			“How lovely to see you,” lied Mark, who thought Wigwam an historical curiosity, and usually developed an interest in being elsewhere when she was about. “Glass of wine? Red? White?”

			But Wigwam refused a drink, citing an article she’d read outlining various urinary complications attendant upon alcohol consumption, while the Trophy Wife regarded her as if Wigwam were an exhibit lately wandered from the zoo.

			There was a whole world between them; a gap that merely started with their clothes. The Trophy Wife wore a red dress four measured inches above the knee, and lipstick in a shade to match; this plus the kind of face that usually came with a slogan slapped above it, and a figure men would pay money to see with staples through the middle. Mark, damn him, looked like somebody had hit him on the head with a broom handle. His New Man credentials kept his tongue from hanging out, but the Thought Police probably held a warrant for his arrest.

			Standing next to her Wigwam looked like a hippie, though Wigwam would have looked like a hippie standing next to Bob Dylan. What she was wearing tonight defied description unless you were a qualified 1970s anthropologist, but was possibly what Abba rejected when they settled for the white trouser suits; it was purple, all of one piece, and had probably covered a sofa in its previous life. The rest of the image assembled various influences: jewellery by Friends of the Earth; hair by Worzel Gummidge. She had a beautiful smile, which was turned on most of the time, but in repose Sarah had seen in her face an almost heartbreaking sadness, as if her natural optimism were based on the knowledge that life couldn’t treat her worse than it had done already. She had taken up with Rufus six months ago. The smile hadn’t wavered since.

			“Can I help in the kitchen?” she asked Sarah. 

			“Nothing can help in the kitchen. It’s past saving.”

			“Are you cooking it yourself?” asked the Trophy Wife, her tone suggesting Sarah had a live elephant through there rather than a dead salmon.

			“I plan to.”

			“Sarah’s a wonderful cook,” said Mark, in what was probably intended to be a show of loyalty. “Aren’t you, darling?”

			“Yes.”

			“Except, remember those scrambled eggs,” Wigwam said, disappearing behind a fit of giggles.

			“The eggs were fine. It was the pan got ruined.”

			The Trophy Wife looked puzzled while Mark poured further drinks. He was nervous; it was a big night for him. This Inchon character was a prospective client of  The Bank With No Name; having him for dinner was tantamount to the Queen turning up at your garden party. Mark had announced the invitation as a fait accompli two nights ago; had insisted on a second couple—he’d told Inchon they were expecting friends; that this wasn’t, far from it, a schmooze-the-money do—and he’d wanted, of course, Tom and Annie, or Stephen and Rebecca. Who would behave, even if they might mock afterwards. So Sarah had retaliated by asking Wigwam and Rufus instead. Briefly, she wondered now how fair that had been. Fair on Mark, she meant. Later she revised that, when it became clear it wasn’t fair on Wigwam and Rufus.

			“Have you lived in Oxford all your life?” the Trophy Wife asked.

			“Not yet,” said Sarah.

			“We moved here from Birmingham,” Mark cut in. “A good ten years ago, wasn’t it, darling?”

			Her role tonight was to say Yes, No, Three Bags Full.

			“I’ve lived here all my life,” Wigwam offered. Then Sarah’s comment penetrated, and the giggles came again.

			Sarah excused herself, pleading business in the kitchen, and stretched making a salad dressing so it filled ten minutes. Meanwhile Rufus arrived without noticeably adding to the party atmosphere, though at least he had bothered to wash his hair. This was grubby-blond and crawled over his collar in untidy clumps that suggested he cut it himself. He had not shaved in several days, though, and wore the stubble like a badge of proletarian valour in a middle-class world, his one apparent attempt at making an impression. A less intentional one was signalled by the little scraps of tissue paper clinging to the front of his sweatshirt, indicating how many times he’d sneezed into toilet roll. A martyr to hay fever, he bore his cross bravely.

			So it was to the Trophy Wife’s undisguised relief that the doorbell rang at last, announcing her warrior hero’s arrival. Alone, unarmed, he had parked the Porsche. Sarah emerged from the kitchen to catch their pantomimed kisses:

			“You’ve been ages.”

			“It’s all residents’ parking. I left it the other side of the park, and had to walk round.”

			“Where’s your briefcase?” 

			“Left it in the car.”

			“But I thought—”

			“In the boot, darling. It’ll be safe enough.” He turned to Sarah. “She thinks the local yobs’ll be attracted by the shiny bits. You must be Sarah. A very great pleasure.”

			And this was her first sighting of Gerard Inchon, a man she’d heard much about; even read about occasionally, in heavily vetted stories in the business section of the paper. He wasn’t more than mid-thirties, but appearances placed him at forty or higher: paunchy, heavy-featured, he was coming into middle age like a man entering his kingdom. What remained of his hair was dark brown, oily and scraped back over his head, leaving a widow’s peak that added years, to which his double chin was a multiplying factor. Maybe that’s what Mark had meant when he’d called Inchon a big catch. But no, because he’d gone on about it: Inchon was expanding into the East when everybody else was running for cover, whatever that meant. “He’s a player, he’s a mover and shaker,” Mark had said. Once he’d have said wanker and meant the same thing. And for Sarah that first look was enough: here was a man with a fine veneer of civilization, under which he was living in a cave. The civilized version played Beggar My Neighbour. The real Gerard Inchon ate his.

			And made no bones, now, about establishing the fact. “Nice place you’ve got here, Mark. Godawful city, though. When are you moving to London?”

			“Well, we’ve no plans—”

			“God, man, you can’t stay out here in the sticks. Your fax machine’ll rust in the damp. Hello, you’re—?”

			“I’m Wigwam and this is Rufus.” 

			“Bloody hell!”

			“Sorry,” said Mark, “I should have made the intro—”

			“No, no, they’re just damn strange names, that’s all. Damn strange names. Call me Gerard. That’s a Christian name, in case you’ve not heard it before. Wigwam and Rufus, eh? Sound like a pair of goldfish.”

			“Can I get you a drink?” Sarah asked. Arsenic? she added. Liquid mercury?

			“Vodka mart, if you’ve such a thing. I’ll trundle straight on to the wine otherwise. White.”

			Lacking the mart part, whatever it was, she poured a glass of Chardonnay which at least he didn’t try to identify. He was interrogating Wigwam by then. “You have four children?”

			Like he was from Population Control, sorting out a persistent offender.

			“By my previous.”

			“Oh. So they’re not, er, Rufus’s, then.” 

			“Oh no. But he married me anyway.”

			“Damn brave of him,” said Gerard. Presumably in reference to the children.

			“Rufey was an orphan,” Wigwam said. “A ready-made family, it’s just what he wanted.”

			Rufey didn’t deny it. He irritated Sarah. He let talk wash over him, a small rock in a large stream, never poking out no matter how shallow the conversation. How had he come to charm Wigwam? Perhaps by being available.

			Which was an evil thought, but Gerard Inchon had her in an evil mood. He turned to her now. “And what about Sarah?” She hated that: being addressed in the third person. “Any plans for children?”

			“None that aren’t private,” she said sweetly.

			“Oh, we want kids,” said Mark. “Soon as possible, in fact.” 

			“Is that right?”

			“Well, not entirely,” said Sarah. “Mark wants kids. Soon as possible, in fact. That part’s right.”

			Mark glared at her. Wigwam said, “Oh, you’ll feel differently when—”

			“Everybody says that. But what if they’re wrong?”

			“Treat it as an investment,” Gerard said. “You can get a good price for children some parts of the world.”

			Which seemed the right moment to regroup, as it was unlikely that anything more tactless would be said in front of an orphan and an earth mother for the next little while. Because they were eating in the sitting room—a large, knocked-through area, taking up most of the ground floor—shepherding everybody from one side to the other didn’t take more than about five minutes, with Wigwam and Rufus being hardest to organize. Perpetually eager to please, Wigwam tried to sit everywhere at once, while Rufus looked like he’d be happiest with a bowl in the kitchen. It was her Imp of the Perverse, Sarah decided—her own personal demon—which had made her invite these two.

			The food, she’d kept simple, partly from common sense but also out of the desire to show Mark she wasn’t spending thirty-six hours in the kitchen making him look good. So: stuffed peppers to kick off, then salmon with lime juice and apple. Avocado salad. Fruit salad. Some of the snobbier cheeses from the market. Nothing desperately exciting, but nothing to generate complaint either, unless Gerard was expecting raw meat, though in that case he’d probably just bite whoever he was put next to.

			In the event Gerard proved easy to feed, eating everything put in front of him as if eager to watch Miss Manners starve to death. Shutting him up was trickier. Practised guests, Sarah thought—and Inchon looked like a man accustomed to eating other people’s food—should be used to sounding out strangers; to defining common ground on which to meet their fellow guests. But Inchon explored new territory merely to lay mines and retire; he sized people up, then chose what would bring them down. To Mark he was perfectly affable, chatting with him in terms incomprehensible to the rest of the company, who knew little about finance and cared less; to Sarah he was slyly polite. But to Wigwam and Rufus he was positively dangerous.

			The war, for instance. Or the nearly war. For the Middle East was hotting up again; Iraqi intransigence over UN inspections prompting sabre-rattling across the Western world. Politicians threw solemn press conferences while secretly creaming in delight; the tabloids squeaked, the broadsheets thundered. Foreign correspondents checked out their designer khakis. And the Wigwams of the world threw up their hands in shame and horror, while the Inchons tuned into cable TV, their remotes in one hand and a copy of the stock market listings in the other.

			“Nothing boosts the economy like a good war.” 

			“Are you serious?”

			“Of course. I’m not talking about the price of a tin of beans, my dear. I mean sums of money. Contracts for helicopters, jobs for whole towns. All the media hustle gets people excited.”

			“What if we lost?”

			“That’s not an option.” He gave a condescending smile. “We’re talking about ragamuffin conscripts with second-hand weaponry. The Western armies have toys they haven’t tested yet. And these people are more or less in the Stone Age anyway. They just got lucky with the oil.”

			“Nobody would win a nuclear war,” said Wigwam.

			“That’s a naive and foolish thing to say. Anybody who has nuclear capability when the other side doesn’t can win a nuclear war. It’s simply a question of public relations.”

			“That’s despicable,” Sarah said.

			He gave a smug smile. “That’s realism. Not that it would come to that. There are quicker, cleaner ways. No point winning a war if you’re landed with a huge bill for compensation afterwards. What do you reckon?” This last to Rufus.

			“I—I don’t—”

			“Maybe you should ask your wife what you think. She’ll probably know. Do you think I could have a refill, Mark? Thanks so much.”

			Rufus had turned pink. “There won’t be a war,” he said. 

			“Won’t there? Why not?”

			“People’ll see sense,” Rufus said. “Nobody wants to go through that again. All those charred bodies, and . . .”

			Gerard threw back his head and laughed. “Priceless,” he said. “Priceless.” Then he drained half a glass of wine. “People will see sense,” he repeated, his voice thicker now. “Thank God for a bit of serious analysis.”

			Rufus turned two shades darker. “So what do you think, then? You think they’ll just do it?”

			“Just do it. There could be a slogan in that. I don’t know. Maybe they will and maybe they won’t. I can think of half a dozen scenarios to back up either. But none involve people seeing sense. We’re talking geopolitics here, not some playground squabble.”

			“These are human lives,” Wigwam said. “You can’t talk about it as if it didn’t involve people.”

			Gerard looked at Mark. “The trouble with discussions like this,” he said, “is that the women always have to drag sentimentality into it. You can’t discuss war or sport with women because they never understand how crucial the result is. They always feel sorry for the losers.”

			Mark said, “Yes, well, obviously . . .” 

			“Obviously what?” Sarah asked.

			“Obviously there’s a lot to be said for looking at the human element. But in the long run . . .”

			“In the long run what?”

			“In the long run it’s not the people on the ground making the big decisions. Can I get anybody more wine?”

			“So you’re coming down pretty firmly on the fence, then?” 

			The Trophy Wife spoke for the first time in a while. “I’d like some more wine.” Mark tried hard not to beam in gratitude, and disappeared to the kitchen to find another bottle.

			Sarah turned to Gerard. “What’s your stake in it, anyway?” 

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I don’t know what you do, other than it involves supplying commodities to a variety of customers. I mean, you don’t actually make anything, do you?”

			“I make money, my dear. A great deal, actually.”

			She’d walked into that one. “And that’s what you’ll be doing if there’s a war, is it? Making profits out of the dead?”

			“You make it sound as if I go grubbing round battlefields picking the pockets of corpses.”

			“Well, you might as well, mightn’t you?”

			He looked at her. “No, in fact. My ‘stake’ in it is the same as yours, actually. In that I’ll be a member of an involved nation. Other than that, I’ve no direct interest. But unlike you, I gather, I’ll actually be supporting the troops sent out in my name. Because the fewer of them die, the happier I’ll be. Is that what you were getting at?”

			Sarah bit her tongue. Slippery bastard.

			Gerard looked at Rufus. “So much for world events. What is it you do?” He put a slight stress on do, as if the notion of Rufus in action, hard as it was to swallow, had to be faced up to sometime.

			“I, er, freelance.”

			“Freebase? That’s some kind of drugs thing, isn’t it?” 

			Rufus coughed. “Freelance.”

			“Oh, freelance. At what? Quantity surveying? Window cleaning?”

			Mark came back with an open bottle and began waving it vaguely, as if expecting a queue to form in front of him.

			“I teach,” Rufus said. “Adult literacy,” he added. 

			“How fascinating,” Gerard breathed.

			Sarah had had enough. Much more of this, and Gerard Inchon would be wearing her cutlery in his back.

			“Wine, er, anyone?” Mark said at last. 

			“I’ll go and make the coffee,” Sarah said.

			But the explosion, when it happened, drew a line under the conversation. It seemed to come in two distinct stages, though afterwards Sarah could never recall in which order they occurred. The room shook, not violently, but more than was usual during the average dinner party; the prints on the walls rattled in their frames, and the light-fitting spiralled, sending shadows swinging from their corners. And then, or possibly slightly beforehand, there was a dull thump followed by a sliding noise, as if a geological event were taking place at an unexpected venue. Wigwam dropped her empty wineglass; the Trophy Wife’s eyes grew round in alarm. Mark rose to his feet, looking automatically to Gerard for enlightenment, as if having more money than anybody else made Gerard the expert on everything. To her fury Sarah found she’d done the same herself. Gerard put his glass down very carefully and turned to look at the curtained window, then nodded to himself, as if an earlier suspicion had been confirmed, and turned back to Sarah. “That was a bomb,” he said.

			“A bomb?”

			“Unmistakable. A gas explosion would—”

			Rufus brushed past him on his way to the front door.

			There was a moment’s confusion, as if nobody were sure whether to follow Rufus or listen to Gerard; then a general exodus in the former’s wake. Probably the only time Rufus could expect to upstage Inchon, but Sarah only managed this thought later. At the time, her mind was locked in that off-kilter clarity in which all perceptions are heightened, and everything happens in slow motion, but nothing is capable of articulation. She wished afterwards she’d savoured the look on Gerard’s face, but had to make do with imagining it.

			It had come, the explosion, from several hundred yards up the road, maybe as far as the river itself, and even against the night sky inky black smoke was visible, clouding the air the way a squid might stain the lower depths. But there was little flame, and if it weren’t for the crowd already gathering under streetlights, Sarah would not have known which way to look. The noise that remained was the sound of aftermath: a kind of muted roar still echoing off the houses. Sarah bit her lip, tasted blood tinged with mint, and half of her wanted to understand what had happened, and the rest didn’t want to know. They stood in a group, with only Rufus apart; a few yards closer to the destroyed house, as if that slight edge gave him a different perspective. And under the roar she could hear the muttering of the crowd ahead; the appreciative undertone you get at a bonfire. For there was a fire. If you looked closely you could see a glow from an upper window, as if a dragon breathed against the pane.

			“Must be a gas main,” Rufus said.

			“What can we do? We can’t just stand here!”

			Mark put an arm round her. “There’s nothing we can do. Just wait for the professionals, that’s all.”

			“But whose house is it?” asked Wigwam. “Is it somebody we know?”

			As if this made all the difference, thought Sarah. Or any difference at all.

			“I can hear sirens,” the Trophy Wife said. Sarah wished she could remember her stupid name. “There!”

			They could all hear them: a high-pitched keening, curling over the rooftops and echoing down the street.

			Gerard lit his cigar. The flame from his lighter threw a devilish cast across his round face, stressing his widow’s peak. “Bit more excitement to wind up on,” he said. “You lay this on especially, Mark?”

			“Oh, shut up,” Sarah said.

			She did not know whose house it was, but it lay hard by the river. The crowd was keeping a distance; no amateur heroics this time of night. Maybe it was empty, after all. But Sarah wished somebody would do something, if only to absolve the rest of them from the crippling sin of being useless in a crisis. She took a step away from Mark, whose arm dropped from her shoulder. And now fire engines came crashing round the corner, still blaring their sirens to underline the nature of emergency. Nothing serious ever happened quietly. Not while men were driving, anyway.

			“There’s nothing to see,” Mark said, in unconscious parody of a policeman in move-along mode. “No sense rubbernecking.”

			“Isn’t there an ambulance?” asked Wigwam. “It’s coming.”

			It tailed after the fire engines, its blue light scooping in and out of the gaps between houses. Because there was an ambulance did not mean anyone was hurt, Sarah thought. But it was pointless reaching these rational little conclusions. The house could be stuffed full of infants for all she knew. The fire engines pulled up near the house, and all sorts of efficient things happened. Hoses snaked from the backs of trucks, while men in yellow helmets shouted instructions to each other. The crowd moved back in awe or obedience while two men in white pulled stretchers from the ambulance. At this remove, it all had an air of unreality, as if she were watching a not-quite accurate account of a small disaster. She heard glass breaking, then a hose whooshed on, trained on what was left of the upper storey. At this angle she could not be sure, but the house had a lopsided appearance, as if part of it had been swallowed by night and shadow, or something with an altogether larger appetite. It was the house on the corner, she decided. So any part of it that had collapsed had probably fallen into the river.

			“Shall we go closer?” fretted Wigwam. “I can’t see whose house it is.”

			“We’ll only be in the way,” Mark snapped.

			Rufus reached out and caught Wigwam’s sleeve, whether in comfort or prohibition, Sarah had no idea. There was another rupture from the emergency scene, and uniformed men danced back from sliding rubble.

			“I can’t bear this,” she said. “Let’s go inside.”

			They straggled back in, Gerard alone reluctant. Perhaps he got a kick out of other people’s tragedies; more likely he wanted to finish his cigar. Sarah found two inches of it squashed upright on the gatepost next morning, like the offering of a particularly acrobatic poodle.

			All were subdued, and at least two of them deeply upset by what had happened. So Mark approached the matter in best masculine fashion, producing the brandy he held back for private emergencies; he and Gerard made the most of this one, though everybody else declined. Rufus never touched spirits. Gerard wasn’t surprised. Other than that, an armistice had been declared, which lasted until the dinner guests called it a night. It had gone twelve, to Sarah’s surprise. She thought she’d been excruciatingly aware of every minute, but the last hour had passed her by entirely.

			The thank-yous rang phony in her ears. Half her guests, she never wanted to see again; the other half she wished she’d not invited. Mark, come to that, was scoring small in the Good Husband stakes. So pleading a headache, she retreated to the kitchen almost before they were out the front door. At the back of the house, she could pretend the noise outside was a party. That way all she had to grieve about was the fact that she hadn’t been invited.

			She could hear Mark heading upstairs. Once he’d have been in to clear up. Now it seemed this was her domain; he’d cancel his subscription to the Guardian before using the phrase Woman’s Work, but he’d justify not helping nevertheless. Hard day at the office; long journey back; had to stand all the way from Paddington. Plus she’d been pissy with his guests, which was hardly the way to further his career. And underneath that, no matter what kind of day he’d had, no matter what she’d said to whoever, there’d be that nasty little jingle that she heard all the time these days, although he’d yet to say it aloud:

			—It’s not as if you do anything else. Is it, Sarah?

			She stacked dirty dishes. Fifteen minutes’ work here, but she was tired. The morning, she thought. She’d do it in the morning. Then a sudden, unwanted vision attacked her of them both being blown away in their sleep, and morning never coming. But that wouldn’t happen, not twice in the same street. Not two gas accidents so close, though she might just get the boiler checked while she had accidents in mind—

			Gerard, remember, had been sure it was a bomb.

			Something moved outside the back door, shocking her from her thoughts. Probably a cat, she quickly decided. Which it was.

			Moving closer she could make it out, sitting on the patio, grooming itself; a familiar local black, the opposite of a stray in that about six different households fed it. No way was she joining in. But she stood and watched it for a while, until it became too difficult to focus on the world beyond her own reflection, chopped and multiplied in the dozen glass panels that made up the back door. See yourself as Picasso sees you, she thought. In her case, heavy. Lifeless shoulder-length hair. A smidgin over-made-up this evening . . . This woman has low self-esteem. Which didn’t make her wrong, Sarah thought bitterly. Let’s get Mark’s opinion on the subject, shall we?

			He was not available. The cat was subjecting her to pretty close scrutiny though; its eyes reflecting the kitchen’s glow, its gaze steady and unforgiving, and it seemed to Sarah that it was weighing her according to some feline scale; checking out her potential for survival on the other side of the glass, where the wild things were. She didn’t rate highly. Too old, too slow, too fat. Only thirty-three. Never what you’d call fast. She could stand to lose some pounds, it was true. The Other Sarah Tucker would have done just fine. But I don’t know about you. It was the judgement of a superior creature, she felt; a creature that never suffered a dinner party for its mate’s awful client, or squandered its emotions keeping house.

			But for all that, Sarah Trafford, née Tucker, thought, it was only a cat.

			II

			South Oxford had its compensations. North Oxford had the parks, the houses, and one or two minor colleges; East Oxford had Tesco’s and an energetic police presence. West Oxford had the railway station. South Oxford had the river.

			Not all of it, true, but as much as fitted into a long stretch between two locks: Old Lag River. Between Osney and Iffley it meandered, with the pedestrian bridge at Friars Wharf marking the midway line: a harmless if unattractive structure, its metal frame daubed with uninspired graffiti. Twice a day this saw heavy traffic as infants from the estate were ferried across it to school. Sarah used it habitually as a shortcut into town, and from it could make out the exploded house next morning, an end of terrace whose exposed side stood on the footpath that ran by the river. Or had stood, rather, since now the house had folded in on itself like a used-up cardboard carton, all that remained of the wall being a faint outline the eye drew on the air, as if bricks and mortar had been reduced to an architect’s plan. The front door stood upright; a bright cheeky red which could have illustrated the spirit of the Blitz. But everything to its left had collapsed, laying the interior bare to the gaze of onlookers like Sarah, and the gaggle of women still returning home two hours after dropping their kids at school: they huddled nearby, smoking, telling lies about seeing it happen, while on the riverbank groups of policemen did much the same, except kitted out in dayglo overalls. The footpath had been cordoned off, along with the top of the road giving out on the river; little strings of yellow bunting flapped in the wind. The second storey of the house was gone, and the ground floor a mess of smashed furniture and broken walls, as if a whole collection of worldly goods had been dropped from a great height. The wallpaper on the inside upright was scorched and shriven, and on it Sarah saw the shadow of a chair which no longer existed, one the blast had reduced to matchwood. What was left of the roof sagged, still shedding tiles at irregular intervals. To all intents and purposes, the house next door was now nearest the river. South Oxford had grown smaller by one address.

			There was a sealsplash as a wetsuited policeman dropped into the water. One of the women detached from her group and came over. “They carried three out. I saw the stretchers.”

			Sarah didn’t know what to say. She had never spoken to this woman, and didn’t know three was a significant number. “Well . . .”

			“And she lived alone. Just her and the kid.” 

			“Who was—”

			“Nobody knows.”

			There was a shout from below. The frogman surfaced, holding what looked like an intact teapot.

			“I don’t even know who she was.” 

			“Maddie. Maddie Singleton.”

			The name meant nothing. “And the child?”

			“Just a bairn. Could have been one of us, couldn’t it?” 

			“What could?”

			“Something like that. The mains it was, they reckon. See our block?” She waved a hand at the flats behind them. “It happens over there, Boom! Goodnight, Vienna.” She was much the same age as Sarah, but her smoker’s features added years. “Goodnight fuckin’ Vienna.”

			“Were they killed?”

			“Course they were killed. It was an explosion.”

			A policeman had taken the teapot and was trying to fit it into a polythene bag. The frogman dived once more, his flippers breaking the surface briefly, then disappearing with hardly a ripple. The women on the bridge murmured, as if giving points for style. It was a strange new spectator sport: catastrophe aquatics. The frogman would collect what used to be a life, and pack it all in polythene bags for the experts to put together again.

			“Shocking, I call it. They should do something about it.” 

			“Like what?”

			But the woman didn’t know.

			She went back to join her mates, the word spread, the message passed on. Sarah felt she’d fumbled the encounter, but couldn’t think how to recover it. And felt clumsy, too, standing here; looking on someone else’s accident. Then she saw the man on the other side of the river, standing on the apron of grass below the flats: he too was a voyeur. But something about him held her gaze.

			He looked to be forty, though that was an outright guess. The first glance told Sarah he’d lived a life that had aged him fast, though she’d have been at a loss to supply the detail to back up that notion. His long hair flopped untidily across his forehead and was tied in a knot at the back; it also sprouted in a stringy, undernourished beard that looked fairly recent. Outfitted by Oxfam, Sarah thought: denim jacket, patched jeans, scuzzy white T-shirt; he could have been one of the dozens of homeless who mumbled round the city centre, carting bundles of newspaper and litter-filled plastic bags, but something took him out of the category; she couldn’t fathom what. His air of concentration perhaps. Something, anyway. She’d work it out. And all the while Sarah gazed down at him he didn’t once look up, yet she was sure he was as aware of her presence as he was of all those presences on the bridge, enough to have described any one of them a week hence . . . Perhaps she’d drunk more than she’d thought last night.

			Enough, anyway, not to notice Wigwam until she was nearly on top of her. Or recognize, rather, for Wigwam was not unnoticeable. Bright yellow shorts this morning, with a pink, hugging T-shirt that walked a line between brave and downright stupid; turning a figure you might call generous into one that looked plain greedy. Though Wigwam, Sarah had long since known, cared nothing about her appearance.

			“Are you all right?” were her typical opening words. 

			“I was miles away.”

			“Poor thing.”

			But Wigwam, Sarah realized, wasn’t addressing her any more. “Did you know her?” she asked.

			“Maddie? Yes, of course. Didn’t you?” 

			“Don’t think so.”

			“You must have done. Tall woman, blonde hair. Her daughter’s just a tiny.” Wigwam’s eyes filled with tears.

			Sarah was remembering a flitting shape, a head of hair, an outline without a voice. “Red overalls?”

			“Maddie?” 

			“The child.”

			“Dinah. I think so.”

			She had sat on the towpath throwing crusts to the swans. Sarah remembered her now; a fair child with her hair in bunches, and grubby clothes, and bright yellow jellies. She couldn’t have been much more than three. “Swans,” she’d said to Sarah, and pointed. There’d been a mother there, but she hadn’t left a mark on Sarah’s memory.

			It had only happened once. But now, even looking at it, she found it hard to picture a towpath without a grubby blonde child casting stale bread into the water.

			“Poor love. All alone now, even if she does—” 

			“She’s alive?”

			“Oh, she wasn’t killed. Not Dinah.” 

			“I thought she was.”

			“She was shielded by a wardrobe or something. From the blast. She was in bed, and the bed just dropped through when the floor caved in. She didn’t even fall out.”

			“How do you know all this?”

			“Rufus was talking to one of the firemen. They were still here this morning.”

			“What about Maddie?”

			“Oh, she died.” Wigwam’s face crumpled. “She was downstairs when it happened—”

			Sarah hugged her friend. She felt weepy herself now, having latched on to an image: a fair child, a pair of yellow jellies; the kind of tear-trigger newspapers relied on, but genuine enough for that. “Come on. Let’s go.”  They were surplus to requirements, rubberneckers at a tragedy, and it wasn’t a role she enjoyed seeing herself in. But looking for somebody specific to share the blame, she saw that the man on the waterfront had gone, and a couple of policemen now stood in his place. This was not necessarily a significant development. But Sarah could not shake the man’s picture from her head, and it stayed with her as she and Wigwam walked into town.

			That morning she had cleared the dinner party debris, vacuumed the sitting room, changed the bed linen and polished the wooden handrail that ran alongside the stairs; she had cleaned the mirrors in the bathroom, swept the front path and had a long internal dialogue as to whether to defrost the fridge or wait until the weekend. She had eaten two bowls of muesli, five digestive biscuits and all four mints left over from last night. She had opened the Guardian jobs section, closed it, and turned to the TV listings instead; had watched the last half of a programme that taught her how to find the railway station in Italian, and the first half of one about early colonial administration in Australia. She had been seriously thinking about the remaining digestive biscuits, trading the calories against agreeing to defrost the fridge that afternoon, when common sense had prompted her to leave the house instead.

			Now she was eating a slice of strawberry cheesecake while Wigwam explained the Singleton family:

			“Her husband was killed a few years ago.”

			She’d never realized South Oxford had such a high body count. “Killed how?”

			“He was a soldier.” Wigwam made the statement a flat inevitability, as if being in the military were itself a terminal condition. “He fought in the Gulf War, can you imagine that?”

			Sarah could. It wasn’t as outrageous as Wigwam seemed to think: somebody had to have fought there, else it would have been over too fast. “And that’s where he was killed?”

			“No, of course not. Dinah’s only four. Four and a bit. No, he was in some kind of accident in a helicopter or something. I think in Cyprus.”

			“You only think so, Wigwam? You’re slipping.”

			She stuck her tongue out. Then said, “It was four years ago. There was a few of them killed. Him and some other soldiers. Dinah wasn’t even born.”

			“Did you know him?”

			“Course not. This was before they moved here, silly.”

			Talking to Wigwam was a window to another world. If CNN ever started a rolling gossip channel, they had their anchorwoman right here. On the other hand, she did expect you to keep up. Sarah should have known when Maddie Singleton moved into the area: more than a duty, this was her holy obligation. What happened where you lived was of paramount concern. A war might rumble into life thousands of miles away, but who the neighbours were having round next Friday, that was news.

			“Exploding, though,” Wigwam said, and shook her head. “If you were a soldier you’d expect it, wouldn’t you? Sort of. But not a soldier’s wife.”

			Sarah avoided confronting whether soldiers expected to be blown up by taking a bite of cheesecake. “I don’t suppose she knew much about it.”

			“That’s the best way to go,” Wigwam said with an authority that sounded born of experience, though presumably wasn’t. She nibbled at her apple pie. “But so young,” she added, muffled. “You wouldn’t wish it on anybody.”

			“I don’t know. How about Gerard?”

			Wigwam winced, to indicate that there were some things you couldn’t joke about, but also gave a quick smile to show that Sarah was forgiven. “Is he very important? Gerard Inchon?”

			“He thinks so.”

			“I didn’t like him very much.”

			Sarah laughed. “Neither did I, Wigwam. Neither did I.” 

			“Why are rich people horrid?”

			“Maybe you have to be horrid to get rich, I don’t know.” She looked at the cake on her fork. “You know what I found myself thinking, though? That he was also horrid because he was fat.” She shuddered. “This is me speaking. A couple more mornings like today, I’ll be the same size as a helicopter.”

			“You’re not fat.”

			“I eat. It’s all I do these days. I do housework and I eat. I also watch telly, but I eat while I’m doing that too. Sometimes I have the telly on while I’m doing the housework, come to think of it. If I did that and ate all at once, think how much time I’d save.”

			“You’re just depressed. Have you been looking for another job?”

			“Barely. The first month I applied for everything, and got exactly no interviews. You lose heart.”

			“You should take up something.”

			Sarah groaned. “I don’t want a hobby, Wigwam. I want a life.”

			“Jobs aren’t everything.”

			Wigwam would know. She had about seven, luckily all part-time. Sarah felt a pang of guilt: doing housework kept Wigwam’s kids fed. Other people’s housework. It was probably easier not to obsess on it when it wasn’t your own, but even so it didn’t make for a career.

			“Why did he say it was a bomb, though?” Wigwam asked suddenly.

			“Who?”

			“That Gerard. Rufus says it was probably a gas main. That’s what it was, wasn’t it? When houses blow up, it’s usually the gas. Or else they’ve been keeping something inflammable in the cellar.”

			There were times when Sarah wondered what it was like inside Wigwam’s brain. She was either gifted with unusual insights, or had been stranded on this planet as a small child.

			“But Gerard said straight off it was a bomb. Why did he say that?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“It was an awful thing to say.” Wigwam’s eyes filled with tears again. “Who would want to blow up Maddie Singleton?”

			“Or whoever was with her.” 

			“What?”

			“Maybe it was the man with her they were trying to blow up.” A thought occurred to her. “It was a man, wasn’t it?”

			“I expect so. She was Catholic.”

			There was a certain tortured logic to this, so Sarah let it pass.

			Besides, she’d had another thought. “If she was seeing somebody on the quiet . . .”

			“Maddie?”

			“Yes. Somebody might be missing a man.”

			Wigwam let this sink in. Then her eyes grew round in horror, tinged ever so slightly with delight. “Oh no!”

			“Hell of a piece of news to wake up to.”

			“That’s terrible. To find your partner was unfaithful and it got him killed  !”

			“I’m not sure. If I found out Mark was having an affair, I’d be quite pleased to learn in the next breath he’d been blown to kingdom come.”

			“That’s horrible.”

			“I know. I’m not as nice as you are.” 

			“You’re not getting on, are you?”

			“Me and Mark? No, not really. At least, we’re not not getting on, it’s just that there aren’t any buffers any more. Or not for me. He’s got his job, and all I’ve got’s him. I think he likes it that way, that’s what bothers me.”

			“Is he doing well at work?”

			“Seems to be. It takes up most of his time. But we don’t talk about it much, because it just leads to rows.”

			“It’s bad when you can’t talk about things.”

			“Don’t I know it. What really gets me is how much he’s changed, or how much his beliefs have changed, and he just doesn’t seem aware of it. Or he takes it for granted, as if it were part of growing up. Getting older.”

			“Everybody changes.”

			“I know. And we don’t all grow up either, I know that too. So maybe I should be grateful. But the people he works for now, he used to hate all that. Working for the clampdown, he called it.”

			“Mark did?”

			“Sure. He was never going to save the world, you know? But he was always on the side of the people who were going to. If critical theory was radical action, he’d have been Che Guevara. These days he thinks Tony Blair’ll do nicely, thanks.”

			“I like Tony Blair,” Wigwam said loyally.

			“You like everybody, Wigwam. That doesn’t count. You know what he said to me the other day? Mark, not Tony Blair.” She scraped her plate with her fork for the last crumbs. “I was handing him a cup of coffee, and he said, ‘Thanks, em, Sarah.’’’ Wigwam was looking distraught. Sarah remembered, not quite soon enough, that Wigwam hated information like this; she’d rather everybody had a wonderful life. So she added, “Anyway, I didn’t know your Rufus was taking adult lit.”

			“Oh, he’s not. He just said that to shut Mr. Important up. Well, he did try it once, but he didn’t like it. So he stopped.”

			“What is he doing now?”

			“Well,” Wigwam said. “He doesn’t actually want anybody to know.”

			Male prostitute? Sarah wondered. Librarian? But Wigwam wouldn’t say.

			Wigwam had to go to work after that, so Sarah drifted around town on her own for a while: window shopping, before succumbing to the genuine article and buying a summer dress in a closing-down sale. There it was, she scolded herself on the way home. You grouse about Mark’s job, but it lets you buy whatever you want. Even things you don’t much want but you’re too bored not to buy. That was the problem, really. She was bored.

			Bored too, a bit, by South Oxford, she decided, as she crossed the bridge again going home. Not that it was worse than anywhere else. There was more to it, of course, than just the river: some dreadful pubs; two primary schools; a lake by the railway line. There was what Wigwam referred to as a community spirit, which in effect meant that neighbours felt free to complain when you painted your house, and everybody moved to North Oxford as soon as they could afford it. The last eighteen months had seen two local murders: one domestic—a battered wife became a murdered wife—and the other opportunist: a daytime burglary that went “tragically wrong” according to the paper, as if there were some ideal template of burglary that this had failed to live up to. The same paper had written of a neighbourhood living under the shadow of fear, and this was crap also. Most people did not expect to be murdered, all but a few justifiably. They got on with their lives regardless of the terrors of the world: the wars brewing up whether they wanted them or not; the houses that exploded in the middle of the night. When forced to consider the ugliness that lurked on the fringes of life, they did so in a way that confirmed their views of what that life should be like. It was not a world, Sarah thought now, to bring children into—the standard excuse used by those who did not want children anyway.

			Which Sarah didn’t. Her considered view was that from the age of about three children were incredibly dull, until they got to twelve or so, at which point they became unspeakable. Wigwam’s brood, her favourite example, were particularly obnoxious: snotty, ill-coordinated, perpetually whining, though she had to admit Wigwam seemed quite fond of them. The opinion remained untarnished, however. Which made it all the stranger now that she could not get from her mind the picture of a small girl asleep when a blast ripped her house apart, and of a wardrobe falling, its doors flapping open, forming a protective coffin to shield the girl from harm. The girl, in her mind, wore red overalls and yellow jellies.

			And, like Sarah, was a survivor.

			It was the notion of a protective coffin which haunted her. A sort of instant resurrection. But what kind of life had Dinah Singleton been born again into? With a father dead before she was born, and her mother newly following him, orphanhood was what remained. Probably not the Dickensian nightmare it used to be, but not something you’d wish on a small child even if small children did not figure highly among your priorities. And where had she been taken? Since her own survival, still not long enough ago for comfort, Sarah had nursed a dread of hospitals and the institutionalized anonymity they imposed: for all the best efforts of the nursing staff, you could never be anything more than the next patient. Not that what happened to the child was any of her business. But the image, the overalls, the jellies, nagged at her like an unquiet conscience. This was what she got for thinking children obnoxious. Something very like guilt.

			Down by the exploded house, busy teams still sorted through wreckage. One or two individuals stood to one side, heads cocked, as if trying out a new perspective which might make sense of the strewn rubble: like puzzlers newly arrived at a half-completed jigsaw, they were looking for the important pieces that made sense of the rest. And with sudden clarity it came to Sarah what had been unusual about the bearded man, the man who had stood on the grass apron watching these professionals. It was that he was the only one there who looked like he knew what he was seeing. As if such damage were as much a part of his everyday as any other element in that scene: the river, the bridge, the swans who had not been fed.

			III

			She did not like hospitals, and with reason. All one winter she’d spent incarcerated in one, feeling—she’d wished—like a princess in a tale; her view a dismal car park, though at least it had had an ornamental fountain as its centrepiece. And out of nowhere, now, as she parked her car, she remembered waking one morning to see that this had frozen, and a rather dour piece of statuary become a thing of beauty. Encased in ice, as if a glacier had swooped on it overnight, the statue might have been the relic of a long-gone society, preserved by chance and freak weather; its survival made possible by the forces that sought to destroy it. A bit like those mammoths people were always finding, or hoping to find. Had that ever been true, the deep-frozen mammoth discovery? She didn’t know. But it made a good story.

			That was then and this was now. Three days had passed since the night of the explosion, the first of which had seen a flurry of press interest. But the story had dwindled, relegated to small paragraphs on inside pages, all of which explored different ways of saying the same thing: that no progress had been made; that nobody knew who the dead man was. Dinah’s existence had been established that first day, and the child not mentioned since.

			At any other time Sarah might have found it odd, this hasty burial of what was surely a major story. But the wind from the East was blowing all other news from the headlines: Iraqi troops had been mobilized in defiance of Western dictates, and the mutterings of US hawks were growing shrill, if mutterings could do that. Last year’s news was being dredged up once again: the old accusations about missing Iraqi soldiers. The Guardian covered this one in detail, even giving the names of the six conscripts Iraqi ministers claimed were being held—claimed had been murdered—by Western troops. But the conclusion remained that these soldiers had perished in the storm they’d been lost in, on the Syrian border, a couple of years ago; their “disappearance” simply a useful legend to a government hostile to UN inspectors.

			All of which mattered more than two deaths and one small child. But it was happening in other time zones, whereas this was a short distance away. She locked the car, and went in to Reception.

			Where she found a lone harassed woman dealing with three telephones and a short queue. The latter dissipated after a while; the telephones remained substantial and in full working order, and it was against their clamour that Sarah made her request: to see, talk to, Dinah Singleton. A child. No, she did not know which ward, though the children’s would be a good guess. Yes, this was the little girl who had been brought in after an explosion.

			“Are you a relative?”

			“A neighbour,” she said. “A friend,” she added. 

			“You’re not press, are you?”

			“Do I look like press?”

			The woman didn’t appear to want to comment. 

			“I’m not press,” Sarah said firmly.

			“You’d better take a seat. I’ll see if there’s someone can talk to you.”

			So Sarah took a seat, while no obvious effort was made to find someone, anyone, to talk to her.

			There were posters on the walls: the dangers of smoking, of drinking, of taking drugs, of making love. In a student town, it was a pretty forlorn hope that anyone was paying attention. She remembered a piece of graffiti she’d once seen or read about: a picture of a newborn baby, with the legend The first three minutes of life can be the most dangerous. Under this had been added The last three can be pretty dodgy too. The girl she was here to see, Dinah Singleton, could grow old and die without ever being in so much danger again. She could smoke, drink, shoot up, screw round; she could take up lion taming. And all through her life she’d know, when she was tiny, she’d slept through an explosion, and would never be in so much danger again. There was no need to mention miracles: you could talk about wardrobes, and the random order in which things happened. And what you could take away from such an event, if you happened to be the one who lived through it, was a belief that your life had been weatherproofed, stress-tested, and the ordinary dangers, the ones the posters warned you about, no longer applied. At the very least, you might think yourself bombproof. Nobody outside a war zone was surely called upon to survive explosions twice.

			This, then, was the link. This was why she was here. It was not just the vision of the blonde child in yellow jellies, but the secret sharing of the gift of survival: Dinah, like Sarah, had come through the fire, and while the circumstances could not have been more different, the simple fact of it shone like a talisman. And because this was so, she needed to track the story to its conclusion. She needed to know that Dinah had not just survived, but would continue to do so. She wanted to know her condition.

			So, anyway, Sarah told herself while she waited; wondered, too, why she had not told Mark she was doing this. Probably because to have done so would have been giving him ammunition. Any weakening on the question of children, he’d jump on in an instant. Which was maybe why she’d given her maiden name at Reception. This was not her usual habit.

			After a while somebody came: a small, fiftyish woman who evidently wore the rulebook like a whalebone corset. Possibly she was a robot in a white smock. “Ms. Tucker?”

			“I’m looking for—” 

			“You can’t see her.”

			There was such a high-definition quality to this, Sarah hardly knew how to respond. “Why not?”

			“It’s completely irregular.” She spoke impatiently, as if she’d exhausted this subject more than once. “This is a hospital. You simply cannot wander in and be given free rein.”

			Deep breath. “When would it be possible to see her?” 

			“I can’t answer that.”

			“It’s a simple enough question. When are visiting hours?” 

			“I cannot allow—”

			Sarah turned and walked away, while behind her the robot choked to a halt. At Reception, Sarah asked the young woman when visiting hours were.

			“Mondays to Fri—”

			“I’ll deal with this, Dawn,” the robot said. “Ms. Tucker, I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

			“This is ridiculous.”

			“You are interfering with the smooth—”

			“I’m interfering with nothing. I’m concerned about a child. That is all.”

			“Are you a relative?” 

			“No, but—”

			“Then there is nothing more to be said.” 

			“I don’t agree.”

			The robot’s mouth twitched once. Twice. Somewhere deep behind her eyes lurked an unassuaged affront.

			“Just tell me this. Is she all right?”

			“I have no information on the patient.” 

			“What do you mean you’ve no—”

			“I have no information on the patient.”

			Sarah’s anger tipped into fear. All around, walls pulsed with the consequences of emergency. How could one small child survive the damage by the river? Wardrobe or no wardrobe. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

			“I have no—” said the robot. Then she stopped.

			“You know which child this is, don’t you? There was an explosion.”

			The mouth twitched again.

			“It’s a police matter. Shall we call the police? Do you want the police here instead of me?”

			“You’ll have to leave now. Or I shall call security.”

			“If I go without seeing her,” Sarah said, “I’m calling the police.”

			“That won’t help you.” 

			“Why not?”

			A wrestling match took place in the robot’s head: Sarah watched the coverage broadcast live on the robot’s face. The disinclination to give out information versus dealing the clinching blow to Sarah’s wants. The blow won.

			“The patient,” she said, “is no longer in the hospital.”

			The patient was no longer in the hospital. What did that mean: she’d been transferred, discharged, what? Abducted by aliens? “Are you actually in charge?” Sarah asked. “I mean, who else can I speak to about this?”

			The robot’s eyes narrowed to slits, the kind you find on coastal defence bunkers. The ones they fire cannons through. “I am in charge,” she hissed. “Any enquiries you have will be dealt with by me.”

			Sarah did not wait to hear it but turned and walked smartly out the front door, the best she could manage on the way being a wink at Dawn on Reception, pressganging the poor woman into an alliance against her horrible boss. Who was probably herself a harassed, overworked woman but there’d be time for rational sympathy later. At that moment, Sarah hoped the robot would soon step into a malfunctioning lift.

			Out in the fresh air, she took a deep breath. It had been years since she’d smoked, but at times like this, of which there were thankfully few, she tended to monitor her stress receptors, putting that old chestnut about there being no such thing as an ex-smoker to the test. Everything seemed normal. No outraged nicotine centre screaming its shredded lungs out. She expelled air carefully, relieved that tobacco slavery was a thing of the past, and headed for the car.

			Where a man leant against her driver’s door: long-haired, bearded; wearing shades today, but she recognized him. Anywhere but here and now—broad daylight, people, a hospital—she’d have screamed. You read about this: women finding strangers by their cars, wielding sob stories, looking for lifts. Afterwards, you’d know they had tools in their bags: saws and pliers, cutting knives. Never trust anybody you meet on the street. If Sarah had children, that would be lesson one. Never trust anybody you meet. But this man carried no bag, and his hands hung loosely by his sides, palms out, as if he were aware of the dangers flashing through her mind, and wanted them out of the way. He spoke first.

			“Who are you?” 

			Bloody cheek.

			“You were on the bridge, with the other women. Now you’re here. What do you want?”

			“I want my car,” Sarah said. She had her keys in hand, prepared to throw them in his face. Or slash out; leave railway tracks down his bloody cheek.

			“I don’t mean to scare you. But you’re here for Dinah, aren’t you? Where is she?”

			“I want my car,” she said through gritted teeth. “Would you get out of the way?”

			He didn’t move. “Are you a social worker?”

			“Fuck off!” She moved round and opened the passenger door. He didn’t try to stop her. But he watched through the windscreen as she squeezed into the driving seat, and she wished she’d worn a longer skirt. She wound the window down. “And who are you?”

			“They’re friends of mine,” he said. 

			“The Singletons?”

			“All of them.”

			“There were only two,” she said stupidly. Then he turned and walked off, his ponytail bouncing against his neck as he went. He didn’t look back. Whatever he’d wanted, she didn’t have.

			Sarah’s hands were shaking, even once she’d taken a grip on the steering wheel. She felt, now it was over, that she’d spent the past five minutes being beaten up. The patient is no longer in the hospital. Where the patient was was no business of Sarah’s. But it could not be right, this humourless rejection of a simple enquiry; nor did she enjoy being lurked for in car parks, when all she wanted was to ascertain the fate of one orphaned child. A spurt of anger fuelled her into action, and she twisted the ignition key harshly. There were other uniforms, she thought, than the white one the robot wore. Not a natural-born police enthusiast, she at least recognized when matters fell within their jurisdiction. And as she reversed from her parking space the statue in the fountain stirred in the back of her mind, as if it could tell her a thing or two about survival, about resurrection; about how they did not always end in the happy ever after.

			IV

			The agency was sandwiched between a pub and a newsagent’s, and while the advert in Yellow Pages specified hi-tech, the reality did not run to a working doorbell. After pressing twice Sarah tried the door, which opened on a staircase leading up to a small landing, where a framed print of dreaming spires hung next to another door. The legend read Oxford Investigations, and below that, in upper case,  Joseph Silvermann BA. She tapped on the glass. Maybe Joseph Silvermann BA was hard of hearing. When she pushed it, this door opened too—hard of hearing and short on locks—and Sarah found herself in what looked like a secretary’s room: a desk with a phone and intercom and electric console, and a couple of plastic chairs lined against the wall. A coat rack stood next to a closed connecting door, and more dreaming spires, taken from a different angle, brightened the wall. Through the door came voices, mostly a woman’s. It did not sound pleased. A male kept attempting a counterpoint, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying: it was just a bass stutter, poking through the gaps in the harangue.

			“—just try growing up, even. I mean Jesus Christ, you’re old enough. Or is that too much to ask?”

			“— — —”

			“Oh fuck off, Joe.”

			Leaving suggested itself as a bright next move. The last thing she needed was a homegrown version of Moonlighting, especially after her brush-off from the regular cops. The police station was opposite the Crown and County Courts, a proximity helping foster the illusion that the law was efficient, travelled in short straight lines, and knew exactly where it was headed. There was a busy road to cross between the two, though, and maybe this accounted for the casualties along the way. Certainly Sarah’s experience suggested that justice was not so much abstract as unobtainable given the materials at hand, chief among these being the bored, or possibly stupid, desk sergeant who had taken the details she offered him and proceeded to put them together in a bewildering variety of ways, their common thread being his inability to come anywhere near the truth.

			“So it was your house that exploded, then.” 

			“No. I live in the same street, that’s all.” 

			“But your daughter was in the house.” 

			“She’s not my daughter.”

			Three-quarters of an hour of this, and she’d been transferred to a detective, or at any rate somebody without a uniform. Maybe one of the cleaning staff. But he had at least seemed aware of the existence of the Singletons, the fact that an explosion had occurred, and that the police were nominally looking into it. What he didn’t seem too keen on was complicating this knowledge with further details. He listened to Sarah’s story with barely suppressed boredom before the brush-off proper commenced.

			“If the child is no longer in the hospital, we have to assume that she was discharged.”

			Brilliant. “Into whose care?”

			“You’d have to speak to Social Services about that.” 

			“I’ve tried. Nobody seems to know.”

			He sighed. “Ms. Tucker, they’re hardly likely to have let her wander off on her own. If she’s not there any more, it’s because she’s been taken somewhere else. And if they won’t tell you where, it’s because they don’t regard it as any of your business.”

			Which was as close as he came to saying he didn’t either, but near enough for there to be no mistake. Sarah could just see him opening a mental file on her, labelling it Nosy Neighbour, and shutting it again. So she kept pestering him long enough to be an actual nuisance, rather than merely irritating, then left abruptly when his phone started ringing.

			And now she was in North Oxford, in the lobby of a private detective agency picked from the phone book, and the impulse that had carried her this far was waning now she’d arrived. What, she asked herself again, was Dinah Singleton to her? The ghost of a child, a walking shadow; not even an actual absence in Sarah’s life, just the possibility of one. An invisible girl with whom she shared a knack for survival. What mattered was that she hadn’t slept last night for wondering about the girl; not all of her sleeplessness arising from a disinterested concern for the child’s welfare. A good part of it was consuming curiosity.

			“—last time, Joe, I mean it.” 

			“— — —”

			“Yeah. I’ve heard it all before.”

			The door opened and Sarah jumped. The woman that came through was taller than her, and older, with the kind of naturally curly hair that must have been a wow at eighteen but could get to be a nuisance in later life, when people thought you wore it like that to look younger. It was dark, very nearly black, and cropped so it fitted the woman’s head like a cap one size too small. Her face was laughter-lined around the eyes and mouth, but she wasn’t laughing now. Nor was she expecting company. She started when she registered Sarah, though recovered quickly. Her eyes, like her hair, were almost black, and looked properly sardonic when she spoke. “Well well well. A customer.”

			“The door was open.” 

			“You looking for Joe?”

			“Is there any of him left?”

			The woman laughed, without a trace of humour. “It bites. Let me guess. You’ve got a husband, he’s got a secretary. Am I getting warm?”

			“Actually, I want him to kill someone for me.”

			“Joe doesn’t do that. What he does is, he pines away in front of you. Bleeding hearts haemorrhage to death at the sight.”

			“You’re a big fan of his, then,” Sarah said.

			“I’ve known him twenty years, man and boy. In that order. And the fact is, dear, Joe’s a bit of a case.” She plucked a handbag from behind the desk and pulled a packet of cigarettes from it. “Zoë Boehm,” she said. “By the way.”

			“Sarah Tucker.”

			“Delighted. Joe’s what you might call a hopeless romantic. He’s hopeless at everything, in fact. But I don’t mean to put you off. He’s a sucker for the right client, and you look his type.”

			“Which is?”

			“God, you know. Sort of doe-eyed and a bit helpless.” She lit her cigarette with a disposable lighter. “You want one of these?”

			“No. And I’m not helpless.”

			“Good for you. Won’t help telling Joe, though. He tends to believe what he wants to believe.”

			“Some detective.”

			“He has his moments. Same as a puppy does. You keep throwing sticks long enough, he’s bound to bring one back eventually. Probably have hold of the wrong end, though.” She opened the connecting door. “Incoming, Joe!” Then she turned back to Sarah. “He’s all yours. But don’t be too hard on the silly sod. When he acts hurt, he’s usually not acting.”

			“Are you his secretary or his nanny?” 

			But Zoë Boehm had left.

			For a moment, maybe two, Sarah was on the point of following. The signs indicated that Joe Silvermann was more in need of help than in any position to dispense it, and a new lame duck in her life she could do without. But backing out now would mean learning to live with unanswered questions, so of the available doors, she took the one leading into the office.

			Most fictional private eyes Sarah had encountered were politically correct women who specialized in investigating crimes their friends and family members were wrongly accused of. The pages Joseph Silvermann had sprung from were the Yellow ones, and she assumed he’d be a little less witty, a little less fit, a lot less ethical and wholly unarmed. That said, she hadn’t known what to expect, so Joe in the flesh was neither a disappointment nor a relief. He was sitting behind a desk, and had greying, curly hair doing its best to surround a bald spot covering about half his head, and large features arranged in the usual way, but producing a face maybe kinder than you usually get. All told, that first sight of him awoke a nagging memory she couldn’t pin down for weeks: Joe Silvermann looked like the actor Judd Hirsch, who’d been in that old American show Taxi; not a dead ringer, but near enough. Part of it was the kindness.

			After about maybe four seconds he looked up. He hadn’t been reading; just studying his desktop. “Has she gone?”

			“She’s, um, left. Yes.” 

			“Think she’ll be back?” 

			“It was hard to tell.”

			“She’ll be back.” He looked down at his desk again, or at his hand, rather, which lay palm down on top of it. Maybe it was his fingernails he was studying. “Once every eight months she’s got it down to. It is July, isn’t it?”

			“Yes.”

			“Right. Eight months, give or take. That’s how often she flips her wig. Reads me the riot act then buggers off to London for a fortnight. She thinks I don’t know that’s where she goes. She wants me to think she’s got a lover stashed somewhere.”

			“Maybe there’s a lover stashed in London,” Sarah said. “It’s a big place.”

			“She goes to shows,” he said mournfully. “Les Miz. Buddy. She’s seen those five times each.”

			“You’d rather she had a lover?”

			“I’d rather she had taste. Pinter. Early Stoppard. Though I suppose she’d not have to pretend in that case.” He stood suddenly and extended the hand he’d been perusing, as if deciding it had passed some kind of test. “Joseph Silvermann,” he said. “You’d probably guessed that.”

			She shook his hand. “Sarah Tucker.”

			He was tall, it turned out, and bordering on heavy; possibly he still got away with people thinking it was muscle, but it was only a matter of time before they knew it was flab. “There’s a seat,” he said, waving his hand at it. She took this as an invitation, and they both sat.

			He relapsed into silence, this time studying Sarah instead of part of himself. It felt pretty phony; the Sherlock Holmes approach. Soon he’d tell her she’d been brought up in the North, bit her nails as a child, and had never been fond of dogs. Her expectations weren’t altogether dashed when he spoke.

			“You’re a graduate, aren’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			He looked pleased. “Which college?” 

			“Birmingham University.”

			“Oh, Birmingham. Yes, I’ve heard that’s very . . . Eng lit, was it?”

			In Glit. 

			“Yes.”

			He looked pleased again. “I can usually tell.” He got up to close the window. On the street below, work was starting up: two men with a jackhammer ripping a stretch of pavement, presumably for a very good reason. “I was at Oriel,” he announced. “English, yes. Taught by Morris. You know him at all?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Retired now, of course. Well, dead actually. He wrote the book on the Romantics. Furious Lethargy. Wonderful man.”

			“Mr. Silvermann, I—”

			“You probably don’t need the small talk. A lot of people need putting at ease, they come into my office. They’re gearing up to tell me things they can’t tell their closest friends, and it makes them nervous, so there I go with the small talk. But you don’t need it.”

			“Are you good at your job?”

			“Am I good at it?” He turned to look at her. In the light from the window he looked younger. “I won’t lie. Philip Marlow, I’m not. But who is? Most of what I’m hired to do, I manage. I suppose that makes me good enough.”

			“And what’s that exactly?”

			“Wandering husbands, missing kids. I do some process serving. But I’ll be honest, a lot of it’s running credit checks, you do most of it over the phone. I might as well be selling insurance half the time. There’s days when it’s like watching wood warp. You haven’t made your mind up yet, have you?”

			“I’m thinking about it.”

			“You’ll find better if you look around. But that might mean Reading or Bicester. I’m handy.”

			“And you’ve an Oxford degree.”

			“It helps the networking.” He produced from his pocket something which for an absurd moment she took to be a rape alarm, and triggered it into his mouth. “Pollution,” he apologized. “The air here, I find it hard to breathe. Would you like to tell me your problem, Ms. Tucker?”

			“I want to find somebody.”

			“I can do that. It’s difficult to go missing, you know. Really completely missing. There’s so many records these days, you’re under surveillance wherever you go. Credit cards, traffic control. You’d need to be an expert.”

			“This is a four-year-old girl.”

			“Probably not ex-SAS then.” He came back from the window and sat behind his desk again. “I’m sorry, that was in poor taste. The girl’s name?”

			“Dinah Singleton.”

			“She’s not your daughter.” 

			“You sound sure of that.”

			“Daughters do go missing, even very small ones. But mothers don’t usually look to private investigators to find them.”

			“She’s a friend. A neighbour.” 

			He said, “Singleton.”

			“Not an immediate neighbour, actually. She lives up the road.”

			“I’ve read that name recently.” 

			“Their house exploded.”

			“Of course. The house in South Oxford, yes? The adults present were killed. They must have been friends of yours. I’m sorry.”

			“I didn’t know them. That is, I didn’t know her. Nobody knows who he was.”

			“But you know the little girl.”

			“Yes,” Sarah said. “Sort of,” she amended.

			Silvermann nodded. “A friend of your own children, perhaps?”

			“I don’t have children.” 

			“And wish you did?” 

			“What on earth—”

			“I apologize. I’m simply trying to get a grasp on the situation, Ms. Tucker. A little girl is involved in a tragic incident. She has since, I take it, vanished from view. You wish to find her. I’m curious about your motives, that’s all. You say you sort of know her. You don’t really know her at all, do you?”

			“No.”

			“But it’s important to you that she be found.” 

			“Of course it is.”

			“That hardly follows. Children vanish every day. Sometimes their own parents don’t care.”

			“Her parents are dead.”

			“And you? Are you the Good Samaritan, Ms. Tucker?” 

			“I don’t think you get Good Samaritans any more.”

			“This is true. We’re too afraid of malpractice suits. How did the little girl come to vanish?”

			This, too, she found phony; the way he jumped from one subject to another, placing his questions where they were least expected. Perhaps, in addition to his wonderful degree, he’d spent a few years watching Columbo. But she told him anyway about the hospital and the long-haired stranger in the car park. When she finished he nodded as if it were all too familiar a tale. “You realize,” he said, “there’s no reason to think anything untoward has happened?”

			“The woman in the hospital,” Sarah said. “She didn’t know where the child had gone. She was furious.”

			“She works in the NHS,” Silvermann said. “She could have been furious for any number of reasons.”

			“What about the man in the car park?”

			“A family friend. A concerned family friend. My first guess would be grandparents. The grandparents have taken the child.”

			“There are no grandparents,” Sarah said, with a certainty belying her complete ignorance on the matter.

			He shrugged. “Then I’d be forced to move on to my second guess.”

			“Which is?”

			He shrugged again. “Strange things happen. The little girl is no longer an ordinary little girl, you know? She is part of a story. A miracle girl, a child who survived an explosion. So, possibly a newspaper has taken her up. This happens, you know. Sort of a corporate takeover. They remove her to a private facility, where they’ll pay for her treatment and photograph her at leisure.”

			“That can’t be legal. She’s four years old!”

			“Many things become legal when you can afford them, Ms. Tucker. We live in a culture of expediency.”

			“I wasn’t expecting a lecture in civics.”

			“I talk too much. People . . . have said so. All I’m trying to point out is, if you hire me to find Dinah for you, I will in all likelihood discover her safe and well. But this will cost you quite a lot of money.”

			“How much?”

			“One hundred and fifty pounds a day.”

			She nodded, as if she’d been expecting that, but felt the sum like a slap in the face.

			“Or any part thereof,” he added.

			“And what do I get for that?” Sarah asked. 

			“My undivided attention.”

			“The advert said hi-tech.” 

			“We’ve got a computer.” 

			“We?”

			“Zoë—Ms. Boehm is a partner.”

			“She doesn’t get her name on the door.”

			He looked away. “There was a mistake. The painter misheard his instructions.”

			Sarah nodded again, for something to do. Her mind was ticking off sums of money: current account, savings. The joint account was obviously out. “How long a job do you think it would be?”

			“You know the adage? If you have to ask, you can’t afford it.”

			“I can afford it.”

			“Believe me, Ms. Tucker, I’m not in the business of turning work away. But nor do I wish to take advantage.” He hesitated. “Sometimes people bring me problems they know can be solved. It’s a way of dealing with the ones they can’t do anything about.”

			Sort of doe-eyed and helpless. “Have you a couch I can lie on?” 

			“I don’t mean to be intrusive. But all I can do, if I find the girl, is tell you where she is. I can’t deliver her to you. I can’t bring her mother back, either.”

			“If I thought you could raise the dead, Mr. Silvermann, I’d have found your rates very reasonable.”

			“Perhaps there are cheaper ways of solving your problem, Ms. Tucker. Perhaps there are cheaper problems you could find to solve.”

			“I don’t want analysis, Mr. Silvermann. I want to find Dinah Singleton.”

			“Of course you do.” He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a form. “This is a standard contract. I’ll need one day’s pay as a retainer. If I don’t find the child within two days, we can discuss the matter further.”

			Sarah filled in dotted lines: name, address. Her current unemployment. “For a partner in the firm,” she said, “Ms. Boehm didn’t sound too keen on your line of business.”

			“She thinks we should alter course,” he said. “Head hunting. She likes the sound of head hunting.”

			“But you don’t?”

			“I am a confirmed vegetarian, Ms. Tucker. Also, I like being a detective.”

			She couldn’t resist it. “Sometimes solving other people’s problems is a way of avoiding dealing with your own.”

			“Touché, Ms. Tucker. I take all major credit cards,” he said. She was still smiling about that at the bottom of the stairs. The two men churning up the pavement had stopped again: exhausted by their fifteen-minute stint, they were leaning against a wall, smoking. As she stepped from the doorway into the sunshine, she felt vulnerable under their scrutiny. Private detective translated to extramarital sex. They were wondering whether she was sinned against or sinning, she thought; scarlet woman or vindictive wife. Maybe their philosophies were wider than this, but the way they stared didn’t hold much hope of that.

			Her immediate problem, though, was what to do next. Overheating in a woollen jacket, she couldn’t face the trip home yet, so stopped in the pub next door and sat in the courtyard with a half of bitter, worrying about what she’d done. One hundred and fifty pounds was a lot to spend on a whim; especially with another hundred and fifty following it. Mark had never complained about her expenditure, but she’d never hired a private detective before either. Nor had she told him she was going to. She wasn’t wholly sure why.

			It was not that she didn’t love him. Odd that this had to be stated, even to herself. But he had changed during their marriage, and if he’d hardly been happy-go-lucky at the outset, she sometimes had difficulty recognizing the man he’d become. Targeted, he called it: jargon he’d have choked on five years back was his major mode of expression these days. He worked for a City firm, a merchant bank so professionally discreet nobody had ever heard of it. And being targeted, she’d recently decided, translated to job-obsessed; not wholly fair perhaps, but all the self-help books in the world couldn’t convince her that making lists of career goals was an endearing character trait. On the other hand, he’d always had a tendency to catalogue his record collection. This should have been a clue.

			She drank some beer, and tried to balance the equation. What about her own goals? A career came into it, certainly; that was part of her problem. BHS, Gerard Inchon had called it: patronizing sod. But it didn’t help to know her talents, whatever they amounted to, were lying dormant; it disturbed the equilibrium of their marriage, allowing Mark to think that he’d found his role and that hers was obvious: she should have a child. She’d long suspected, anyway, that he’d thought her job a hobby. When you worked for The Bank With No Name, earning less than your age in thousands was a joke. And he who dies with the most toys wins. Out there in the marketplace it was a man’s world, and they never let you forget it.

			Meanwhile, there was Dinah Singleton: a child who shouldn’t have meant anything to her, but was rapidly becoming a symbol. The number of people who’d told her to stop looking for Dinah was mounting up. If she wanted to believe she set her own agenda, keeping searching was the only way to go.

			Draining her glass, carrying it back in, Sarah knew she’d reached her decisions. She’d pay Joe Silvermann’s bill herself; she’d do bar work if she had to.

			And maybe she would have a child, but not yet. In her own damn time.

			After she’d found the one she was looking for now.

			V

			Roughly sixty miles east of where Sarah was finishing her drink, on the fourth (and top) floor of a 1920s office block, the rest of which housed an overflow from the Ministry for Urban Development, a man stood looking down through an office window at the traffic snarled below: a belching snake of hot metal, strangely silent at this remove. He was a tall man with patrician features, and a full head of steel grey hair he wore swept back, to emphasize its weight. His suit was grey too, though more discreetly so, and the frame it covered lean and healthy-looking. His hands were long and his fingers thin; his nails clipped neatly just that morning. He appeared to be in his late fifties, though in fact had recently entered his eighth decade. Of this, too, he was proud, and while publicly ascribing his physical fortune to good genes, remained secretly convinced that strength of character held the key.

			It was just a shame this was so rare.

			The office he occupied was sparsely furnished. A metal desk, lower-orders-issue; an ungainly shredder he referred to as The Dalek. A calendar on the wall seemed to think it was 1994. There were two chairs, which matched neither each other nor the desk, and a few oddments—desk lamp, hat stand, mirror—which looked as if they’d found their way here from different collections. Indeed, the office as a whole felt made up of leftover spaces, like a priesthole or a butler’s mezzanine. As if its existence were being tactfully passed over, and the business conducted between its walls allowed to remain a secret.

			There was a knock at the door, and after a moment or two, a new man entered. His name was Howard. A lot younger than the room’s original occupant, he hid it well: sparse hair, stressed features—he looked as if he’d unexpectedly been made leader of the Conservative Party, and hadn’t yet found a way of passing the buck. And now was made to stand and wait while the man who’d summoned him—the man for whom Howard worked, or to whom he reported, though Howard had never discovered his name—stood looking out of the window: working up, no doubt, some piece of crap Howard would have to pretend he enjoyed. Or deserved. One or the other.

			Howard often thought of his boss as C. Not because it was traditional in their field, but because it stood for a very short word that seemed to fit.

			When C spoke at last, it was to say, “Made a right bollocks of this one, haven’t you, Howard?”

			Howard didn’t answer.

			“I don’t remember you receiving permission to start a war.” 

			“The Department was given carte blanche, sir.”

			“That’s very pretty, Howard. French, isn’t it? And it implies pretty wide parameters, I’ll grant you, but not wide enough to cover barely controlled explosions in densely populated suburban areas. Who did you have running this one? Wile E. Coyote?”

			“Crane, sir.”

			“Oh God. That’s almost as bad.”

			Though he hadn’t asked which Crane, and everybody knew there were two.

			C sighed. It was a theatrical sigh: sounded rehearsed. He waved a hand at a chair, so Howard sat, though C remained standing. But he turned from the window at last. Looked down at Howard like a disappointed headmaster. “And Crane thought a bomb would do the trick? I suppose we should be grateful he didn’t go after him in a tank.”

			“It came out looking like an accident, sir. And there was the problem of the body, too. Crane thought taking him out solo would have caused more problems than it solved. I mean, the target was already dead, sir. Technically.”

			“But his wife wasn’t. Crane happy with that on his conscience, is he?”

			Crane hasn’t got a conscience, thought Howard. 

			“What about the locals? They’ve been pacified?” 

			“It was a gas leak. We’re all square on that one.”

			“No hungry journos looking for their name in bright lights?” 

			“It was a gas leak, sir,” Howard repeated. “The story will hold.”

			“I’m delighted you’re confident. What about the child? Crane hasn’t had her shot or anything, has he?”

			“She’s fine.”

			“She had fucking better be fine, Howard. Dead babies sell newspapers. Dead babies blown up in cack-handed covert operations run by psychopathic idiots get entire documentaries dedicated to their short, wasted lives. Now which of the blasted Crane brothers masterminded this bollocks, and what’s he planning on doing for an encore?”

			“Axel, sir.”

			“Axel shouldn’t be let out on his own. He’s a danger to the public. As I’m sure the public will all too readily agree after this fiasco. What’s his next move? A small nuclear device in a crowded shopping centre?”

			“Downey’s still running loose.”

			“And what are the bets on his suspicions having been aroused, Howard? You think he’ll write it off to a faulty gas main? Luck of the draw? Or might he be a little bit jumpy?”

			“Crane says—” 

			“Axel?”

			“Amos. He’s holding the reins on this.”

			“So the bomb was his idea?”

			“Axel’s. It was a field decision, sir. He was given carte blanche—” 

			C waved his hand so Howard shut up. Axel Crane, Amos Crane: they were each as bad as the other. This time round, Amos Crane was home in the bunker, calling the shots; Axel—who was generally agreed to be a mad bugger—was out in the open, ignoring them. And civilians were being smeared across the landscape.

			The older man said, “Jesus wept. The lunatics are running the asylum. What does he say then, Amos Crane?”

			“That it doesn’t matter what Downey thinks or knows. Or thinks he knows. If we’ve got the child, he’ll come looking for her.”

			“This is what passes for a strategy?”

			“He’s gamed it every which way. There’s a lot of things Downey might do, but not if we’ve got the child. He’ll put her first. Until he’s found her, he won’t even think about going—”

			Oh, fuck.

			“Going what?” C asked politely. 

			“Public.”

			“Public. Fine.” C pulled his chair out and sat down. “Read the papers this morning, Howard?”

			“Glanced at them, sir. Been a bit busy.”

			“Anything grab your attention especially? Any minor events worth musing over? Like an impending fucking war, for instance?”

			“Sir.”

			“Fasten your mind on this, Howard. The country is prepared to take up arms to prevent Downey from going public. That isn’t an option. If you’re expecting your career to last longer than your hair did, don’t even think about mentioning the possibility. Got that?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Right. What are you doing with the child?” 

			“We’re working on it.”

			“Well, work faster. Is Axel staying out in the open?” 

			“For the time being.”

			“Good. Maybe we’ll all get lucky and he’ll be hit by a truck. After he’s sorted out Downey.” C stood up again. “Are you still here?”

			Howard crawled to the door.

			“And, Howard? Remind Crane he’s not running a private war out there. If he can’t keep his brother on a leash, maybe it’s time you found him a job he can manage. Like checking ID at the car pool. Tell him that, will you?”

			Howard closed the door behind him without a sound, then ran a finger round his shirt collar. The finger came away wet.

			Waiting for the lift he swore fluently, obscenely and without repeating himself for just over a minute, not a single emotion showing on his face. There was a price to be paid for this, though at that moment Howard couldn’t recall if it were cancer or heart disease. One of those. You couldn’t bottle such fluency up and not have it go rotten. On the ground floor he smiled politely at the woman on Reception, who thought him something in forensic accounting, and walked out into groggy sunshine still harbouring violence in his heart. Made a right bollocks of this one, haven’t you? Yes, sure, fine. From an office high above the mess, it all looked pretty easy. Down at street level, you worked with what you had. And if that included the Crane brothers, you thanked Christ they were on your side, and let them get on with it.

			He would walk back across the park, he decided. If he could just cross the road in one piece, he’d walk across the park.

			Howard hated being in this position, of having to defend the indefensible. The first he’d known of Crane’s explosion, it was already over. And putting the fix in after the event was like making jelly in a sieve, so maybe that bastard with the view should come down here and see what real life looked like. A lot of traffic, all trying to go different places at once. All of it meeting in the middle, so what you got was smoke and noise.

			At the corner, the green man told Howard it was safe to cross. Howard trusted green men about as much as he did any other kind, but crossed anyway. In the park it was a little cooler, a little calmer: there was a whisper of wind tasting less like exhaust fumes and more like something born of nature. Howard walked between flowerbeds Londoners had used as litter bins, past litter bins in which Londoners had been sick, and wondered again what to do about the girl.

			It shouldn’t have happened this way. Even Amos Crane—wolfishly protective of his younger sibling—admitted that, in a field situation, he’d not have chosen Axel’s method. It hadn’t allowed for total control. It demanded too much of a fix. But Amos believed in fate, too, and in the girl’s survival saw something that went beyond tabloid whimsy: he saw the makings of a game plan. The girl, as he put it, was still on the board. It was up to them to use her with care.

			But Howard, without being sentimental about it, wasn’t sure this was a good idea. The trouble with infants was, you couldn’t be sure people would forget about them. Everyone could lose an adult or two, and assume their life just took a different direction: they’d moved or got in with a new crowd—people were always prepared to write their own backstory to explain away a casual friend’s disappearance. But with an infant, you didn’t assume they’d made their own choices, changed their own lifestyle. With infants, the most unlikely types might get it in their heads to come looking.

			The fix seemed solid: the police, the local press. The inquest should ring down the curtain. Nobody liked it much, but in the name of national security, a lot of shit got swallowed. Still, things needed checking. That was the trouble with cowboys like Axel, thought Howard: they pulled off whatever wacky stunt felt good at the time, and muggins here was left to make sure nobody got curious after the event. It could be a problem if anyone other than Michael Downey took the bait. Especially with Axel Crane running wild, morally certain the fastest solution to most problems was a shallow grave.

			So Howard made a mental list (Howard made a lot of mental lists). 1: Check on the child. 2: Hang up some alarm bells—it would be nice to have warning if things went wonky. 3: Remind Crane he wasn’t running a private war out there. If he couldn’t keep his brother on a leash, maybe he’d like checking ID at the car pool.

			He almost smiled at the thought of passing that last item on.

			Amos Crane, though, was a truly creepy motherfucker, and Howard didn’t think he’d be telling him anything of the sort very soon.

		





Chapter Two

			Dead Soldiers

			I

			It was over a week before Sarah heard from Silvermann again, a week in which the debris was sifted and cleared at the broken house, and scaffolding erected to prevent what was left of it sliding into the river. The police presence became nominal and eventually disappeared, and the absence of obvious developments led to the falling off of newspaper coverage in proportion to increased speculation in the neighbourhood. No husbands were reported missing. Dinah’s disappearance received no coverage. Either it wasn’t newsworthy, it wasn’t known about, or it wasn’t a real disappearance. Maybe Silvermann would let her know which, if he ever got in touch. One night Sarah awoke sure she could hear a child crying in the street, but saw nothing human through the window. Mark slept through it, even when the streetlight’s glow fell on his face as she drew aside the curtain. He looked much younger sleeping, Sarah thought. Probably everyone did. But it kept alive in her a tenderness harder to maintain in the daylight hours.

			Harder to maintain, too, was a sense of exactly why she’d hired Joe in the first place. The image of Dinah that had latched on to her mind had grown paler with the passage of time, as if, mission completed, it could fade away into the light. The overalls, the yellow jellies, remained, but they too seemed less substantial, as if their memory had grown confused with that of the dolls’ accessories Sarah played with as a child. She was starting to wonder if her own subconscious weren’t playing treacherous games, luring her into a state of maternal concern that would leave her prey to Mark’s powers of persuasion. And Silvermann’s silence also gave her unease; nor could she recall the details of their contract. He’d said two days, and taken eight so far: would he charge for those? Several times she’d dialled his number but hung up before making the connection, unready, yet, to call him off before knowing what had happened. At this point, of course, she believed it was possible to halt events.

			When he called at last, he called mid-morning. Sarah, inevitably, was involved with housework. At least once a week she found a corner—the cupboard in the spare bedroom today—she’d somehow overlooked until that moment; cleaning it thereafter became a weekly fixture, another item tagged on to a list of chores that threatened to last forever. What had been a weekly routine was becoming an eight-day cycle; she was torn between needing it and wanting to walk away. So Silvermann’s call sounded like chimes of freedom, though it contained less information than you’d find on a postcard, or even a postage stamp. “Have you found her?” she asked him.

			“Are you free?” 

			“Right now?” 

			“Right now, yes.”

			Because he never gave out important stuff over the phone. That was what he told her later, along with what he’d found out.

			So she was free, yes, or at least released on licence. He suggested Modern Art Oxford: not the gallery, but the café, which met with Sarah’s approval. While she couldn’t always admire what the gallery chose to exhibit as art, she’d endorse its cakes any day of the week. But Silvermann was there first, and his offer to pay for coffee left her unable to ask for cake. Imposed virtue is not the sweetest, but she supposed she’d live. Joe Silvermann, meanwhile, steered them to a table by the wall where he could sit with one eye on the exit. It was hard to gauge whether this was professional paranoia or juvenile posing. For the moment, Sarah wasn’t ruling out a bit of both.

			“I spend half my life in places like this,” he said. 

			“Galleries?”

			“Cafés. But also galleries, yes, and pubs and clubs. Anywhere people meet people, you know? Museums. Railway stations.”

			“You must have a lot of friends.”

			A hint of a smile swept across his mournful face: it was like watching somebody remembering a joke at a funeral. “Strictly business. This is where a lot of cases start. Strangers meeting. Then wanting to know more before taking it further.” He picked up his coffee cup, sniffed suspiciously, then put it down. “Maybe ten, twelve times a year I get jobs like this. It’s always an older woman, she’s met a younger man. And what she wants to know is, is he all right. You know?”

			“Is he safe.”

			“Is he safe. Times used to be, you met someone, you liked them, you got married. Now you need a credit check and deep background before the second date. Nobody wants to get married to Frederick West.”

			“Or his wife.”

			“But men mostly trust their judgement. I don’t know why. A woman can fool a man. The other way round, it’s not so easy. So I’ve always believed.”

			“But maybe your judgement is suspect.”

			“You’re laughing at me. I don’t mind.” He picked up his coffee again. “I had a case once, a woman, she has this new boyfriend. And she wants to know, can I take a blood test from him without him knowing? I ask her, what am I, a vampire? But that’s what she’s hiring me for. She wants to know if he’s got Aids, if he’s HIV, without him knowing she’s finding out.”

			“How did you manage that?”

			“Something you should understand, when a woman wants a man checked out, ninety-nine times in a hundred, she’s got good cause. Her instincts have already told her what she needs to know, she’s just looking for confirmation. So that’s what I supplied in this particular case.”

			“You told her he had Aids?”

			“I told her he was already married. It was just as effective, and a lot less messy.” He drank from his coffee cup at last. “So. Dinah Singleton.”

			“You’ve been to the hospital.”

			“I’ve been to the pub,” he corrected her. “Just down the road, the White Horse? Very popular with medical staff.”

			“Is that your usual procedure?”

			“It’s the human touch. So I’m at the White Horse, and I see some familiar faces. I’ve done work there before. One time I bribed a nurse to add bandages to a car-crash vic. It upped the settlement twenty, maybe thirty per cent.”

			“Joe, could you stick to the point?”

			“I am making a point here. Everything I’ve said, it’s to the point. The point is, I do people-work. Conspiracies, I leave to the police.”

			“This is people-work, Joe. I’m looking for a child.”

			“A child who was blown up. You can’t separate the two, Ms. Tucker. These are very muddy waters.”

			“Did you find her?”

			“No, I didn’t find her. What I found was, she was checked in at 2:37 a.m. on the fourth. They’re very precise with their records. It is, after all, a hospital. It’s not a cocktail party.”

			“And what else?”

			“Nothing else, Ms. Tucker. That’s what I mean by muddy waters. This is a place, you ask for a drink of water, it goes on your chart. They make a record, excuse me, when you fart. But a little girl disappears in the middle of the night, nobody knows where she went.”

			Sarah didn’t say anything.

			“That’s not people-work, Ms. Tucker. This, it took organization. I work with carrots, you know what I mean? And the nurse who took my money that time, she needed the little extra. I’m not ashamed. But this time, I’m all out of carrots. People don’t want to know about carrots. It makes me wonder if somebody’s been round there with a stick.”

			“You’re jumping to conclusions.”

			“Jumping, it’s allowed. You had to walk to conclusions, how far would you get?” He was pleased with this. He stopped talking to drink his coffee while Sarah received the full effect.

			On the next table along a man and a woman sat, also with coffee, but too involved in argument to bother drinking. Snatches of their dialogue, intense if not yet disruptive, kept drifting into hearing. Already they were drawing glances; becoming the centre of that embarrassed fascination you get when a scene threatens to erupt in a middle-class setting. Right at the moment, Sarah had too much on her mind to eavesdrop. “I don’t understand,” she said at last. “She can’t have just gone. There has to be a record.”

			“I agree.”

			“But you said—”

			“What I said was nobody knows where she’s gone. Nobody I spoke to. You could call it restricted information. But there must be a record, yes. It’s a hospital, it’s—”

			“Not a cocktail party, right. Could you get into restricted records?”

			“It wouldn’t be easy.” 

			“But you could do it.” 

			“Probably not.”

			Sarah took a deep breath. “That’s it, then.” 

			“Not entirely.”

			“How so?”

			Joe scanned the café. It was filling up nicely; the lunch crowd drifting in to form a queue at the salad bar. Also, the rowing couple had adjusted their volume upwards. Leaving little chance, Sarah reckoned, of anybody overhearing what he was about to say; which didn’t stop him approaching it from somewhere over the horizon. “You get a feeling for this kind of work. You learn to trust your instincts.”

			“What are they telling you, Joe?”

			“When you came in the other day I thought, this isn’t as simple as it sounds. Finding a missing child.”

			“Not what you said at the time.”

			“I didn’t want to alarm you. But look at the facts, her mother’s killed in an explosion, then she disappears. What does that tell you?”

			“It doesn’t tell me anything, Joe. Nor have you.” 

			“Somebody’s got an enemy.”

			“She’s too young to have enemies. She’s only a kid.” 

			“Nobody’s too young to have enemies. This is news to you? Some of us, we’ve got enemies because of the race we were born into.”

			“We should discuss this some day. But not right now.” 

			“That’s a good idea. We should meet, talk about this and that. No reason we can’t be friends just because we met professionally.”

			“Joe—”

			“It happens. Sometimes,” he said hopefully, “the client develops romantic yearnings towards the detective.”

			“Have you heard from Zoë?”

			He sighed. “I withdraw the comment.” 

			“Joe, what did you find out?”

			“I talked to the cops.”

			Sarah picked up her coffee. It was pretty cold. The couple at the next table were still bickering steadily, though the parameters of their discontent had widened. Something about him caring more for his damn golf clubs than about her talent; something else about her only talent being for shopping. The word bitch was tagged invisibly on to this last complaint, or possibly Sarah imagined that.

			“And?”

			“And they’ve identified the other body. The man.” 

			“That’s not been reported.”

			“No. They’re keeping it quiet for the time being.” 

			“So who was he?”

			“They got him through his prints, and double-checked them against his dental records. Normally they’d be lucky to get one or the other, but in his case they had both.”

			“Joe—”

			“He’d been in the services, you see. The army.”

			At the next table, the woman stood and reached into her handbag.

			“Who—”

			“It was her husband, Sarah.” 

			“Her husband?”

			“Lawful,” Joe said. “Wedded.” 

			“But he’s dead!”

			Two feet from where Sarah sat, the standing woman pulled a gun and fired it six times at her companion.

			As the noise died away Joe said, “Well, if he wasn’t then, he certainly is now.”

			II

			For days she could not get it from her head: the way the man had bled at the mouth before falling backwards, spilling his chair as he fell. All chatter died the way the man died: not suddenly, but with a great deal of painful surprise. Even once he’d hit the ground he continued to twitch convulsively, as if life leaked away in little spurts, while the woman glared down at him with a contempt suggesting she didn’t think he was handling even this automatic process with much finesse. In the silence following, somebody dropped a saucer. Everybody waited until its ringing died too before shocked outrage found a voice.

			“Guerilla theatre,” Mark said. “So-called. A bit passé, I’d have thought.”

			“I know what they call it. It was still upsetting.” 

			“It’s easy to shock. It doesn’t take talent.” 

			Neither did being critical.

			When the man sprang up, blood dripping from his jaw, to take a bow, Sarah hadn’t joined the applause. Nor, to tell the truth, had anybody much. Even in Modern Art Oxford, disturbing people unnecessarily was on a par with rifling through their handbags. It might be Theatre, but it wasn’t nice. But Sarah’s reluctance was less a disinclination to bestow undue praise than shock at the uncanny conjunction of this man dying and coming back to life just as Joe was telling her that Maddy Singleton’s husband had also risen from the grave. Though returned there, in short order.

			“I suppose they took up a collection after.” 

			“No. Just smirked a little, then left.”

			“I didn’t realize,” Mark went on, “that was where you spent your mornings. In the gallery.”

			Sarah looked away. “I just stopped in for a cup of coffee.” He didn’t reply, but bent, instead, to his newspaper and continued slogging his way through the Middle East coverage. Telling him about the shooting again—she’d already told him once—had been an attempt at re-establishing friendly relations, but Mark was obviously determined to continue being pissy, a determination Sarah knew from experience could see him through the day. Mighty oaks from little acorns: a lot of marital disharmony starts with the ludicrous before working up to true crime. This had begun with dental floss, or the lack of it in the kitchen.

			“There’s some upstairs,” Sarah had told him. 

			“Yes, but I’m downstairs. I don’t want—” 

			“I’ll get it.”

			“That’s not the point. There should be a tub on the fridge. I hate my teeth being gunged up after eating, you know that.”

			“I’ll get some tomorrow.”

			“You said that on Friday, Sarah, but you forgot then too.” 

			“Well, for God’s sake, it’s hardly a matter of life and death. Having to walk up a flight of stairs to floss your blasted teeth.”

			“I’m not talking about having to walk upstairs. I’m talking about things not being in their proper place, about running out of stuff we need. I’m at work all day, Sarah. I can’t do all the shopping too.”

			“I spend half my life—”

			“And there’s no binliners either. How am I supposed to get the rubbish out when there’s nothing to put it in?”

			She’d called a halt there, though rejoinders sprang to mind. Days like this, it would be best if she could just disappear for a while: meld with the background until he’d forgotten he was pissed off, or at least what he was pissed off about. Not that she didn’t give as good as she got. But soon, she knew, Mark would be on about children again, his sense of timing on the matter being flawlessly inept, and she could live without the recriminations, spoken and otherwise. Unnatural woman, that’s what he was building up to. Unnatural woman, for having her own agenda. She thought of the bonsai trees gardeners slaved over. She didn’t know much about it, but what she thought was this: that there were trees, left to themselves, that might grow sixty feet tall, but instead had their roots punished to produce something small, cosseted, and ornamental. Something making up in charm what it had lost in dignity. Marriage was a psychological bonsai; maybe society was. Still encouraging women, after all these years, to be small, cosseted, and ornamental. Still hacking away at their roots to keep them from growing taller than anybody else. You couldn’t even call it deliberate. It had grown instinctive, a natural form of pruning. To a man like Gerard Inchon, it was a duty: barefoot and pregnant kept them quiet. You didn’t talk about The Enemy, but that was what you meant. With Mark, it was a creeping form of moral paralysis. He wanted a baby; he wanted one now. What did she mean, couldn’t they discuss this? They were discussing this: he wanted a baby. Of course her career was important. But she didn’t actually have one, did she? So what better time to have a baby?

			For the moment, she let him simmer. Out in the back garden, she found ivy attacking the shed, and spent thirty minutes ripping it to shreds. Mentally reliving while she did so what Joe had told her, back in Modern Art Oxford.

			Once the emotional terrorists had gone, Sarah settled into a state of mild shock. Joe hadn’t batted an eyelid. “An obviously fake gun,” he had reckoned.

			“You’re an expert?” 

			“Was I wrong?”

			“If he’d been bleeding to death,” she asked him, “how long would you have sat watching before admitting you’d made a mistake?”

			He didn’t think it worth considering.

			The chatter around them had swollen to the level of a medium-tempo uproar; a free-for-all post-mortem on the cunning, smug artistes. “So tell me,” she said. “Singleton. What was his name?”

			“Thomas. Tom.”

			“How did he die? The first time, I mean?”

			“At the risk of seeming pedantic,” he said, “the evidence suggests that reports of his first death were grossly exaggerated.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Twain.”

			“Apart from anything else, they never recovered his body.” 

			“It would have been a bit embarrassing for them if they had,” Sarah said. “In retrospect.”

			“True. He was a soldier, did you know that?” 

			“I heard he fought in the Gulf.”

			“That’s right. But he died off Cyprus, in a helicopter crash. This was about four years ago. There were other soldiers in the ’copter. I think six died altogether. And the crew.”

			Sarah nodded, as if this made sense, or indeed had anything to do with her. “And the police told you this?”

			“A policeman told me. In return, you understand, for a donation to the charity of his choice, which in his case begins very close to home. Sarah, you should understand this. What he told me, what I’ve told you, this is for your ears only. Two hours after I spoke to him, he’s on the phone suggesting I forget we ever met. Even offering me a refund. This is unprecedented. It’s practically supernatural.”

			“Did he say why?”

			“He didn’t know why. Just, there’s been this information clamp-down. His very words. Leaks, he said, would be plugged. He was worried for his pension.” Joe’s shoulders rose and fell. “Don’t expect to read this in the papers.”

			A thought struck her. “How much do I owe you, Joe?”

			“I gave you two days,” he said. “I spread it over a week, that’s all.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“None of it matters. I went looking for a child, I found a father. You couldn’t call it a result.”

			“It’s odd, though.”

			“Life is odd. You should know this, you don’t grow old and disappointed. You owe me one hundred and fifty pounds, since you ask. I would offer a discount for failure, but union rules forbid it.”

			She wrote him a cheque. “What will you do next?”

			“I thought I’d have a look at the exhibition. This French photographer, are you interested? It’s free before one.”

			“I meant about Dinah.”

			He took the cheque, folded it, slipped it inside his wallet. “Sarah. You don’t mind? Of course not, you’re calling me Joe. Sarah, like I said, these are muddy waters. A soldier comes back from the dead, even if his visit proves brief. We are not talking about police matters here. We are talking national security. Military Intelligence. Private investigators, they don’t like. Sometimes they throw the book at them.”

			“Joe—”

			“Have you seen the book, Sarah? It’s very big and it’s very heavy. I promise you, if I wasn’t a coward, I’d help.”

			“You’re giving up.”

			“If you want to put it that way, yes. You won’t shame me into this, Sarah. You want to know what else my policeman friend told me? Ex-friend. The word is, that house did not blow up by accident.”

			“The papers said—” 

			“The papers lied.”

			“You know that for a fact?”

			He raised his eyes to heaven. “Facts. A policeman wanted to give me my money back, Sarah. We are beyond facts here. We are in an age of miracles and wonders.”

			“But what about the child?”

			“Trust me. She’ll turn up. It was a hospital she was in, they won’t have sold her into slavery.”

			He wasn’t about to budge, Sarah could see that. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to insert a wedge. “Supposing I found out—”

			“How would you do that?”

			“I don’t know. I’m supposing. Supposing I thought I knew where she was, would you help me look? If I asked?”

			He picked up his coffee spoon and held it lengthwise between index fingers. He seemed to be measuring something with it. “You understand what I said? That explosion was no accident. In English, a bomb was involved. It’s a dangerous business.”

			“I don’t care about that. I want to find Dinah.” 

			“Why?”

			Why? Because the child was a survivor: now, more than ever. Before, Sarah had imagined Dinah to have come through an Act of God unscathed. Now, it seemed she had lived through an Act of Man. For that, if for no other reason, she deserved to have someone care about what happened next.

			“Sarah?”

			“Joe. It matters, that’s all.”

			He considered. “You need help, it doesn’t involve policemen or spies or soldiers, okay, I’ll be there. But this is only because I like you, Sarah.”

			“And because you don’t think it’ll happen.”

			“That too.” He put the spoon down and reached into his jacket pocket. “This doesn’t interest you. But it’s what he looked like, Thomas Singleton. I took it from a newspaper, an old one. The story about the helicopter crash.”

			She unfolded a picture: two men, uniformed, but relaxed and smiling; both about her age, maybe a little older. The one on the left was squinting in the sun. The other, Thomas Singleton, held a cupped cigarette at chest level.

			Joe said. “His friend there was in the chopper with him.” 

			“What’s his name?”

			“Michael something. Michael Downey, I think.” He scratched his chin. “You know, come to think of it, maybe he’s still alive too.”

			“Oh, I’d put money on it.” 

			“Why’s that?”

			“Because he’s the man who was waiting for me in the car park,” Sarah said.

			She finished stripping the ivy from the shed, and piled it in a garden refuse sack. For all her musing she was no nearer finding Dinah Singleton, apart from having established that she wasn’t in the garden. Back inside, Mark was absorbed in cricket, and didn’t look up as she walked past. Sundays were their one guaranteed day together. Looked like they’d blown this one.

			The fight proper, though, didn’t start until the evening. Usually Mark was ready for bed by ten, never failing to make some comment about having to be up early. Meaning lucky old her, who didn’t. Tonight he was in no hurry, pouring another glass of wine as the clock struck. “We’ve been invited away next weekend,” he said.

			“Really? Who by?” 

			“The Inchons.”

			He’d deliberately turned away before dropping this bombshell.

			“You have to be kidding.” 

			“Uh-uh.”

			“Well, forget it. We’re not going.” 

			“Yes we are.”

			“You might be. He’s not my client.”

			“But I’m your husband. Be reasonable, Sarah. It goes with the job.”

			“That’s my point.”

			“Christ, why do you have to be so sanctimonious all the time? You never bleat about my job while you’re spending money.”

			“I don’t notice you being particularly supportive about my career.”

			“What career?”

			“Yeah, thanks a bunch. Congratulations, Mark. You really have turned into one of the shits we used to hate so much in college.”

			“I work bloody hard—”

			“You spend all day arse-licking on the phone. I tell my friends you sell crack to schoolkids. I don’t want to alienate them.”

			“You’ve been a real bitch these past months, did you know that?”

			“And you turned into a yuppie prick about three years ago.” 

			She couldn’t believe what she was hearing herself say; it was like watching somebody have an accident there was nothing you could do to prevent. The damage they did now would be with them long after they’d both pretended to forget it. Later they’d call it clearing the air, but it had more in common with biological warfare.

			“… Turned into a what?”

			“I didn’t mean that. But Christ, Mark, what am I supposed to think? This wasn’t what you’d planned.”

			“This is news to me?” 

			“All I meant was—”

			“You think I wanted it to be like this? You think I woke up one morning and thought, I never really wanted to fulfil my life’s ambition, maybe I’ll go and work for a bank instead? You think that’s what happened?”

			“So what did happen, Mark? You tell me, since I can’t work it out for myself.”

			“Things change, that’s all. Is that so hard to take in? You think life’s all straight lines and easy choices? How many people get to live their student daydreams? Hell, people we know’d be running the world if that happened.”

			“And that’s your answer, is it? Things change. Brilliant.” 

			“What do you want? An apology?”

			“I just want to know what happened to us, Mark! One day you were full of ambition. You were going to write books, for God’s sake. What turned you into a shark instead?”

			“I’m not a shark!”

			“Your job is making bastards like Inchon richer. What would you call it, radical philanthropy?”

			“My job pays for everything we have.”

			“I’m not interested in what it pays for, Mark. I’m worried about what it costs.”

			“Oh, pardon me while I write that down!” 

			“I’m being serious here.”

			“So am I. You wish I’d made it in academia? Me too. But I didn’t. Shit happens, Sarah. What am I supposed to do, curl up into a ball and spend the rest of my life crying about it? Would that make you happy?”

			“Maybe I just didn’t want you to give up.”

			“Well, that’s fucking easy for you to say. What did you ever work at?”

			“I work at this. I work at us. But you’re never here, and when you are you aren’t interested!”

			“Oh, grow up.”

			She didn’t realize until then how loud they’d been shouting. There followed one dull, excruciating moment when she knew the neighbours must have heard them, and another of pure pain as she realized they’d never fought like this, not even back in the early days when everybody fought. How did you get out of a corner you’d just painted yourself into? She fell back on the old; the tried and trusted: “I’m sorry.”

			He pretended not to hear that.

			“Mark? I said I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said any of that. I didn’t mean it. I love you.”

			He mumbled something she wasn’t meant to catch, and went and locked himself in the bathroom.

			So Monday was hell, even more than usual. She found a space above the airing cupboard she’d never attacked, had always assumed was spider heaven, and spent the whole morning with it, though you’d need a ladder and torch to appreciate it afterwards. Then she cried for a while, skipped lunch, and walked into town to buy something expensive from the butcher’s. This is what good little wifey is supposed to do, a voice in her head informed her, but she was too miserable to pay attention. When you were in hell, you always did what you were supposed to do.

			And in the evening Mark played the good hubby anyway, getting home early with flowers and chocolates, which made them even. They went to bed first, then ate chocolates, and had fillet steak sandwiches for a midnight snack. It was a little like life five years ago; four at a pinch.

			“I’ll call him,” he said, far too casually. “Tell him we can’t make it.”

			“No, let’s go.”

			“You don’t want to.”

			“No, but we have to. It’ll be all right.” 

			“Are you sure?”

			“No. But let’s go anyway.”

			He was pleased, but tried not to show it. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

			“I’ve been meaning to mention it,” she said. “I spent three hundred pounds last week.”

			The next few days, Sarah mostly spent gearing up for what she was calling, in her mind, The Inchon Weekend: a name which made it sound like a particularly dire novel. But with a dire novel you could give up half-way, and The Inchon Weekend would have to be lived through minute by minute. It occurred to her, had occurred as soon as Mark had confessed they’d been invited, that this had been the point of having the Inchons to supper; the quid pro quo he’d been angling for from the start. Not much chance of doing business with Wigwam and Rufus about. But with a whole weekend to play with you were away, though what banking business involved, the kind you could do just talking about it, Sarah didn’t know. Presumably, though, The Bank With No Name would be happy that its brightest and best was rubbing elbows with a fat potential client. At the fat potential client’s country seat.

			“Which is where, anyway?” 

			“Out in the Cotswolds.”

			“Does London continue to function without him, then?”

			“Just try and behave yourself, Sarah. No one’s asking you to enjoy it. But try and behave yourself.”

			He said that in the mock-angry tone they teased each other with, but she wasn’t fooled.

			They drove there, or Mark did, mid-Saturday morning. It was dreamtime weather: a great big blue sky with faint tufts of cloud, like a child’s drawing of summer. To Sarah, it felt like passing through a funfair on the way to the dentist. She kept telling herself that these things are rarely as bad as you expect, but couldn’t help suspecting she invalidated that premise by relying on it. If she wasn’t expecting it to be quite so bad any more, it would probably turn out worse.

			The village was one of the modern kind whose original inhabitants have grown old and died, leaving their houses in the hands of BBC executives. And the Inchons’ weekend cottage, one in a row of similar detached dwellings, had “weekend cottage” written all over it; there was just no way you were looking at anything else. Not that it had an air of neglect: quite the opposite. The whitewash on the walls seemed fresh; the bedspread-sized garden was Britain-in-Bloom standard. But when Sarah tried to conjure an image of Gerard in overalls with a bucket, or Gerard on his knees with a trowel, it faded almost immediately, to be replaced by one of Gerard handing a wodge of money to a man with overalls, a bucket, etc. It was too perfect, and Gerard too much the townie to have made it so. That was what Sarah decided.

			Inside, the story was the same: an interior designer had looked up “rustic,” then thrown a lot of money at it. The stone floor presumably matched that of every other cottage in the row, but Sarah doubted there were many more Bokharas thrown casually on top of them, even round here. Everything gleamed, and a faint smell of polish tainted the air. A wooden staircase looked both old and new at once; a triumphant marriage of conservation and conspicuous consumption, with what appeared to be a mouse carved into the handrail, in imitation, Sarah was pretty sure, of someone famous. In the nook below, on a purpose-built stand, sat a compact disc deck with associated gadgetry; next to this was a row of bookshelves holding neatly labelled videos. Through a diamond-shaped window on the far wall, an untidy countryside mocked these civilized arrangements: the crystal decanter perched smugly in an alcove; the scatter of pristine lifestyle magazines on the glass-topped coffee table. For no reason she could positively pin down, Sarah found herself recalling Britt Ekland on Desert Island Discs; how, when asked for her favourite book, the former celebrity explained that she never got much time for reading, and would just like a few magazines please. It was the nearest Sarah had come to throwing a radio through a window. Meanwhile Inchon, in brown cords and white sweater despite the weather, played Mein Host: a triumph of method acting. She’d not have been surprised if he’d said Welcome To Our Humble Abode, or practised a sweeping bow as he’d ushered them in.

			What he was in fact saying was, “You’re here, you’re here. How about a drink?”

			It wasn’t the words or the manner; they had nothing to do with it. But afterwards she pinpointed that as the moment she decided it had been Gerard Inchon who planted the bomb that blew the Singleton house away.

			III

			Asking Mark to remind her what the Trophy Wife was called would have been asking for it: divine inspiration descended in time. The name was Paula and, unlike her husband, she was making no concessions to her environment; her lilac number, matching skirt and jacket, could have graced a West End opening without alteration. So could her air of boredom. But this, like the suit, didn’t seem to have been put on for their benefit: a weekend in the country, Sarah reflected, was one of those relative terms. Under different circumstances, she’d have been looking forward to it. For Paula, it looked like a phrase followed by With No Hope Of Parole, in block capitals.

			Still, she didn’t labour the point; positively unwound, in fact, once Sarah and Mark had accepted Gerard’s offer of drinks. Or spoke, anyway. “Did you have a good journey?”

			“Fine, thanks,” Mark said. “Absolutely no … problem.”

			It was like listening to people remembering a phrase book they’d glanced at. A suspicious mind would have assumed they were having an affair.

			But Sarah’s suspicious mind was otherwise occupied at that moment; was trying desperately to send the right signals to her body, her limbs. Act natural. Smile. Talk about the weather. Don’t, for instance, mention Gerard turning up late the night of the explosion, leaving his briefcase in the car. (His briefcase? At a dinner party?) Don’t ask why he’d been so sure it was a bomb. Don’t ask where he keeps his gun collection. Just take, which she now did, the proffered cocktail and smile, act natural, talk about the weather.

			“Brilliant piece of sunshine.” 

			“Splendid.”

			“Great summer in fact.” 

			“Greenhouse effect.” 

			“More power to it.” 

			“Too hot, really.”

			“Well, yes, I’d say so.” 

			“They say it’ll break soon.”

			“But they always say that,” concluded Gerard, “don’t they?” 

			Mark fetched their bags, and Gerard showed them the guestroom. It was more of the same: an illustration from a catalogue; a backdrop to a tweed collection. The double bed had a bolster, and through the window sheep posed placidly beneath a spreading chestnut tree, probably. Gerard showed them how the wardrobe worked: it had a sliding door. Left to themselves, she and Mark would have cracked this fairly soonish. You could take the host business too far, she thought, but you couldn’t fault his geniality.

			Except you had to see it as an act. If you had decided he was responsible for the deaths of a young widow and her curiously extant husband, and, by logical extension, the kidnapping—or at any rate disappearing—of their surviving daughter, you had to take this newly jovial front with a quarry load of salt. Sarah had, of course, no evidence. For the moment, though, she wouldn’t let that get in the way; with a weekend on the premises to go, she could have him bang to rights by Monday.

			“Not too shabby,” Mark said, once Gerard had left them. 

			“Mmm?”

			“All this.” He waved a hand: the room, the cottage, the country. He was desperate for her to be pleased, she realized; for the stage to be suitable for a convincing performance of enjoyment. So they could both pretend, even in front of each other, that it was brilliant they were here. Maybe she should tell him, she thought as she stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, that the entertainment potential in this weekend had increased by a factor of ten. On the other hand, though, she definitely shouldn’t.

			“All right?” he asked anxiously.

			“Fine. Everything’s fine.” And they went downstairs.

			It was hard getting a handle on Gerard in his home environment. It was as if the slate had been wiped clean, and he was determined not to acknowledge in any way that their first encounter had been anything but immensely cordial. He did mention the explosion once, but addressed his question to Mark while Sarah was asking Paula something interesting about neighbours, and couldn’t butt in to prolong the dialogue.

			“Anything ever come of that incident? Developments?” 

			“Not that I know of.”

			“Hmph. Trouble with the police, they’re so busy bending over backwards to prove they’re not racist thugs, they never get anything done. It’s like everything else, you want results, go private.” He glanced at Sarah as he said this, but she was too busy being fascinated by Paula to respond. Something about a TV star three doors away. His last party started on Friday and went on till Monday morning!

			One of the non-bomb-related puzzles that had been exercising Sarah, why there was no activity in the kitchen, was solved when Gerard explained he’d booked a table at the local pub for lunch. Booked, mind. Not one of those pub lunches where you just turn up. Within a few minutes of that, they were in The Feathers, a pub that was everything the rest of the village promised, having uniformed staff, a wide choice of real ale and expensive food. Sarah, though, was on her best behaviour. So, it seemed, was Gerard. When he spoke, she listened and laughed; when she spoke he attended as if expecting questions later. Mostly Mark did the talking, though, while Paula picked at her food and didn’t offer much, beyond adding the odd name to her list of the village alumni. Sarah thought she’d be happier in Planet Hollywood. Even Gerard threw her odd glances, as if wishing she’d try harder.

			After the garlic bread, the lasagne, the summer pudding, Gerard suggested a walk. “Lovely walks round here, aren’t there, darling?”

			Paula shrugged.

			“Woods?” asked Mark, to show he knew a thing or two about the countryside.

			“I wouldn’t be at all surprised.”

			They had a brief altercation about the bill which Gerard won, depending on how you looked at it, then set off to check out the surrounding countryside. A footpath took them beyond the village limits in a very short while. Here, Sarah expected segregation to set in: Gerard would stride on with Mark and discuss manly things, while she was left to dredge up enough small talk to keep Paula from slipping into a coma. In the event she was quite wrong, soon finding herself with Gerard, some fifty yards behind their spouses. Detective finds herself alone with suspect. What do they talk about? The weather.

			“Wonderful, isn’t it?” 

			“What is?”

			“Good clean air,” he said.

			“You’re not really a country boy, are you, Gerard?”

			“I wouldn’t say that. I’m from yeoman stock. Generations back, my family were farmers.”

			“Generations back everybody’s family were farmers.”

			“Funny, isn’t it? Everybody rat-racing in the city, struggling to make their pile, so they can get back where their ancestors sweated. Maybe we should all have stayed where we were in the first place.”

			“Would you have liked that?”

			“Of course not. This is the weekend talking. It’s not real life.”

			“Which is?”

			“Competition. Struggle. The survival of the smartest.” 

			“And the devil take the rest.”

			“You think I’m a capitalist monster, don’t you?” 

			“It crossed my mind.”

			Gerard stopped to examine the view. She imagined the checklist in his head: sheep, yes; fields, yes; trees, yes. This was the country, no question. He nodded in quiet satisfaction and said, “When I meet people like those friends of yours, the ones with rather bizarre names, I must admit I play up to their expectations. They think wealth goes hand in hand with obnoxious attitudes.”

			“So that was a game.”

			“No. But it’s not the whole story, either.”

			“Underneath it all,” Sarah said, “you’re just another raging lefty.”

			“That’s the trouble with you middle-class socialist types.” He seemed to have had enough of the view now, and together they walked on. “You think you’ve the monopoly on compassion.”

			“Whereas you regard it as a free market.”

			“Oh very neat, yes. A market in which there’s no room for random acts of senseless generosity, shall we say.”

			“Why not?” Sarah said. “It sounds like we’ve said it before.” 

			He chuckled at that. Annoying Gerard Inchon was an uphill task. No doubt he was aware just how irritating this was.

			For all that, the weekend Gerard wasn’t what she’d expected. There was something to his manner—and the country clothes, the appreciative once-overs he gave the scenery—that told her he was playing a part, for his own benefit as much as hers. He wanted to be at home here but wasn’t quite making the grade, and what surprised her wasn’t so much this chink in his armour—she’d never met a man who didn’t come with one of those—as her own response to it: a mild disappointment at his obvious vulnerability.

			… And there she went again, treating it all like a giant game. Though the players in this case were people, and some of them were dead.

			“It doesn’t bother you, though,” she said after a bit, “just to write some people off?”

			See if he appreciates the subtlety of that. 

			“How do you mean?”

			“Well, my friend Rufus.” My friend was a stretch, but he wasn’t to know that. “You decided he was a dead loss in no time flat. What gives you the right to do that?”

			“The same thing that lets me get away with it. He’s spineless, Sarah. Fond as you so obviously are of his retro missus, you have to admit friend Rufey is a bit lacking in what, in other company, I’d have to call balls.”

			“And that’s what makes a man?” 

			“I’d call it a defining characteristic.”

			“Not everybody gets the same chances in life.”

			“It would be foolish to deny it. But not everybody makes use of the ones they get.”

			“He was an orphan.”

			“He wasn’t the only one.” Gerard stopped abruptly, as if he’d said more than he’d meant to, and used a stick he’d acquired to point at a speck in the sky. “What’s that, do you think?”

			“A bird?” Sarah ventured. “Mark’s the expert.” 

			“Kestrel, probably. Or a hawk. Or a buzzard.”

			Sarah surveyed once more the green sweep of landscape, receiving from it this time a sense of something large and impressive to which she could not readily put a name: possibly nature exerting its pressure; something, anyway, she didn’t feel in the city. “It’s very beautiful,” she said, and because it sounded to her own ear as if the words had come out grudgingly, said it again. “Beautiful. What’s it like in the winter?”

			“God knows.”

			The others were waiting at a stile, and they swapped partners as if the move had been choreographed in advance. Sarah spent the rest of the walk communing, largely in silence, with Paula, reflecting the while on her conversation with Gerard. From which she had learned precisely nothing. So the man was an orphan, or that’s what he’d implied: so what? As a clue, this ranked poorly against the tortured confession she might have extracted. The most interesting thing he’d said, he’d said to Mark: his comment about going private when investigating crime. Which could mean he knew about Joe, which in turn meant he was having her watched. You might come down with a bad dose of paranoia in this business. Hadn’t Joe said he never spoke freely over the phone?

			And Paula never spoke freely anywhere, or so Sarah was finding. “How long have you owned the cottage?”

			“About a year.”

			“And do you come here … often?” Her voice trailing away. 

			“Whenever Gerard feels like it.”

			From up ahead, the odd word came wafting back: parts of that complicated vocabulary people never use, but money thrives on. Interim pre-tax profits. Commercial reserves. They spoke of entire nations as if other races marched ahead with a single thought in mind: The Germans always this. The Japanese never that. As if every other country in the world had a fixed agenda, while Jolly Old Blighty bumbled along, full of people who didn’t give a toss. That last part, in fact, felt pretty true to Sarah’s experience, but there were probably Wigwams and Rufuses in every country in the world.

			“And do you like it?”

			But Paula just looked at her.

			When they got back to the cottage it quickly became apparent that the fresh air and exercise element of the country weekend was officially at a close, and the drinking far too much aspect just breaking open. Gerard uncorked several bottles of wine at once, some to breathe, some not to get the chance, and for the next few hours time seemed to stand still for long stretches, then gallop to catch up at unexpected moments. Sarah kept a stern eye on her glass at first, until the effort of remembering her suspicions while pretending to enjoy herself started to weigh too heavily to allow for other considerations. Perhaps she was only pretending to suspect, and genuinely enjoying herself. Gerard kept up a flow of jokes which grew progressively raunchier as the afternoon wore off; Mark laughed a lot and it struck her as an unfamiliar sound. And Paula drank steadily and spoke about life in London, and where the best places to be seen were, and what made them the best places. She was starting to sound like a Muppet. When Sarah giggled at the wrong moment she found she couldn’t stop. “Sorry.” Gerard said something she didn’t catch, and next moment Mark was bending over her, closer to her than he’d been since they’d last had sex. “I think you’re quite drunk, Sarah.” I think we all are, she wanted to tell him, but the effort was beyond her so she meekly allowed him to lead her upstairs instead, where she woke several hours later in a very dark room, with her head screwed on too tight and a mouth so dry she must have been force-fed crackers in her sleep.

			She found the loo then cleaned herself up a bit. The face in the mirror was red-eyed, very pale-skinned: not a brilliant advert for your husband’s career she thought, before remembering she didn’t give a sod about Mark’s career, and it wasn’t her fault she’d got drunk anyway. When she came out it was to the sound of a minor earthquake in the adjoining room, and since its light was on and the door open she stuck her head round to find a fully clothed Paula on the bed, snoring to wake the dead. The survivor of a thousand city nights wasn’t looking too hot. Probably the country air. Feeling less a casualty for having witnessed another crash, she went downstairs in search of moving bodies.

			Mark’s was not among them. Draped over the sofa, head back, mouth open, he had a washing-up bowl balanced on his knees, which Sarah’s long-term experience indicated was both prudent and not his own idea. The main light was off, and for one moment his face seemed to flicker in the dark, as if she were catching a glimpse of him from a passing train. But the movement was illusory; the darting shadows the TV. Gerard Inchon was watching a movie.

			“Cary Grant,” she said, more to announce her presence than to let him know who he was watching. Buried in an armchair, he hadn’t looked round as she came down, and for a moment she thought he was asleep. But at last he turned his big head lazily round and nodded as if he’d been expecting her.

			“Archie Leach,” he replied.

			“Archie Leach was a nobody,” she said. “Cary Grant was a star.” Why did she feel the need to duel with this man?

			Whyever, he didn’t join in. “Sit,” he said. “Have a drink.” He waved at an array of wine bottles, most of them empty. “I can open another,” he added, reaching the same conclusion.

			“Water’ll do, thanks.”

			“We’ve got some of that. I think we keep it in the tap.” 

			“I’ll find it.”

			There were more empty bottles on the kitchen table, forcing Sarah to suppress a shudder as she found a glass, poured some water, drank it, poured some more. She couldn’t remember an afternoon when she’d drunk this much. Nor wished to. The afternoon anyway was long over: the kitchen clock said 11:20, and through the back window dark trees waved at her. She could make out her own reflection too. It wasn’t doing her any favours.

			Back in the sitting room Cary Grant was climbing a flight of stairs, carrying a glass of milk with a light bulb in it. Gerard seemed engrossed but beckoned her to sit, pointing at a tray of sandwiches somebody had fixed up at some point. Suddenly ravenous, Sarah ate four, while on the screen in front of them an improbably happy ending imposed itself on what had been, up to that point, a good film. When the urge came to tell the audience Everything is going to be all right, it was definitely time to pack it in.

			Gerard got up and turned the TV off.

			She said, “Do all your weekends end like this?” 

			“With me the last man standing?”

			She nodded at Mark. “With your guests comatose, yes.” 

			“Everybody arranges these things differently. I mean, how would I go about capping that evening at yours? Blow the neighbours up?”

			“I wouldn’t put it past you.”

			“They’d have to really annoy me. Wear brown shoes, or whistle in the mornings.”

			“Heinous crimes like that.”

			“We’ve all got standards. That husband of yours, drink a lot, does he?”

			“Depends on the company.”

			“I would, in his posish.” Gerard had, even in his own. But except for a bloodening round the eyes and the occasional verbal stumble, you wouldn’t know it. Not bad going, with a dozen empties about the place.

			“Meaning?”

			“Meaning his job. Keep your hair on.” He clumsily poured another glass of red. “So how’s it going, anyway? Your little problem?”

			“My what?”

			He waggled his fingers. “BHS.”

			“Vino veritas,” she said. “You couldn’t keep up the pretence, could you?”

			“Which pretence is that?” 

			“That you’re not a shit.”

			“Ah, Sarah. Now, the thing is. What you have to do.” He belched, softly. “You really have to learn who your friends are.”

			Mark stirred and mumbled something in an alien tongue. 

			“This is really good advice you’re giving me.”

			“You want good advice? I can give you that. Batten down the hatches, girl. You’ve got big trouble coming.”

			“So have you.”

			He ignored her. “You’ll be wishing you were bored again. Soon. Trust me on this.”

			“I don’t trust you on anything.” 

			“Time zhit?” said Mark.

			Gerard looked at him, then back at her. “If I was you, I’d get out while you can.”

			“Thank you, Gerard. You’re a prince among men.”

			Mark sat up straight very suddenly. “God. Must have dropped off.”

			“Must have.”

			“Did I miss anything?” 

			“Only Cary Grant.”

			Mark rubbed his eyes. “Cary was here?”

			“Come on, old son,” Gerard said. “Better be getting you upstairs.”

			Ten minutes later they were all in bed, and what felt like ten minutes after that, Sarah was awake again. Downstairs, a shockingly healthy-looking Gerard was making tea for a gratifyingly woebegone Paula: they looked like a normal couple, damn them, Gerard having reverted to his Brilliant Host role, pouring tea from a caddy straight into the pot.

			“That’s a lot easier to gauge if you use a spoon.”

			“There’s not a spoon to be had. They’re all in the dishwasher.”

			The downside of technology. Michael Crichton was probably writing a book about it. Gerard made a tray for her to take upstairs, and told her he and Paula were just off to mass, they’d be back in an hour or so. Sarah was mildly surprised, but hoped it didn’t show.

			She went back to bed. Mark was well out of the running, only coming round long enough to make it clear he didn’t want breakfast and hadn’t appreciated the offer. So Sarah drank tea alone and unattended, reflecting as she did that there were two whole rooms in the cottage she’d not been in yet. Probably she’d have been able to sleep if that thought hadn’t arrived.

			She showered, giving temptation time to wither and die, which it didn’t, and took their bedroom first. There wasn’t much to it; it looked, in fact, like a second guestroom, with even the clothes in the wardrobes having the air of being extras, spares. She imagined matching counterparts in other wardrobes in their London house; could almost picture Gerard and Paula buying two of everything, to save carting back and forth.

			But poking around in other people’s bedrooms was a grubby business. She shut the door quietly behind her and thought seriously about forgoing the other room, which might only be a cupboard after all. So really there was no harm in looking, she decided; a piece of deductive justification which might have been more impressive had she reached the end of it before opening the door.

			This room was tiny, little more than a boxroom, but it looked like Gerard got a dual purpose out of it anyway: part office, part gallery to his ego. On a table which was surely too big to have got through the door squeezed a PC, a telephone, a fax machine next to what might have been a baby photocopier plus a stack of papers and a palmtop. And around the walls hung framed photographs of Gerard at different stages of his important life: young and chubby, adolescent and chubby; prosperous and fat. In one of the older shots he stood in front of a low wall, flanked by, presumably, his parents. In the way old photographs have, this one looked as if black-and-white weren’t just the medium but the subject: the adults appearing straitened, uncomfortable; their very postures suggesting that their post-war years had kept oozing on into the sixties, the way they had in the North. In contrast young Gerard looked simply impatient, as though even at eight or nine he’d been waiting for the coloured times to arrive. He was holding a model aeroplane in a proprietorial way that left no doubt he had built it himself, but Sarah couldn’t discern much pride from his demeanour; more dissatisfaction that toys were all he had to occupy himself. His mother was pretty and slight. His father, much taller, stood with one hand on Gerard’s head, as if attempting to keep him where he belonged.

			Other photos, of more recent vintage, showed Gerard fully emerged from the cocoon of childhood, not that the result resembled a butterfly. A happy slug came to mind. Here was Gerard breaking ground on what an accompanying picture proved an office block (Inchon Enterprises); Gerard spraying champagne over somebody getting out of an expensive car; Gerard becoming married in (of course) top hat and tails, while Paula posed winsomely beside him in a dress even Sarah could see cost well into four figures. She did, it had to be said, look lovely. Even Gerard came out of this one well. Something solemn had crept into his face, forming a solid foundation for what was obviously happiness. The result was to firm up his otherwise slack features; hardly putting him in heart-throb territory, but at least bestowing a visible sense of purpose you could mistake for integrity. Sarah found the same effect in another recent picture which showed him handing a cheque to a tall, priestly man; the pair of them standing in front of a small crowd of children. The background, mostly obscured, seemed to be an institution of some sort; a noticeboard behind them had part of what was probably a name, rimat, visible between young heads. Some religious setup, she hypothesized. Catholic or very high: he’d said mass.

			She turned her attention to the clutter on the desk, hoping to find a bomb-maker’s manual among it. Nothing doing, but she picked up the palmtop to look at. She’d seen such toys but never operated one; was not really what you’d call a card-carrying member of the technological society, though had enough experience to know the average computer could take you from How Hard Can It Be? to What The Hell Happened There? in two seconds flat. That was the downside. The upside was it was very small with an obvious on-button and where was the harm in trying? This button proved remarkably simple to operate and the little screen came to life immediately, flashing a prompt she guessed was its demand for a password. What kind of password would a man like Gerard use? She went for blindingly predictable, and keyed Paula. Invalid Password it countered. Not a single other word came to mind. It was as if her brain had been rinsed of all vocabulary.

			“What are you looking for?”

			She nearly jumped out of her skin. 

			“Sarah?”

			“I wasn’t looking for anything. I was just looking.” She put the machine down before turning round, hoping he wouldn’t notice, then switched topics in what she prayed was an undetectable, natural manner. “My God, you look awful.”

			“I feel awful.” Mark ran a hand across his forehead. “That wine must have been a bit dodgy.”

			“That fifth bottle was corked, probably. Come on, I’ll make you some coffee.”

			Mark took a detour via the bathroom and by the time he joined her in the kitchen, dressed, the others were pulling up outside. “They may be godly, but at least I’m clean,” he said.

			“I suppose I should be grateful you didn’t go with them. Keep the client sweet.”

			He gave her a hard look. 

			“It was a joke, Mark.”

			“It needs work.”

			“And you need this.” She gave him a cup of coffee.

			“No, what he needs is a hair of the dog,” said Gerard, entering. Then, at the look Mark gave him, laughed and said, “But it’ll keep. Actually, I wanted a word, Mark, since you’re up. Don’t mind, do you?” He addressed the question to Sarah.

			Be a good girl, now. Run along and play. But residual guilt from snooping, or from being caught snooping, left her unable to object.

			Gerard handed her a bunch of newspapers and took Mark up to his study, while a still interestingly pale Paula mumbled something about a lie-down, and disappeared. Sarah took her bundle into the garden, and spent the next hour reading what appeared to be the same set of articles in three different papers, before drifting softly to sleep in the sunshine. She was woken by a hand stroking her cheek, though Mark’s words weren’t as affectionate as his gesture.

			“When you were in Gerard’s study,” he said suspiciously, “did you mess with his palmtop at all?”

			“Did I what?”

			“His electric notebook. Only it wasn’t closed down properly.” 

			“Maybe he forgot to last time he used it,” Sarah said, fully awake this time.

			“That’s what I said. He said, Hmmm.”

			“I only turned it on. I’d never seen one before.”

			“Jesus, Sarah! That’s like looking at somebody’s diary. It is looking at somebody’s diary.”

			“Well, if it had been a diary, I’d not have been interested,” she lied. “I was thinking of getting you one for Christmas. I wanted to see how they work.”

			He became thoughtful. “It’d come in very useful.”

			“I can’t get you one now, can I? It wouldn’t be a surprise.” 

			She left him to mull that over and went inside, where Gerard was in the kitchen, preparing lunch: a joint of beef, the usual veg. Traditional, as she’d have expected, though he wasn’t the one she’d have thought would be preparing it. “Anything I can do to help?”

			“I think it’s under control, thanks.”

			She looked out of the window at Mark, who’d settled down with the papers now; was reading the Middle East news with a worried frown which might have related to world events or just to his hangover, she couldn’t tell. When she turned back Gerard was studying her with an evil look on his face.

			“Is there a problem?”

			“One thing would be useful.” 

			“Yes?”

			He pointed at the bottles on the table. “You could clear up the dead soldiers,” he said.

			IV

			Amos Crane—tall, grey, crewcut, a bit of a problem; his face that of a man in the last stage of something wasting—sat in the glow of a VDU, whose green wash made unearthly the crags and hollows of his head. Beneath the surface wreckage, though, everything pumped in order. The body was a tool. An early riser, Amos Crane jogged three miles before breakfast; ran past Chinese supermarkets as they opened, blowsy strip clubs as they closed, and considered the lives grouped round these exits and entrances as being connected to his own by an invisible network of alliances. Crane was not a Londoner, and never imagined himself one. But on the city’s early streets he felt part of a larger community, and regarded the tired dancers and busy grocers as his equals, at least in as much as they led lives outside the jobsworth’s timetable. He was their secret sharer. He understood their passions. Now, though, he was at his desk.

			He preferred to work without overhead lighting; with just an Anglepoise bent so low it scorched rings on the desk’s surface, and the light of the computer screen, whose lettering reflected on his spectacles. A computer, too, was a tool only. He had no patience with those who substituted this magic box for the real world, looking to it for answers: it held only clues. All the information in the world didn’t give you the answers. For these, you had to close with flesh and bone.

			His brother used to accuse him of attempting philosophy.

			“It doesn’t hurt to think,” Amos would say. And then amend it, adding, “It doesn’t hurt me to think. I can see where you’d have problems.”

			“Always the kidder.”

			“You rush into things.” Serious now; it was Axel’s big fault. Always doing, and working out the total later. Or letting somebody else do that part, which bored him.

			Axel would blow him a smoke ring. Change the subject. But it was true: over the years, Amos had tried to steer his brother right over and over. Telling him a hundred different ways, he had to get a grip on the politics of the situation. Probably there was nowhere left in the world you could do the wet work and not worry about the consequences. Well, America. The Far East. Africa too, come to think of it. And most of Eastern Europe. But Oxford, no, you had to be more circumspect. Blowing up a house, even Axel had to assume there’d be raised eyebrows afterwards.

			“It got the job done.” 

			“Half the job done.”

			Axel had blown another smoke ring.

			And it had been up to Amos to work out the details: get the kid out of hospital, fashion a lid to pop on the story; plus the tricky bit, which was letting Howard believe he’d been the one doing all the work. Credit had a way of calming him down. Thinking about Howard now, he tapped out a little riff on his keyboard, squirting a meaningless jumble of letters on to the screen.

			“Your brother,” Howard had said, “is certifiably wacko.” 

			“Please.”

			“You’re supposed to be his control on this operation. Did you have any idea what he was planning?”

			“The agent in the field has the last word. Or didn’t you know?”

			Howard was strictly a desk-man, and didn’t enjoy being reminded of the fact. He’d flushed, said, “An innocent woman was killed. Are you aware of that?”

			So Amos had told him about the early forties, in Mongolia. The experiments with the rats and the prisoners.

			“You can’t compare us with them,” Howard had said. And then shut up, perplexed, while Amos laughed at him.

			He’d just come into the room, now. Howard. Without turning, Amos knew it was him: something about the clumsy way desk-men moved, even (especially?) when they thought they were sliding like grease. On the nights he worked late—which, to be fair, were frequent—Howard always let you know. “I was in the office till almost twelve last night”: not complaining, just filling you in. Wanting everybody to appreciate, Amos Crane thought now, that he had it tough too. Till almost twelve.

			“Howard,” he said, before the other announced his presence. 

			“Any … developments?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“Are you aware of the pressure I’m under?”

			Howard was always asking if you were aware of whatever. 

			“It’s like chess, Howard,” Amos said kindly. “You can watch it for hours and think nothing’s going on. But that’s because you’re only seeing what’s happening on the surface.”

			“Thank you. Where’s the child?”

			Crane looked at his watch. “Tucked up in bed.” 

			“She’s not to be harmed. You know that.”

			“Safe as houses,” Crane assured him.

			There was a pause while both men thought about houses recently brought to their attention.

			“And your brother?”

			“I doubt he’s in bed yet.”

			Howard sat on the edge of Crane’s desk, then stood up again when the other man looked at him. He sat on a chair instead. “I’ve had a lot of complaints about his action.”

			“You said.”

			“I can’t protect him for ever.” 

			Amos smiled.

			“Any word on Downey?”

			“He’s keeping his head down. As I mentioned he would.” 

			“But he’ll come looking for the child.”

			Made as a statement, but he was after reassurance. There was a kind of boss Amos Crane had read about: the seagull manager. Who flaps in, makes a lot of noise, shits over everything and leaves. Howard aspired to that, but he was hampered by his personality. Unless he got a lot more secure quite quickly, he was never going to be able to fuck things up in anything but a minor way. So Crane said, “He’ll be looking for the child, Howard. I promise you that. And if he finds her—and we’ll make it easy for him—he’ll be sticking his head right into our box.” He chopped the edge of his hand down on to his desk. “And we’ll cut his head clean off, Howard. No mess. No waste. No more Downey.”

			“Whereabouts?” 

			Crane told him.

			Howard thought about it, then nodded. “Makes sense. Has a kind of symmetry about it.”

			“Thanks.”

			“And the child won’t be hurt.” 

			Crane held up his palms: Who, me?

			“I’ll hold your fucking brother responsible.”

			“I’ll make a note of that.” He wrote something on a Post-it. Howard stood, turned to go, then turned back reluctantly. “Something else?”

			“It’s probably minor.”

			“But I ought to know. Oughtn’t I?” asked Amos Crane. 

			Howard reached into his inside pocket, and drew a letter out. “This came the other day. To the Ministry. It was intercepted, of course.”

			“Of course.”

			“I knew there’d be a fuss. Your bloody brother …”

			Amos was already tucking the letter away in his own pocket. He knew what kind of thing it would be. “I’ll see to it,” he said soothingly. “It’ll be like it never came at all.”

			“No bombs.”

			“Don’t worry.” Be happy. Howard was really going this time. Amos said, “Oh, and Howard?”

			“Yes?”

			“You couldn’t protect my brother if he used you as a condom.”

			For a while, it looked as if Howard had something to say about that, but at the last he just turned and walked away. Crane settled back into his comfortable darkness. Howard was harmless—his major failing—but he offered occasional amusements, such as Mongolia—where, in the course of germ-warfare experiments in the early forties, the Soviets kept prisoners chained in tents with plague-infested rats. Crane couldn’t remember offhand the point at issue. Anyway: a prisoner escaped, and a minor epidemic was halted by an air strike, with the usual collateral damage. Round about four thousand Mongols died. Nobody was actually counting. The bodies were burned with “large quantities of petrol”; a description Crane had read in a book. Large quantities of petrol. And Howard had said You can’t compare us to them, and Crane had laughed and laughed. He hadn’t been scoring moral points. He’d just found Howard’s assertion unbelievably funny.

			“Course not, Howard,” he muttered now, as he leaned forward and killed the monitor. For a brief moment, a trinity of dots shone in his eyes—red, blue, green—then they too died. In that moment, Amos Crane was thinking about Axel, and about how Downey wouldn’t just be looking for a child, but looking for revenge, too; and this was a man trained to kill. Perhaps he should be worried about his brother. And then he smiled again, at the notion of worrying about Axel, and patted his breast pocket where Howard’s letter now nestled. Whoever sent that should be worrying about Axel. And he turned the Anglepoise off also, and sat for a while in the dark.
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