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Author’s note

			South Oxford Nursery School, where key scenes of this novel take place, occupies a similar space to that filled by Grandpont Nursery School in the real world, but is an imaginary institution, as are its staff and pupils.

		





Part One

			a.m.

		





Chapter 1

			In cartoons, when the alarm rings, the cat, mouse, dog, whatever, hauls a mallet from under the pillow and BAM!—cogs, levers and coils go everywhere; the clock face droops from its casing like a cuckoo on a spring . . . Morning is broken. In the real world, you simply reach a slow hand out and depress the button so the ringing stops. And for the moment it takes this to happen, you’re held between two worlds: the dream life in which mallets are hidden under pillows by pyjama-clad animals, and the default waking mode in which you blink twice, remember who you are, and feel detail seep back into you the way light infiltrates the room—you’re Louise Kennedy, you’re thirty-two years old, and today is either the first day of the rest of your life or the last day of your old one, depending on how things work out. It’s Tuesday, April 3rd. The weather’s set for fair. Sunlight has already reached the bedspread, drawing upon it a range of shadow mountains whose outcrops and valleys exactly match the folds and ridges of the curtaintops. It’s time to get up. It’s time to get up.

			Louise muffles a sigh, and pulls herself out of bed. 

			6:45.

			This is where it begins.

			And this, too, is where it begins; an hour earlier, and some five miles from Louise’s bed: in a grey lay-by, shielded from the A40 by a row of gasping trees.

			This stretch of the road, this time of the morning, most traffic is headed the other way; the first leg of the pilgrimage into London, hauling workers on to the motorway and firing them through the chalk cutting on the county border, where red kites ride the thermals overhead; then on past the redaubed stretch of graffiti (Why do I still do this every day?) to the stilted Westway and the congestion-charged canyons beyond. But George Trebor’s on the homeward leg of the Lille/Birmingham run, and this lay-by is where he parked overnight; partly because the legislation won’t let him ply his sixteen-wheeled trade twelve hours at a stretch; partly because there’s a loo here; but mostly because the back of his cab’s a fine and private place, unlike a two-up/two-down containing three teenage boys and a harassed wife. Which is maybe why he’s overslept, and is still in the cab sorting out shaving gear when a car pulls off the road, passes his rig, and parks outside the brick toilet. There’s another truck behind George’s but nothing in front, so he has a clear view of the car, which is a dark blue BMW with two occupants, neither of whom emerges. They’re both male. No clue as to what they’re doing: checking a map, maybe. Drawing straws to see who takes the first leak.

			That’s when he sees the boy coming out of the toilet.

			Most days, Louise played the radio softly during breakfast; the Today programme, or—if reality pressed too heavily on her—Radio 2. This morning, though, she opted for silence, or what passed for it in this stretch of South Oxford, where the early morning hum from the railside works plugged any gaps left by the Abingdon Road traffic. Her kitchen window looked out on a meadow—the Ham—beyond which lay the railway line, where Railtrack operated a pick-and-mix gravel concession, or that’s what it looked like. Trucks and what the Darlings called digger lorries shunted to and fro around it from the early hours, their diesel-powered belching blunted by an eight-foot baffle without which—presumably—everything would have been much noisier. It was part of the background hum, and throbbed beneath the morning like the area’s heartbeat. Louise was barely conscious of it; was utterly irony-free in choosing radio silence.

			Besides, she wasn’t at liberty to make noise these days.

			The bedroom above the kitchen—there were two bedrooms in this almost comically narrow house, whose front door opened directly on to the living room—had, until lately, been the other bedroom; the one that wasn’t Louise’s. And now it had become her mother’s bedroom instead; that M attaching to other to produce a wholly opposite shade, the way dawn changes to dusk, one letter at a time—down, mown, moon, moot, most, must, musk . . .

			Above her head her mother slept, while Louise prepared breakfast in silence.

			The boy saw the BMW and came to a halt, middle of the lay-by. George Trebor, watching for no special reason—except that’s what you did, watch, when something was happening—had a plain view of this; enough to realize that already, even before he was fully aware of paying witness, his version had come askew from reality. Because this wasn’t a boy, precisely. More like twenty—bum-fluffed rather than bearded, but beyond the point at which the mouth seems too big for the head; the nose too small for the face. He was dark-skinned, and looked, George thought, exhausted—like the next big wind would blow him away. He wore jeans and a dark green bomber jacket, and a rucksack hung from his left shoulder; he grasped its strap with his left hand, while his right was thrust into his pocket. No: it hung from his right shoulder, and all those details were reversed. George had trouble with left/right when applying them to someone facing him. Anyway, middle of the lay-by, halfway to the car, the young man stopped and dropped his head to one side, as if assessing the occupants. Working the rent, was George’s appraisal. He himself had worked the roads long enough to be unshocked by the probability. Working the rent: but Jesus, kid, you really don’t want to be getting into a car with two men. Any professional sex situation involving two on one: you’ll be torn apart.

			Maybe that’s what the boy was thinking. Either way, he moved no closer to the car. Looked, in fact, kind of scared. 

			George wasn’t even pretending he wasn’t watching now, but it wasn’t like anybody knew. Height of the cab, he might have been sitting in the royal box. The boy wasn’t looking his way anyway; his eyes were fixed on the car, and his lips moving—saying what, George couldn’t tell: might have been a price-tag; might have been a name.

			The car door opened, and one of the men stepped out.

			Elsewhere, alarm clocks weren’t necessary.

			Eliot Pedlar lay on his back, eyes open, and listened to family life unfolding along the corridor—his wife’s happy murmur; his children’s giggling—the way it did every morning. The children were awake by six—hell, six was a good day—and two seconds after their first stirring, Christine was out of bed and through the door; his last glimpse of her, the flash of a dimly remembered bottom under a solely functional nightie.

			“The wheels on the bus—”

			“go round and round round and—”

			“round round and rou—”

			“nd the wheels on the bus go—”

			Round and round. Sometimes he couldn’t tell where his sons’ voices broke off; where his wife’s began. As if, together, they formed a perfect circle, outside of which he was always hovering; going round and round, without ever breaking in.

			The twins were nearly four; his wife almost exactly three decades older. And he couldn’t tell them apart? That wasn’t cute so much as kind of disturbing.

			It was 6:50. He had time for another ten minutes’ sleep, but his chances of achieving it were zero.

			Waking thoughts were supposed to be creative thoughts—the hinterland of dreams was where consciousness dipped into the myth kitty, and pulled out useful images. That was the theory, but actually he’d woken up drenched in the Memory again—the Memory being less of a series of mental pictures tied to emotions than an actual physical state he’d been imprisoned in for almost a week . . . His right hand reached for his cock. His eyes remained fixed on the ceiling. Chris bustled into the room. “Are you still okay to do the boys this morning?”

			Eliot eased both hands from under the duvet. 

			“Of course,” he said.

			“You hadn’t forgotten?”

			“No,” he said. “Of course not.”

			Forgetting wasn’t his problem, recently. Remembering was what was driving him crazy.

			And then there was Judy . . .

			There was a clock-radio on Judy’s bedside table, which was paid for. When she opened her eyes, it read 6:55. Waking—coming round to what the clock said—was the usual brutal infraction: a list to be ticked off—what the world owed Judy; what Judy owed the world. The equation always weighed heavy on her side of the maths. The world should know this by now, but feigned ignorance.

			Judith Ainsworth turned the radio off, and dragged herself out of bed. The light creeping through the curtains pointed out her surroundings’ imperfections, but then it always did.

			I don’t want to be a burden.

			You’re not a burden, mum. I like having you here. 

			Don’t let me stop you doing what you want to do.

			You don’t. Honest.

			Have you thought about getting some nice ornaments for that mantelpiece? It’s a bit bare.

			(Louise lived in fear of returning home to find an unacceptable ceramic the new centrepiece of her living room: a thank-you gift it would be impossible to overthrow.)

			I won’t be with you longer than I have to be.

			And how did Louise respond to that? Which meant what, anyway? That death was so imminent there was little point in Louise increasing the milk order? Or that her mother, Susan, would be heading home soon; the heart attack filed away under Unpleasantnesses We Don’t Talk About, Thank You Very Much?

			Louise buttered toast, and wondered whether not putting the radio on was because she didn’t want to hear it, or because she didn’t want to disturb her mother (I don’t mind you listening to the radio in the morning, dear. It doesn’t wake me). You were always ten years old when you were watching TV with your parents and a sex scene erupted. And you were always prone to the most painful guilts when your mother told you what she didn’t mind: Go on and rip my heart out, Louise. Trample it into the carpet. I don’t mind. It’s been attacked once already.

			She gave up on her toast. There were more important aspects to breakfast. Fishing the back door key from its hook, she let herself into the yard—twelve square feet of cracked, uneven paving, hemmed by a low wall bordering the Ham—and lit a cigarette; the first of her daily pair. Giving up had never been a problem for Louise; it was only the first and last of the day she had trouble forgoing. Those were the two she’d hung on to when she’d discarded the habit, along with her previous job, a lover, her London flat, cocaine bingeing, and the sense she’d somehow—it didn’t have a name, this feeling; was simply a cloud that descended in the early hours—that she’d somehow fucked up everything, even if from the outside it had looked like she was fast-tracked to the glittering prizes. Not smoking between the bracketing pair was made easier by the fact that she rarely smoked in public. Secrecy (she preferred to consider it discretion) was something she’d had to learn anyway. Her lover, for instance, had been her married boss.

			Who today, of all days, was likely to weigh heavy on her mind.

			Resting a palm on the wall, Louise looked out across the meadow. Mist curled round the trees at its farthest edge, but it would be fine later—this was a simple rule: days you felt low were likely to shine, just to make you feel worse. Besides, this had been the pattern lately; mist giving way to bright warm weather.

			She smoked her cigarette to its filter, and dabbed it out on a mossed-over patch of brick. One tiny coal survived its bludgeoning, until a gust of wind whipped it out of existence.

			It was 7:14.

			Memory plays tricks, everyone knows that: it shuffles the deck, charms the snake, hoists the rope into nowhere. It convinces you you know just where you were, what you were doing, then whap, the detail betrays you. Reconstruction is never simple. Two days from now, a grainy, after-the-event newspaper photo will show Jaime Segura wearing the jacket he’s wearing now, and it’s not a dark green bomber at all: it’s brown, it’s faux-leather; it has long sleeves turned up at the cuffs, and drops to mid-thigh. George Trebor will look at that picture and wonder how much else of what he remembers actually happened, and how much was simply processed by a mind taught, like everyone else’s, to join the dots. Nobody studies events every second that passes. Like speed cameras, we take one picture, then another; and allow the data gathered by experience to fill the gaps between.

			And, like speed cameras, sometimes there’s no film in the machine.

			What George remembered was recorded later in newspapers and police reports, often in words quite similar to those he’d used in his various statements.

			And what he saw was something like this.

			The man who stepped out of the car’s passenger door was a bulky character in a knee-length grey overcoat, with a haircut that made George Trebor think Services—short on top; razored to stubble at the back. He moved like a soldier, unbuttoning the overcoat as he did so. The boy’s grip on his rucksack tightened at the man’s approach. He spoke again—George had no chance of making out the words. If Overcoat Man replied, his answer was similarly lost . . . With every minute, the day took on weight: light and sound gathering in a kaleidoscope of detail. Traffic rumbled yards away: an Oxford-bound coach; a white van with Budgie-hire stencilled on its panels. A magpie clattered on to the toilet roof. The man, his back to George, tilted his head to one side, as if asking a question. And as the boy shrugged an answer—dunno—the rucksack’s strap slipped down into his hand, from which he swung it in a wide loop to catch the man on the side of the head.

			George had forgotten about shaving; forgotten about the miles that lay ahead—miles, anyway, that would have to be put on hold now. He didn’t know that yet, but the next minute made it a certainty.

			The man stumbled but didn’t quite fall; he recovered before hitting the ground, propelling himself onward with one hand on the tarmac. Behind him the car door opened, and the second man emerged. Even without seeing his face, George could tell Man Two was not happy with this. The boy, meanwhile, had left the lay-by; had almost reached the point where the curve of the road would hide him from view. Another car belted past, hitting its horn as it did so, and the last George Trebor saw of the boy, he’d lost his balance and was hurling himself on to the verge. Man One wasn’t far behind, coat flapping madly, but slipped on the dew-slick verge before reaching him. What happened next was horrible. Instead of falling inwards the way the boy had done, he fell into the road where the next car hit him full on; sort of sucked him under the front wheel, thought George, who’d never seen anything like this before. The noise, too, was outside his experience. Imagine a piglet being forced down a waste-disposal unit—a squeal, a slam, and a point at which organic sound stops, and mechanical screeching takes over. Something flew high and wide into the air; part of the car or part of its victim, George couldn’t tell. It fell to earth and vanished.

			Man Two came to a halt at the lay-by’s exit and flinched at the impact, as if experiencing it himself in a minor way. George, too, stopped breathing. George, in fact, closed his eyes at this point.

			When he opened them again, he was looking at aftermath. The car that had hit the man had somehow stopped sideways, blocking both lanes this side of the dividing tract, its driver’s door hanging open. Someone was being sick beside it. Man Two was crouched over the broken man, shouting into a phone. The body was largely hidden from George’s view. Was it a body yet? As for the boy . . . George opened the cabin door, and climbed down into the lay-by. Behind the straggly hedge-row, a queue of cars was building up; would be a mile long before any kind of traffic control was established. He went to join Man Two, to see if he could help.

			When he looked towards Oxford, the direction the boy had been heading, all George Trebor could see was the empty road.

			News broadcasts aside, George never saw him again.

			 

			Judy had to be quiet getting up. She’d not been here a week before having that pointed out—not as a you-make-too-much-noise-in-the-mornings edict, but as part of a monologue about the selfishness of people who make too much noise in the mornings; a general if-the-cap-fits warning, which, taken the right way, could become an invitation to join a two-woman chorus decrying the behaviour of others. Judy understood such language. She spoke it herself. In a perverse way, it was something of a pleasure to know she’d found herself sharing a roof with a fellow expert.

			It was sometimes necessary to form alliances, though it would be a mistake to take this as a sign of weakness.

			In the bathroom she took care of the usual, then had a quick wash standing at the sink. A bath would have been nice, but the hot water system made a noise like anti-aircraft cover. This was a compromise, it was true—and compromises laid end to end were indistinguishable from surrender—but such things happened in enemy territory; you took time to check out the terrain, then drew a line in the sand you could defend. She rehearsed this silent theory to the face in the mirror, and the face in the mirror relayed it back.

			(This face, for the record, was a round face; its eyes brown, its mouth a straight line. Judy was fifty-three. No; Judy was fifty-four. Her last birthday had snuck in under the wire; unnoticed, uncelebrated. And Judy smoked, and this was written in the lines round her eyes; the million squints that prove that songs come true: smoke gets in your eyes. Her hair looked painted on. Literally: her hair looked like it belonged on an Action Man doll; moulded close to her skull like a punishment, a scold’s bridle. There was something else, too, in those brown eyes, in that linear mouth, which spoke not only of disappointment, but of a constant mission to avenge that disappointment. This would be why she held her head at an upward tilt in company: the better to spot an opportunity for scoring points. Anything taken from somebody else was added to what was hers, even if what was taken was only a moment’s peace. She was owed a lot, and the debt was everyone’s.)

			Washed, dressed, she made her way downstairs.

			 

			“Boys—”

			“Dad.”

			“Daddy.”

			“Boys, could you quieten down a bit? Daddy’s trying to concentrate.”

			7:36.

			Eliot was in the car; the boys in their seats behind him. Strapping twins into car seats was an activity that, on a bad day, encompassed emotions traditionally associated with the classical definition of tragedy. On a good day, it wasn’t much more complicated than juggling traffic bollards. Today was a good day. The boys went through phases when they seemed to achieve communication the far side of speech, and were too intent on developing this to create problems on a mundane level. “Twins,” people said knowingly when Eliot or Chris mentioned such things—twins being one of those subjects on which everyone’s an expert. Everyone bar Eliot, who often resisted the temptation to mention the Midwich Cuckoos when discussing the boys. 

			Today they were wrapped in a strange dialogue deeply meaningful to both, but incomprehensible to humans. It didn’t require Eliot’s involvement, but was a little noisy when he was trying to drive.

			Usually, this was part of Chris’s routine. Like almost everything involving the boys, she had full charge of it, and took his offers of help as an attempted putsch. Which caused conflict, but mostly only in Eliot’s mind. He still keenly remembered the Chris he’d been married to until about four years ago; the Chris who reckoned that those peasant women who gave birth in the fields then carried on working had it right. She was a legal secretary: hardly field work, but the hours were long. But discovering that she was carrying twins had changed her attitude, as if something more fundamental than a simple mathematical substitution—two for one—had taken place, and overnight had gone from a breezy acceptance of impending change to a siege mentality; one in which all the world’s workings had to be weighed and measured for their effect on this primary unit: Gordon + Timmy + Christine. Eliot being optional.

			A burst of giggling from the back seat underlined another joke from which he’d been excluded.

			This morning, Chris was paying a visit to her old office. Which would have been a more welcome development if it had been her idea, instead of something Eliot had badgered her into over what was probably weeks rather than the months it felt like. Returning to work had always been the plan, he’d reminded her, as if the Plan had been chiselled into the same rock the Ten Commandments were hewn from, and equally impervious to circumstance. Which, in this context, included the fact that it would be pleasant to have a second income again, given the doubling of their expenditure these past few years. But sometimes, when trying to introduce such subjects in a non-contentious way, he’d had the feeling he was attempting conversation with somebody who wasn’t there any more; somebody who, tidally struck by the advent of children, had been, quite simply, washed away . . .

			“Dad—”

			“Daddy—”

			“—Can it wait, boys?”

			“We’re building a castle.”

			“A real one.”

			“. . . That’s nice.”

			Which it was. If his sons were building a castle, it might as well be a real one. That way, whatever happened later in life, they’d always be able to look back and say Well, at least we built a castle.

			But they’d returned to their republic of two. He tried to concentrate on driving; feeling, as he did so, the Memory hug him tighter, as if something he wore was shrinking round his shoulders—there was an ache involved in this; more pressure than you could define as comfortable. But it was good, too, to be held so close, and his heart beat faster as he dropped a gear.

			Louise closed the door behind her as gently as she could; this, too, causing her guilt—that the chunk of the latch might wake her mother. But with the noise came a sense of release; she was out in the world again. Now that home territory had become shared, it was somewhere to escape from rather than a refuge from everywhere else. Walking up the road, she had the sense of her own footsteps receding—becoming a departing tip-tap—as if they were a measure of the distance between herself and her mother; bringing, of course, more guilt.

			It wasn’t a long journey. A matter of minutes. There wasn’t much life on the street at this time; she was, naturally, ahead of the mothers delivering children to school; ditto those with nine-to-five jobs up in town, but behind milkmen and commuters, and never quite in synch with the dog walkers, who enjoyed a society all their own on the Ham. As a matter of course, though, she’d nod Good Morning to anyone whose path she crossed, sometimes wondering whether they recognized her, or knew where she was headed. Neighbourhoods held few secrets, she suspected. Which was not an especially welcome thought, given last week’s Incident—an episode she was hoping to write off as an aberration, without seriously believing it would be without consequence.

			At the time, she’d thought it involved just the pair of them, but of how much could you truly say that? Every connection plugged you into someone else’s network. A neighbourhood was a web, with any thread plucked here reverberating there. Even in the big city, secrecy wasn’t straightforward. Louise remembered visiting a mobile phone outlet more than a year ago, looking to upgrade her deal now her calls had gone through the roof. “Has there been a change in your life lately?” the boy on the counter asked, leafing through her bills and seeing the same number again and again . . . She’d found herself blushing; had blushed since at the memory. What irked was the realization that great chunks of private life—once the province of confidantes and therapists—were now open to teenagers with McJobs. Secrecy was a professional skill these days; amateurs were crying out to be discovered. Yup: the Incident would have consequences. The best she could hope for was, they wouldn’t threaten her new career.

			Speaking of which, she turned left at the corner, and the nursery school gates came into view.

			By now, George Trebor’s morning had caught up with Louise’s—long spells of nothing happening had swallowed the time she’d taken to breakfast, smoke, and walk up the road. Not that entirely nothing had happened, of course—an ambulance had arrived, swiftly followed by two police cars, followed in turn by a third; traffic, meanwhile, was backing up as far as the motorway turnoff and probably beyond—but his participation had not been called upon. He couldn’t leave, though. Leaving the scene of an accident might cost him his licence: they could get you that way. And Man Two, he was pretty sure, had noted his plate.

			He’d tried talking to Man Two, once the ambulance arrived.

			“Your friend—is he going to be okay?”

			“Do I look like a doctor?”

			“. . . He was still alive, though? I could see you were . . .” 

			George didn’t want to say kissing him. But introducing the phrase artificial resuscitation into this sentence was suddenly beyond him.

			Man Two said, “Go and wait in your truck. They’ll want to talk to you.”

			Something about the look on his face drove George back to his lorry, where he leaned against the door, heartily wishing he’d not stopped to shave this morning. He watched the policemen approach Man Two; saw Man Two show them ID. Saw the glance they shared before one backed off and started talking into a radio.

			And George understood that whatever he’d witnessed this morning, it was nothing to do with a rent boy running out of luck.

			The kitchen didn’t enjoy much light even on the sunny side of the year, so the overhead strip was needed, though its effect was like too much caffeine: if you stood long enough in the glow cast by tubular lighting, your blood would start to fizz. Children who grew in the shadow of pylons turned out to have leukaemia. But the alternative was to muddle in the half-light, so Judy pressed the switch, and there it was: the kitchen, drenched in unforgiving electricity. Smaller than she deserved. Small should equate with neat: rooms could be compact, tidy. But this small aspired to grubby. That was what Judy thought, looking at the kitchen. That its size was a badge of failure, and failure was streaked and grimy, and anyway she was a lodger, and strict prohibitions on certain cupboards and any shelf of the fridge bar the third applied. So there wasn’t even pride of possession attached to the badge of failure. If these circumstances were anyone else’s, they’d be funny.

			The view from the window was equally cramped. It gave straight on to pavement, on the other side of which sat a blank wall made of the same brick from which the house and all its neighbours were built. This served as a rampart shielding these houses from the road, which was only partly residential—it was mostly car park and ice rink; plus a PO collection point, the College of Further Education, a garage, and a deadly nightclub. This row of housing was the northward edge of a modern estate, the choicest properties of which enjoyed small, mossy patios facing the river and the meadow beyond. Which wasn’t quite a rural idyll—a hotbed of dogging, apparently; certainly a jousting ground for winos and junkies, and nowhere to linger after dark—but on a misty morning, at least you could look out from the kitchen window of those houses and pretend beauty wasn’t a stranger; you could admire geese on the meadow, and the occasional heron. But round this corner, it was beyond pretence. Your view was a brick wall, and that summed it up as far as Judy was concerned.

			She drank a cup of tea and—after checking at the door for signs of Deirdre, her landlady—removed a Tupperware container from the fridge’s third shelf, and from it took a clingfilm-wrapped chocolate éclair, which she unwrapped and ate hurriedly, standing up. No enjoyment bothered her face while she did so. It might have been a pleasure endured for someone else’s sake; a ludicrous sexual demand, or a children’s party game. Afterwards she rolled the clingfilm into a tight ball, and pushed it down a few layers into the swingbin. She couldn’t swear that Deirdre examined her Tupperware while she was out—couldn’t positively say Deirdre would swing the bin’s lid to survey its most recent deposits—but Judy wasn’t certain, if their roles were reversed, that she’d not be doing those things. And of course, Deirdre had all day to do them in. Deirdre didn’t need to work. Deirdre was a woman of property.

			That done, routine locked into place. Judy checked her necessaries: keys, purse, cigarettes, lighter. Shuffled slippers off and fastened shoes. Slipped into her anorak—a green number, long past best—and out the front door; headed right, negotiating the pair of overlapping railings (there must be a name for these) planted to confound cyclists, then pacing another fifty yards before turning right again, to make her way between flats and garages: a wasteland of cracked paving stones, litter, and the ever-present possibility of an encounter with a dog—one of those bullet-headed breeds familiar on such estates, whose owners don’t so much like dogs as not like people. And all of this just part of Judy’s everyday; nothing to comment on later, if there’d been anyone to listen. So far, this morning bleached into every other: a series of moments that would grow closer together as the day wore on; would blend until she couldn’t tell one from the next; until—thankfully—it would be time to switch off again; turn out the lights, and hope for sleep. Which never lasted long enough, and always broke the moment you noticed it.

			These weren’t her thoughts, precisely, but she would have recognized and agreed with them if they’d been presented to her. But for the moment, having crossed the pedestrian bridge at Friars Wharf, she was walking down the street towards her place of work; chin tilted upright; bad thoughts painted on her face; cigarette jammed into a mouth that was a straight line, except for the downturn at the corners.

			7:41.

			Eliot glanced into the rearview mirror for what he could see of his boys—heads together like a pair of squirrels—and caught sight of part of the upper left quadrant of his own face as he did so: one blue/grey eye sheltering under a dark eyebrow he should trim really, except only old people did that, didn’t they? Or needed to, anyway; their eyebrows like GM hedges. His weren’t that bad yet, but the operative word was yet . . . Face facts, the prevailing condition was “yet.” Because Eliot was looking at forty; or rather, forty was looking at Eliot: suppressing a snigger, wiping a grin off its face. Forty wasn’t in itself anything to worry about, but everything that followed it exercised his imagination. Forty sounded the starting pistol on hair-loss and paunch extension; it was the point at which—time would tell—you discovered whether your penis was going to drop off, or develop its own mindset and acquire startling new inclinations. Schoolgirls, if you were unlucky; or, if you were really unlucky, schoolboys. All of which supposed, of course, that you weren’t securely bedded down in a warm and loving relationship with wife or long-term sex-partner. Eliot, for his part, had Christine, who was beautiful and warm and loving, it was true, but for whom sex had slipped off the agenda the same time everything else had, with the exception of her children.

			As this familiar complaint reared up, it was banished almost immediately by the Memory.

			And then somebody—definitely one of his boys—said, “Daddy, when we’ve builded our castle, you can visit it.”

			“Thank you.”

			(He was touched, actually.) 

			“Will you bring cake?”

			“Yes,” he said. “I’ll definitely bring cake. Can mummy come too?”

			“Mummy’ll live there.”

			“Oh.”

			“With us.”

			“Yes. With just us.”

			“. . . Okay.”

			A whole different memory threatened his composure now—a vague daydream he and Christine had concocted back in their summer of love; something about a chateau in the woods where they’d live alone forever—but swam out of reach before he’d taken a grip on it.

			. . . So what else? Eliot was dark, lean, reasonably tall; had somewhat gaunt features which, when he was pursuing an idea with particular intensity—something he was prone to when alone—tended to cast themselves into shapes usually associated with melancholy; expressions which could earn him a “Cheer up, mate, it might never happen” on the street. Which was fair comment, unless what you worried about was having fatuous platitudes flung at you by strangers, in which case it just had. Truth was, though, he was inclined to introspection, which usually took the form of self-grilling; a minute examination of where he was, and where he’d expected to be by now. The destination had grown hazy, but a hollowness he’d grown used to—it lived in the pit of his stomach—reminded him he’d had ambitions once, though it was no longer clear how he’d expected to achieve them. Or even what they’d been, beyond the unspecific I-expect-I’ll-be-successful variety that went with having been top of the class at school, and never having had to struggle to get there. The gap between never having had to struggle and never making an effort, though, made itself felt around the forty mark. As for the others who’d been in the same class, he Googled them occasionally, to confirm their continued obscurity, but worried that it was the names he’d completely forgotten that were lighting up the search engines. That was the nightmare. That it was the unconsidered, the unremembered, who were carving their initials on the world’s windows, while he’d achieved nothing.

			The twins shifted behind him, as if sensing this deep injustice.

			Nearly there. Making a right after Folly Bridge—leaving the main road just before it descended into its constant chaos of roadworks—Eliot navigated a channel between two rows of tightly parked cars, thankfully reaching the end without anything coming the other way. As he turned left, Gordon, unless it was Timmy, gave a high-pitched squeal, and Timmy, unless it was Gordon, dissolved into giggles in reply.

			“Boys, please. I’m driving,” he said.

			This was funny enough that both laughed harder.

			The Memory wrapped him again, the way bandages wrap a mummy . . .

			He didn’t notice, and wouldn’t have given it a moment’s thought if he had, the squat, anorak-clad figure he drove past now, making its way down the road on his right; chin tilted upright; bad thoughts painted on its face; cigarette jammed into a mouth that was a straight line—Judy Ainsworth, who’d not long crossed the river herself, though she’d used the pedestrian bridge at Friars Wharf.

			As Judy herself might have put it: Some drive. Others walk.

			To wind the clock back a little: at 7:30 in the morning, this time of year, there’s often mist hanging over the river as it cuts through Grandpont, South Oxford, though it’s already in tatters by now; pulled to whispery ribbons by the encroaching day. I’ve lived here, time of writing, for fourteen years, but it’s only the past four that I’ve been crossing the river at Friars Wharf at 7:30, heading for the London train; way long enough for routines to become established—routines do that without invitation, often only noticed when you break them. For eighteen months, I passed the same man every morning; after the first thirteen, we were nodding at each other. But the train timetable changed, and the four minutes’ adjustment meant I never saw him again.

			Other routines are the opposite of what the word usually means; they’re once-in-a-while happenings, the equivalent of the comets that underline the universe’s otherwise ordered existence. There’s a woman I see occasionally—there’s no rhyme or reason to her appearances, or none I’m privy to—and sometimes she’ll cycle past me, and sometimes our paths cross because she’s heading the other way, and whichever direction she’s taking our eyes never meet, we never exchange smiles, we are strangers. But we share the same community, so if too much time passes without my seeing her, I wonder about her, and hope she’s okay. Because that’s how it works, even on the uptight suburban fringes—a neighbourhood is a web, with any thread plucked here reverberating there. So an actual local drama, with police aplenty, and junctions cordoned off with emergency bunting; with helicopters thrashing overhead, and armed-response officers yomping across the adventure playground, actual guns in states of readiness; with news crews baying behind hastily erected barriers—all of this, it had an effect on everyone in those streets. The effect varied depending on the character at issue—from stunned horror to secret glee—but no one was immune. Acts of violence, like acts of love, damage not only the participants but those around them.

			This opening is a bit busy: bound to be, really—a number of characters to be introduced; a lot of events happening simultaneously. Arguably, not simultaneously enough—DS Bain won’t be disturbed by a phone for another ninety minutes—but waking is the starting point of everyone’s day; we’re on different timelines, but we all experience the same grey nowhere in that space between sleep and consciousness. So, allowing for the odd bit of slippage, all of the following is happening at roughly the same moment: Louise approaches the nursery gates, still thinking about the significance of today’s date, as Eliot drives his boys past the squat unhappy figure of Judith Ainsworth, and George Trebor—who, like me, won’t be appearing in this story again—watches Bad Sam Chapman, whom he only knows as Man Two, search one hundred yards of roadside verge for the Heckler & Koch that went flying after the car hit Neil Ashton. He’s assisted in this by police officers, but it’s clearly a waste of time. They’re not going to find it. And the time they’re wasting is being swallowed up elsewhere, because it’s at least an hour since the accident, and Jaime Segura could be anywhere, and the odds are good the missing gun is with him . . . Sam Chapman has long since admitted this to himself, but is uncharacteristically reluctant to act on it, as if a response would somehow confirm the event. He’s currently thinking a lot of things, but the most accurate summation would be fuck fuck fuck fucking fuck.

			And as for Segura himself . . . Later they’ll go over the map with pairs of compasses; there’ll be fakes in jeans and brown faux-leather jackets, whose rucksacks’ contents match exactly what was found in Jaime Segura’s, making their way from lay-by to nursery by whatever route seems fastest. Some will take the backstreets; others will plug on down the main road for far longer than consistent with nobody having seen Segura doing that; some’ll even hop on buses, though no bus driver will lay claim to picking him up—the fact is, nobody knows how Jaime Segura did what he did, which was disappear on one side of the city and reappear on the other an hour later. Not in itself an especially mystifying achievement, granted, but few who’ve managed it have had “them” on their case. Because “they” are the shadowy experts with access to hi-tech gimcrackery; able to blow up grainy stills from CCTVs and produce positive ID from pixellated fuzz, or watch screens aglow with thermal imagery, and trace a target as it edges past a blast furnace. Reconstruction is their business, but Jaime Segura slipped their digital leash.

			Eliot’s further down the road now; Judy, wrapped in her daily mist of complaint, is closer to work too. DS Bain twitches a little in sleep—“Target acquired.” Steady—and freezes in readiness, while miles away Ben Whistler is hurtling down the Central Line, trying not to study too obviously the legs of the woman opposite, but allowing the richness of the image they suggest to colour the mental picture he’s forming of his possible future.

			Bad Sam Chapman gives up all hope of finding the missing gun, and says something to the seven-years’ copper next to him of such mordant foulness that the copper blanches.

			And Louise reaches the nursery gates at about the same moment I board a train—only six minutes late that morning—and leave these events behind; to be uncovered, embroidered, and faithlessly reconstructed over the year that follows.

			The gates were five foot high or so; good chunky black iron things with sensible weight to them, though they opened smoothly enough once the lock was dealt with—this being a keypad arrangement, because the days when you could clap a padlock to something and assume people understood it was meant to keep them out were long gone. Louise had been taught the key code by Claire: Claire treating the ritual as on a par with handing over St. Peter’s keys. Crispin had been barely less uptight about the network passwords in Louise’s previous job, which was so patently Louise’s previous life that that was how she generally termed it. Crispin had been her lover. Vice-Control, European Investments, DeJohn Franklin Moers. V-C/ EurInvs, DFM. Much about her previous life had been abbreviated, including, in the long run, that life itself.

			7:52. Louise wasn’t always first to arrive—Claire, who was the nursery head (abbreviated to Miss), was often there before her—but procedure demanded the gate remained secured until 8:45, when the children were allowed in. The preceding time was for clean-up and organization, the former technically being Judith Ainsworth’s remit, though Louise’s take on Judy’s cleaning abilities was that if she got much worse, she could be classified disabled. She’d said as much to Claire, but Claire had shaken her head disapprovingly. Louise knew Judy’s husband had walked out a year or so ago, and okay, that was sad, but hardly unprecedented and not remotely surprising. And Louise didn’t see why it meant she had to put up with substandard cleaning.

			This morning, as it happened, Claire would be late, because she had a dental appointment. Louise, once she’d let herself into the nursery grounds, would be their only occupant.

			The building facing her sat low on the ground. Essentially diamond-shaped, it had wings jutting out on two sides—on paper, it looked like a first draft of a cartoon character—and was built of light-coloured brick, with red roof and window frames, and a plaque over the door spelling out South Oxford Nursery School, though you’d have had to be pretty wayward not to have picked up on the clues already. The surfacing around the main building was of the soft, spongy variety used in playgrounds, and arranged in swirly red-green patterns which from overhead might have looked like a miscoloured sunflower device. Round the rear a wide porch arrangement sheltered a wooden picnic table and some haphazardly stacked chairs, and along the northside wall was a row of plastic storage bins, holding the overflow from nursery cupboards: outdoor toys, mostly—bats and balls; buckets and spades; skittles and skipping ropes. Where the spongy surfacing ended, a sloped and hillocky grassed area took over, punctuated by a number of small flowerbeds holding the sturdier type of bush—the kind intended to withstand bats and balls and skittles, and games of hide and seek, and other less organized activities. Bisecting this was another set of railings, the gate in which was secured with a Yale, and behind this was a second building; more of a hut, really, and this was Louise’s domain. The annexe, it was usually called; translated by the Darlings’ infant tongues into The Palace, which suited Louise fine.

			A hand dropped on her shoulder, and she yelped in fright.

			Turning, she saw the last person she wanted to see.

			Dreams come in different sizes, most of them smaller than others. This one is very small indeed. It is of a man framed in a window; he’s walking up and down, angry about something—he appears to be shouting—and though no others are visible, it’s apparent he’s not alone in the room. He’s carrying something in one hand, but whatever it is can’t be seen from this angle, at least two storeys higher, and the width of a street distant. The man’s face is red, his eyes bulge; he wears a sleeveless T-shirt which could do with a rinse, and the veins in his arms pulse crossly. But he keeps slipping out of frame, into that part of the room where anything could be happening. The rest of the house is in darkness; only this one window lit . . . So this is the size of the dream: it’s one small piece of activity beamed on to a flat expanse of plain brick, as if the whole house is simply a wall with a single window, through which, half the time, the angry man isn’t even visible. Half the time, the window’s merely a hole from which light pours.

			A trickle of sweat drops from an eyebrow, and for a moment the window puddles into blurry nothingness. And then the eye blinks, and focus returns, and the window is there again, and the man appears behind it for the sixteenth time since counting began, pausing dead centre of the crosshairs.

			Somebody’s voice—impossible to say whose—says for the sixteenth time, “Target acquired.”

			Steady, a voice in the ear repeats.

			(Sometimes, it seems as if the dream will repeat this loop forever—“Target acquired.” Steady.)

			The man dips out of shot again, but the crosshairs remain; a circular adornment to the shape of the window frame, as if a passing architect had sketched out an embellishment.

			And at last things interrupt.

			The room, already lit, is lit further; something flashes, and there’s an almost simultaneous noise—a crack; something breaking, something broken. And the voice in the ear crackles into furious life: shots fired shots fired, and as well as being an announcement that something has happened, it’s a signal that other things should occur too now; that the waiting part of the dream is over, and the doing part must begin.

			The man in the dirty vest appears once more, and the thing in his hand acquires definition as he turns to the window, looks directly through it—enraged—and brings the object level with his chest, pointing it outwards, out of the dream, into the night.

			“Target acquired.”

			. . . Take him? Break him? Wake him? The reply isn’t entirely clear.

			But the finger squeezes anyway, in accordance with years of training: this finger has been taught in gyms and galleries and out in the open air, where targets have swung in complicated, restless patterns, which have never been enough to save them in the end.

			The window shatters. And the man’s head . . . What happens to the man’s head remains obscure, because at that precise moment something shrill and insistent rips the picture apart as if it were an unsatisfactory sketch, leaving only tatters and fragments. The wall, the shattered window: everything disappears, to be replaced by a view of duvet, through which 9 a.m.-type light is soaking.

			As with almost every other occasion on which this has happened, it is a dream; one from which Detective Sergeant B. J. Bain emerges as if from a dripping, smoking, shit-bespattered, bat-infested tunnel.

			But the phone is still ringing.
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