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        ALSO BY MAX KINNINGS

        Sacrifice

    
10:02 AM

Tunnel between Leicester Square and Tottenham Court Road stations

From the train, Glen could just make out the faint sound of voices, passengers talking most probably. Sweat drib-bled down his face and his heart thumped against his sternum. Remember the training. It was like a mantra that had been instilled in him. If he remembered the training, everything would be all right. As a member of CO19, he was at the sharp end of one of the world’s most elite police special operations groups. They had earned a bad reputation in the past due to a couple of high-profile mistakes. The media had made a lot of those while playing down the successes. Glen felt proud to be a member of CO19, proud that he had passed the psychological tests and been invited to attend the eight-week training course at the Metropolitan Police Specialist Training Centre to learn about firearms, methods of entry, fast rope skills, scenario intervention, rescue techniques and potential terrorist attacks. His colleague, Rob, was one of the top specialist firearms officers in the country and by being chosen to be on operation alongside him, Glen knew that he too must be held in high regard by the powers-that-be.

The voice was relayed into his headset: ‘Can you see anything?’

‘Nothing,’ said Rob.

‘OK then, move in closer and keep talking to me.’

Rob stood up first and moved past Glen, who followed him, aiming his 9mm Glock 17 pistol at the train. This was not the most dangerous part of the mission but it was close to it; they were in the open, approaching a static target, with no cover. But they had darkness and the enclosed space of the tunnel on their side. It was unlikely that a night scope would pick them up at this distance. A few feet further on, Rob crouched down on one side of the tunnel and Glen did the same a few feet behind him, careful not to touch the live rail.

‘OK, we’re about twenty feet away from it now,’ said Rob into his mouthpiece. ‘There’s nothing moving and all is quiet.’ But just as he said these words, something did move. There was a flash from the cab and a soft popping sound. Glen felt a spray of warm liquid and grit on his face. He glanced at Rob but there was something wrong with him. The upper right-hand quadrant of his head was completely missing, leaving a jagged fringe of shattered bone fragments and ruptured brain in its place from which blood sluiced freely as his legs gave way and he collapsed to the ground.

‘Rob?’ Glen didn’t know why he said it. It wasn’t as though Rob could hear anything.

‘What is it?’ came the voice over the headset.

‘Shit.’ It wasn’t an exclamation. Glen spoke the word softly. He looked at the train and suddenly felt very lonely. The rules of engagement seemed so far away now. He knew what he had to do but he also knew what would happen when he did it. He raised his pistol and took aim at the rear cab of the train, from where there was another flash followed by a pop. Before he could fire off a shot, the entire top of his head, from the bridge of his nose upwards was sheered off and he fell backwards onto the sleepers between the rails.

‘Someone talk to me.’ The calm, flat voice came from the bloody remains of two radio headsets. But no one was listening.


12:04 AM (TEN HOURS EARLIER)

Inside Madoc Farm, Snowdonia

It sounded like laughter. It came from along the corridor. Varick looked up from his book and squinted into the darkness beyond the bubble of light thrown by the candle on his desk. Why would someone be laughing so loudly after midnight? The Church of Cruor Christi didn’t forbid such things, didn’t trouble its flock with rules and regulations. They weren’t needed. The brothers and sisters at Madoc Farm were there because they wanted to be there, they wanted to live the life. They had chosen it, just as they themselves had been chosen by God. But laughter, so loud and unrestrained at this time of night, was odd.

When Varick realised that what he was hearing wasn’t laughter, he picked up the candle from his desk and made for the door, shielding the flame from the onrush of air as he made his way down the corridor towards the source of the sound.

All the doors to the bedrooms were shut apart from the one next to the bathroom, Father Owen’s room. The sound wasn’t coming from there but the bathroom itself. Brother Alistair was on his knees by the side of the bath. He had succumbed to some sort of hysteria, tears streaming and his mouth stretched wide, emitting the sound that Varick had mistaken for laughter.

Varick was about to drag Alistair to his feet and slap him to his senses when he saw what was in the bath. Trembling, naked, his gnarled hands gripped around the sides of the bath as though trying to prolong his life through sheer force of will alone was Father Owen. Sticking out of his throat was the handle of a carving knife. The bath water was the colour of rosé wine.

The candle dropped from Varick’s hand and went out. The only light came from the candles burning in Owen’s room next door. Varick reached down to the old man, this kind old man who had taken him in and saved him when he was lost, and he half-lifted, half-dragged him from the bath and laid him down on the stone floor in the hallway.

‘Who did this to you?’ asked Varick. There was more light in the hallway and Varick could see the old man’s face as he tried to speak. The only sound that Owen could make, however, was a faint whistling from the wound in his neck as his tongue churned blood in his mouth. Owen made another attempt to speak before his body went limp and his head cracked back against the floor as the blood bubbles around the blade in his neck popped their last.

‘Who could have done such a thing?’

Alistair managed to find a gap long enough between his sobs to provide Varick with a response. ‘It was Tommy.’

As Varick took in the implications of Alistair’s statement, the growing sense of unease that had plagued him all day came into needle-sharp focus. Of course it was Tommy. It could only be Tommy. The day before Father Owen had come to find Varick in the vegetable garden, where he was digging, to tell him that he had found something ‘most distressing’, as he had described it. Worried about Tommy’s recent behaviour, Owen had done something that Varick disapproved of and searched the young ex-soldier’s room. There he had found a notebook in which Tommy had written about his mounting frustration relating to his faith and the state of the world in general. Nothing unusual in that, particularly amongst the younger members of the church of Cruor Christi, but Owen had read something in the notebook that had alarmed him, something that he felt compelled to impart to Varick. Hot from the sun and tired of digging, Varick had been angry with the old man and told him it was wrong to go into Tommy’s room and read his diary.

‘Do you know where Tommy is now?’

‘I heard him run,’ said Alistair, sniffing. ‘There were others too.’

This was the final confirmation that Varick needed. With Father Owen dead, responsibility for the church’s future had devolved to him. He knew where Tommy was going. The details of what he wanted to do were all laid out in his notebook. If Tommy was serious about carrying out his mission – and Owen’s murder could only suggest that he was – this was more than just an attack on the church of Cruor Christi, it was an attack on everyone who failed to share the insanity of Tommy’s grand designs. Varick knew what was happening. God was testing him.


12:07 AM

Outside Madoc Farm, Snowdonia

They were on their way. The moment she had been waiting for for so long had arrived. Her flesh tingled. She felt strangely intoxicated but also completely in control. It was a spiritual feeling. Never once had she doubted her brother, never once had she found cause to concern herself regarding the legitimacy or morality of what they were embarking on. Tommy was a prophet. She was a prophet too. Tommy had told her she was.

She hadn’t liked watching what Tommy had done to the old man. It reminded her of her mother and father. It wasn’t nice. But if she was honest – and she always was because God knew when she lied – she was pleased with herself that she had been strong enough to witness it. It made her realise that she would be able to do what had to be done later in the day. This was something that she had given great thought to in the past few weeks. She didn’t want to let Tommy down.

While Tommy put his bag in the boot of the car he had stolen earlier, Simeon said, ‘What’s happening? Why now?’

‘Just practising,’ she said. She didn’t like lying to Simeon but he would find out the truth for himself soon enough. Of course they weren’t ‘just practising’. Why kill the old man if they were practising? Not that Simeon knew that Father Owen was dead. Tommy had made sure that Simeon was in his room when they dealt with Father Owen. But there was no more time for Simeon to ask further questions; Tommy climbed into the car, started the engine and they set off.

It reminded Belle of when she was little, when their parents were still alive and they went out in the car for the day. She didn’t care where they were going; it was the journey she loved, sitting there in the back seat looking out of the window at the scenery going past. She felt the same excitement now, sitting next to Tommy as he steered them along the mountain roads. Their destination was still a few hours away and she could enjoy the journey, safe and secure in the car with the two men she loved most in all the world: Tommy and Simeon.

Tommy had kept telling her to expel all doubt from her mind and sometimes she found it hard. Many people – most people probably – would find it almost impossible to understand what they were going to do but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t right. Jesus had been misunderstood, had been persecuted for his beliefs. Suffering was all part of the process but, now that they were on their way to London and the waiting was over, she felt sure that her suffering was nearly at an end.


12:09 AM

Inside Madoc Farm, Snowdonia

Varick hurried back to his room, the familiarity of his surroundings allowing him to navigate in almost total darkness. He went to the desk in the office next to his bedroom, opened the drawer and took out a large metal torch and a Smith & Wesson revolver. Never had the gun’s chequered stock felt so reassuring in his hand. It always supplied him with strength of purpose. Clicking on the torch, he headed towards Tommy’s room at the other end of the corridor. The door was open and he could see from the light of the torch before he even stepped inside that the room was empty.

Varick went to the shelves above the bed and dragged down the shoeboxes in which Tommy kept his personal possessions. The boxes’ contents spilled open on the bed. There were letters, postcards, athletics badges from school, diaries, notebooks, computer disks and a pack of playing cards. Varick didn’t know what he was looking for but, as he looked through Tommy Denning’s possessions, he realised how little he had really known him.

Cruor Christi was an evangelical Christian order that welcomed troubled souls. Varick was a troubled soul himself. His own personal experience gave him vision and understanding. Tommy had been something of a special project for him. Fiercely intelligent yet damaged, when Tommy had first come to Madoc Farm he had been like a coiled spring. Varick thought he could save him; he thought that Cruor Christi could succeed where other institutions had clearly failed. It was a struggle but he had known that it would be. Tommy’s childhood traumas and his time fighting in Afghanistan had left him in a dangerous state of mind, one in which he would surely have ended up in prison if Varick hadn’t taken him in. Owen, however, was convinced that Tommy and his sister Belle, who had joined the church before Tommy and had encouraged him to join too, would be disruptive influences at Madoc Farm. Owen and Varick had clashed over this a number of times. Now it looked as though the old man had been right all along.

Feelings of dread and fear came to Varick just as they had done in the old days, the days before he was born again. He looked at himself in the mirror on the wall. He looked old. He would be fifty next birthday. But he was still big and strong, still resolute. He would do what had to be done.

With the door to Brother Thomas’s room closed behind him, Brother Varick walked back along the corridor. There was no point knocking on Brother Simeon’s door; he knew the room was empty before the beam of the torch on the empty bed confirmed it. He closed the door and continued to Sister Belle’s room. Empty. Tommy had his two foot-soldiers with him.

Varick could hear other brothers and sisters stirring in their rooms, awoken by the disturbance, no doubt, and reaching for candles and matches. At the end of the corridor, kneeling next to Father Owen’s body, Brother Alistair continued to sob, but more gently now. Looking up as Varick approached, he said, ‘Tommy’s gone hasn’t he?’

‘Yes,’ said Varick. ‘He’s gone. All three of them have gone.’

‘What are we going to do?’

‘We’re going to London.’ This was enough to stop Alistair crying. He looked afraid as Varick continued. ‘We’re going to give Father Owen the last rites and then we’re going to London.’

‘Me too?’ Alistair shook his head as he asked the question, as though willing a negative response.

‘Yes, you too. We’ve got to find Tommy and the others and we’ve got to make them stop.’


06:45 AM

Inside 14 Highfield Road, South Wimbledon

George Wakeham’s radio alarm clock clicked on and the voice of the travel-news presenter filled the room. It was the Scottish one with the sing-song tone who spoke cheerfully of industrial action by baggage handlers and security staff at Stansted which had affected outbound flights. The 43 bus route was diverted in Muswell Hill; a lorry had shed its load on the A40 in Acton causing eastbound delays; the Strand Underpass was closed and the Hangar Lane gyratory was ‘snarled up through sheer weight of traffic’.

‘And now to the tube …’ George listened more intently. Of the two hundred and seventy-five stations on the network, one was closed due to construction work – Southfields on the District Line – and one – East Acton on the Central Line – was shut due to staff shortages. Aside from these flies in the collective ointment, all remaining stations were open for business as usual.

‘London Underground has issued a travel warning, following predicted daytime temperatures in excess of ninety-five degrees Fahrenheit. Travellers are advised to take a bottle of water with them on their journeys and people who are susceptible to heat-related disorders are advised to stay at home.’

There he was, the Scottish bloke, sitting in some air-conditioned office explaining that it was going to be the hottest day of the year. George could have done without that. He had been awake since four. His insomnia had no specific cause. It was just the standard issue middle-aged paranoia that gives you a shove in the middle of the night and sits with you, prodding you until any thought of sleep is futile.

The sun was already beating down on the roof of George’s small terraced house in South Wimbledon. He could feel it coming through the ceiling and the walls, ceiling and walls in need of paintwork, his paintwork, work that he kept meaning to get round to but never seemed to manage.

They would issue a warning for just about anything nowadays. Like people were too dumb to realise it was hot and they should behave accordingly. They needed someone to warn them, patronise them. Like the posters cautioning against reckless drinking, paid for by the drinks companies. Treat people like morons and they’ll behave like them.

The electric fan at the foot of the bed blew gusts of warm air across George’s body, a body pretty much unchanged from his days at school when he played on the wing in the first eleven. His arms and legs were still muscular but around his middle was proof of his sedentary lifestyle, proof that was beginning to creep over the edge of his belt.

His hair needed a trim too. The spiky cut he had gone for in the spring was long grown out and his sideburns were bushy and accentuated – or so he feared – his full cheeks, depriving him of a face that had led a former girlfriend to comment that he looked like a young Albert Finney, an observation he had proudly mentioned a number of times since, long after said girlfriend had become someone else’s. He sometimes wondered if his Albert Finney similarity might have continued with age so that he now looked like Albert Finney at forty, after a few too many pies.

George enjoyed the breeze from the fan but the time on the radio alarm kept niggling at him. It was always the same. As soon as he felt like sleeping, it was time to get up. Maggie didn’t have that problem. She was asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow and she only woke if Sophie or Ben stirred in the night. It was like she had a sixth sense as far as the children were concerned. But neither of them had woken and Maggie slept on with her back to him, the sheet pulled tight around her shoulders.

When he and Maggie had first met and started seeing each other, he had struggled to believe that a woman so good looking could find him attractive. She seemed to like the fact that, unlike her friends from college who studied business and marketing and wanted to get on and do well for themselves, he wanted to lead a more – he hated the expression – alternative lifestyle. The fact he had no money – he was the bass player in a band called Crawlspace at the time – was not a problem. Maggie had a good job in the West End working for a theatre marketing agency and she could afford to indulge his artistic ambitions.

What had kept him going as a young man while he trawled from one low-paid job to another was a supreme confidence that there was some great creative achievement awaiting him just round the corner. At varying times, he had planned on being a pop star, a writer, a comedian and an actor, but every time he tried to establish himself within his chosen field he gave up at the first taste of rejection. If he had concentrated on one specific vocation he might have made it; perhaps he spread himself too thinly – an expression he had overheard his parents use about him when he was a boy.

Ten years before he had seen a notice in the Evening Standard for staff at Morden tube station, the most southerly station on the Northern Line and not far from where he lived. He applied for a job and he was successful. It was a stopgap, he told himself, until something else came along. But after a few weeks, he saw an advertisement in the weekly Traffic Circular and applied for a position as a train operator. Again, he got the job and after a short training course, he was ‘on the handle’ – a London Underground train driver.

It was a novelty at first; it made him feel like he was breaking away from his middle-class roots to work with ‘the people’. It appealed to the left-wing principles he had developed at college, where he had briefly studied psychology before dropping out. He joined the union, ASLEF, and went along to a few meetings with the intention of trying his hand at politics but found that he was too shy to assert himself among the shop stewards. What was that Smiths song about shyness stopping you from doing things in life that you’d like to do?

All that music he had listened to over the years. All those records – he still had them in boxes, all those bands with integrity and passion and fire in their soul, all those manifestos for a different life he had believed in as a young man, all now pushed to the back of the cupboard on the landing. What use rebellion when you’ve got storage requirements for bumper packs of Pampers? It was funny how life sanded down the corners of your idealism. One minute you’re a spiky young guy in black clothes with a dedication to the pursuance of cool that is as serious as your haircut, and the next you’re an overweight dad with a receding hairline and a scary mortgage.

He still harboured dreams of artistic endeavour. He still wanted to be the guy who wrote that book – it’s really good – did you know he was a tube driver? Or the bloke who played guitar for that band – he used to drive a tube train, you know? Anything so long as he wasn’t just George Wakeham, tube driver.

When Maggie worked for the agency in Soho, he sometimes accompanied her to the first nights of shows. There were all the comedians, the television personalities and the celebrities of the day – the ones only too eager to accept free tickets to the opening of another bloody musical – and he convinced himself that deep down he had more talent than they had. He just needed to find some outlet for it. This yearning for artistic success was motivated by vanity, pure vanity, he knew, and this self-knowledge helped fuel the creeping anxiety that he was wasting his life, wasting his potential driving a tube train all day.

If only he could accept his lot like the other drivers and station staff. That would make life a whole lot easier. But he couldn’t. Maybe they couldn’t either. How depressing was that? He envied people who enjoyed their work, people for whom the job was enough, people who were happy. There was a time when driving a tube train was just a day job, something to pay the bills while he tried to pursue a creative career. But now he was a tube driver – that alone – and nothing more.

The red diodes on the clock radio were taunting him: it was time to wake the children. He pulled at the clammy sheet that had become twisted around his waist but he was lying on it and it stuck fast. For a moment he felt a twinge of claustrophobia before he managed to release himself.

Sometimes he could go for days without feeling anything but then he would be held at a red light in the middle of a tunnel for a couple of minutes and the sweating would start. If he was stationary for anything longer than a few minutes he knew he would be in trouble.

All was well when he was moving. The fact that he was locked in one of the deepest and narrowest railway lines in the world meant nothing. When he was motionless in a tunnel, on the other hand, that was something entirely different. Every two or three months there would be a lengthy delay. Perhaps five or six minutes. He could deal with that. He would feel wretched but he could cope. Only once had he nearly come unstuck. A passenger had run amok with a knife at Elephant and Castle and the station was closed down. George’s train was stuck in the tunnel for nearly an hour.

The discomfort had come in waves, each wave peaking that little bit higher, sustaining itself that little bit longer, until it broke. Each time the claustrophobia had struck, he knew that the only way to deal with it was to move even if the train itself was stationary. There were only two ways to go, either through the J door, as it was known, between the cab and the passenger area, or out of the M door at the front of the train leading out onto the track itself. To make a run for it in either direction would have meant the end of his career as a tube train driver but during the final few minutes of his ordeal it seemed like an increasingly small price to pay. Finally, the all-clear was given and he was saved. Never had he been so relieved to see a green light and he set off once more, sweating, hyperventilating, but safe.

He knew it was ridiculous, comical even. Did you hear the one about the tube train driver who suffered from claustrophobia? But George didn’t find it funny, not today, the hottest day of the year.


06:58 AM

Highfield Road, South Wimbledon

Simeon sat in the back seat of the car outside the train driver’s house and ruminated – as he had for the past few hours – on why they were proceeding with the plan a week early. If it was a rehearsal for the real thing then why bother waiting for the driver? He might not even be on the same shift rota this week. But whatever the truth, Tommy wasn’t saying. He was in one of his moods where it was almost impossible to get any sense out of him, fielding all questions with his usual enigmatic bullshit.

When Tommy had come to fetch him just after midnight, he was wiping blood from his arm. Simeon asked him whose blood it was. What the hell was going on? But Tommy had told him, whispering, that they were on their way to London and they had to leave immediately with Belle. When Tommy had said that he would explain everything later, Simeon immediately had a bad feeling about the whole thing, which was compounded when he heard what must have been Brother Alistair sobbing. He didn’t have a chance to make further enquiries, just collected his things and left with Tommy and Belle.

It was Belle who led him to believe that it might just be a dry run. As they waited in the car outside Madoc Farm while Tommy loaded his things into the boot, Simeon had asked her what was going on.

‘Just practising,’ Belle had said, and before he could question her further Tommy was into the driver’s seat, and they set off down through the mountains in silence. From where he sat in the back, Simeon could see Tommy’s face reflected in the rear-view mirror. Tommy stared ahead at the narrow winding roads lit up in the flare of the headlights but his thoughts were clearly elsewhere.

As they made their way along the M4, Tommy said that he and Belle should try and get some sleep. Simeon didn’t want to push the questioning but he tried again: ‘So we’re going early? Or is this some kind of rehearsal?’ His and Tommy’s eyes met in the rear-view mirror. Even though Simeon couldn’t see Tommy’s mouth, he could tell that Tommy was smiling. He could see from the wrinkles in the corners of his eyes. The bastard was enjoying this. Tommy didn’t even answer his question, just went right on smiling.

As they sat in the car outside the train driver’s house, Simeon could sense Tommy’s and Belle’s nerves. They weren’t behaving as though it was a dry run. Tommy was alert, acutely focused. Belle watched her brother intently and waited. Simeon felt compelled to speak.

‘So we’re going to go this morning?’ He tried to sound hopeful, like this was something that he had dreamt of. He never was much of an actor, always avoided drama classes at school.

‘Surrender,’ said Tommy, turning around in his seat and smiling right at him.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Surrender to God’s will.’

As soon as he heard Tommy say this and saw the mobile phone and headset in his hand, Simeon knew that today was no rehearsal.


07:06 AM

Inside 14 Highfield Road, South Wimbledon

George made his way through to the bathroom. Maggie was still asleep. Being the first one up, he could avoid the rush. He looked at himself in the mirror. He was forty years old. His parents used to say of the passing years, ‘Where does it all go?’ and he didn’t know what they meant. Not until now. The name of a Charles Bukowski poem summed it all up, although he had never actually read the poem itself. He was reading a Charles Bukowski book, Post Office, and one of Bukowski’s other works listed at the back was called The Days Run Away Like Wild Horses Over the Hills. And it was true, they did. Bukowski was right on the money.

As he had grown older, he had found himself becoming more emotional, more likely to tear up at a sad moment in a film or a tragic incident on the news. It might have had something to do with his recent ‘one under’ – his first suicide on the job. For a while, he had been appalled but also strangely intrigued by the prospect of seeing someone jump. It wasn’t as though he was chasing a perverse thrill, far from it, but if he had to come to terms with its likelihood then what better way to do so than with an air of mild curiosity? Some of his colleagues were traumatised by the experience while others didn’t seem to give a damn. George often wondered how he would react when his time came. It would come eventually – there were over a hundred incidents every year. He wondered how it would feel to watch someone die. It happened to most tube drivers if they drove for long enough. Then, one day, sure enough, it happened to him.

He was pulling into Warren Street station six months previously. It was about five o’clock. The platform was full of the usual late-afternoon crowd, people trying to beat the rush – and failing. He was about halfway into the station when one of the faceless hordes, a smartly dressed woman in her early fifties, launched herself off the platform edge straight in front of the train. As an exercise in efficient life termination, it was spot on. She timed it perfectly. Her body slammed into the front of the cab and dropped down under the wheels. She was killed instantly. George was lucky in that respect. He guessed the woman was too if she was serious about her desire to die, and he could only presume from her very definite leap that she was.

Colleagues of George had told him about instances where people had jumped and were only injured, trapped under the train. That could be harrowing for all concerned. So he was thankful that his one under, when it came, was mercifully quick for both himself and the jumper.

Giving evidence at the inquest was more difficult than he had anticipated, especially seeing the woman’s grieving relatives. After the verdict of suicide was returned, the woman’s husband had approached him outside the coroner’s court and apologised for his wife’s actions. George had found the experience extremely moving.

He took the leave he was entitled to and accepted an offer of counselling, not because he felt he really needed it but because he had never had any counselling before and wondered if it might help him with his anxiety and corresponding insomnia. It didn’t.

As George showered, he enjoyed rinsing away the sticky glaze of sweat coating his skin. It was getting on for half past by now, it had to be. Time to wake the family. He pulled a towel around his waist, squeezed some toothpaste onto his toothbrush and started on his teeth as he made his way back towards the bedroom.

‘I thought you were going to wake me,’ said Maggie as he appeared in the doorway.

‘I am waking you,’ he said with a mouth full of white foam. ‘That’s what I’m doing now.’

‘Well there’s no need because I’m already awake.’

‘So why are you digging me out for not waking you?’

‘I’m just teasing.’ That tone of voice. She was in a good mood. He liked it when she was happy.

‘What time is it?’

‘About twenty past seven.’

She yawned and stretched out her arms. George smiled at her and she smiled back. He was just about to say something affectionate, something about how she looked nice with her new hair – and she did, the short bob suited her – when she said, ‘God, you look rough.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Don’t mention it.’

George turned back towards the door.

Maggie said, ‘Can you wake Sophie and Benji?’

He grunted yes as he headed back towards the landing.

Sophie was fast asleep. George watched her for a moment, hoping that the sound of him brushing his teeth would bring her round but she didn’t stir. She was lying on her side sucking her thumb, her dark brown hair – the same colour as her mother’s – lay across her tiny pixie face. She looked so helpless. Her future lay in his hands and as much as he wanted the best for her in all things, the best wasn’t always possible on the salary of a London Underground train driver. He reached down and rubbed her back. Her eyes opened and she frowned at him for a moment, squinting into the light. ‘Hello, little one. Have you had a nice sleep?’ The question was phrased in that tone of voice that he reserved for his children only. It was a high-pitched version of his normal voice and it made him cringe when he heard himself talking like that on family videos. Seeing himself on them was bad enough.

‘It’s hot, Daddy,’ she said.

‘It is, darling, it’s very hot.’ He lowered the tone so it was more like his normal voice, his Maggie voice, as opposed to the more blokey guttural one he used with colleagues at work. Lifting Sophie out of bed, he gave her a squeeze before setting her down on the carpet, where she tottered a little sleepily and yawned.

Ben was already awake, playing with his Action Man as George entered his room and said, ‘Morning, fella.’

After a series of energetic vocal simulations of gunfire and explosions, Ben said, ‘Morning,’ and proceeded to question George about the pros and cons of machine-guns as though they were already mid-conversation on that very topic.

‘Is it my birthday today?’ Ben asked as George tried to steer him from the battlefield into the bathroom.

‘It’s tomorrow,’ said George. ‘And where are we going, fella?’

‘Mr Pieces!’ He shouted it and Sophie joined in, the two of them running and jumping as they cheered and sang out, ‘Mr Pieces! Mr Pieces!’

Mr Pieces was in reality a restaurant called Mr Pizza, but Ben had mispronounced it when he was little and forever more it was known as Mr Pieces in the Wakeham household. Mr Pieces was a family favourite.

Having corralled his two children in the bathroom, George supervised Ben’s morning wash – ‘Dad? If you shot a man a hundred times, would he die?’ – and helped Sophie sponge her face and clean her teeth. While Ben pulled on his jeans and a Spiderman T-shirt, George brushed Sophie’s hair and dressed her in the clothes Maggie had left out on the chest of drawers outside the bathroom, a pair of pink jeans with a flower patch on the knee and a stripy top. To save time, he carried Sophie down the stairs behind Ben, whose stream of consciousness had re-routed from machine guns to breakfast cereal. When George arrived in the kitchen doorway, however, Sophie still in his arms, Maggie’s face collapsed into an expression of annoyance.

‘George, it’s about a thousand degrees out there and you’ve put her in long sleeves.’

‘Well that’s what was on the chest of drawers.’

‘Leave it to me.’ She said it with that long-suffering tone as though he was forever dressing his children in inappropriately warm clothes on hot days. George looked at Sophie and Ben and rolled his eyes as Maggie made her way back upstairs.

‘Silly Daddy, eh?’

‘Silly Daddy,’ mimicked Sophie, grinning.

George watched Ben and Sophie sitting at the kitchen table and even though he had kissed them both earlier, felt compelled to bury his nose and lips in their hair and kiss them again, relishing the smell of them, a smell somewhere between honey and freshly baked biscuits with just a hint of shampoo. God, he loved that smell.

Sitting on the work surface next to the microwave oven was Sophie’s favourite doll, Poppy.

‘Look! Here’s Poppy Doll. Look, Poppy’s saying hello. “Hello Sophie!” she says. “Hello Sophie!”’ He was back to the high-pitched voice again. Sophie took the doll and gave it a squeeze as Maggie returned and George beat a hasty retreat, grabbing his bag from the banister rail and making for the front door. Turning back to the kitchen, he waved to Ben and Sophie, said, ‘Bye bye!’ – high pitched – and then back to his normal voice for Maggie: ‘See you later.’

He blew her a kiss and she kissed the air and smiled. George closed the door and hurried off along the pavement. As he climbed into the car, put his bag on the passenger seat and was about to put the key in the ignition, he heard an unfamiliar ring tone nearby. He reached into his pocket for his phone. Perhaps Sophie had accidentally reprogrammed the ring tone from the opening bars of ‘Train in Vain’ by the Clash which he had uploaded to it a couple of weeks before. He had always loved that track. When he took his phone out of his pocket, however, the screen was dark. Then he realised that the ring tone was coming from the glove compartment. He snatched it open and there was a mobile phone – a much higher specification model than his – along with a wireless headset. As he picked up the phone, he looked at the name of the caller on the screen: Maggie. His Maggie? What did it mean? His wife was calling this phone – a phone that wasn’t his.

And then it occurred to him: Maggie must be having an affair and her secret lover had left his phone in the car and now she thought she was calling him. It had to be that. She had been caught red-handed and he wanted her to know it. He pressed the Call Answer button and held the phone to his ear.

‘Maggie?’

‘Look at the window, George … of the house … look at the window.’ Her voice sounded weird, like she’d been crying. Maybe she’d realised her mistake, a mistake of marriage-wrecking proportions. He looked at the window. Perhaps he was wrong about the affair. Maybe she was going to wave to him? Or maybe Sophie and Ben were. But why? They didn’t normally and why the strange phone in the glove compartment?

Suddenly a man stepped into view in the living room window, a slim man dressed all in black, wearing a balaclava. With one hand, he held Sophie, crying and struggling, and with the other, he held a gun to her head.
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