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To Kerry Hood, in memory of Skipton


Chapter One

The tenth of January, 2000, began as an ordinary day. In fact Roy Keaney, shaving his dark stubble with short vicious strokes, reflected with mild disgust that the very ordinariness of everything was a kind of insult. The dull plastic sky, the school run traffic hooting in the road outside, the bathroom mirror itself – Helen’s choice, with its irritatingly artful overpriced driftwood frame – were exactly the same as they had been before the millennium night. Nothing twenty-first century about them, nothing at all.

Well, obviously not! An irritated upward flick propelled foam into his eye, and Roy grabbed blindly for the towel. Obviously! If you wanted to be picky you could say that it wasn’t even really a new century yet, not for another year. Why should things change?

His eye clear, he looked with disfavour at the pale fluffy towel – Helen’s taste again, with a maddeningly priggish, New Agey label bragging about unbleached cotton and natural dyes. Deliberately, he dropped it on the floor. Nothing was different.

Yet, childishly, he had wanted things to change. He had expected some sort of present, some omen that the world and he were moving on together. Judging by the fretfulness of the press over the last few days of the unbearable Christmas holiday, this irrational hope was not unique. A tone of sullen carping pervaded the media in that season: beneath the superficial grousing about the national New Year celebrations Roy sensed another, less rational plaint. What was the point of a new year, muttered a million voices, what was the point of entering a magnificent fruit-machine of a year with three fine zeros all lined up like a jackpot row of oranges, what was the point of having passed the green light to enter a new century – what was the bloody point, if the sky was still grey and the news still depressing and public life still dominated by such whining creeps? What was the point when middle-aged life was a tawdry stained compromise, a premature shameful deal with age and decay?

He should not, perhaps, have dawdled over the newspapers before washing and shaving. There had been a New Year resolution about that, forgotten within a day. He had resolved to begin the day with a brisk walk up to the Heath, a healthy herbal tea and a chapter of Bertrand Russell or, at the very least, Pascal.

Roy blinked, rinsed his smooth chin, reached for the second towel and tried to recapture the brief euphoria of New Year’s night, when fleetingly all things had seemed possible.

They had gone to Parliament Hill to watch the fireworks. It was Suzy Darling’s idea, bubbling to Helen in the kitchen in the days after Christmas.

‘There’ll be the most appalling crowds down by the river, vomiting and peeing in Trafalgar Square. But the main thing’s going to be the fireworks, isn’t it? So – how about the view from the Heath? Let’s all go. Let’s wrap up and take midnight picnics and a backpack of bubbly. Like a street party out on the road. We can take our own fireworks. Remember the Jubilee?’

Helen had concurred in her usual lacklustre way while Roy, silently pouring another whisky for James Darling in the far corner of the big basement kitchen, had raised his eyebrows in masculine deprecation. Behind the jocose pretended despair, he had been remembering the 1977 Jubilee with a surprisingly sharp pang of loss. He could see Marcus saucer-eyed, joyful at being allowed to hold the unlit rockets for his daddy; could conjure up in a moment the picture of fat chortling twins in the buggy, grabbing at the Union Jack cloths draped across the trestle tables in the middle of Ferris Hill Road. At the time, he had longed for his rabble of children just to grow up a bit and not need carrying or wiping or ferrying. Now...well, perhaps you never spotted the good times while they were on you.

James Darling showed no sign of such introspection, but merely quaffed the whisky and said, ‘Another bloody bun fight! Cheers. Onward and upward, if the girls insist.’

In fact both men were quite glad to be forced out that night. You couldn’t just stay at home watching berks on the television and getting smashed, could you? Not on millennium night. The night of the three big zeros. And the alternatives – struggling southward to the river, or fleeing like many of their richer London friends to country cottages – were even less appealing. Half an hour would get them to the top of Parliament Hill, the stronghold and symbol of their kind; they could be home by one o’clock if they wanted, duty done. They need not involve themselves in the dense sticky revelries of downhill London; they could look down from their green eminence as the world rolled into a new phase.

So ten of them from the street had gone up the hill together; and among the crowds they had met other neighbours and familiar faces so that Zack, that solitary enigmatic afterthought child, had schoolfriends to talk to. Helen had never really made contact with the younger generation of mothers since his birth, so her friends were women like Suzy who had brought their children round to play with Marcus, Shona and Danny in the 1980s. But those long-vanished childhoods had not haunted the party too badly; enough of their own contemporaries were spending New Year’s night without their adult offspring to make the absence of the three elder Keaneys unremarkable. The Darlings had talked about their precious Helena and Dougie, of course, vaunting Dougie’s night shift at the hospital and Helena’s smart party at Greenwich; but plenty of others had tacitly avoided the subject of their vanished families. Even during the retrospective chatter about Christmas, the question had been easily avoidable.

Roy mostly stood aside a little from the clutch of old friends and neighbours, watching them. Mellowed by champagne in the hour before midnight he experienced a rare flash of universal sympathy. It must be an awkward stage, he thought, especially for the mothers, during the season of high sentimental expectations. Their offspring were old enough to avoid their parents’ parties, and not yet burdened with their own babies and wanting the old folks back as babysitters. At the same time the older generation – his generation – were not yet willing to be old folks anyway. For the past ten years Zack, for all his self-contained detachment, had been a kind of badge of youth for Roy and Helen, a proof that they still had life in them. ‘So brilliant, a late baby! Lucky you!’ Suzy Darling used to coo into the carrycot, and Roy had winced theatrically to amuse James Darling, but secretly concurred. At the time, the sheer simplicity of Zack’s baby needs seemed not a burden but a blessed relief from the dour, scornful, troublesome teenagers.

Yet looking at his last child now, as he stood like his father, alone and aside from the group to stare down through the darkness at the lights of London, Roy could see the beginnings of a familiar distance, hostility and estrangement. It would not take much to turn him into a Marcus, a Shona, a...

Well, maybe not a Danny. Lightning didn’t strike twice, did it?

He swigged his champagne, from the bottle this time, and waited for the midnight moment. Together, squealing happily, the Ferris Hill party saw the distant fireworks diffused romantically through thin cloud, and the elusive ‘River of Fire’ as sharp tongues of flame shot upward like bright needles from the bending river. As the lights faded, Roy almost staggered under a moment of elation; as if something inside him had briefly struggled into life, blooming warm and florid from the hard dead earth of his heart. He felt thirty years younger, nineteen again, passionate and optimistic, ready to seize anything. It will start again now, said a voice. A new beginning. The other stuff belongs to the old century. Another chance now. Freedom and light...

Freedom and light! he thought now, pulling on his shirt so viciously that a faint ripping sound came from beneath his left arm. There wouldn’t be a clean shirt, probably, so he let it be. Freedom and bloody light! Must have been pissed. Nine days of the new century – so-called – had passed, each of them more dull and irritating than the last. Shona had showed up, pins and studs in her nose as usual and hair like a hedgehog, and talked tactlessly of Danny, until Helen had to tell her sharply to stop it before Zack heard. Marcus deigned to look in, offensively slim and brown from a fortnight off-piste in the Rockies, his foul hair gelled back. He bore a magnum of champagne from the duty free, a vac-packed pair of pashmina slippers for Helen and a too-young toy for Zachary. Roy had been short with him; there was nothing new about that. In the end Marcus didn’t stay for supper, pleading a ‘meeting with some blokes’ down in the riverside warehouse which served him for both home and office. ‘Big doings,’ he said. ‘Came up while I was in Aspen. Tell you sometime.’

Not, Roy thought, that he would. Marcus’ business was too electronic, too much a chimera of a new and baffling age, for his father to follow with much enthusiasm. How could his shimmering nothings, cobweb accumulations of empty pixels, be worth the kind of money that was talked of? In a newspaper over the holiday Roy had idly read of new millionaires, of big forthcoming deals, of killings in the weirdly insubstantial world of ‘e-commerce’. One sum paid for a web company struck him particularly, as it was precisely five times the June takeover figure for Handfast Books with its modest but honourable backlist and two decades of goodwill and experience.

Marcus, he supposed, was doing deals in this excitable e-world. Good for him. Even better if he had not turned out to be such an insufferable prick. Roy grinned, and yanked in the belt of his trousers with a sharp tug. He liked saying dreadful things about his children to himself; it reassured him that it was not only they who could turn away, shrug and get on with their own lives. Yes, Marcus was a ghastly little turd. Shona was a grotesque, and a pretentious madam as well, with her horrible gallery installations of female detritus and widdled-on sand trays. Ghastly! The current Shona, frankly, had nothing whatsoever to do with Daddy’s Shona, the forgotten old cuddly baby Shonie. Not a single body cell was the same after – was it five years? Even less so after fifteen, surely.

Zack at least was normal. So far. Not the brightest, perhaps, and turning surlier by the day, clearly off down the same route of rebellion as the rest...

Roy reined in his thoughts, sharply. They worried even him sometimes. Was he an unnatural father? No, natural, surely. It was nature’s way that you should stop worrying about your children when they grew. No animal in the world paid any attention to its offspring once they could hunt or graze for themselves. Why should humans be any different? Bloody Marcus. Roy wriggled irritably. Often he did not think of his three older children from one week’s end to the next; he was good at forgetting them. But Christmas, New Year, stirred up treacherous memories.

Aside from those unsettling visits, there had been nothing to alleviate the ordinary, dull, dyspeptic post-Christmas doldrum. Roy had decided at one stage that he had the flu, and retired to bed with due ceremony; the following day he got up again, bored, and declared himself cured by zinc tablets. All in all, it would be a relief to get back to work, even at bloody Eden Corp., and submit to the anaesthesia of the humdrum.

Helen was in the kitchen when he got downstairs, tutting over the newspapers. She glanced up at her husband, bright-eyed, birdlike beneath her careful, glossy black crop.

‘Hi.’ She looked back down at the paper, but no onlooker would have guessed that she felt even more glumly anticlimactic than her husband. Roy certainly didn’t guess, or bother to try. She was just Helen; another ordinary thing in his life. Once, this woman before him had been the fount and the centre of momentous and thrilling events. She had starred in the dramatic birth of Marcus in the January snows, with the emergency midwife abandoning her car in the blizzard to run up the impassable road. Then later there had been the more decorous hospital birth of the twins, and the long incubator fight for poor little Shona’s life while Danny gurgled in smug health, half resented, at Helen’s bedside. During the romping, rumbustious childhood of the three small children, it was Helen who presided over a polyglot series of au pairs and nannies, who ran the house and worked at a series of typewriters and keyboards to provide steady income while Roy helped Harry build up Handfast Books from nowhere. Once, this wife of his had been overstretched, exhausted, needed, vital, central.

Now there was only Zack for her to manage. Roy sometimes thought that Helen was bored; but if she was, what the hell. It was up to her to do something about it. Nobody had forced her to give up work; he, frankly, had not expected it. She went back after the first three children, so what was so damn special about Zack?

‘I went back for the money,’ she had said, tightly, when he put this to her. ‘This time I want to be a full-time mother, all right?’ Roy had shruggingly agreed; eleven years ago Handfast Books had been doing reasonably well, and they were lucky enough to have a fixed rent on the little house they had lived in ever since they were married. It was always too small, especially with all four children living at home, and the plumbing was atrocious; but it provided a foothold in a far richer, calmer street than they could have afforded otherwise. Two years ago things had looked so prosperous that they had felt able to leave it, and take out a mortgage on No. 33, seven doors down from the Darlings. Helen had seemed very happy with this, and had taken an unprecedented interest in new bathrooms and ethically correct towels and unbleached loose covers and special wallpaper; Roy had shrugged, only sometimes reiterating the suggestion that now Zack was growing up she might like to go back to work to support this frenzy of nest-building. It was never a welcome suggestion.

‘I’ve got another life now,’ she said. ‘Not paid work but gift work, charities, my art classes, my own friends. I worked for eighteen years, right through three children. OK?’

Once or twice, in an unwontedly perceptive moment, it occurred to Roy that Helen might actually be afraid of going back to work. Certainly she did not seem to be made particularly happy by her wallpapers and charity work and coffee-drinking with Suzy Darling. But the Keaneys talked less and less as the months went by; there was something threatening about Helen in those days, an atmosphere of that weird power that comes with a hidden and unexplained grievance. His own mother, he remembered, had gone rather the same way in his teens. It was not worth protesting about; Helen handled the finances and their costs were presumably not as high these days. After all, Marcus was light years away, and probably richer than they were; the twins had vanished into smoky alien worlds in the London valley far beneath the tranquillity of Ferris Hill; and Zack seemed happy enough at the comprehensive. So why should Helen work? Roy understood none of his family now, and turned away from the attempt with relief, gaining mild but sufficient interest from his own work, the latest books, and increasingly the whisky bottle.

Besides, in the final months of the old century the work had taken a new turn: not welcome, but at least intriguing. Back in June, Harry Foster, founder and major shareholder of Handfast Books, had astonished his oldest friend and historically loyal staff by agreeing to sell Handfast to the massive Eden Corporation.

‘I don’t want to be a publisher any more,’ he had said, grinning.

‘But you’re a good publisher!’ Roy protested. ‘Think what you’ve achieved!’

‘All the better time to sell out. The future is big, Roy. Big and cruel and corporate. It’s no time to be a minnow.’

Roy had come by a meagre ten thousand pounds from his shares, hardly enough to dent the great mortgage on No.33, and had turned his pension into a private one rather than entrust it to the gigantic Eden Corporation’s scheme when he moved across there with his authors.

But as Harry had said, before he took off for France with his new young wife, ‘You wouldn’t like retirement, anyway. You’d drink yourself silly. Eric Manderill at Eden will see you right. Another thirty K a year on top of what you get now, and the sky’s the limit. They’re really moving in on the whole publishing front – e-books, DVD, tie-ins. That department’s going to grow and grow.’

‘I don’t know anything about e-bloody-books and DVD,’ said Roy, ‘or much care.’ But the extra money was a godsend, and he was luckier than most of the Handfast staff who had no option but to depart in maudlin tears towards early retirement or face-saving pretences at ‘consultancy’.

‘All right then,’ he said to Harry. ‘You piss off to France and leave me in the Eden Gulag. See if I care.’

At Eden headquarters Roy continued doing much the same job with much the same authors as before. Sometimes Eric Manderill or one of his team would bounce into the office where he had settled, look with disfavour at the Verney prints and untidy piles of books and talk some gibberish about the New Publishing, but Roy largely ignored them. It was not so bad. Not like the early days of Handfast when work had been more fun than fun; but he was getting older, wasn’t he?

Helen broke into these thoughts.

‘Zacky went off to school happy enough,’ she said as Roy poured himself the last cup of coffee, the one which would make his hand shake by midmorning. Something in her tone conveyed a reproof that Roy had not inquired about his son’s happiness that day. He could not, however, bring himself to respond to the reproof.

‘Uh.’

‘I think he’s going to be OK at that school, you know.’

‘Mm-huh,’ said Roy. ‘Good.’

Helen gave up, and swept the newspapers off the table with a masterful movement.

‘Shall I ask the Darlings and someone else for tomorrow night?’ she asked as Roy shrugged on his coat. ‘Or shall we go out? Take Zack with us, maybe. Family outing?’

Fleetingly, Roy thought that she sounded like an actress in some television play about a bright devoted wife and mother. Not the most convincing of actresses, rather one who was copying another actress’s performance of the same role. Family outing! He yawned ostentatiously.

‘What’s tomorrow night anyway?’

‘Your fiftieth birthday! Don’t do the denial thing, it’s boring.’

‘Nothing special about fifty,’ grunted Roy. ‘Like there’s nothing special about year two thousand. It’s all just numbers. Not worth building bloody domes and letting off sparklers about.’

‘Round numbers,’ said Helen. ‘It’s satisfying. Anyway, I wasn’t going to build a dome. I just thought we’d have dinner. You’re going to be fifty. It’s a milestone.’

Milestone, thought Roy. Another cliché. How strangely similar that word was to millstone. Or gravestone. He was at the door, but turned to say ungraciously, ‘Oh, ask who you want.’

When he had gone, Helen’s bright mask crumbled and she sat for a long time, shivering. Then she shook her head violently, crossed to the small mirror and practised smiley grins. Later, dressed in jeans and a sweater, she met Suzy Darling outside the dry-cleaners’.

‘Look at us! Ladies of leisure!’ said Suzy playfully.

‘Housewives,’ said Helen with a brittle pretence of a laugh. Then soberly: ‘It was all right while Zacky was at Ferris Junior and I could pop in and out and be mummyish, but I’ve gone right off it. Roy goes off to Eden every morning and I kick around the house waiting for Zack to come home, and when he does get back he’s straight off to his room or out with his mates.’

‘Do you ever feel like going back to work?’

‘No’, said Helen. ‘That’s the trouble. Can’t face that, either. I’m not just in a rut, I am a rut.’

‘Shall we have some coffee in Starbucks?’ said Suzy, knowing the mood.

‘Yeah. And a mocha frosted brownie.’ The two fell into step.

‘Fattening!’ warned Suzy, whose grasp of the obvious was renowned throughout the neighbourhood.

‘Good,’ said Helen. ‘Who cares? Which reminds me, Roy’s fifty tomorrow, though he’s refusing to discuss it. Do you fancy supper?’

‘Lovely. But are you sure you want outsiders? Bit of a family night?’

Helen glanced at her friend with slight dislike. Suzy knew perfectly well how it was with the Keaney family. Just because her own perfect pigeon-pair organized James’s fiftieth celebration right down to the jazz band in the garden, there was no need to rub it in.

‘Nah,’ said Helen. ‘Family’s busy elsewhere. Just a quiet dinner. Rod and Amy are coming, and Zack will light the candles and pour the wine. He likes buttling.’

‘All righty,’ said her friend cheerfully. ‘We’ll find Roy a silly present. And don’t worry about the denial. They do go a bit funny at fifty. James got that awful haircut, remember. It’s only just grown out.’

Suzy Darling wished she had not mentioned family. It was not kind. She had caught sight of Shona on Boxing Day for a minute, which was enough – poor Helen! – and rumours about Marcus reached her often through James’s work in the City (‘If he’s not shooting a line he’s sniffing one’). And everyone had known for years that Shona’s twin Danny lived somewhere abroad and was never seen. Suzy shivered. How dreadful, how really dreadful if Helena or Dougie moved abroad. How could anybody bear to lose touch with their own children?
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