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Chapter 1

September 2009

They had not yet charged him with anything. That was the main thing. As long as they didn’t charge him he could tell himself that he was there as a witness, not an accomplice. Paul looked around the cell. There was no window, just a row of square frosted glass bricks at the top of the wall that let in enough light to show that it was morning again but not enough to warm the cell. Outside it would be warm, hot even, if the days before were anything to go by. He remembered the short staircase he had descended to enter the plain little corridor with its studded doors and calculated that this part of the building was sunk into the ground. Its bare surfaces were all cold to the touch; he could feel the floor, cool and hard through his socks. The brown scratchy blanket hadn’t helped; Paul had spent the night alternating between using it as a pillow to stop himself getting neck ache and as a cover to stop himself shivering. The nightmares that had shaken him awake suggested he had managed some sleep, but he felt as though it had been weeks since he closed his eyes. He needed the toilet so badly that he had a cramp in his belly, but there was no paper next to the little steel bowl and he didn’t want to call out for any in case Daniel was nearby and heard him. He might even be in the next cell; the silence didn’t mean anything.

He was examining his fingertips, wondering how long it would take for the blue ink to fade completely from the whorls, when there was the sound of a bolt being drawn back and the door to his cell was thrown open with a reverberating clang. The acoustics of incarceration were new to him. They were familiar to Daniel, of course, who long before his first arrest had inherited a folk memory of heavy doors and alarmed corridors and who talked about plod and Old Bill and the filth. Paul had always called them the police with the absent-minded respect those who never really believe they will encounter them can afford.

A uniformed officer told him it was time to go back into the interview room. He wondered what they would throw at him today. Yesterday’s interview had been an intensive, hour-long inquisition that he had survived, if not won, by putting his training into practice. If they arrest you, Daniel had said, never answer, never explain. If you don’t say it, they can’t use it. Of course he had been preparing Paul to defend himself against charges of robbery or handling or trespass, but presumably the principle also applied for something like this. The longer he thought about it, the more convinced he was that there was no way for them to prove he had been there.

They passed a bathroom in the corridor: Paul begged and the officer took pity on him, waiting outside the stall. It was like the exams at college, where if you needed to go the teachers would escort you and hover at the urinal, as though you’d written the answers on the porcelain in invisible ink. Just like the school toilets, this bathroom had cubicles that amplified the sounds inside. Paul relaxed his bowels and cringed at the splash. There were more of those glass bricks where the wall met the ceiling; no chance of anyone escaping through a window here. There was no mirror over the sinks, for which he was grateful. The third dispenser he tried actually contained some soap: a little squirt of foam that looked soft and fluffy but when he washed his face with it the skin became tight and sore as though he’d splashed bleach on it. He tried putting some on his little finger and cleaning his teeth, but the taste was so bitter he was forced to spit it into the sink.

It was the same room as before, completely windowless with dark blue walls that made it look like midnight no matter what the time. Only air vent bricks in the door and at knee level reassured Paul they weren’t all going to suffocate. The black Formica table had a tatty wooden trim; their chairs were also wooden, with black vinyl seats, but his was orange plastic and attached to the floor with bolts. The reel-to-reel tape recorder took up half the table. The detectives were the same, too: the man called Detective Sergeant Woburn and the woman who had given her title but immediately afterwards asked him to call her Christine, with the result that he instantly forgot her rank and surname. They both looked fresh, and Paul realised that while he had spent the night in the station, they would have gone home to their own beds and showers and toilets. Woburn had shaved – the skin on his cheeks was pink and angry – but there was already a hint of shadow on his jaw. Paul cupped his own chin and wondered when he had last taken a razor to it. Four days ago? Five? And he was still days away from the beginnings of a beard.

He had a hard time believing Christine was a police officer. She wore lipstick and earrings and her hair was cut in a proper style. She couldn’t have been more different to the squat, sour little woman who had taken his belt and his phone and his keys and his shoes away from him the previous day. Only the duty solicitor, a man in his fifties called Rob, looked like Paul felt. He was bleary-eyed and greasy-haired and had the appearance of someone who had pulled an all-nighter. Paul remembered that Rob had looked like this when he had turned up to the station yesterday and, judging by his eggy tie and tatty shoes, probably did most of the time.

Woburn stared him out while Christine smiled, then lowered her eyes. He wished he could read their minds. Daniel was big on body language: of necessity, he was better able to read people’s minds than anyone Paul had ever met. He always knew what you were thinking. That was one of the reasons it was so difficult to lie to him.

The tape recorder clunked and whirred into action. ‘Interview with Paul Seaforth resumed at 09.20 hours, 1st September 2009,’ said Woburn. ‘We were discussing the events of the evening of 30th August, same year. While you were sleeping, we had a little chat with Scatlock. He’s told us the lot.’

Paul was incredulous and insulted. Did Woburn think he was an idiot? Daniel might be many things, but he wasn’t a grass. Carl had spoken about the police and the mind games they played: it was part of their training, they used misleading language designed by psychologists that convinced you they were telling the truth when they were bluffing. The meaning of Woburn’s words depended on Paul’s response, and he breached his wall of silence only to show that it hadn’t worked.

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘Fair enough,’ shrugged Woburn. He held up a photograph. Before Paul had a chance to look away, he took in a tableau of the scene that had been replaying itself in his mind ever since they had fled it. Woburn tapped the end of his pen on the worst part of the image. Paul screwed his eyes up but the picture didn’t go away. He made fists and pressed them into the sockets of his eyes but the picture was only imprinted more permanently. ‘Don’t be shy,’ said Woburn. ‘It’s not as though it’s the first time you’ve seen it.’

Paul wondered why they weren’t using the man’s name and hoped it would stay that way. Ken Hillyard. Ken Hillyard. Ken Hillyard. It had been repeating on a loop in his mind and he was afraid that if anyone said it aloud it would break his resolve, like a password. He focused on the table. The varnish had long worn off the wooden trim. He tried to worry at a splinter in it but it had already been rubbed smooth by other guilty fingers. Rob had moved his chair next to the wall and was leaning into it, his left temple pressed against the plaster.

‘It’s uncomfortable viewing,’ said Woburn cheerfully. ‘Perhaps you’d like to see this instead.’ He produced another photograph, of a little black box with a blank screen. Out of context, it took Paul a few seconds to grasp what he was looking at. When he recognised the sat nav, he felt the individual hairs on his arms raise themselves one by one. A second photograph showed the wiggly country lane that led to the village whose name would soon, for a while at least, become public shorthand for a particular crime.

‘Nice piece of kit,’ said Woburn. ‘This is top-of-the-range stuff. They remember everywhere you ever go. This one even remembers when you went there. Covered in your prints, of course.’ A third screenshot from the device showed that they had arrived at the village at 11.20 p.m. Two hours later it had happened. Paul’s heart beat fast as he tried to work out what this meant for him. ‘Look. Here’s how it is. We know you were both there. One of you did it. I know which one. You know which one. She knows which one.’ He jerked his head in Christine’s direction. She remained inscrutable, the sad eyes, the small static smile. ‘Tribes in the Amazon previously undiscovered by white men know who did it. This is a question of when, not if.’ Paul shook his head, feeling his brain bounce off the walls of his skull. He needed to think, and fast, but Woburn was still talking. ‘Here’s what’ll happen if you don’t talk to me. Best case scenario, we charge you with aiding and abetting. Worst case, Scatlock blames you, the whole thing goes to a messy trial, it’s your word against his and you go down for something we all know you didn’t do.’

Christine leaned in as though to impart a confidence. ‘We know it was Daniel. Of course we do. I think you got a bit out of your depth, didn’t you, hmm? So I don’t blame you for clamming up. But you were there, and this is only the evidence that we found before we’ve really started digging, so there’s bound to be plenty more where that came from. Look, I know you’re afraid of him.’ Paul felt a stone in his throat and Christine’s face began to swim. If he blinked even once he’d had it: her sympathy was not worth Woburn’s contempt. ‘I know you’re afraid of what he might do. But that’s exactly my point: the more you tell us about what Daniel did, the stronger our case against him will be and the longer he will go away for.’

‘Do you have any idea what would happen if I did that?’ he blurted. ‘You don’t know what he’s like.’ Not until he saw Rob flinch upright in his chair did he realise his virtual admission of guilt.

‘On the contrary, I know all too well what Daniel Scatlock’s like,’ said Woburn. ‘I’ve been nicking his dad since I was in uniform. Junior’s got a juvenile file as thick as a doorstep. I’ve been looking forward to his coming of age for years.’

A future without Daniel in it, was that really what they were offering? He had thought it was the answer to his prayers, but now that it seemed to be a possibility he wasn’t so sure. He had wanted to escape, but not like this, with death as the catalyst and liberty as the sacrifice. Despite the plans he had made for life on his own, for the first time it occurred to him that he didn’t know how to cope without Daniel, how to be.

The only sounds in the room were the soft rhythmic click of the tape recorder and a light nasal whistle every time Rob exhaled. When Paul spoke it felt like jumping off the highest diving board at the pool: you didn’t so much decide to do it as find that, after a few seconds of tiptoeing on the edge, the water was rushing up to meet you.

‘I’ll need protection. Like, a safe house or something.’

‘A safe house?’ snorted Woburn. ‘Have you any idea how much that would cost? That’s for serious cases.’

‘How much more serious does it get?’ asked Paul.

‘What DS Woburn means is that safe houses are very labour intensive and they tend to be for more vulnerable people, families and those at risk from the public,’ explained Christine. ‘I’m afraid that the CPS wouldn’t see your case as exceptional, or regard you as particularly vulnerable. People have to testify against friends all the time. But we can offer you a degree of witness protection and . . .’ A silence followed, during which she searched the air above her head. When she spoke again her tone was breezy. ‘I think it’s time we all had a cup of tea,’ she said.

‘What?’ said Woburn.

‘Interview suspended at 09.31 hours,’ said Christine and pressed the pause button.

Woburn glared at her but didn’t argue. Paul understood suddenly that she was his boss. It was obvious now: Daniel would have sussed it out in seconds. The two detectives rose and left the room together. Their voices, his harsh, hers soft, faded as they walked away. The uniform who’d escorted him from his cell came back to wait at the door.

Rob’s spine slackened again: now he had his chin on his chest, in the classic pose of the park bench dosser. ‘Well, this puts rather a different complexion on things,’ he said. ‘Time for a cigarette break, methinks.’

Paul, alone with the uniform now, watched the tape machine, suspended on pause: its two turning circles, one with an orange tag, the other plain white, kept making tiny movements as though straining to get away. Woburn and Christine came back after five minutes or an hour, Paul couldn’t tell any more, with tea for all five of them. It came in two plastic cups, doubled up so that you could hold it without burning your hands. Until yesterday, he’d never had tea in a disposable cup. Even at Daniel’s the tea had always been in a proper mug. Once you got used to drinking out of plastic, it wasn’t that bad. Whoever had made the tea had put just the right amount of sugar in it. He supposed they were waiting for Rob to come back before they could turn the tape recorder on. Christine spoke first.

‘We might have found a middle way. Now, you’ve got blood on your hands, metaphorically speaking, but I think if we, ah, if we reframe this case with you as a witness for the prosecution we can get a collar on Daniel without involving you at all.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Paul. Carl had always told them there was no such thing as a get-out-of-jail-free card.

‘I’m going to have a word with an old friend of mine who runs community projects. She’s a youth worker, she’s helped rehabilitate young offenders and, um . . . vulnerable people for me before.’ Despite his history Paul made a small internal objection to the term ‘offender’ but had no quibble with ‘vulnerable’. He felt like a crab without a shell. ‘She’ll sort you out with some work, somewhere to live – no, not a safe house, but her current project is in Warwickshire, it’s far enough away for you to be able to make a new start. It’s some kind of gardening project, I think. It’ll be hard graft, but it will get you away from Daniel.’

Paul almost replied that he’d happily shovel shit for the rest of his life if it meant he could extricate himself from this mess and put Daniel away. Some part of him seemed to leave his body and swoop around the room, as if giving him a taste of the freedom that could be his. But first he had to make sure he knew what they were saying. He’d had enough of shades of grey, he needed them to spell it out.

‘But this is on condition that . . .’

‘You tell us exactly what you saw Daniel do.’

‘But what about my involvement in it?’

‘What involvement? You were a witness,’ said Woburn.

‘But I . . .’ Then he understood. Christine sat in quiet composure while Woburn tried to persuade his features into a mask of patience. She placed her palm on the table between them so that her fingertips were inches away from Paul’s and he wrestled with the impulse to hold her hand. ‘So what do you think, Paul?’ she said.


Chapter 10

September 2009

Of course it wasn’t really him; she should have known that at once instead of skittering off into fantasy and superstition. The next time she saw him, in the canteen, she was ready for it, she had calmed down enough to see that it was only (only!) his doppelgänger, an uncanny likeness. The differences grew clear, like a picture being pulled into focus or seen through an eye adapting to different levels of light or dark. He was taller than Adam and broader, his cheekbones were softer and his eyes were green, not blue. But the hair was the same, strand for strand, curl for curl, and the mouth was Adam’s exactly, although the smile it formed was shy and uncertain, not the swaggering lopsided smirk that Adam had worn. Her starved eyes gorged themselves on the sight of him. Sometimes it was too much to look at him, and yet she could not turn away.

Louisa let her research slide again as she took to stalking him around the site, pushing an empty wheelbarrow to the places Paul was likely to be. She saw the lines of his body through his T-shirt and jeans, the perfect inverted triangle of his torso, the lean thighs, the belly as flat as his back. She found him alone, conducting a fingertip search of a newly cleared and freshly dug garden, picking out the sycamore seeds that littered the estate. It was painstaking, boring work, a job doubtless delegated by Ross, the classic initiation task. Once or twice she saw him pick up a sycamore seed just to let it spin to the ground like a helicopter. He looked very young.

He was eighteen, that much she had gleaned from listening in on conversations in the canteen. She had once believed in reincarnation and the dates were right: she had last seen Adam twenty years ago, just the right amount of time for the vagrant soul to find new flesh. That this chronology offered a more banal possibility did not occur to her until a week or two later. She was in the greenhouse, scrubbing the potting shelves with an organic fungicide, when the idea of Adam fathering a child with another woman came to her. The pain of betrayal, imagined, delayed, was as acute as it had been back then. Knowing Paul’s exact date of birth would set her straight. But how could she find out? Demetra wouldn’t let her see his file even if she could find a plausible reason for asking. She guarded her charges’ privacy fiercely.

Louisa was tormented by Paul’s proximity and what it might mean. There was no ritual to cast out this living ghost, no drink that would sink this spirit. If Paul was Adam’s son, what was he doing here? And if he wasn’t, what was he doing here? Who else from her past was about to trespass on her present? Would the Other Man, the witness or the man who had declared death, be next? Would his bandmates come and find her? Had they all been conspiring, waiting until she thought she was safe? The possibilities wheeled around her mind, the earthly menace and the unearthly omen. She was not sure which was the more terrifying.

She was surrounded by people all day every day but as soon as the last of them had left the site loneliness enveloped her like freezing fog. In the evening she would sit in the office, staring into space, wishing desperately for someone she could hold and confide in. The only person she could really say she was close to now was Miranda, and even her she only saw three or four times a year. There had been a time, six or seven years after it had happened, on Miranda’s son’s first birthday, when she had come close to telling her. After a raucous children’s party, their parents had taken a taxi back to Kensington and Dev, exhausted by catering the whole thing, had gone straight to bed. The sisters had stayed in the huge kitchen, ostensibly to clear up the mess, but they had ended up finishing one bottle of wine and then opening another. Miranda kept making clumsy attempts to wipe down surfaces and load the dishwasher, glass in hand the whole time.

‘Do you ever sit still?’ Louisa had asked. ‘Your life looks like such hard work.’

‘Ah, it’s worth it though,’ said Miranda. ‘You’ll find out one day, when you meet the right man.’ Louisa reached for the bottle as her sister went on, ‘Have you really never met anyone you wanted to settle down with?’ The question was asked in a kind of drunken innocent concern but Louisa felt her answer, detailed and incriminating, roar up out of nowhere. She actually got as far as drawing the breath that would fuel the words but the baby beat her to it, crying out for his mother from his cot. Miranda had leapt up to comfort the child, smashing a wine glass on her way out of the kitchen, shattering Louisa’s resolve to share. By the time Miranda came downstairs, the kitchen was clean and Louisa was making coffee, shaken by how close she had come to exposing herself.

It was four years after the near-miss in Miranda’s kitchen that she had met Laurence, the only man among Adam’s would-be successors whose face as well as body she could remember. Over the years she had lost count of the lovers she had taken, mostly one-night stands and a handful of fledging relationships whose wings she had clipped early on. Laurence had been different, the only other person she might ever have told. He had run a wine merchant’s in the small Hampshire town where she had briefly freelanced as garden designer for a big private house. He took her to a restaurant and then back to his flat; he elicited nothing like the passion she had had for Adam, for which she was grateful, but he was kind and tender and she felt a corresponding softening of something inside her. After just two or three times with him she began to think of him as her Dev, a steady, decent man with whom she could become a steady, decent woman. Her mistake had been to get complacent (drunk, again) and invite him back to the tiny unfurnished bedsit that was then her home. After Laurence had fallen asleep Louisa realised her mistake and had lain awake, staring at the starkness of the room, the jangling clothes rail and the conspicuous cardboard storage box that stored her memories. In the small hours she had hidden everything in the only fitted storage the studio had to offer, the kitchenette cupboard with its cutlery for one. She had tried hard to stay awake but the sleep she eventually surrendered to was so deep that Laurence, on waking, had gone looking for tea and cups. She awoke to find him sitting on the end of the bed, leafing through her scrapbook, and had screamed at him to stop looking through her things and to get the hell out of her flat, pushing him up the stairs. He had come round the next day to offer a bewildered apology through the letterbox, but she had stayed on the bed, scrapbook in her arms, locked in grief. She was mourning not only the loss of Adam but the death of the version of herself that was able to put down roots, find love, make a family, live a good life.

Louisa never went back to work at the big house. The weeks that followed had been some of the darkest she could remember; with no employment, she had only herself to live with and there had been some nights when even that company had been unbearable and she had considered – fleetingly and with terror, but considered it nevertheless – the ultimate release.

The job at Kelstice, advertised in a trade journal, had saved her from herself. The salary offered was incommensurate with the experience they were asking for, and this, she supposed, was why she was the only applicant. In the wreck of the site and the amateurish crew she recognised a place she could finally lose herself. For the first few months of the job she lodged with an elderly woman on the Leamington road and it was here that the others believed she still resided, although she had arranged to have her meagre post redirected to a post office box when she had bought the caravan. While she was settling into her four-wheeled home she was afraid the others would notice that her car was often parked in the same spot for days on end, that she was always the first one on site and the last to leave, but she had overestimated the curiosity of others. Demetra, despite the calibre of the young people they worked with, was the kind of person who just assumed everyone was telling the truth, all the time. Why would anyone lie about something like that? The young people, who all lived in the opposite direction of Coventry, showed even less curiosity about her private life. They only really saw each other, and she wondered if she had been like that when she was young. To deepen her cover (and because she no longer dared to drink in public) she became the site’s designated driver, always offering Ingram and Demetra and even Nathaniel lifts home when they needed them, dropping them at their doors and driving home the long way round, looping the country lanes until she ended up back at Kelstice, its unofficial porter, its secret sentinel. Every night she locked the door of the office and stood in the moonshadow of the Lodge. If the night was mild she took her time on the walk home, knowing that no one would be waiting for her.


Chapter 11

October 2009

Paul found that there was a different language at Kelstice, a centuries-old vocabulary. Much of the terminology that they used was to do with horses: the paths that cut through the New Wood were called gallops, and the wild rutted avenue that framed the house they called a ride, not a driveway. At the back of the site there was a stagnant mass of water known as the Mere. Smelly gas rose off it like something out of a horror film, and if you were unlucky enough to get downwind of it you had to breathe through your mouth. The intention was to clean and restore it to an ornamental lake, a job with which he wanted no involvement. The Mere was bordered on one side by Nathaniel’s nascent orchard and on the other, close to the perimeter wall, was territory colonised by real trees – as opposed to brambles, ivy and weeds – called New Wood, although it looked as ancient as the Lodge itself.

Very little seemed to be expected of him, and he suspected that he could have spent most of his days wandering around the site, but he didn’t want to get into trouble and have them throw him off the project, so whenever he found himself at leisure – or it was raining – he took himself back to the cabins to receive instruction.

One afternoon rain and idleness drove him to climb the stairs to the office. Louisa and Ingram were in heated conversation about some benches that Ingram had ordered, clearly to Louisa’s great displeasure. They had their backs to the door; that, and the thunder of raindrops on the roof meant that they did not hear him come in. After standing in the doorway for what seemed like entire minutes, cold rain finding its way down the back of his jacket, he decided to seat himself at the spare desk until they had finished arguing.

The desk was strewn with books, none new, some with desiccated spines that snapped in two when you opened them and threatened to disintegrate in his fingers. One account of a castle garden had previously been a library book; the stamp in the back revealed that it had been borrowed just once, in 1972. Tucked into its pages was a facsimile of a map of Kelstice in the 1850s, showing neat little parcels of land and a scattering of long-gone outbuildings. Louisa’s voice suddenly became clear and sharp.

‘Ingram, if you want a suburban back garden I can make you one, but you hired me to recreate a historically accurate Tudor garden and you can’t go around undermining my designs like this.’

‘The visitors have to sit somewhere,’ said Ingram.

‘Yes, but on these? They’re going to make it look like a fucking Essex patio!’ Paul felt a little surge of indignation on behalf of his home county. ‘We’ll be a laughing stock.’

‘But I’ve ordered them now,’ protested Ingram, passing her a catalogue flagged with sticky notes.

‘How much?’ Louisa cried when she got to the relevant page. ‘That’s the last time I let you lecture me about budgets. I don’t spend my life in that greenhouse coaxing things to life from seed to save money so that you can blow it all on patio furniture!’ Ingram flounced to his desk and hid behind his computer, his hair a pale aureole.

‘I’m not having them in my garden,’ Louisa shouted in his direction, then turned back to the room. When she saw Paul sitting at the spare desk she gasped as though he had ambushed her, putting her hand on her chest and taking a step backwards.

‘Sorry,’ he said, not because he had done anything wrong but because he was still mindful of the way he’d frightened her on their first meeting. ‘I haven’t got anything to do,’ he continued, by way of explanation for his presence. She sank into her chair, flushed and silent.

‘You might try and get that desk into some kind of order,’ called Ingram. ‘It’s a disgrace. Some of those books are out of print, rarities, not that you’d know the way she handles them.’

A hostile atmosphere settled over the office, with Ingram making little indignant parping noises from behind his screen and Louisa alternately glaring at Ingram and looking at Paul as he shifted the books around the desk, wishing that he had stuck to doing nothing in the rain. He tried to break the tension with a question.

‘Why do they call it New Wood?’ he said.

‘Well, it was new once,’ said Louisa, whose complexion had gone back to normal. ‘It was planted just after the war.’

‘That’s mad, that it can get so wild after, like . . .’ he mentally calculated ‘. . . nearly seventy years?’

‘The Civil War,’ said Louisa. She lowered her Mona Lisa eyelids and smiled to herself, and in that moment there was a schoolgirl haughtiness about her that evoked someone else, someone it took him a while to identify as Emily.



In the first week of October a furious gale blew and winter came suddenly, like turning the page of a calendar. Paul went home from Kelstice on Friday night in a long-sleeved T-shirt but on Monday morning he needed a fleece under his jacket, the navy blue one with the Veriditas logo embroidered on the breast that was the nearest thing they had to a uniform. The trees had shrugged off their remaining clothes, meaning that the journey to work went from golden to silver in a weekend. The only plant tenacious enough to hold its leaves was the one which literally covered the site, the rampant weed that Louisa and Nathaniel called fleeceflower, the rest of them called Japanese knotweed and everyone regarded as a cross between a triffid and radioactive waste. It towered above Paul’s head and to his eye it was rather beautiful in a wild, jungly sort of way, with little chandeliers of white flowers that hung against flat, vivid leaves. But apparently it was a weed, so virulent that it was classed as toxic refuse. You couldn’t compost it; every bit of the plants, from leaf to root, had to be burned in giant braziers that they kept in the centre of the Lodge, so that sometimes it looked as if the ruin’s crumbling chimneys were once again the conduits for smoke. Cutting it down and removing the roots was like wrestling a bear. He stopped seeing the permanent ache in all of his muscles as punishment and started to view it as reward. The novel sensation of pride and satisfaction after a day’s hard physical graft made him feel connected to his father and had the added benefit of knocking him out at night. On the days when he had to work in the office, sitting in a swivel chair, answering the phone and trying to decipher Ingram and Demetra’s haphazard filing system, his brain went into overdrive to compensate for the lack of physical activity. Those were always the nights when he found it hard to sleep, tortured by thoughts of Daniel. He would hang out of his bedroom window and look down at the late-night stragglers on the High Street, reflecting guiltily that Daniel would give anything to have even such a meagre view as this.

Their progress was steady but slow. When the trees were nude you could see more: the density of the brambles that clawed at your ankles like man-traps; the distance yet to be cleared. The day he found the cable he was working on his own, tidying up the space around the cabins. All the electricity on site came from a single source; the cabins were connected to it by thick green cables. There were six cabins but seven cables, one of which abruptly disappeared underground. Intrigued, Paul followed its path. He nearly lost it a couple of times – whoever had buried it had done a good job. It threaded along the edge of the car-park site, which was still a choppy sea of clay and hardcore, and then followed the perimeter wall where it surfaced to trail alongside the bricks dividing Kelstice from the farmland that locked around it like puzzle pieces. Paul had no idea whether the walls were as old as the Lodge itself, but they had weathered better, almost entirely intact. In the few tumbledown breaches, the neighbouring landowner had erected a snarl of barbed wire that reached to the waist. Paul peered through one gap and was alarmed to find himself almost nose-to-nose with a masticating cow, her hide the same deep terracotta as the local stone. The longer the wall went on, the more he wondered if he wasn’t somehow going round in a huge circle, about to find himself back where he had started.

He knew when the cable vanished under the gate that this was not the case. Even without the cable as a marker, he would have remembered something like this strange portal, with its crumbling brick frame and its rotting green wood. Even the iron bolts and hinges looked frail. He nudged gently at the door. It almost gave, but he was worried about barbed wire or worse on the other side and decided not to push it. He gave the wall itself a good kick. It seemed sturdy and, using worn-away bricks for hand and footholds, he climbed. He found himself looking at the dull silver roof of a motorised caravan. The brow of the vehicle jutted like a frown. Its paintwork was greying and lime-coloured moss grew around the door and aluminium window frames like a velvet trim. It had obviously been driven here, but not recently; there were no tracks, one tyre was flat and grass grew in between the fat spokes of the wheels. The porthole windows were blind with books, pages to panes. Outside, there was a square patch of tilled land with little sticks in it and shoots sprouting up here and there, a miniature version of the big garden they were building on the other side of the wall. Gas canisters lined up like soldiers and sheaves of lavender, neatly arranged in muddy trugs, sent up a sickly-sweet smell.

Paul dropped to his feet on the other side of the wall, making sure to bend his knees to absorb his bodyweight like Daniel had taught him, but his fall was intercepted by nature’s barb; his jeans were pierced and the flesh on his arms was ripped by what felt like hot needles. He found himself lying on the ground in a tangle of stems and branches, fat white flowers all around him, and saw that he had pulled the plant clean away from the wall it was trained on and had severed it, almost at the root. His skin, when he rolled up his sleeve, looked like it had been studded with rubies. He leaned the rambling rose back against the wall. To his inexpert eye, it looked all right. Suddenly he was desperate to leave. He did not even know whether this was still Kelstice land, but he felt acutely ashamed of his intrusion, like a voyeur. This thief of electricity clearly did not want to be found and he had more cause than most to respect that. He made an easy exit through the gate, which he now saw was operated by a couple of simple latches, then retraced his steps to the car park. The journey seemed much shorter this time, as return trips usually do.

There was nothing more to tidy up. He was still afraid to take the initiative when it came to vegetation, convinced that he would clear a patch of ‘weeds’ only to find he had destroyed a precious cultivation. All of the cabins were empty. He walked around the site looking for someone to tell him what to do but found no one. He used the break to call his mother. Her phone gave out the flatline beep of the unobtainable number, which puzzled him. When Troy’s phone made the same sound, Paul was instantly on high alert. Years ago, Daniel had said that in the event of Paul ever crossing him, it was Natalie he would target. Afraid of what he might learn, he called the landline for the first time. The sound of her voice made him feel drugged with relief.

‘Hello, baby!’ said Natalie. ‘When are you going to come down and see me?’

‘Soon, when I’m properly settled.’

‘I can’t bear to think of you going through all that on your own, living in the middle of nowhere. I should never have left you behind with those people, I blame myself. . .’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Paul. ‘I’m fine here, I’m making friends. What’s wrong with your mobile?’

‘It got nicked out of the van when I went back to Grays Reach.’

‘Mum! You went back there! What the bloody hell for?’

‘I had to, to the dentist to get my filling mended. I can’t get an NHS dentist down here yet, although they’d have to if I was pregnant and I’d get all my treatment for free.’

‘Are you mad? Carl could have seen you, or anything!’

‘It’s OK, Troy was with me.’ Paul suppressed a snort. ‘The little fuckers took my handbag, my purse, a hundred quid’s worth of fertility drugs and . . .’ Her voice faltered. ‘They took that picture of you and me and your dad the day you were born. It was the only copy.’

Paul knew the photograph she meant, an overexposed snapshot of the new family in the hospital ward that she kept in a little leather frame. He hadn’t known she still carried it around; the knowledge made him feel warm, like a cuddle, until he heard that his mother was crying. Troy took the receiver.

‘Sorry, Paul,’ he said. ‘She’s been really cut up about that photo. She’s missing you a lot and . . . she reckons that losing it was like losing your dad all over again.’ He said it without resentment or jealousy. ‘I’m going to go and look after her now, we’ll call you soon.’ Paul gave Troy his new number; it was repeated back to him twice, no questions asked.

‘Well, I’d better get back to your mum. Take care,’ he said. The more Paul thought about Troy, the more he came to view him as a kind of saint. No way would he be able to tolerate being a substitute for the real love of someone’s life.


Chapter 12

April 1989

Twenty-three nights, nineteen of them together. For the first time it wasn’t enough to lie there, be beautiful and receive pleasure. Adam demanded reciprocal worship.

‘I recognised you as soon as I saw you,’ he said, his hands pinning hers to the bed. ‘We’re two of a kind, you and me. Do you know how rare that is? Sometimes it frightens me.’

‘Me too,’ she whispered into his mouth.

‘I like it,’ he said, gripping her wrists so tightly that she cried out. ‘Scary’s good. It reminds me I’m alive.’

The most ridiculous things about him turned her on. The sound of his ring as he set it down on the glass of her bedside table. The way his pelvis seemed made to tessellate with hers. Sometimes she looked down at her breast expecting to see a pulsating cartoon loveheart that she would have to catch and stuff back into her ribcage.

Adam liked the fact that no one in his world knew about her and no one in her world knew about him.

‘When I’m with you no one else exists,’ he said.

‘It’s a shame that feeling can’t last forever,’ said Louisa.

‘Can’t it?’

‘Real life has to intrude at some stage. You’ll meet my parents, I’ll meet the band.’

‘I won’t meet your parents,’ he said with a vehemence that surprised her. ‘I don’t do family.’

‘Well, at least I’ll get to know the band, I hope.’

‘I just hate to burst the bubble. This bit. Like we’re the only man and woman on the planet. Hey, do you know what that means? If I’m Adam, that must make you Eve.’

‘God, that’s cheesy. You can do better than that.’

‘Why? I like it. That’s going to be my new name for you: Eve.’

‘I bet you say that to all the girls.’

‘You are all the girls.’

Three afternoons and two nights a week he rehearsed. On those nights he did not come to her. If he could, he called, late, to say goodnight. He didn’t have a telephone at his bedsit, not even a payphone. He had a pager instead. Her parents carried pagers, only they called them bleepers. When they were on call they took them everywhere, even to bed, and when the bleep came, they dropped everything. Of course no one was depending on Adam Glasslake to step in and save a life, which was fortunate as Louisa soon learned that the gap between leaving a message and hearing back from him could be hours. Most of the telephone booths on his street in Shepherd’s Bush had been vandalised, he said, sometimes he had to walk for miles to find a working one, and moreoever there was a band rule that rehearsal time was uninterruptable. She was reluctant to leave her room until she had heard from him, pulling the extension next to her bed just so that she could ignore it for a few seconds when finally it rang. The longed-for conversations were fraught, on her part if not on his; even when he said beautiful things to her, she imagined she heard the chirrup of female laughter in the background. She felt imprisoned, like some fairy-tale princess in her tower, or a mistress in her married lover’s pied-à-terre.

The other people in his life – his band members in particular – became mythical creatures to her. They gained glamour and power the longer they remained strangers. Getting him to talk about them was like trying to prise open a bad shellfish. She gleaned only that he didn’t seem to have much time for the boys, Ben and Ciaran, but he did confess that he was close to Angie.

‘You’re lucky she’s ugly,’ he said.

While she waited, she still had his company in the form of twelve songs spread across two cassettes. She set up Nick’s decommissioned tape deck in her room so that the music was on a continuous loop. At some instinctive level she knew that he must not know how often she did this; it was the behaviour of a groupie, not a girlfriend.

Miranda came home one day to find Louisa cross-legged on her bed, having a staring contest with the silent telephone. ‘Someone playing you at your own game?’

It was a throwaway, affectionate remark that articulated for the first time the relationship’s appeal and its danger. ‘No,’ she said. She would have loved to confide in her sister but what would Miranda know about passion? She’d been with Devendra since their O levels and as far as Louisa could see, the couple had plunged headlong into mild affection and things had cooled rapidly from there. The closest she’d ever seen them come to sexual abandon was when Dev had squeezed her sister’s toes through her socks and Miranda had spilled her coffee on her lap in surprise.

She knew the number of his pager by heart, the digits a rhyme in her mind. She wished she could put some kind of bug on the device, or on Adam himself, that would show on a map of London where he was at any given time. She would never have thought that about any man but Adam and if a previous lover had said such a thing about her she would have been repulsed. Lately, she didn’t recognise herself. The sooner she broke into his life and let reality colour the blanks in her imagination the better.


Chapter 13

September 2004

Daniel Scatlock was a year older than the rest of them, a mystery which was never publicly solved, and he wore his school uniform like a Savile Row suit. He towered over Mrs Fox who introduced him saying that he was new to the area, which was usually a euphemism for ‘excluded from every other school in the county’. Where you went after you were expelled from Grays Reach High was anyone’s guess. She appointed Paul as Daniel’s guide for the day because their names were adjacent on the register. Paul’s dismay was keen. He only hoped that Daniel would recognise his minnowish status and show him the contemptuous disregard he deserved. Invisibility was the pinnacle of his social ambition.

During English, Daniel didn’t even make an effort to look at their shared copy of The Diary of Anne Frank and when the teacher was talking he didn’t open his notebook but just doodled. In French, he wrote his name on the front of his exercise book, forming the letters as deliberately and laboriously as a primary school child, but after that seemed to lose interest. In History, they were given a spot test. The class cried their protests; Daniel, who had more reason to complain than most – he could hardly be expected to complete a test based on a syllabus he had never studied – remained silent, merely adjusting his posture and flinging his legs out in front of him. They were so long he could hook his feet onto the chair of the boy in front of him, a nasty piece of work called Hash, who had bright red hair and a lunar complexion and went nuts if you called him by his real name, Hamish. Hash turned to glare at Daniel, immediately identified a higher authority and squared his shoulders to the front again. Daniel made no attempt to answer a single question. As they were read out, Paul soon got lost in the test, quietly confident of all the answers except for the first one, about why the Nuremberg trials were held there instead of in Berlin.

‘Nuremberg was the only prison in Germany that wasn’t bombed out in the war,’ said Daniel under his breath. ‘Berlin was all rubble. I’m right, go on, put it down.’ Paul shrugged, wrote the answer and watched for Daniel to do the same. But he didn’t, just scowled at the blank page before him. Paul remembered the effort it had taken Daniel to inscribe his French book and understood suddenly that he couldn’t read or write properly. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d leaned across and started to jot the correct answers on his neighbour’s page. The look Daniel gave him made Paul wish that he had never been born. Daniel didn’t turn up to Maths, the last lesson of the day, and during it Paul resigned himself to the fact that the list of people who might give him a kicking on the way home had just got one name longer.

He could not avoid the underpass that connected school and home without jumping across live train tracks. (Sometimes he had been tempted to do that.) The urine-scented tunnel was a further example of the Grays Reach architects’ unwavering commitment to fear and brutality. The most hazardous obstacle was a concrete island thick with municipal shrubbery. It usually screened at least one person intent on causing him pain. Tonight it was Simeon and Lewis, two of his regular bullies. Not for the first time, he wondered how come rival thugs never turned up on the same patch. Did they have a rota? Did they meet at the mouth of the underpass after school, saying if you hurt him tonight we’ll just go for a bit of verbal abuse tomorrow? They didn’t even bother to goad him any more, just got straight down to the violence. Paul knew that the more tense he was, the more it would hurt, but he couldn’t make his muscles relax. Simeon smacked the side of his head, a ring catching Paul at the point where his jaw met his ear. The pain was deafening. He tried to walk on but felt his upper body jerk backwards as Lewis stuck out his foot and brought Paul onto the pissy concrete in a pratfall. They both bent down. Tears already on their way, Paul prepared his ribs for the boots.

The third figure came up behind them like a gust of wind, it was so fast and so silent. There was an elegance to Daniel’s movements as his hands encircled both their necks and forced their heads together, once at the forehead and the second time bringing Lewis’s nose down hard on Simeon’s mouth. Paul recognised the sound of a split lip, quieter when it wasn’t his, and closed his eyes.

‘Fuck off, the pair of you. Pick on him again and I’ll kill you, do’you get me?’ It was a man’s voice, not a boy’s, and Simeon and Lewis ran away like children. Daniel crouched down to where Paul lay. His voice droned in and out of intelligibility due to the throbbing in Paul’s ear. ‘Man, what is this?’ said Daniel; his anger seemed, if not disproportionate to the attack, certainly inconsistent with the faintness of his connection to Paul. ‘Buzz buzz buzz pair of wankers. Buzz buzz buzz you’re a chicken.’

Then something in Paul’s ear went pop and he heard with perfect clarity: ‘I said, do you want to go and get chicken?’

There were two fried chicken outlets on the precinct, one halal and one regular. Paul had walked past them a million times but never once been in: they were not the kind of place you went into on your own if you were undersized and unaccompanied. He remained wary: the initial window for violence had closed but perhaps Daniel intended to take him somewhere public before humiliating him. If this was the idea, Daniel evidently didn’t plan to do it on an empty stomach. Without looking at the menu, he ordered chips, two colas and two boxes of wings. They ate the food in the window. Curtis Goddard walked past and did a double take. Paul tried to look nonchalant but hoped that word would get out.

‘What you did in class,’ said Daniel. ‘I appreciate it. It was good of you, man.’ The way he said it made it sound like a threat. ‘But I don’t want it getting out.’

Paul mimed zipping his lips. ‘Can I ask you something, though?’ he said. ‘I don’t get it. If you can’t read, how come you know so much about the Second World War?’

‘History Channel,’ said Daniel. ‘My dad’s obsessed. He has it on all day. And if it’s not that, it’s the Discovery Channel or . . . what do you call the one that’s always got Top Gear on it?’

‘My mum has the telly on all the time, but she never watches anything that interesting,’ said Paul. They licked the chicken off their fingers. The grease and salt had given Paul a raging thirst that the cola didn’t seem to be slaking.

‘I’ve got a sort of proposal for you,’ said Daniel. ‘I’m gonna fuck off school as soon as I’m sixteen and the social are off my dad’s back, but until then, you cover for me, yeah? And I’ll look after you.’

The agreement was apparently effective immediately. They left the chicken shop together and from the moment they fell into step Paul felt the benevolence of his protection. Daniel was Aragorn to his Frodo, although he would rather have died than admit that to anyone.

He lived in a house identical to Paul’s, although his was in the middle of the terrace. An England flag hung limply in the kitchen window and a pallet of flattened cardboard boxes was rotting next to the wheelie bin.

‘I’m just over there,’ said Paul, pointing across the courtyard to the back of his own house.

‘Look at that,’ said Daniel. ‘You go past me on the way in every day.’

What must it be like not to be able to read? Paul found it easier to imagine being blind or deaf or without limbs. It wasn’t just that you couldn’t lose yourself in a book, although that was bad enough. How did you know you were on the right street, how did you even know which channels you were watching on television, or who was calling you on the phone? And how could you be exposed to letters and words all day every day and not absorb anything but the letters of your own name? Paul dug out a takeaway menu from the halal Indian and tried to decipher the Arabic lettering. The longer he looked for patterns, the more they all looked like dots or squiggles and he could only see three, maybe four, separate recurring shapes or themes. Maybe this was what English looked like to Arabic people, or to people like Daniel. Why hadn’t anyone ever taught him to read properly? Maybe his parents weren’t very literate either, but how had he got to the age of fourteen without anyone picking up on it? Without anyone helping? How was someone like Daniel supposed to get by? No wonder he was angry.


Chapter 14

October 2004

In the days and weeks that followed, the usually empty seat next to Paul was filled. It quickly became apparent that Daniel’s way of coping was a head-down silence that, if anything, marked him out as a diligent student. The teachers at Grays Reach were riot police in mufti. If homework was handed in it was a miracle: they didn’t notice a similarity between the graphology and content of Daniel’s work and that of his constant neighbour. Paul wondered if they even read it. There were two hours between school finishing and the end of his mother’s shift at the bookie’s and every day they were spent with Daniel. The pockets of dereliction that had crawled with threats when Paul had been alone now became their playground. They bunny-hopped their bikes along the chalkpits and construction sites, performed wheelies on the river wall in defiance of the toothy black rocks that jutted from the beach at low tide. They’d ride out to the big mall at Lakeside and wheel around the multi-storey car parks and coast down the spiralling exit ramp against the direction of the traffic. Daniel did it with his eyes closed, and Paul pretended that he was shutting his, too. The challenge was to see how many levels they could descend without the security guards intervening; often they got all the way to the bottom to find two or more security guards there, arms folded across their hi-vis jackets. Then they would duck under the barriers and pedal away, risking their lives on the access roads, legs pumping until their muscles were on fire. They’d keep going until they reached the accessible verges of the riverbank, where it would finally be safe to laugh, and they would freewheel along the coastal path, the salty riparian wind up their noses, in their mouths and wringing tears from their eyes.

If the weather was bad, they’d hang out at Daniel’s after school. The Scatlocks’ living room was dominated by a giant widescreen television connected to a winking stack of equipment that included a set top box, a wifi rerouter, a DVD player, an ancient VHS machine, a massive amplifier and at least three different games consoles. Two gaming chairs, the kind that looked like ripped-out car seats, faced the screen and they had a glass-fronted fridge rammed with cans of Coke and beer like the ones in the corner shop. Paul knew instantly that this was a house without a mother; it was the converse of his own home, where the lack of masculinity was evident in every ruche and flounce in the abundant soft furnishings. Even the dog, Diesel, a huge but unassuming Alsatian, was blokeish.

You could always tell when Daniel’s dad was coming home because the whole living room went dark and cold. Carl Scatlock managed to park his car – a black Land Cruiser – in the space outside the front window. How did it get there? The residents’ cars were all, in theory, kept away in parking bays and lock-up garages on the periphery of the estate. Daniel’s house, a staggered terrace like Paul’s, was accessible only by a zagged footpath, gaps too narrow to accommodate a car without mowing down most of the fences and possibly taking down some walls, too. It must have been a slow, painstaking manoeuvre, but if anyone was capable of that it was Carl. He had been a driver in the Army and still drove everywhere as if pursued by the enemy, with reckless speed that he insisted was 100% controlled and necessary ‘to keep my skills fresh’. It was true that Carl still looked like the kind of person who often needed to leave places in a very great hurry. As well as doing something nebulous in construction that meant he was often away for days on end, he also took the odd job in security. You could see why he got the work; unlike most built-up blokes, his bulk didn’t taper off at the lower half of his body. His calves and thighs were as awesome as his arms and chest and his neck was almost as thick as his head.

‘You here again?’ he said one afternoon, even though it had been weeks since they had last met. ‘You homeless or summink? Don’t worry mate, I’m only taking the piss. You’re as thick as thieves, you two. I had a









































Author’s Note









The Warwickshire village of Kelstice is my own invention, although the garden restoration project was partly inspired by a similar one at Kenilworth Castle, just a few miles up the notional Kelstice Road. I have played similarly fast and loose with the geography of my home county, Essex, superimposing the Grays Reach Estate on a blameless commuter development on the river’s edge.



The Roof Gardens are real, and Kensington Market was for decades a thriving hub of alternative youth culture. Despite vigorous campaigning from the people who loved the place, it was pulled down in 1997. The site now hosts a branch of PC World.
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