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Part I




Down below in Skyler Square the trouble was passing quickly from door to door, mothers telling mothers, not speaking aloud but somehow saying: baby gone, bad man, wild animal.

*

1.

Carmel

The night the child went missing, Carmel sat a few miles away in the window of a cafe in Brockley. She was breathing hard, cloud on the glass. Passing by, a man glanced in to check her prettiness and was struck by the intensity of her face behind the patch of steam which partially obscured it. She ignored the gentle rattle of plates and hiss of chips which went on behind her, hearing nothing. When she let herself pore over memories, she was hawkish. Filled with greed for one of the only pleasures remaining to her, raking through lost evenings and moments. It was rare that she did allow herself this. It had been so long that she knew there could only be a handful more times. It would not always be possible to summon precisely the fast-fading textures and tastes.

When the child was missing, while the courtyard was lighting up with drama and anguish, Carmel was thinking about sex. She tried to mete out the different encounters they had shared together and not think of them all at once as a conflated interaction, not to waste her thoughts in an incoherent wave. Rather she had separated them out years ago and given them titles and would think of them only with great care. Often, because her and Derek’s affair had taken place almost exclusively in the privacy of his apartment, they were called after things they had consumed together, and which she could then recall the taste of in his mouth.

Particular drinks (White Russian Night), plain meals he had cooked with sweet incompetence (Spaghetti Bolognese Night), takeaway pizza with a faint cardboard flavour (Gino’s Night). Most often what she tasted was the familiar paternal smell of beer and cigarettes on his moustache, a beautiful acrid dream sense which haunted her. Other nights were named after a book he had been reading at the time (Of Human Bondage Night), or a chapter she had been studying (‘Home Rule’ Night). She could see with perfect clarity the books being laid aside when they became too impatient.

The clothes she had worn were another method, to think of him undoing the side clasp of a kilt, or pulling up the snug wool jumper she had stolen from her brother after he had shrunk it in the wash. There were ways to do it, ways to differentiate. Despite what had resulted, and what they had meant for the rest of her life, their nights together had not been so many. They weren’t enough that the ways he touched or looked at her were easily muddled together.

These too were divisible, the disbelieving ecstasy on his face when she first parted her legs and let him see her with light, without shame. The confusing joy of him slipping a finger inside her mouth, gently probing so that she felt evaluated like a body, like an animal, but happily. And now, in her window haze, she let herself murmur his name to herself as she almost never did and felt for a moment the fervent rise of devotion which used to be so constant. The feeling, which she knew was also a lie, that she would do anything for him, anything to have him again for a minute. To confirm that his sweat smelled that way it did in her mind, so green and pleasant. If it had been true, if she would have done anything to get him back, then she would have done it at the time. She would have done the one thing guaranteed to summon him when he left.

She was allowing herself the indulgence of memory because her second remaining pleasure, that of sleep, had been torn from her that morning. It was strange that sleep had come to mean so much. She resisted it for most of her life. As a young person she found it a darkly boring prospect, all that waste of fun and thought, and as an adult was fearful that its oblivion was too close to death, too tempting to trust as an indulgence. Later she accepted its blankness as positive, when she stopped believing in the chance of positive movement and embraced distraction as the only possible relief.

There were two nights, soon after her mother had died, when she left the flat.

I’ll be gone for two days, she told her father and brother, You can look after Lucy for two days?

Her father wanted to ask what she was doing but didn’t. Her brother nodded. The child would be taken care of. She used money she had saved to book two nights in a hotel in Little Venice, somewhere a woman who worked in the shop had gone for her anniversary. She wasn’t sure what she was doing exactly but felt that if there was any time to lose herself in new sex it was now, in the mud of grief. She packed a bag with her least-frayed underwear and her best dresses and walked the few hours to the hotel. After throwing her bag in the room, surprisingly shabby and insect-ridden, she showered and did herself up and went down to the bar. She assumed something happened in hotel bars, that was the received wisdom.

After two drinks, and one unappealing pissed businessman, she ventured out. She had three more drinks at three different pubs, hoping for something. It seemed impossible that it wouldn’t take place. Some of them looked at her, but nobody approached, nobody even nodded hello in a promising way. Back in her room she found a long foreign hair in the sheets, and more insects in the bath. She stamped her foot in disappointed rage, shouted oh fuck you at a broken window latch which wouldn’t allow any air in. She checked the rest of the bed for stray foreign bodies, found one more hair which was different to the first, and started laughing. She got into the bed with it, drunk, resigned to disgust and disappointment. She thought about how she would sometimes find Derek’s hairs inside her own underwear the next day and how unspeakably thrilling it was. She would press them against her lower belly as though they could put him back inside of her, that pure agony, how deep the ache in her lowest body was, pain that could only be resolved by the return of its cause.

That night in the hotel her disillusion was so great that she accepted the weight of sleep she had formerly resisted. She slept for twelve hours and rose and ate an early dinner on Formosa Street, a big bowl of spaghetti, then returned immediately to sleep, which had become delicious. When she was roused from it by the cooing of birds at the window she cursed them and went immediately back into it. She had learned there was one more love in her life, this kind of disappearance.

In the cafe in Brockley, pushed out of her sexual reveries by the owner, a kind woman called Sally, closing up, she thought again how deprived she had been that morning. She had been in a perfect sleep, dreaming of an enormous cinema and the feeling of slyly touching hands, when Lucy had run in and screamed that everyone was down in the courtyard playing a game and could she go too.

Yes, yes, Carmel said, go on.

2.

Tom

Tom stared at himself in the lift mirror as it trundled down, lit with a brutal glare. He shook his head, loosening the hair and then raking it backwards. He exhaled a long slow sigh and let his lips stay stuck out as it whistled to an end. He held the pout for a moment, squinting, then laughed nervously and stuck his tongue out, making a brief retching sound before readjusting himself back to the mannered, carefully casual stance he maintained while out on a job.

He wore a Fruit of the Loom faded sweatshirt and black Levi’s. His boss Edward had burst out laughing the first time he had seen this outfit on Tom.

Are you doing a little performance as an Everyman, Hargreaves? he said.

Tom had flushed at this even as he laughed along. There was nothing he wanted more than Edward’s approval, he had learned to live for the brief ecstasy of a Good work, lad, or a Knew I could count on you.

Afterwards he felt aggrieved and defensive, bickering with him inside his head. These were the clothes he had worn in Margate before he moved to London and started working for the papers. They were the clothes of normal people, it was only that he’d been playing at being one of the others for long enough that a return to his old home stuff looked comical and perverse.

Peasants, that was what Edward and the others (barring a few hand-wringing employees who were biding their time to make a break for one of the leftie rags) called everyone who was not a journalist or royalty or a celebrity. Peasants were the cheapo hookers who’d had it off with footballers getting paid a few hundred quid for a tell-all, peasants were single mothers with hyperactive children whom they could sell as the NEIGHBOURS FROM HELL. Peasants were small-scale drug dealers who worked in public-facing jobs.

(Tom’s first story in a national was about a school-crossing guard who sold pills to primary school children when he came off his shift. He’d never existed, of course, Anto the lollipop drug lord was Tom’s flatmate Harry with his back to the camera, dressed up in a big beefy tracksuit with a neon vest over it, his shaven head buffed to gleam a little more threateningly.)

Peasants were crooks, bin-men whinging over wages, alcoholics, churchgoing Holy Joes, old people ringing in complaining about telly storylines, slappers, nurses, bouncers on the make, but most importantly, most of all, peasants were the readers.

In the lift mirror he checked himself one more time before exiting to go and have a walk round the square and see what he could gather about the families.

Meeting his own eyes for a moment he had one of the jarring intrusive thoughts which he had, quite often, to suppress lately. Mostly they came when he was trying to sleep, if he had not drunk enough alcohol to make it instantaneous. But they came also during the morning news editorial meetings, particularly when he was being inadequate and panicking about it, failing to light up Edward’s eyes with anything juicy, feeling the ever-present danger of an imminent bollocking. The thoughts got there first, belting out ‘Fucking cunt stupid cunt’ with such an alarming urgency he had to fight the impulse to laugh or cry out. They sometimes had an almost jubilant quality, like a quick burst of circus music being blared at overwhelming volume right inside his skull.

I’m the loneliest man in the world, this one in the lift screamed as he regarded himself, I’m the loneliest man in the world!

*

Thursday 17 May 1990

TERROR IN NUNHEAD AS BODY OF MISSING INFANT DISCOVERED NEXT TO BINS

By Tom Hargreaves


Residents of the Skyler Square housing estate were reeling early this morning after the body of three-year-old Mia Enright was found after a night of agonised searching. Devastated neighbours who discovered Mia reported that she appeared to have bruising around her neck, spurring speculation that she had been deliberately injured.

Charles and Etta Enright, a popular young couple who friends say are a community staple helping to run youth clubs and activities for unemployed adults in the area, were today being comforted by relatives. Mia was last seen in the communal courtyard of her estate playing with her older brother, Elliott, along with other neighbourhood children. She was assumed to have wandered off and become lost, initiating a huge search effort, before tragically being found dead just a few hundred feet from where she had disappeared.

Brian Edwards, Etta’s brother, released a short statement on behalf of the family which read: ‘Mia brought immeasurable joy to our entire family with her infectious laughter and dazzling spirit. She enjoyed every moment of her short time on this earth and it is this we will remember while we try to find the strength to endure the grief we now face. My family ask for privacy at this time.’



3.

Tom heard of the disappearance of Mia Enright before any other hack through pure luck. He was having a drink with a waitress, Ruth, he had picked up a few weeks back near the Millwall football stadium. He had friends in the area and occasionally hung about on volatile match days in case something interesting happened. The waitress suggested they go back to her place. Her mum was away, the place was empty. The mention of a mum gave Tom brief pause, but he scrutinised the faint crow’s feet barely visible beneath the make-up and judged the situation to be tolerable. She was twenty at least and even if she wasn’t quite, he was only twenty-eight himself, it was hardly like he was a dirty old man, ha ha ha.

By the time they’d made their way back to Skyler Square Mia had been missing for several hours and the central courtyard was buzzing with throngs of neighbours, the ones too old or infirm or indifferent to help search. The waitress took his hand and led him right into the heart of the chatter, trying to find out what was going on. Before he even heard what it was that had taken place, he was feeling more relaxed than he had all day.

He bristled in the excitable anxiety, almost smelling it. He knew something fruitful, something potentially magnificent, had fallen into his lap.

I need to use your phone, he said to Ruth, the pretence of dreamy amiability he usually affected with women gone in a moment.

But she hadn’t a phone she told him, her mum didn’t like them, she had nerves and when phones rang they made her panic. Why do you need a phone? she asked him, and he quickly calculated how the next few hours might proceed.

Because, he said, I’ve got an uncle in Camberwell and I want to let him know to spread the word down there in case nobody knows yet.

Her eyes softened a little at this, as intended, and he said to her, I’m going to go and find a phone box, Ruth, and let Uncle Michael know.

Even as he said this he had to restrain himself from exploding with artifice, Uncle Michael, Uncle fucking Michael!

But will you do me a favour? Will you let me come back and stay with you tonight? I don’t mean like that, not now, I just want to be here to help look for Mia and do anything I can.

He cocked his head beseechingly to the side, eyes large and soulful, full of sorrowful determination, and what was amazing was that in the moment there was even some part of him that believed what he was saying, believed that what he was going to do was for Mia. Baby Mia, he thought to himself, Baby Mia will play.

*

On the phone to Edward he said it might come to nothing but it might be a big one – tiny kid missing, someone had shown him a picture, blonde hair in pigtails, big blue eyes, those slightly heartbreaking pink plastic glasses they do for babies, devastating grin. Her family are saints apparently, every one of the neighbours falling over themselves to say how decent they are, even the really sour-faced old biddies, they’ve sort of turned the estate around, used to be druggies and alkies on the stairwells at night and now it’s all cake sales and corridor-painting parties. Anyway, here’s the important thing – I heard someone just then, she wouldn’t repeat it to me when I asked her to, but I’m sure I heard her say she saw Mia playing with some other kid shortly before she went missing, I’m sure I heard her say ‘that little scumbag’.

Edward gave him an impressed little Ooft noise and said, For the love of God don’t let anyone near it. Find out who they are and claim squatter’s rights if you have to, just don’t let any other fucker near this.

*

When he returned to Skyler Square Ruth was smoking and crying on a porch and he put his arm around her and asked if anything had happened, and she said no not yet. I’m just sick thinking of a little kid like that all alone at night-time, it’s my worst fear even now. She must be beside herself.

She recovered a little and sniffled unattractively into the sleeve of her jacket, smearing away make-up as she did so.

Oh, he would so love to go home, he would love to be anywhere, he could be in the flat taking a bath or in town having a glass of wine, he could be talking to a woman who had herself together.

He dreaded the banal misery he was sure he was about to encounter but he’d started something now and he would go on with it.

Come on, he said gently, let’s get you upstairs and you can talk to me about it.

Did you get through? she asked.

Yes I told my uncle all about it, he reassured her.

4.

Once Ruth was asleep in her predictably morose quarters, Tom slipped her key into his pocket and went down into the courtyard. It was after midnight now and many of the people who’d gone out to search had arrived back. It was still warm and a few groups were outside chatting, some drinking, he was glad to see. A few of the longer-term residents on the ground floor had decided to make the most of their location and set up permanent garden furniture dining sets and sofas where the upper balconies sheltered them. If he could manage to slip into one of the chats they were facilitating he might get something good.

He was alright at this sort of thing. Despite what Edward seemed to think of him he wasn’t particularly posh. His parents were standard lower-middle-class aspirational Tories. They went on a holiday to France every other year and he didn’t get the jackets he asked for but nor did any of his friends so it never mattered hugely. Maybe he looked a bit posh, now, since being in London. His mother had given him a present of some money when he was moving away to buy two suits and four shirts, which had done him fine except that one of the suits he had chosen was a dark mossy green wool and on a Sunday Mirror placement someone asked if he was the Green Party candidate for Holborn.

He had the sort of usefully bland, agreeable, rosy face which could disappear into whatever context he wished it to. He was blond but not provocatively so. The naturally dull Kent accent could be clipped and made horsey if he was trying to get to a society party, and his father’s East End adopted with relative ease when he wanted to be taken as working class.

He was wary of groups made up of only men. Sometimes their talent for automatic strata sorting was too acute and they could read something in him. It wouldn’t necessarily be the truth, what they could see, but the detection of effort. With a woman or two in the mix he usually felt able to ingratiate successfully enough that a stray hint of suspicion could be overridden.

Now, he sized up the square, and settled on a group made up of two young women, one middle-aged woman, and a single older man. Manageable. They were sitting around one of the dining sets, speaking in low, nervous voices, outside number 17 which had flower baskets at its front door. They were drinking cans of beer and smoking, except for one of the younger women, a kind-looking girl in a Morrison’s uniform, so he approached her first and offered a cigarette. She thanked him, smiling shyly, and he returned it for the briefest of moments before reverting to his expression of pinched worry.

I couldn’t get off to sleep, knowing she’s out there. It’s my worst fear being alone in the dark like that, he parroted.

What’s your name, you don’t live in Skyler do you? asked the man, taking off his glasses to have a better look.

No, I’m a friend of Ruth’s upstairs, he said nodding in the direction of the fourth floor, I moved away for a bit and I’m back looking for a flat so Ruth and her mum are letting me stay.

The table nodded with immediate, disinterested acceptance.

This was something he would never get used to; how, so often, people believed what you told them for no other reason than the fact you had said it. It seemed preposterous that they did not instantly assume any stranger asking an idle question was after something from them. There were so few moments in his life when he was not thinking about the newspaper that their happy ignorance was inconceivable. It made him feel patronisingly fond of civilians, that they had so little nous, that they would conspire in their own destruction. Sometimes they’d even invite you in after you’d actually admitted who you were. They made you a cup of tea, believing you were just thirsty after chasing around all day long, that honestly and truly you weren’t like the other scummy lot out there on the porch.

He sat down without asking, but with an exhausted sigh to explain his intrusion. He sank his head into his arms for a moment as though the weight of his concern wouldn’t allow him to remain standing any longer. Then he looked up.

Were any of you around when she was last playing then? What’s anybody seen? It makes no sense she’s just vanished into thin air.

The other young woman, not the smiling shop girl he had given the cigarette, looked at him brassily, not indulging his simpering but giving him what he wanted nonetheless, the words rushing out of her.

We all saw who she was with last. The only question is which one of them did something to that little girl.

A hot knot of excitement throbbed in his throat.

There was nothing better than this, the feeling of stepping onto the precipice of what was definitely worthwhile when you still didn’t quite know what it was. He had some version of this feeling every time he broke anything, no matter how banal, he was new enough for that, but he had never stepped on anything of this order before.

Which one of them? she had said.

One of them.

Did this mean there was not just one little scumbag to root out, but perhaps – incredible, unthinkable joy – a whole lot of them?

*


TAPE RECORDING MADE BY TOM HARGREAVES, 00.35 hours




	A:	There are four of them up there, there used to be five.

	B:	The mother died about two years ago. The older mother, you know what I mean (laughs nervously). Carmel’s own mother, but she was the real mum in that place. She took care of them all.

	A:	The lot of them never seemed … how should I say it … they never seemed to be in the whole of their health. They looked tired all the time. But at least when Rose was alive the child looked well-kept.

	B:	They all came over at once, that was the strange thing. I know lots of Irish people, it isn’t to do with that, it was just odd, the timing. They didn’t come for a job, I remember Rose looking for work for ages before she found something, and her husband doesn’t seem to have worked a day in his life. Carmel was seventeen already and the son, the alkie—

	A:	Richard.

	B:	That’s right, Richard, he was an adult. Why would he move country with his parents and sister when he was grown up? It was just strange, we all found it strange. Turning up as this full family out of nowhere, not really speaking to any of the rest of us at first.

	A:	It made more sense when Lucy was born. Lucy is Carmel’s daughter, the kid. We thought then they might have moved to London because they were too ashamed to have Carmel pregnant back home. It’s not like over here, is it? It would have meant something different in Ireland. I know, my dad is Irish. I know what it’s like.

	B:	Lucy was … a pretty baby.

	A:	No, come on, don’t rewrite history (laughing).

	B:	No, I mean it! I’m serious, you just don’t remember because the way she screamed, we all wanted to kill her after a while (laughing nervously, realising what she has said). I’m sorry, I don’t mean to joke. But it’s true, Lucy was a very pretty little baby with lovely big eyes, an unusual colour, almost yellow, this very, very dark hair and lashes—

	A:	We said they looked like they might have had some gypsy blood didn’t we?

	B:	That’s right. She was, honestly, very pretty. It was just after, the noises she would make were like nothing I’d ever heard before, and we’re right below them, we got the worst of it. I didn’t sleep for a year.

	A:	It was unholy.

	B:	It was beyond. It never stopped.

	A:	Obviously you don’t blame a child for that, that’s not what I’m saying, but it made them separate from everyone else because we couldn’t help getting annoyed about it.
  What worried me was you would hear the screaming going on and on, and then you’d see Carmel just sat out on the balcony staring into space. You couldn’t even say she was ignoring it. She didn’t seem to hear.

	B:	There was something wrong with her. And with Lucy. That seemed clear.



*

Abbreviated GP Report for ICPC (Initial Child Protection Conference), 1980


Lucy Green, aged three months, attended XXXXX Walk-in Centre at 17.20 hours on 14 March 1980. She was attended to by Dr Carole Badham. Lucy Green was accompanied by her mother, Carmel Green aged seventeen years, and grandmother Rose Green aged forty-six years. Lucy’s history as stated in the notes of that date was that she was suffering from aggressive dermatitis which was causing increasing distress. The affected area had patches of broken skin. It was noted that in addition to this complaint, she was slightly underweight and suffering from an ear infection.

At 17.34 hours it was noted by Dr Badham that Carmel Green appeared listless and severely underweight. She appeared unable to engage with questions about her daughter’s health history and well-being, and unable or unwilling to actively accept or note advice about how to better care for Lucy. At this point Dr Badham remained with Lucy and Carmel Green while Nurse Deirdre Whitehall took Rose into a second examination room to speak with her privately.

At 18.12 hours Nurse Whitehall noted that Rose Green was in good health and of sound mind and was realistic about the insufficiencies of her daughter’s care of her granddaughter. She furthermore appeared knowledgeable about how to provide care for Lucy and about the care of babies generally. She acknowledged that the current situation was inadequate and explained that she had not immediately been available to provide more active help when Lucy was a newborn. She assured Nurse Whitehall that she was now in a position to do so.

At 18.23 hours Dr Badham spoke to Carmel and Rose Green together and prescribed an antibiotic for Lucy Green’s ear infection and a fungal treatment and barrier ointment for her dermatitis. It was impressed upon both women that Dr Badham expected to see the three again in five days to check on the welfare of the baby and, should no progress be made, to discuss what the next steps must be.

On 19 March at 11.15 a.m. Lucy, Carmel and Rose Green attended the clinic again. Lucy’s health appeared much improved, with dermatitis largely healed and ear infection cleared. It was agreed that with Rose now providing primary care for Lucy, no further action was necessary but that regular check-ups would continue.



*


TAPE RECORDING MADE BY TOM HARGREAVES, 01.27 hours




	A:	At first we didn’t see much of any of them, except Richard when he was pissed, when he went out for fags or coming back from the pub. But when Lucy was a few months old, Rose took charge of things. She took the baby out for walks in her pram and painted their front door, she seemed to be shaping it up inside as well from what I could see. She never invited me in, but she was lovely actually. Very kind, warm sort of a person. We never got into any big conversations – I didn’t ever ask outright why they had moved over here or what life had been like back home, but she always remembered what my two were up to and asked after them, and we’d talk about what was going on around the estate. Carmel did go with her on the walks but for a long time she said barely anything. She just stood alongside while Rose chatted and showed off the baby. Don’t get me wrong, there was nobody pretending Lucy belonged to Rose. We had all seen Carmel in her last month of pregnancy – God! It was awful, a girl so slight as that, it didn’t look right – but the impression I got was, Rose had taken over the mothering for the time being. And things seemed alright for them, for a while.
  It’s late, I’m going in now. Shouldn’t you head back up to Ruth?



5.

The office of the Daily Herald was in Southwark and each morning Tom walked across the bridge from his flat in Whitechapel, he felt a moment of golden pleasure to be doing so. He glanced with derision at tourists taking photos on this bridge which he used every day, used for function. It was his bridge as much as it could be any man’s and he tried to remember how lucky that made him. He tried to remember to turn and absorb the city on either side, even when it was barely visible in drizzle.

Some of his friends had gone to Australia or Asia after they’d left university, but who would struggle to love the sight of a beach or a forest? What sort of achievement would it be to gain mastery over a small portion of picturesque nature? Plenty of others had moved to London but may as well have been in any other English suburb, so minimal were their interactions with the place they lived. They got mortgages and girlfriends and spoke about their houses as though houses were worlds. But Tom actually lived in London, he worked scraping beneath the stones, learning its people, he moved around it fluently and swiftly, and in the mornings he allowed himself the brief thrill of self-congratulation for having chosen this hardship.

It was Thursday morning and Mia was dead.

He had filed the piece reporting a family statement delivered by her uncle. The uncle – a diffident bespectacled man in a hideous jumper Tom predicted he would come to regret wearing – had stood outside the Enright home. The flat had all of its curtains drawn, and as he spoke he held up two photographs of Mia beseechingly to the reporters who had gathered. There weren’t many. The turnaround between her going missing and her body being found was only sixteen hours, and unlike Tom the others had not been there in the interim to absorb the tension of foul play. To them it may still have been a tragic accident, a little girl fallen down or hit by a car, something newsworthy but ultimately forgettable.

As far as he was aware it was only he who had pressed hard enough to get the information about bruising to her neck, and he knew for sure it was only he who had been in the square last night to hear the half-pissed speculation from neighbours that Mia was last seen playing with a kid known universally as trouble, one from a rotten family, one who may have been capable of harming a toddler. Now that she was dead they might think twice before carelessly spewing speculation about, so it was a bit of luck he had caught them beforehand. But he knew there was almost no time before every other journalist gathered as much as he already had, and he needed to agree a strategy for what was next.

*

The first day he met Edward, eight months before Mia Enright went missing, he knew he was about to begin an inevitable course of romantic, somewhat filial longing. He knew, too, from experience that these crushes came and went and that he would eventually satisfy or surprise Edward, or be let down by him, in a way which meant the yearning was no longer acute, did not hold daily sway in his life. There had been the beautiful priest at school with whom he discussed Shakespeare and whose wide anguished mouth had haunted his thoughts for a year. Father Rowan had been left behind once it became clear that Tom would only win a place in his heart by committing to purity and temperance with his own totality. Even to a dreamy and pious fourteen-year-old this was an impossible prospect.

Later in sixth form there was a boy of his own age but built like an oak tree and with a full beard and an apparently comprehensive knowledge of the works of Walter Benjamin and Adorno. He was also named Tom and to Tom Hargreaves’ delight their peers would sometimes refer to them as The Toms when they burrowed together studying or furiously smoking.

That romance had ended when the larger of the Toms one day tried to materialise it, inclining his dense beard which was laden with the smoke of his absurd pipe. Tom had been conciliatory and polite in his refusal, but it had confirmed that his crushes were made meaningful to him only through their continued latency. There were a few others in university, charismatic lecturers and mature students, but he had never wished to please anyone as he wished to please Edward.

They shared a quality, which was to be very clever but not about anything in particular. They were imbued with talent and had always felt this in themselves, but had struggled to find clear uses for the mysterious skills which they felt simmering. Many people suffered from feelings of thwarted greatness and endured them with only moderate regret, but Tom and Edward were alike because they were determined to be the best, to succeed despite the knowledge they were not quite excellent at anything. Edward had shown Tom that this was possible, that newspapers were a place to do it. All you had to remember was to never, ever stop.

Do you know the difference between me and most people who want my job, Tom? Edward had asked him in the pub after his first day, And, I hope, the difference between you and the other kids who wanted your new job? It’s that they give themselves a break. I don’t mean every now and then, or when their dad dies or they get meningitis, I mean they give themselves a break almost always. They want to finish in time for a nice dinner, and they want to see plenty of the ill sister or the kids or the girlfriend. All you have to do to get to where I am and beyond is to stick around longer and want it more than those people, and to not want what they want. You can’t want to stop.

It was easy to see this was true of Edward. He was, in his mid-forties, slender and ropily muscled, like a tired but still vicious old big cat in a zoo. He was handsome in an incidental way, a way you would never assume he noticed himself and which was undermined by the hollows beneath the cheekbones and above his eyes. He was dishevelled, but appealingly so, greying hair always unwashed and overlong but the effect of disarray easily softened by a rotation of incredibly expensive overcoats and decent suits kept dry-cleaned and hanging in his office for when he needed to rush to a dinner with advertisers or a politician’s aide. He appeared to have a lot of sex but also to regard it with the same neutral disinterest as he did everything outside the newspaper, and this in particular was attractive to Tom. The idea of women being functional instead of frustratingly beguiling, of them being easily acquired and just as easily lost rather than taking up unhappy residence in his head for months at a time. That was power. That was freedom.

*

He arrived at the great ugly glistening building which he loved so much.

On one of his first mornings a memo had been sent around from Edward to the desks of the entire editorial staff, which read:


A REMINDER! Reasonable excuses for lateness/missing meetings/not doing something I told you to do etc, include: Bereavement (parent only). Serious illness (life-threatening, your own). Reasonable excuses do NOT INCLUDE ordinary human failings such as hangovers, broken hearts, etc etc etc.



In the early weeks, he was forced to spend precious minutes laboriously spelling and respelling his name while the security manager rang upstairs to check he was supposed to be there, making him late and flustered when he could least afford to be. He was surprised by the excessive scrutiny, until an old-timer had explained the office had received bomb threats during the Wapping strike and the building’s owners had been paranoid ever since.

It wasn’t threats from the inkies themselves, it was from some communists, student types – did look a bit like you I imagine, actually, so maybe that’s why you’re getting stopped, he said and twitched his large moustache with purposeful amusement.

Since the issues had ceased and he gained
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St Barnaby’s School
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