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			Author’s Note

			Words emboldened in the text of this novel are the solutions to successive Guardian ‘Quick Crosswords’ that appeared in that newspaper through sixty days in 1985 from 3 April to 1 June, and which – day by day, chapter by chapter – play a key role in the story.

			1 June 1985 saw the infamous Battle of the Beanfield near Stonehenge, England, when Wiltshire Police brutally ambushed the so-called ‘Peace Convoy’ to prevent them from setting up that year’s Stonehenge Free Festival. It remains one of the largest civilian mass-arrests in British history outside of the Second World War.

			The chapter headings – Abeille (Bee), Laitue (Lettuce), Mélèze (Larch), Ciguë (Hemlock), Râteau (Rake), etc. – mark a conversion of those days in 1985 into the French Republican Calendar, a secular and non-hierarchical system adopted briefly after the French Revolution, in which each week had ten days (rather than seven) and each day was dedicated to an item of everyday rural life.

			While the story told in these pages ranges freely backwards and forwards in time, if the sixty days leading up to the Battle of the Beanfield are seen through the lens of the Republican Calendar, they become six revolutionary weeks – but revolutionary how? In order to investigate that question I needed a detective…

		

	
		
			

			PART ONE

			

			1: Morille (Morel)

			Wasn’t it always the way with holidays?

			Just as you’re starting to relax, to shake yourself free of work, and – in Rex and Susan’s case – take some long-awaited time out with each other, Sod’s Law says that something, or more likely someone, is going to come along and spoil it.

			And in Rex’s line of work, that someone would often be dead.

			Detective Sergeant Rex King of the Homicide and Serious Crime Command at Holborn Police Station in the new Central North London BCU was used to that, even if Susan wasn’t.

			It had been a crazy few months at Holborn. Some of the upheavals had been long foreseen, and even planned for – financial cutbacks, mergers of the former London Borough Operational Command Units, and the dreaded Safety in Custody inspection – but anticipation didn’t lighten the load.

			Compared to all of that, the discovery of a deceased of known identity in Russell Square felt more like business as usual.

			Even if the victim was the key witness in a longstanding Critical Incident investigation – two years and counting – known as Operation Kayak.

			Even if a couple of his fingers appeared to have been severed in the preceding day or so, and someone had jammed an ornamental brass horseshoe into his mouth. It almost felt as if everything was getting back to normal.

			The real breakthrough – the one they were supposed to be celebrating right now – had been meeting Susan Hollander in the middle of all this. She’d been visiting London to look after her niece, who was spending a week in Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children.

			Susan was a godsend, and Rex knew he’d lucked out when he met her – on Derby Day, no less. They’d both taken a bit of a punt, and now here they were. Things had got serious quite quickly. Not that it had been completely straightforward. Susan lived in York, so they were forever juggling distance as well as the respective demands of work.

			

			When the subject of their going away for a short but much-needed break had come up, Rex had said he didn’t care where they went.

			‘You choose,’ he’d said, and meant it.

			They could go wherever she wanted. And as long as they were together, Rex didn’t care if it was a week at a four-star Red Sea resort or a long weekend in Rosyth.

			Well, maybe not. Although, yes, Rex was speaking from experience. He had been to Rosyth, albeit just for a stopover, and in another life.

			Susan had laughed: ‘Ooh, you globe trotter, you.’ But Rex was pretty sure she felt the same way, and in the end they’d put Sharm El Sheikh on hold and instead taken up Rex’s old friend Terry Hobbs’s standing invitation to check out his new bolthole in Dungeness. Tel had offered to show them around and then make himself scarce, so they could have the place to themselves for a few days.

			‘Whenever you want, Rex,’ Terry had said. ‘I’d be delighted.’

			And here they were.

			It was barely an hour since he and Susan had arrived and they’d already had as much of a wander as they could with what little luggage they’d brought, then stopped for a snack from the seafood stall, which they’d eaten with wooden forks looking out at the sea: smoked salmon with a squeeze of lemon juice for Susan, and a polystyrene carton full of vinegary whelks for Rex.

			‘Do I know you?’ said Susan.

			‘Poor man’s octopus, if you ask me,’ said Rex, holding up a gnarly-looking whelk on his wooden fork before chewing it with great relish. ‘But you like conch?’

			‘That’s different.’

			‘Yeah, ten times bigger – must be like chewing an old sock.’

			‘You wouldn’t say that,’ said Susan, ‘if you tried my grandmother’s curry conch. There’s no comparison.’

			‘I’m waiting for the invitation,’ said Rex. He’d saved the last scrap for a patient rook that had been sitting on a fence post this whole time, watching them closely. And quite frankly he didn’t blame it. From where he was sitting, Susan looked even more stunning than she had when they’d first met. A tall, slim Black woman with a short black bob, she had ditched her usual blouse and skirt in favour of white Levi’s jeans, gold wedges and a slim-fit, pale-blue, tie-dyed Tennessee Titans T-shirt that her sister Jane had picked up for her on a stopover en route to the Caribbean the previous summer.

			

			Rex and Susan had both seen pictures of Dungeness in the colour supplements, or on television, but neither of them had actually been before. And, so far, they liked what they saw. The nuclear power station was so big that for a few minutes they hadn’t even registered its presence. Instead they’d been entranced by the picturesque fishermen’s huts that seemed to have been strewn randomly across the shingle. Not so much town planning, perhaps, as divvying up access to the water.

			Rex reached into his pocket for Terry Hobbs’s postcard so that he could check the house number, which turned out to be just a few minutes’ walk along the shore.

			Terry answered the door of the white-stuccoed detached house in a well-used boiler suit and paint-spattered trainers. He was a bit taller than Rex, and stockier. What little hair he had left was closely cropped. He smelled of chemicals and thinners, linseed oil and white spirit.

			‘Terence!’ said Rex.

			‘Ah!’ he said, showing them in. ‘Great. I was just finishing off. Susan, we meet at last. I’d better not shake your hand; don’t want to get paint on you. Come through! Rex, put the kettle on while I go and clean up. I’ll be with you in a sec.’

			The tour started out in the garden, which stretched beyond a couple of raised flower beds made of old railway sleepers.

			‘I inherited these from the previous owner,’ said Terry. ‘But it gets pretty windy.’ He pointed at some stunted shrubs that dominated the beds. ‘Lavatera seem to like it. And there were loads of poppies last year.’

			Just as they were going back inside, they heard a train whistle, and with a sudden rush and a burst of steam a small locomotive flashed past on the other side of the fence at the bottom of the garden, hauling several empty passenger coaches.

			‘Romney, Hythe and Dymchurch,’ said Terry. ‘Miniature railway. You’ll get used to it!’

			‘How often does that happen, Tel?’ asked Rex.

			‘A couple of times an hour when it’s open. Weekends all year round, and a couple of weekdays too through the summer. It’s closed today – that must be a maintenance run. The timetable’s in the kitchen if you fancy. I think they leave Dungeness around twenty past the hour.’

			

			As he showed them around, Terry explained that this wasn’t your average 1940s detached house, even though that was clearly what it had been designed to closely resemble. In fact it wasn’t really a house at all. It was a PLUTO, which had nothing to do with Walt Disney but a little to do with the underworld, since it stood for ‘Pipe Line Under The Ocean’. There were a number of them scattered along this part of the Kent coast: military infrastructure from D-Day, 6 June 1944, when Allied troops had landed on the Normandy beaches and begun the long battle to free mainland Europe from Nazi occupation. The PLUTOs were designed to look like houses, but this was a relatively crude camouflage, and in fact they were, or had been, fortified pipeline terminals carrying oil and petrol to the invading troops on the Normandy coast.

			‘Wait until you see this!’ he said, showing them upstairs; first their bedroom, and then his. What looked at first glance like a solid-concrete dressing table under the front window in the master bedroom was in fact the original mounting for a first-floor machine gun emplacement that had overlooked a wide stretch of the beach.

			Terry opened a window and pointed out along the coast to where a large industrial structure of some kind was laid on the beach. It looked like spaceship wreckage in a science fiction film. ‘You can just about see,’ he said. ‘Look, that’s a bit of the old Mulberry harbour from D-Day right there. I’m not sure whether it’s a section that didn’t get used or something that was brought back.’

			‘I love how you’ve taken everything right back to the original features and materials,’ said Susan, admiring the woodwork as they walked back downstairs, which Terry had stripped back to bare wood and then treated – with linseed oil, it turned out – to give a natural finish. ‘Instead of ripping it all out.’

			‘Yeah, and the concrete too,’ said Rex, running his hand along the polished surface of a thick concrete balustrade that surrounded what looked like cellar steps in the centre of the kitchen, leading down to a walk-in-cupboard-sized wine cellar.

			‘That’s where the pipe went,’ said Terry, proudly. ‘It’s bomb-proof. Like the dressing table. First thing I did when I bought the place was excavate that. Someone had filled it with hard core. It took bloody ages.’

			

			He pulled down a local history book and showed them pictures of other PLUTOs – not just detached houses like this one, but some Art Deco-style bungalows too. After the war, the gaps between these houses had gradually been filled. And where you might have expected obsolescence and dereliction, the PLUTOs themselves had mostly been renovated and converted for full domestic use. They were now broadly indistinguishable from the post-war development that stretched uninterrupted along the coast to the east as far as Dover.

			Terry opened the kitchen cupboards in turn. ‘Everything’s in the usual place. Use whatever you want. Goes without saying. Here’ – he picked a glass jar from one cupboard and took off the lid, offered it to them in turn – ‘smell that.’

			It was a deep, woody, mushroom smell.

			‘Wow,’ said Rex. ‘What’s that?’

			‘Dried morels. Wild mushrooms. Good, eh? They’re last year’s crop. Friend of mine picks them. Knows what he’s doing.’

			‘Well, I think you’ve done a brilliant job, Terry,’ said Susan. ‘The whole place is utterly charming.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Terry. Then, as Susan went back into the living room, he nudged Rex and nodded in her direction. ‘She seems really nice,’ he said, then, sotto voce, ‘Everything okay?’

			‘All quiet on the Western Front.’

			Whistlestop tour concluded, Terry went into the cellar and reappeared with a couple of bottles of wine. ‘Are you two hungry? I was going to reheat some melanzane—’

			That was when Rex’s phone rang.

			‘Oh, typical – excuse me.’ He turned it over to see who it was, gave an apologetic shrug, then took the call.

			‘Alright, Chief? This had better be good. I’m at the seaside with Susan.’

			It was Lollo. Detective Chief Inspector Jethro Lawrence, Rex’s line manager, superior officer, and mentor for most of his time in the Met.

			‘I need you here pronto, Kingsy,’ he said. ‘Tonight if you can. Dicky Sharp’s turned up dead, and with Webbo out of action—’

			‘Fuck!’

			‘Poor sod. But there was always a chance. He’d have known it was a risk.’

			

			Perhaps Rex was more shocked than he realised. Certainly, he should have known better than to start thinking out loud, but he supposed that, yes, if they left now and put a fair clip on, got the timings right, they could be on the high-speed link to St Pancras within the hour, and back at the station by—

			Susan was looking at him, incredulous. Shaking her head.

			‘Just a moment, sir,’ he said, pressing the ‘mute’ button and looking at Susan.

			‘It’s because you just live around the corner,’ she said. ‘He thinks he can say the word and you’ll be there. We’ve only just got here. What use are you going to be at midnight? Wouldn’t it be better to get up early and be at your desk first thing? Then at least we can enjoy tonight.’

			Terry looked on approvingly. ‘Makes sense, Rex.’

			She was right, and Rex agreed.

			Going back to the call, he stood his ground and Lollo grudgingly conceded. Then he brought Rex up to speed. The gist? Fatal road traffic accident, but Sharp’s hands had been tied with a three-foot length of copper wire, and he’d lost a couple of fingers. ‘Looked like someone had been at ’em with a hack-saw – that’s what Sue Stanza reckoned, anyway. Ragged wounds. Messy. First responders found a brass horseshoe in his gob.’

			‘Nice,’ said Rex. ‘Hang on…’ They’d already heard from Sue Stanza, the Forensic Medical Examiner? ‘Fuck Me’s reported back already?’

			‘No, but me and Sue were just there. It’s only up the road. She’s fast but not that fast. Full report in a day or two, she reckoned.’

			Sue Stanza would as ever be true to her word. When her report did come in, the headlines would include the strong adhesive gum residue on Sharp’s face and jaw, and a close-textured pressure pattern that appeared post-mortem – the gaffer tape that had been removed by first responders. An ornamental horseshoe-shaped horse brass complete with black leather martingale was found in his mouth, and was the likely cause of a number of broken teeth. The bone abrasion on the missing fingers was indeed consistent with a 24-TPI hack-saw blade. More surprising were the contents of his nasal cavity. His upper respiratory tract contained a large amount of lint: the kind of fluff that you might find in the filter of a tumble dryer. Might he, Sue Stanza would ask, have been held in a garment factory, or a sweat shop of some kind? Somewhere that dried fabrics on an industrial scale? They were isolating the fibres right now, she would say, and running analysis to more precisely identify the type of fabrics and processes involved.

			

			‘When did all this happen?’ Rex asked Lollo.

			‘Couple of hours ago. Taxi rank on Russell Square.’

			‘Russell Square? Are you joking? What the fuck was he doing in Russell Square?’

			‘Beats me. Coming round to yours?’

			‘Don’t even joke about it,’ said Rex. ‘But DS Webster’s team’s on tasking, not mine. Couldn’t one of them handle it while he’s off? Binder Singh’s doing great work, and he’s been looking for more responsibility…’

			‘What? In at the deep end? No: Singh’s got enough on his plate already. I need a senior body on this, and you’re the best man for the job, Kingsy,’ said Lollo. He paused for a beat or two, then said, ‘I’ll give Webbo bloody “stress-related”, the fucking idiot.’

			‘No disrespect, sir,’ said Rex, when the Chief was done, ‘but there’s no taxi rank on Russell Square.’

			‘Aye, there is,’ said Lollo. ‘North-west corner – always bloody lined up there, they are. Current status: closed until further notice.’

			‘It’s not a rank, though, sir,’ said Rex firmly. ‘They don’t do pick-ups. The green hut’s a cabmen’s shelter. It’s like a cafe, but just for black cab drivers. Somewhere to get a bacon sarnie and a cuppa – you know this, right?’

			‘Alright, Mastermind. First thing tomorrow, alright.’

			And that was how Rex and Susan’s holiday was cut short, and why Rex would shortly swap the weird stony landscape of what was – technically, at least – Britain’s only desert for the architectural and arboreal splendour of Russell Square, London, WC1.

		

	
		
			

			2: Hêtre (Beech)

			‘Yes sir,’ said Rex, with no hint of sarcasm.

			Lollo owed him, that was for sure, and Rex would find some way in which his superior could make amends. He usually did.

			But for tonight, Lollo and the late Dicky Sharp could wait their turn.

			Since the weather was unseasonably good, Terry had suggested they decamp outside to eat. He could start the barbecue while it was still light.

			Rex had jumped at the idea. Anything to keep his mind off work for a few more hours.

			Terry had been down here a lot recently. Work had been slack so he’d figured doing the place up might be a better use of his time. One of the first things he’d done had been to knock together a barbecue – nothing fancy, just a few bricks – on the shingle over by the rusting boat winch that had come with the house. For tonight’s dinner he’d bought half a dozen local marsh-grown lamb chops.

			‘How lovely,’ said Susan.

			‘Let’s do them on the griddle and have the aubergine cold on the side.’

			‘Sounds good to me,’ said Rex. ‘What can I carry?’

			As they trod noisily over the stones, laden with barbecue supplies and some folding camping chairs, Rex found himself humming an old Congo Ashanti Roy record from back in the day: ‘Breaking Down the Pressure’. Chance’d be a fine thing.

			‘Do you actually own this beach?’ Susan asked.

			‘Kind of,’ said Terry. ‘But the whole of the Ness is shingle, so it’s hard to tell where the beach actually stops or starts.’

			He explained that the freehold of some of these shoreline houses in Dungeness covered plots that stretched all the way to the high-tide line. Not just the PLUTOs, but sites currently or formerly occupied by fishermen’s huts like the ones further round the point. The winches were here so that you could pull your boat right up the beach. As he said this, they all noticed that a large seabird was perched majestically on a nearby post. It held its beak in the air and its wings outstretched like some mythical creature from medieval heraldry.

			

			‘Look at that. I want to call it a guillemot,’ said Rex, racking his brain, ‘but I know that’s wrong.’

			‘Cormorant,’ said Terry. ‘There’s thousands of them here. Literally thousands. They feed in the warm water by the power station. It’s quite a sight: two thousand cormorants coming in to land at the same time. Beats your David Attenboroughs.’

			‘Wow,’ said Rex. ‘I’d like to see that.’ Then he remembered that they were going home first thing. ‘I see the odd one down by the Embankment.’

			‘Twitchers’ paradise, this place. Look, see that white bird on the shoreline?’

			‘It’s an egret,’ said Susan. ‘We have them in Tobago.’

			‘Do you still have family there, Susan?’ Terry asked, dumping the gear next to the barbie and starting to unpack what he needed. He hung an LED lamp on an iron fence post, then gave the firebox a quick sweep.

			‘Yes,’ said Susan. ‘Grandparents on my mother’s side, and a few cousins in Trini.’

			‘Nice.’

			‘Have you been?’ Susan asked him.

			‘No, but I’d love to. Always wanted to go to the carnival. Do you get out there much?’

			‘It’s been a while. Jane and Alaric, my sister and her husband, took Ashley over in the summer holidays, once she was feeling a bit stronger. Ashley’s my niece. The one who was in Great Ormond Street last year – Rex told you?’

			‘He did – that’s how you two met, right?’

			Susan retold the story: Sid’s cafe on a busy Saturday morning, it was Derby Day, they’d had to share a table.

			While he was sorting the barbecue, Terry put the radio on low.

			‘I’ve never quite got into opera,’ said Susan. ‘I’m sure it’s my loss.’

			Rex was a convert. ‘It was the World Cup for me,’ he said. ‘Italia ’90. Couldn’t have cared less before that, but “Nessun Dorma” still brings a tear to my eye.’

			

			‘If you fancied, I could get you two some tickets,’ said Terry while he got the fire going.

			‘Are you sure?’ said Susan, before remembering that their host made a living painting theatrical scenery. ‘That’d be lovely. How did you get into it?’

			‘When I left art school I started getting scene-painting gigs through a friend of a friend, and I’d always go and see whatever show the cloths were for. But I’d been listening to classical music since I was a kid. We had to make a radio in O-level physics. Soldering a coil – you know. Oscillators. Modulated frequencies. I could probably still draw you the diagram: demodulator here, amplifier whatever. Power source over there—’

			‘Dry cell,’ said Rex.

			‘Exactly. Anyway, we had to tune it in to something, and the strongest signal I found was Radio 3. Took it home like that – I was very proud of it – and never got around to changing it. Fair to say that I probably enjoyed being a bit of a contrarian, going against the grain. All my friends were into punk, of course, and so was I. Loved The Clash, The Jam, Pistols, The Damned.’

			‘You know I was more of a Stranglers fan, Tel,’ said Rex.

			‘“No More Heroes” – love it,’ said Terence. ‘Classical music used to be all about the conductors. They were your way in: household names. André Previn was an international superstar. Men like Malcolm Sargent or Thomas Beecham were long dead by then, but that was what you got on the radio: their recordings. I suppose the contemporary equivalent would be someone like Simon Rattle.’

			‘Any women conductors?’ asked Susan.

			‘Marin Alsop is pretty great. First woman to conduct the Last Night of the Proms. But it took until 2013, if you can believe that.’

			‘Yeah,’ said Susan. ‘I can believe it.’

			‘Rattle is a good bloke, supposedly,’ Terry went on. ‘I’m sure I’ve told Rex this before, but a busker mate of mine, an old Covent Garden face named John McKeon, an artist, he showed at the old Acme Gallery as was on Shelton Street once upon a time. Anyway, virtuoso violinist, he used to busk down at the Elephant. He was playing Johann Sebastian Bach’s Partita No. 2, if you please, spectacularly difficult – google it, Rex – and Simon Rattle happened to pass by. This would have been, I don’t know, late eighties? It stopped Rattle in his tracks, apparently. He stayed for the whole thing – maybe half an hour? – applauded, then shook John’s hand and gave him fifty quid. And I tell you, fifty quid was a lot of money back then.’

			

			‘So what’s this on the radio now?’ Susan asked.

			‘Mozart. One of his piano concertos.’

			‘I’ve got the box set of these at home,’ said Rex. ‘I always used to think it was a bit elitist, the old classical music, but Terence put me straight. Didn’t you, Tel.’

			As he fanned the flames with a bit of old plywood kept handy for the purpose, Terry laughed, then said that actually what he liked about music was that it really was simply there for the taking, that anyone who had even the crappiest old transistor radio had full access. In that sense at least it was the opposite of elitist. But more than that, for him the whole of classical music was also like a kind of elegy, not only to the people who made it – the composers and the musicians, and all the people who had ever listened to it – but also for earlier stages in human history and thought. Music was a way for the past to speak to us now, and all of it absolutely gratis, just by listening…

			‘That’s a nice way to think about it,’ said Susan.

			‘I’m just an old softie,’ said Terry. ‘Can you pass me those beech chips, please?’

			‘Doesn’t it make you nervous?’ Susan asked, glancing at the nuclear power station as she handed him the bag. ‘Being right next to that thing?’

			‘Not really. If it did go up, I don’t think we’d know too much about it.’

			‘You’d be alright,’ said Rex. ‘The PLUTO houses would probably be all that was left standing.’

			They weren’t the only ones who were enjoying the mild evening. Later, when it was dark, and Rex and Susan were snuggled together with a blanket around their shoulders, they watched a red point of light flickering across the vast concrete face of the nuclear power station. They’d both forgotten all about it for a few hours, but now it seemed to loom noisily on the horizon, only a mile or so away.

			‘Look,’ said Rex, ‘someone’s got a laser pointer!’

			The next morning they got up early. There was just time for quick showers and a slug of coffee before the minicab arrived from Lydd to take them to Ashford, where they jumped on the first train they could. But last night’s loved-up vibes were long gone. Susan was so cross that she didn’t even have it out with him, preferring to look out of the window in silence for most of the journey. Rex tried to persuade her to stay in London, but she said that she’d been looking forward to their little break and didn’t fancy rattling around his flat on her own if he was going to be busy covering for Webster. Not much of a consolation prize, was it? Besides, she had an open return, so she might as well use it.

			

			‘Sorry,’ he said for the umpteenth time as they crossed Pancras Road to King’s Cross, so she could get the train back to York.

			‘Stop saying sorry,’ said Susan, ‘when you’re not. I understand. It was fun while it lasted. Just a bit disappointing not to have had more time. Terry’s lovely. It felt like meeting your family. It’s good to know you’ve got someone like that looking out for you.’

			She didn’t know the half of it.

			‘Yeah,’ said Rex. ‘Tel’s a lovely bloke.’

			Rex knew Susan well enough by now to pick up that she was closing down on him. ‘Maybe we should have gone abroad after all,’ he said. ‘Out of Lollo’s reach.’

			‘Don’t, Rex. Don’t just say that. It’s too late now. I think you secretly like it, the way he relies on you. Good old Mr Indispensable, always eager to please. You must do. Ring me later, maybe.’

			She said it like it was the last thing she wanted him to do. And with a peck on the cheek, Susan was off, through the turnstiles, and she didn’t look back.

			Not once.

			Damn.

			Rex had royally fucked up, and he knew it. Susan was one of the best things to have happened to him in years. They hadn’t known each other long, and he hadn’t felt like this about anyone for ages, but now he knew that he’d been taking her for granted.

			As he waited at the lights to cross Euston Road for Judd Street, all of their plans for a long weekend in Dungeness seemed an age ago: snuggling up around the fire, having Susan all to himself for a few days, going exploring, lunches at the seafood stall, walks on the beach and a pint or two in The Pilot. But right now, as he cut down Judd Street, Rex realised that it might not be so easy to get that intimacy back. ‘Fun while it lasted,’ she’d said. Did she mean their brief night away, or the relationship itself? He wasn’t quite sure.

			

			Rex felt the beginnings of a cold wash of shame.

			But there wasn’t time to feel sorry for himself because he had things to do and needed to focus. He’d drop in to the flat, dump his bag and freshen up before walking around the corner to the station. Catch Lollo before the meeting, then go and take a look at the scene.

			♦ ♦ ♦

			Arriving back home on Old Gloucester Street, Rex let himself in to the front door of Falcon, then jogged up the stairs, two at a time as usual, door keys in hand.

			He saw the trainers first, as he neared the top of the stairs.

			A young woman of secondary school age was sitting on his doormat. A child, in other words, and, right now, a child in a vulnerable situation. She was wearing skinny, faded black jeans and red Converse sneakers, with a Nirvana ‘smiley’ T-shirt under a grey hoodie, and she was reading a book. Whatever it was, it had a lurid cover. She had pale skin, and had tucked her straight, shoulder-length, mousy-brown hair behind one ear. On the ground next to her was a somewhat incongruous Star Wars rucksack.

			As station lead – for his sins – on SD (Safe Detention and Handling of Persons), Rex had done some specialist training in engagement with young people over and above the standard police training modules, so he was more up to speed than most on safety and welfare protocols, National Referral, but he also knew that needs and vulnerabilities were not always visible.

			All of this was second nature to Rex now, so he kept his distance and remained calm and open.

			Hearing his steps on the landing, she looked up and caught his eye.

			What did she see?

			A man of average height and in not bad shape (not out of breath, anyway), wearing khaki Dockers, navy-blue deck shoes and a black Harrington jacket over his red Fred Perry. Slightly tanned, five foot ten with a forty-four chest and shortish dark hair, with a soft brown leather Samsonite overnight bag slung over one shoulder. He was almost certainly not her idea of a policeman, which was a good start in terms of keeping things on a level footing, but also a challenge.

			

			‘Hello,’ said Rex, flashing his warrant card in his calmest, most non-confrontational manner. ‘It’s okay. I’m a policeman, but I’m not at work right now. What are you reading? Any good?’

			She held it up so Rex could see the cover: Boudicca: Queen of the Iceni. ‘Yeah, it’s alright. I just bought it up the road.’

			‘Oh right – there’s some good shops,’ he said. ‘Been here long?’

			‘About half an hour.’

			‘Are you waiting for someone?’

			Silence; but of the inner-city kind.

			A pause big enough to rent out on Airbnb.

			He could hear traffic on nearby Theobalds Road and Southampton Row, and the automated verbal warning of a lorry reversing. Closer by, but unseen, a blackbird clucked out its distress call against the backdrop of more distant and undifferentiated birdsong in the Queen Square treetops.

			Finally, she spoke. ‘Are you Rex?’

			He wasn’t expecting that. ‘Who wants to know?’ he said.

			‘I’m Jennifer.’

			He looked at her blankly, then felt the strap of his bag slipping, so shrugged it back onto his shoulder. This obviously wasn’t ringing any bells.

			‘Jennifer, your daughter?’

		

	
		
			

			3: Abeille (Bee)

			As soon as Jennifer had said it, all thoughts of work, of Susan, and of Lollo – not to mention the investigation and the team meeting he was supposed to be attending – fell away.

			‘Of course, Jennifer! How lovely to see you.’ He could hear himself saying something about how great it was to finally meet, that he’d heard so much about her, and hadn’t she grown, and so sorry he hadn’t recognised her, but the photos on her dad’s desk must have been from primary school…

			He was aware that he was babbling, but he meant every word. His brain was going a mile a minute, and for a second he felt like Wile E. Coyote in the Road Runner cartoons, propelled into the void by his own momentum before realising that the ground beneath his feet had disappeared.

			Rex didn’t let on, but even as he was experiencing it, he knew that this was one of those moments when everything changed. Not mere historical change of the ‘Where were you when Thatcher resigned?’ variety, or the collapse of the Berlin Wall. This was change of a greater order of magnitude. Like suddenly and irrevocably crossing your own private Rubicon, whether you wanted to or not. When everything that had gone before suddenly seemed too simple, and too good to have been true, or to have lasted, and you were abruptly shoved – for better or worse – into a different dimension, with its own new multiplying factors of complexity and risk, and maybe eventually some pleasures too, once you’d adjusted, if you were lucky.

			We’d all been there.

			Everyone had their own: some good – the marriage proposal, the new job, the pregnancy test; and some bad – the diagnosis, the divorce papers, the 4 a.m. phone call.

			The police officer on the doorstep.

			The script: ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.’

			Or, ‘I’m sorry, but there’s been an accident.’

			

			Or, ‘Can we come inside for a minute, please?’

			This was different; the wrong way around.

			Because nowadays Rex was the policeman. This was his own doorstep, and for once it wasn’t him breaking the news.

			It was his daughter, Jennifer.

			The words were simple enough.

			And it was true. She was his daughter. But he had never, ever expected to hear her or anyone else say it. Much less expected to ever meet this – what? – fifteen-year-old who had for the past thirty minutes been sitting on his doormat reading a book about Boudicca.

			He liked her style and her chutzpah, but he was glad he’d come back home when he had.

			Once he got over the initial surprise, all he could think of to say were questions. How did you get here? Shouldn’t you be at school? Does your mum know you’re here? Or your dad? (God forbid.) But he held back because he knew that what was probably needed was for him to say nothing and let Jennifer do the talking. What he needed to do was encourage her to fill the gaps.

			She’d come and sought him out, after all.

			There must be a reason why she was sitting here.

			And he knew that all of his smaller questions were just a way of avoiding asking the big one: how the fuck had she found out? He wasn’t about to ask, though. Not until he’d spoken to Helen and got a bit of background. No point blundering in before that.

			Surely Helen wouldn’t have told her.

			So, Webster?

			If so, what on earth had he been thinking?

			Christ! They’d done pretty well to keep it from Webster all these years. But a part of Rex would have loved to have been there when he’d found out; to have been a fly on the wall. Because he knew that DS Eddie Webster would practically have had a heart attack at the idea that Jennifer was Rex’s daughter and not his.

			But supposing Webster had found out, he definitely shouldn’t have told Jennifer. Because to all intents and purposes Webster was her father, and not Rex.

			So, what exactly was going on here? There was no way he was going to call Webbo, but he’d better let Helen know.

			

			And, in the meantime, what was he going to do with Jennifer all day?

			He wished that Susan were with him. She’d know how to break the ice, what with having a teenage niece and everything. He thought of giving her a bell too, to ask her advice, but then thought better of it. ‘What? Because I’m a woman?’ – he could almost hear her saying it. ‘She’s your daughter. You deal with it!’

			Of course, this wasn’t the only reason he didn’t phone Susan, but he doubted she’d pick up, and it would be far too much information for a voicemail.

			‘Hang on a sec,’ said Rex, playing for time. ‘I’d better let them know at work that I won’t be there for a bit…’ Although it wasn’t Lollo he was texting.

			Hi H, Jennifer is here? She’s safe. Found her on the doorstep. What’s going on? I can take her to work or whatev until you can get here. BTW she knows. R

			Lollo would have to wait.

			A bumblebee flew past them on the landing. Perhaps it had been awakened by the warm temperatures, these welcome few days of sun. For a second or two Rex wondered if he should point it out – ‘Oh, look. A bee!’ – but then he remembered that she was fifteen, not five. Keep it simple, he thought to himself.

			‘Right!’ he said at last, in what he hoped would seem a moderately cheerful and practical tone of voice. ‘Have you eaten?’

			Well, what else was he going to say? After all, everyone’s got to eat. Sid’s would be a safe bet: home turf and neutral ground all in one. And it was a good way to kill an hour or so.

			‘No. Not really.’

			That settled it.

			‘Okay. Let me drop my bag, then we’ll go to Sid’s around the corner – best greasy spoon in London.’

			Jennifer looked at him blankly.

			‘You know, just a traditional egg-and-bacon type of builders’ caff? But a good one. I go there all the time. They know me. Maybe you can phone your mum when we get there? Then you might have to come into work with me and read for a bit.’

			He unlocked the mortice lock and then the Yale, unzipped his Samsonite and took out the newspaper, then swung the bag through the open doorway onto the hall carpet, pulled the front door to and double-locked it.

			

			‘Bring your bag,’ he said, then turned and walked towards the stairs. ‘Sid’s is just near work. I’ll show you.’

			‘K,’ said Jennifer.

			Something about her manner reminded him of Helen. Hair colour too, perhaps. Other than that, maybe not so much.

			‘You look a bit like your mum,’ he lied.

			‘I’m hardly gonna look like my dad, am I?’

			Don’t rise to the bait, Rex thought, but he also recognised that she was giving him an in. ‘How’s she taking it?’

			‘…’ She batted the question away with a derisive roll of the eyes and a shrug that nearly knocked him over.

			Bloody hell.

			It wasn’t her own mum, not Helen, that Jennifer took after.

			It was Rex’s mum, Geraldine.

			Jennifer’s grandmother.

			Rex’s mum who’d been dead these past thirty years.

		

	
		
			

			4: Laitue (Lettuce)

			Now – an hour or so, one ‘Mega Breakfast’ for him and a fish finger sandwich for her, two mugs of tea, a flat white and a Diet Coke later – Rex and Jen, as she preferred to be known, were sitting in the sun on a bench in Coram’s Fields. When Jen had gone to the loo before leaving the cafe, he’d quickly phoned Rebecca Fernie, Lollo’s PA.

			‘Fend him off for me, Becky. I’m on my way, but something urgent has come up – a family emergency.’

			‘I’ll try,’ she said.

			‘What’s the mood?’ said Rex.

			‘Crisis mode. You can imagine. They’ve convened a Gold Support for ten o’clock Monday that he’ll want you at.’

			Coram’s Fields. Rex had attended once or twice professionally, but never had the excuse to visit as a punter. He’d been about to launch into a little local history spiel: ‘accompanied children only’, the Foundling Hospital, Handel and all that. But then he’d wondered if the subject matter might be a little insensitive in the circumstances. They could pick up a leaflet on the way out. The crossword was safer ground, and kind of fun. So that’s what they were doing: the Quick one. Rex was letting Jen fill in the solutions. They’d started the other way around, but he’d had to stop himself from filling in half the answers on autopilot without even waiting for her to have a go.

			‘Four across,’ she said, ‘“Concerning”.’ She paused, ‘Um, then it says “arch-ache”? In brackets? Five letters, second letter “N”, ending with “T”.’

			‘Hmm. Let’s have a look.’

			She showed him.

			‘Oh yeah. “Archaic”. That means it’s an old word. Archaic – like in “archaeology”. You’ll never get that one. Shall I tell you?’

			She shrugged.

			

			‘It’s “anent”. A-N-E-N-T.’

			‘A-N—?’

			‘E-N-T.’

			‘You’re just making it up now,’ she said, filling in the squares.

			‘No, I swear that’s right,’ said Rex, holding his hands up. ‘Sometimes they say “Scots”. It’s an old Scottish word.’

			‘How’s anyone supposed to know that?’

			Rex shrugged. ‘It’s the kind of thing you pick up if you do enough crosswords. It’s just one of those words that crops up a lot, I suppose. Useful in Scrabble, though. Next!’

			On the short walk to Sid’s, Rex had successfully maintained the tone of cheerful practicality that he’d established on the landing outside his flat. It was slightly friendlier than his usual 24-7 performance, the public-facing neutral professionalism that his job entailed, but not a million miles away. They’d chatted about school: weren’t she and Rachel both at— Oh, what’s it called?

			‘The Beal, yeah.’

			‘That’s right,’ said Rex. ‘Your dad told me. He’s very proud of you, you know.’

			Her favourite subjects were English, French, Spanish, history and biology, and she’d put those down as her A-level choices.

			‘Favourite teachers?’ he’d asked.

			She’d narrowed her eyes and glared at him.

			‘What do you want to do when you grow up?’ had elicited a similar response.

			Then he’d asked if she came into town much.

			‘Course,’ she’d said, all blasé, although along with the school trips to the zoo and the museums, or to see some Shakespeare at the National, it had just been the usual sights: the London Eye, South Ken, Christmas shopping, concerts at Wembley and the O2. And of course most weekends she and her schoolfriends would come in on the tube to go shopping or to Camden Market, and to one or two of the Sunday-lunchtime gigs at Underworld.

			‘Good,’ he’d said. ‘You know your way around.’ But still, when they’d got to the corner with Theobalds Road, he’d stopped for a second. ‘It’s a great place to live,’ he’d said, then pointed out that Holborn tube was just down there, the British Museum over there, Tottenham Court Road that way, Camden Town in walking distance. ‘Everything’s on the doorstep.’

			

			‘What’s that?’ she’d asked, pointing at some arrangements of fabrics and drapery and ranks of dazzling floodlights that shone out of some upstairs windows of the old Central School of Art and Design building opposite.

			‘Filming something, probably,’ Rex had said. ‘Or more likely a photo shoot. Used to be The Central – an art school – but the building’s empty now. They use it for things like that all the time. There’s a part of the Met that just deals with filming requests, you know? If a feature film needs to be shot in a particular street or something.’

			‘Cool,’ she’d said. ‘Do you meet them, though?’

			‘Who?’

			‘Film stars.’

			‘Not me, personally, no. I don’t work on that unit. It’s not particularly glamorous – more like dealing with producers and location managers, checking the paperwork’s in order.’

			‘Oh.’

			Rex could tell that not only had he succeeded in not impressing Jennifer; he was now boring her too.

			‘I’ve bumped into one or two celebs, though,’ he’d said, quickly trying to claw back some credibility. ‘Jude Law, the actor? I once literally turned a corner and bumped into him running the other way. Had to grab hold of each other so we didn’t both fall over. He saw the funny side.’

			Turning onto Lamb’s Conduit Street, she’d recognised the station – they’d used to come to the children’s Christmas parties when they were younger, but it had been a while. He’d pointed out the broken blind on the sixth floor – ‘That’s where me and your dad work’ – and assured her that, no, there wasn’t always a line of tents along the pavement outside.

			And now here they were, sat doing the crossword in Coram’s Fields. How surreal was that?

			‘Produce,’ said Rex, pointing at the paper over Jen’s shoulder. ‘Look, twelve across: “Yield or make”, seven letters. The fifth letter’s “U”, the last letter’s “E”? The answer’s “produce”, as in’ – he paused for a second – ‘“If you look under twenty-one you will be asked to produce ID.”’

			

			Jennifer merely snorted as she filled in the blanks.

			She was reasonably chipper, considering.

			But how was Rex doing?

			He was doing fine. Making sure to mention Jennifer’s mum and dad every now and then. Keeping things low-key. Not over-investing, for now.

			It was the police training kicking in. Always the training: stay in control, steer things gently, watch and wait, don’t get too involved. Which might seem a bit cold to your average civilian, but what else was he going to do? Was this the point in their story where they were meant to bond? To go on a shopping spree? Buy her a new pair of Doc Martens and a K-pop T-shirt? Where he’d suddenly realise what he’d been missing? As if he’d just left the cave and was seeing the brightly coloured world outside for the first time? Making landfall on some vast Terra Incognita of parenthood? Bewilderingly unfamiliar scenery in all directions as far as the eye could see?

			Well, yes, maybe so.

			Except this was something that he’d known was there all along.

			Just he’d thought he could ignore it. They could ignore it. Which was all very well until it turned up on your doorstep to smite you one.

			It?

			She.

			This girl who at particular moments looked like Rex’s mother, and who was now sitting on the bench next to him in Coram’s Fields, reading out the crossword clues.

			Bloody hell.

			His daughter.

			‘Why didn’t you and Mum—’ Jen had asked at one point when they were walking from Sid’s to Coram’s Fields.

			‘What? Make a go of it?’ said Rex.

			Jen nodded.

			‘That’s a good question. We loved each other,’ said Rex truthfully, ‘but maybe I didn’t treat her very well. Let work get in the way.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘And then she fell in love with your dad.’

			Rex and Helen’s break-up, her running off with Eddie Webster – Rex’s colleague since Hendon days, the by then Detective Constable Edward Webster – was ancient history. But it had been a bit messier and more protracted certainly than Webster had realised at the time.

			

			Back then, Rex had been alright with it: when Helen had told him she was pregnant, that the child was definitely Rex’s but she was going to let Eddie think it was his. It was for the best, she’d thought. And Rex had agreed, been relieved even – You’re well out of it, son, he’d thought – and then they’d both forgotten about it and got on with their lives. Well, Rex had, anyway. But clearly it hadn’t been only their decision to make.

			Rex felt a wave of affection for his former girlfriend. He had to think for a second to remember why he hadn’t fought harder for Helen, and tried to get her back once they knew she was pregnant. Couldn’t they have made a go of it? Couldn’t they have had a couple more kids, instead of letting Webster – fucking Ed Webster of all people – bring up his daughter?

			Well, he knew the answer to that.

			Helen and Eddie had wanted it more than he had. They’d been totally loved up by then, and it – Helen – had actually been the making of Webster, Rex was convinced of it.

			Meanwhile, no amount of couples therapy or self-help books could have saved Rex and Hel’s relationship. He recognised that now, just as he’d known it then. But for all that it was true, the rational response felt like cold comfort now that he was faced with exactly what he’d been missing all these years. The whole business suddenly felt like a gross mistake. It was as if he’d given his daughter away as part of a transaction the price of which he’d never understood, and probably never thought he’d have to pay.

			How could he have thought it would be a good idea not to be part of his own daughter’s life? That this would somehow be for the best?

			All of a sudden, it didn’t really feel like that.

			How could they have simply assumed that Jennifer would never find out?

			And what might his life have been like these past fifteen years if he’d been able to share it?

			The ups and downs of a life in policing seemed like chicken feed in comparison.

			What if it had been him and Helen standing around the crib, and changing their first nappy?

			

			‘An endless stream of shit,’ a beaming Webster had announced when he’d come back to the station after the then standard few days’ paternity leave. ‘Unstoppable.’ He and Hel hadn’t known what to do, he’d said, until a nurse had told them they’d better get used to it, and to clean it up and be quick about it. Then she’d taken pity on them, apparently, and told them that if they lifted baby’s legs up like that, they were effectively pumping out the poo every time. ‘It’s like pulling a pint,’ Webbo had announced, miming the action, to general hilarity among the younger officers, ‘but a pint of shit!’

			It could have been Rex taking his turns at feeding, burping, changing, and then – if all else failed – feeding, burping and changing all over again. Then later, it might have been Rex taking his turn to pace around the flat at all hours of the night with a crying baby on his shoulder so that Hel could get some sleep. Rex with little epaulettes of baby vomit. Rex getting up early to assemble the Millennium Falcon or the Playmobil pirate ship for Jennifer to play with on Christmas mornings. Rex going to the parent-and-toddler group when the two-two-two shift pattern allowed it – two earlies, two lates, two nights – or down to swimming classes at the Oasis. Rex who’d heave the sleeping child onto his shoulder, and tuck her up in bed. Rex who’d wheel her in a pushchair down to Maison Bertaux for a treat, to the Phoenix Garden, the Wallace Collection, or around the British Museum. Rex watching children’s telly: ‘All aboard the SkylArk!’ What was that from? Roobarb and Custard? Something like that. Noah and Nelly. That was it. He’d used to watch it at his gran’s.

			But could he really see himself and Hel ordering groceries, and unpacking the bags from the Ocado delivery van?

			Steady on.

			Things had turned out the way they had for a reason, after all.

			It was easier said than done, but it wasn’t worth thinking about what might have been. If only this or that.

			There was enough to do here and now.

			For a start, Rex was unclear exactly how things were going to play out over the next five minutes, let alone the rest of the day-week-month. Perhaps Jennifer was getting bored of the crossword.

			‘What do you want to do?’ he asked. ‘Feed the rabbits? We could go and buy some lettuce and come back.’

			

			Jennifer was staring at him, her expression a mixture of scorn and incredulity.

			‘They’ve got animals,’ he continued. ‘A little farm: rabbits, goats—’

			‘Feed the rabbits? Mate! I’m fifteen.’

			That was when his phone rang.

			Saved by the bell.

			He didn’t recognise the number.

			‘Hang on. Got to take this,’ said Rex. Then, lifting the phone to his ear: ‘King.’

			It was Helen, calling from a work phone.

			‘Oh – hi, Hel,’ he said, looking pointedly at Jennifer. ‘Yes, we’re fine. Jen’s fine – I’ll put her on in a minute. Where are you?’

		

	
		
			

			5: Mélèze (Larch)

			‘Seriously?’ Amelia stopped in her tracks. ‘The Clash played a free gig in the beer garden of your local pub? The Clash?’

			‘Yeah!’ said Spike. ‘It was a bit surreal.’

			‘You’re telling me!’

			‘Woah!’ said Deedee. ‘You saw The Clash?’

			They still had a couple of hours’ drive ahead of them, but they’d taken a detour to show Deedee Loch Lomond, and this had seemed as good a place as any to stop for a break. Spike had parked in a lay-by down below and they’d yomped up into the trees, to pee and stretch their legs.

			The tall, straight larches towered above their heads, and all around them was the white noise of the running, splashing water that rushed unseen down every hill, in every channel and every crevice from crag to valley floor, from highest boulder to lowest bog. It might even have been idyllic if the air wasn’t full of tiny midgies: clouds of them blustering against your face and neck, going in your eyes and up your nose, all over your lips and in your mouth. Lone mosquitoes seemed almost reserved by comparison. These bastards bit you anywhere, and en masse – eyelids, ear-holes, mouth – leaving a rash of tiny and infuriatingly itchy spots.

			‘Smoke,’ said Spike, swatting the air uselessly. ‘Quick. It’s the only thing they don’t like.’

			They didn’t have a name for their Chapter yet, but the three of them had got together after Amelia put ads up in Housmans and in the Friends Meeting House. She’d read the Isaiah Movement Handbook and wanted to start her own Chapter, make the Peace Pledge and get involved in the anti-Trident nuclear missile protests. She’d roped in Spike. They’d been hanging out a bit already so he hadn’t needed much persuading.

			He’d first met Amelia at the Nuclear Train protests in Hackney at the turn of the century – vigils against the secret and untimetabled trainloads of nuclear waste that had used to rumble through Hackney Central at four in the morning. At the time, she’d worn boiler suits and Breton shirts, walking boots, and had kind of punky short hair. They’d got chatting when a bunch of them had gone for a drink in the Samuel Pepys afterwards. Her face was familiar too. Maybe from meetings at Friends House? Thought so! They’d had a bit of a fling, nothing too serious. But things had cranked up a notch around the time of the anti-Iraq War march back in the spring. Both freely admitted that they didn’t think marching achieved anything – and they’d been proved correct when war had been declared only one month later – but each of them had also felt that the need to demonstrate had never been greater. Diana and Amelia were both Quakers. Spike was more agnostic, but admired the Quakers’ ideas about faith being a journey, not an arrival. Now, after some back and forth, they were heading to the Isaiah Movement training camp and a week of direct action.

			

			They’d arranged to meet up in Edinburgh. Deedee – short for Diana – had come over from Holland via a peace camp in France and a stopover at Amelia’s place in London. She was ten years older than Amelia, small and wiry, and dressed a bit hippyish. She usually wore her frizz of greying hair in a purple headwrap. They’d got the coach up to Scotland and spent a couple of days staying with a friend of Amelia’s sister who had a sprawling flat in Saxe Coburg Street in the New Town, and mooching around the city: seeing the sights, swimming in Glenogle baths, walking up to the Botanics. Spike had joined them later on.

			‘Don’t you love his dreadlocks?’ Amelia had said to Deedee. ‘Are you going to grow them really long?’

			Spike had had things to do down south. He’d been on the lookout for some new wheels to convert, and long-short his mate Tree had spotted a half-decent ex-Royal Mail fleet 1995 Leyland DAF 400 van among the write-offs and non-runners that were stacked up to sell for parts on the edge of the British Car Auctions site at Blackbushe, Surrey, a few days before. Half-decent in that it had the longer body and larger capacity than the 200, plus two months of MOT and a country fleet number, so had probably done more motorway miles than town, meaning less likely that the gearbox and suspension would be completely fucked.

			

			Spike had paid a tiny bit over the odds, was how he told it, but sod it, he needed this. They’d got it back to Tree’s place and given it a quick service. He’d ripped all the plastic panelling out of the cab, with its damp, yellow foam lining, and then Tree had welded some chunky hooks onto the inside of the frame, one up behind the driver’s seat and another above the back nearside door, so Spike could hang a hammock diagonally across the interior. Hey presto: no need for a bed or a sleeping platform. He was also planning to ply-line and insulate all round, and put in a couple of windows and a wood-burner; maybe a simple folding table. But those would have to wait. And actually he quite liked the fact that, without windows, it still looked like a regular work van – less conspicuous. These were lessons learned the hard way, in the Beanfield. He’d been lucky to get away, riding pillion on the back of some girl’s Honda 125. She’d happened to be making her own escape and taken pity on him. But that was then and this was now. And Spike had loaded up the DAF: box of rice cakes, a crate of moody carrots that Teazel on the market would have chucked otherwise, a kilo tub of peanut butter, half a sack of spuds, Primus stove, teabags, some old bed sheets and a selection of household gloss paints in various colours, plus assorted brushes, white spirits, et cetera, in case any banners needing doing, tents and sleeping bags, inflatable dinghy, a roll of carpet, pliers, superglue, liquid cement, hack-saw blades, hammers, chisels, and two sets of heavy-duty bolt-cutters. Then he’d slung his tools in and headed north, slept in a supermarket car park off the A1 somewhere round Morpeth way: ‘Finally got to test out that hammock,’ he said.

			‘And how was it?’ asked Amelia.

			‘Like a dream. Best night’s sleep I’ve had in years,’ he said with a grin.

			They’d needed an early start to come via the National Park. Spike had picked them up on the corner of Henderson Row at 5.30 a.m., and they weren’t due at Dani’s place until later that afternoon. Spike and Deedee hadn’t met Daniella yet, but Amelia had met her a couple of times before, when she’d stayed at Faslane Peace Camp. Dani was a legend in the movement, and every few months for the past couple of years she’d been hosting training camps on her land, which overlooked the loch.

			

			They’d been on the road for a few hours now, trading life stories. He’d finished telling the two women about his new van, and as they yomped up the hill they’d moved onto the altogether more serious topic of how they’d got into all this: anti-nuclear activism, direct action. It was Spike’s turn, and he was telling them about the day The Clash turned up at his local and played a free gig.

			‘When was this?’

			‘Oh, seventeen, eighteen years ago. Just after the Miners’ Strike, so it must be summer of eighty-five. In the Royal Park pub in Leeds. D’you know it?’

			Amelia shook her head.

			‘Is this where you are from, Leeds?’ asked Deedee. ‘How is it like?’

			‘No, I’m from Essex, but I went to university in Leeds,’ said Spike, shielding with both hands the light that Amelia offered, then blowing out a long puff of cigarette smoke. ‘Economics. Dropped out midway through the second year, but stayed on for a bit. How about you two?’

			‘Chemistry, of all things,’ said Amelia, lighting her own roll-up. ‘At Bristol. Thought I could be a scientist, but I got into computers instead, thankfully.’

			Deedee looked up. She’d been rummaging in a rucksack that was almost as big as she was, first taking out a paperback, neatly folded jumpers and T-shirts and a pair of lightweight khaki trousers before triumphantly pulling out a stout cardboard tube – the kind that might contain rolled-up paper. Or a certificate. ‘I graduated cum laude in media studies and human geography at UvA,’ she said.

			‘Cum louder?’ said Spike with a snigger. ‘As the actress said to the bishop.’

			Deedee ignored him. A breeze was rustling the higher branches far above them, and sunlight dappled the forest floor. Spike rested back on one elbow and took a drag from his cigarette, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his skin, the break from driving, and the momentary reprieve from the midgies.

			‘Look,’ she said as she removed a plastic lid from one end of the tube and tipped it up over her open palm. What emerged, root-first, was a small conifer sapling – no more than ten inches high – its root-bundle wrapped in clingfilm.

			‘Wow,’ said Amelia.

			‘It is my gift to you,’ said Deedee, looking around at the tall straight trees that surrounded them in every direction. ‘It is also a larch, like these ones? I take it from the forest near my home as a symbol of our friendship, which is about creating things, not destroying them.’

			

			Amelia’s eyes sparkled. ‘From Holland? Oh, that’s so sweet of you, Dee!’

			‘Shall we plant it?’ said Spike, getting to his feet. ‘As a revolutionary act?’ He had already taken a pocketknife from his coat and was looking for a likely spot, to give it the best chance of doing well. Perhaps a sunny spot that was equidistant from the larger tree trunks that surrounded them. Once he’d found it, he stooped and – smoking cigarette dangling from his mouth – began scratching through the surface litter and soil with the largest blade, clearing it away with his other hand.

			‘Yes, I would like that very much,’ said Deedee.

			‘What do you think, Dee?’ asked Spike. ‘This okay? Give it a bit of space, it should be alright!’

			She nodded enthusiastically, and carefully passed the sapling to him.

			As he unwrapped the root-ball, Spike thought for a second and said, ‘Let’s all visualise this sapling growing into a mighty tree.’

			Job done, Spike tamped the earth down around the slender stem, then wiped the knife on his trousers and pocketed it, before ceremonially pouring a little water onto the freshly disturbed soil.

			Amelia picked up the loose conversational thread: ‘So that’s what got you into all this? Seeing The Clash in your local pub?’

			‘Ha, yeah, kind of,’ said Spike, dusting the dirt off his hands. ‘Well, you know. Indirectly.’

			Spike and a couple of his housemates had been out clubbing the night before, and it had turned into a bit of a late one. Rising the next afternoon and all decidedly the worse for wear, someone had suggested a hair of the dog, so they’d staggered down the hill to the Royal Park, got a round in and sat down in the lounge bar. One of Spike’s friends had looked over at a group of blokes dressed in black with guitar cases who were standing near the bar, then did a double-take.

			‘I swear that guy with the orange hair is Joe Strummer,’ she’d said.

			The others had looked over blankly.

			‘No, seriously. I love The Clash. I’d recognise him anywhere.’

			

			At about that moment Strummer and co had picked up their guitars and their pints and trooped out into the back garden, and with a growing sense of excitement Spike and his mates had followed suit. By the time they got outside, the band were tuning up. It was Joe Strummer and Paul Simonon, plus a couple of guitarists and a drummer that none of them had recognised.

			They’d already done a couple of gigs in Nottingham, supposedly, then landed in Leeds on the Monday. The Royal Park was one of several gigs that they’d play in the city over the next two or three days. Spike’s eyes lit up as he set the scene. ‘There were only about twenty of us in this little pub garden,’ he said. ‘Watching The Clash – incredible!’

			‘What songs did they play?’ asked Deedee.

			‘The funny thing is I can’t remember exactly,’ said Spike. ‘They definitely played “Straight to Hell” – oh, it was so great – plus some newer songs and a couple of cover versions. I’m pretty sure there’s a bootleg of one of the other gigs, though.

			‘Anyway,’ he went on, ‘I’d never written anything before – or since, really – but the next day I went down to the Leeds Other Paper office, and offered to review the gig.’

			‘What’s that?’ asked Amelia.

			‘Leeds Other Paper,’ said Spike. ‘It was a radical weekly newspaper and listings magazine. Kind of anti-racist, anti-nuclear, anti-sexist, pro-trade unions. Run by a co-operative; really kind of lo-fi

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Image16671.png





OEBPS/image/phantom_titlepage_outlines.png
[ONY WHITE

Phantom at
the Feast

INO EXIT PRESS





OEBPS/image/9781835015803.jpg
‘Fantastic... A cross between Derek Raymond and Raymond Queneau’
Backlisted Podcast

[ONY
antom at
the Feast

Two murders and a force under fire — has DS Rex King met his match?






