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			Dedication

			For Janet and Ian

		

		
			Epigraphs

			‘To be The Man you’ve gotta beat The Man, and I am The Man.’

			Ric Flair

			‘I think God, in creating man, somewhat overestimated his ability.’

			Oscar Wilde

			‘I just don’t get why you want to tell people all these personal things.’

			Ian Farrer (my father)

		

		
			Domesday

			In 1986, every school child in the UK was obliged to celebrate the 900th anniversary of The Domesday Book: a great survey of land and assets demanded by William I following the Norman Conquest. For weeks, classes just like mine learned about the Battle of Hastings, made Norman helmets out of sugar paper and sketched their own versions of the Bayeux Tapestry. During breaks, we’d recreate scenes from the battle, imitating the thrashing, final moments of King Harold, our bodies jolting like fish out of water as we clutched at imagined arrow shafts protruding from our eyes. The entire country seemed to be united in this celebration of its huge, reconfiguring loss. A national demonstration of late-onset Stockholm Syndrome.

			The Domesday Book compelled my friends and me, not because we were all great fans of land taxes and census data, but mostly for how the key word was pronounced: Doomsday. This made it sound much more thrilling than it was, like a spell book bound in human skin. We didn’t pay attention to the actual contents so much; what child would? While the area of Suffolk where I spent my childhood featured a heavy crop of thick-forearmed aspiring young farmers, none of my friends cared how many sheep a landowner possessed almost 1,000 years ago. What we cared about were the legends that had somehow sprouted up around the book. Or the lies, depending on how you liked to think of them. And most of the lies I heard came from a boy named James.

			‘What really interests me,’ he said, as he took a colouring pencil and began drawing a felled Anglo-Saxon having his face trampled by a horse, ‘is the treasure.’

			‘What treasure?’ I asked, my interest suddenly piqued.

			At this, James put down his pencil and turned to me, vibrating with the kind of excitable pressure you’d expect from a vigorously shaken can of Pepsi.

			‘Well …’ he began, and I braced myself, because James always had a great deal to say. An only child who spent a lot of his time having to make his voice heard among adults, over time he ended up sounding like one. You’ve met them, those kids who wouldn’t seem out of place in a bar, loosening their ties and opening up to you about their disappointing quarterly-sales figures or their harrowing second divorce.

			‘Wealthy landowners were scared of Norman taxation,’ he said. A cold and disappointing start. I didn’t know what taxation was back then, but I knew James well enough to trust that, while he might take his sweet time, he’d eventually get to the juice. He explained that these landowners had killed most of their livestock and buried great quantities of their riches to avoid being taxed on it, their hope being that one day soon the Normans would be overthrown, their riches could be dug up again and their status would be restored. But this, 1986 had taught us, did not happen. ‘And it’s said that some of that treasure is still out there,’ James added, ‘guarded by the ghosts of the landowners.’

			More often than not, ‘it’s said’ is used as scaffolding to bolster a shaky but intoxicating lie. James had used it before, when telling me that Death by Chocolate cake was so named because ‘it’s said’ a single slice was loaded with so much fat and sugar that just one mouthful could fill your arteries with what was essentially toffee, killing you instantly. And now he was using it to tell me exactly the kind of thing I wanted to hear.

			The secret to a successful lie is the grain of truth at its core. All of us knew about the Anglo-Saxon treasures found to the far west of our town at Sutton Hoo in the 1930s. We’d seen photos of gold items studded with gems; the ceremonial helmet and weapons. While it was exciting to think wealth of that kind could be discovered so close to our homes, we’d assumed it was a one off. Then our history teacher showed us a photocopied news article about a nine-year-old boy named Gary Fridd, and a lightbulb came on in my head.

			In 1976, Fridd had been playing on the edge of a river in Yorkshire when he discovered a 1,000-year-old Anglo-Saxon chieftain’s sword. He’d pulled it from the waters and in doing so briefly became very famous. He appeared in national newspapers and on the popular kid’s TV show, Blue Peter, posing with what became known as The Gilling sword, which he’d been permitted to keep. Of course, he immediately sold it, just as I would have. For ‘a fortune’, we were told. This news was confirmation that the treasure at Sutton Hoo had not been a uniquely exciting find. In fact, treasure might be dotted all over the UK. Particularly where I lived in the east of England, the preferred invasion point for waves of wealthy conquerors, all of whom could have dropped precious items on battlefields where they sank into the dirt and swelled with value.

			What James told me just added weight to that knowledge by mixing in intentionally buried wealth. Whether he was lying, or simply mixing up information he’d half understood, didn’t really matter to me. By that point I was immune to reason, able to think of little else but those storied, undiscovered riches, just waiting for me to find them. Ready to transform my life at a time when that was exactly what I needed.

			I spent my early years in Haverhill, a once quaint East Anglian market town that expanded into a sprawling nest of charmless functional housing as part of a 1958 London overspill project. The capital’s post-war population growth was causing a social and housing crisis, which a committee decided was best eased by offering Londoners the chance to trade their cramped homes for the clean air of the flat, expansive Suffolk countryside.

			Plans were drawn up to triple Haverhill’s population, and new houses and factories appeared on the outskirts of the town, which began to spread across the map like a wine stain. The designs for these new buildings looked futuristic and utopian right up until the moment they left the architect’s drawing board and were rained upon, at which point they looked as exhausted and miserable as a bus queue of early-morning commuters. To my grandparents, though, they looked like Heaven.

			The youngest of my nan and granddad’s three kids, my mother was ten years old when her family relocated to Haverhill. Growing up, whenever my siblings and I would complain about access to the bathroom or having to share a bedroom, she’d remind us that she’d been raised in a mildewed two-room flat in south London, where weekly washes were taken in a tin bath in the back yard.

			‘You don’t know you’re born,’ she’d say. ‘Try being soapy and naked outside. The rest of the street knew my arse better than I did.’

			So, it was a blessing for her to start a new life in a place with a garden and access to air she could breathe without the threat of inhaling a rat. She would eventually meet my father at Haverhill Meat Products, a huge abattoir and warehouse complex that processed meat for Sainsbury’s. Most of my friends’ parents met this way, thanks to Haverhill’s new factory-led economy, which employed most of the town. There was Winmau, which made the dartboards we’d see on TV. Addis, the producer of toothbrushes, swing-bins and the plastic washing-up bowl that my mother would soak her cracked and swollen feet in after her shift at the abattoir. Then there was International Flavours & Fragrances, which regularly atomised the town with scented clouds of synthetic strawberry and banana. None of my friends knew anyone who worked in this particular factory, or quite what it did, so we pictured a vast Wonka-like space filled with primary-coloured lakes of the fragrances that made our town smell like an eight-year-old girl’s pencil case.

			But while you might be able to pour concrete over something and call it new, the overspill project couldn’t fully erase the history of a town so old that it was referenced in the pages of The Domesday Book. I may have grown up in a home that was constructed under the Wilson government, but I could walk out of my front door and roam a land that had previously been enjoyed by witchfinder generals and the Black Death.

			Those of us born in the area grew up feeling like we were part of a lineage that was impossibly old, every inch of our territory imbued with myths and historical significance. We all knew that a few towns along from us, over in Hadstock, a church was said to have once proudly displayed the flayed skin of a Viking invader on its door. And that in 1690, at Place Farm, on the spot where my primary school would be built 270 years later, a farmer named Killingback had beaten a young orphan boy to death. Upon escaping conviction by claiming a horse had trampled the child, he was said to have been tormented each night by visitations from the boy’s spirit.

			‘Killingback?’ I’d said years later in disbelief, hearing this farmer’s name for the first time. ‘Killing … back?’

			It seemed too on the nose for a murderer. The sort of thing you’d call a character in a bad novel, like a homicide detective named Inspector Corpse. But while I was shocked to learn of the murder, its location didn’t surprise me at all. To an outsider it might seem odd that a town planner would stand on the notoriously haunted site of a heartless child-murder and think, Hey, let’s build the classrooms right here. But the truth was, the region boiled with dark history and it was hard to pick a patch of Haverhill that was not the location of a grim legend.

			Spot an area of raised earth appearing like a bubble on the otherwise pancake-flat landscape and you could be certain that it already had its own mythology. As a burial mound, maybe, or perhaps the corpse of a slain giant, grown over with a sheet of grass and mosses. The ghosts of plague victims, peeled Norsemen and trampled children were spoken of by the kids in my school not so much with notes of horror but as if they were local celebrities.

			‘My brother saw Annie Suckling outside The Red Lion,’ someone might say, referencing the ghost of a local highwaywoman we all claimed to have encountered at one time or another. Our reply would not be a gasp or a snort of derision, but a keen, ‘Ooh, what was she wearing?’

			Because of this, Suffolk has always felt to me like a county bewitched. A folk-horror wonderland, where the spirits and rituals of earlier communities are baked in. Every kid in my school shared a playground with ghosts and walked in the footsteps of treasure-stashing Anglo-Saxons. Each of us part of a continuing narrative that predated every tree we’d ever climbed and would long outlast International Flavours & Fragrances.

			When we were very young, my friends and I possessed a particular form of boldness that seems incredible to me now. Each of us fearless in our own peculiar ways. Mark could be convinced to eat anything. Michael enjoyed setting traps; Stephen enjoyed starting fires; Ian could scale a tree swiftly and to great heights, unbothered by the notion that a single rotten branch could have sent him crashing to his death. For my part, I would do anything for attention. If that meant throwing myself into a patch of nettles or cycling at speed into a brick wall, I would do it with a song in my heart and wear my wounds with pride.

			There was nothing too dangerous for us to try and each one of us should have died a dozen times. When Stephen suggested we crawl into the concrete drainage pipes on the edge of the reservoir to see where they went, our only response was, ‘Me first!’ Not a second was wasted on claustrophobic panic or mental images of our bloated corpses bobbing along in the sewer system. There was a raggedy energy to us that could only be burned off by risking our lives or causing trouble. We’d knock on one another’s doors after school or at weekends, always ready to present the other members of our gang with a new reckless possibility.

			‘Do you want to smash up some toy cars with a brick?’

			‘Do you want to watch me eat a rock?’

			‘Do you want to set fire to a big pile of ring caps, then run like mad?’

			If it could be said that our gang had a territory, it was the Black Path, a tarmacked-over former railway track that ran through our estate and off into the arable distance of East Anglia. It was the foundation for our hastily assembled, arm-breaking BMX ramps. The giant, dark scroll on which we chalked every swear word we knew in the hope of scandalising passers-by. But really, it was the bold defining line that was drawn through all of our childhood adventures. Running for miles, it was variously banked by dense woods and orchards, sprawling fields and Stour Brook, the river that wriggled its way through the centre of Haverhill. Whatever terrain we wished to imagine ourselves in, the surroundings of the Black Path offered it. This might be the Mekong River Delta, war-torn Endor or whatever South American jungle featured in Raiders of the Lost Ark. It was always enough.

			Transported to these places and armed with cap guns and rifle-shaped sticks, we shot each other to death on the banks of Stour Brook, our giggling corpses rolling into the shallows. Revived seconds later, we scoured the orchard floors for bruised and half-mulched fruit, damsons, greengages and Bramley apples, which we launched at one another, delighting as they exploded upon impact. Stephen once threw an apple at me so rotten and weather-stewed that when it collided with my head it burst like a water balloon, sending me to the ground dazed, my skull appearing to leak apple sauce.

			‘Woah! It’s like brains!’ Stephen said, wide-eyed with awe as he looked down at me. He would go on to join the army straight out of school and spent the majority of his years of service standing in a field in Eastern Europe waiting for something to happen. His military career never presented him with anything as exciting as the sight of my head exploding on the border of the Black Path.

			Occasionally, something or someone would come along to interrupt our play: another gang of kids we’d have to fight off, or perhaps a mocking, older brother. Other times it was a jutting representation of impending adulthood pressing against our world. When Michael went for a pee in the bushes and discovered a pornographic magazine stashed in a tree stump, he shrieked as if he’d just discovered a corpse.

			‘Urgh, look at this!’ he said, holding a naked centrefold at arm’s length, the corner of the magazine pinched between his thumb and forefinger. We all gawped at it, this image of a blonde, smiling woman, her legs spread and her hands gripping her calves. One by one we inched closer, like a group of curious Neanderthals who’d been presented with an iPad.

			‘Urgh,’ we echoed, but the sound left our throats without a note of disgust. We were hypnotised and compelled. Recognising this, Michael began tearing the magazine to pieces, laughing as he tossed the shredded pages into the air. This broke the spell, banishing that kind of imagery back to a world we were not yet ready for. Then we gunned each other down again, our fallen bodies surrounded by a confetti of bare flesh, nipple and hair. Later, I would notice Michael picking up some of these ripped pieces and stuffing them into his pocket.

			Our days were spent this way, dirt-caked and screaming, until one of our mothers called out for us and we reluctantly trudged home from battle to take baths or eat dinner. This was a group of friends that I missed the second they were gone, impatient for my next opportunity to shoot them all in the head then settle down on the riverbank to swap football stickers and new swear words, while Mark extinguished lit matches on his tongue and Michael covertly scanned the bushes for copies of Razzle.

			When middle school rolled around, though, new alliances were formed and our gang dissolved. Ian moved to Canada. Mark and Michael ended up in different schools. Stephen became much cooler than anything I could keep up with. A page was turned, and on it I was a different character. Unsure of myself in a new environment and increasingly solitary. There were several things I could have blamed for this, but if I had to pinpoint the real difference-maker for me, I’d say it was the glasses.

			My teacher, Mrs Blackwell, had noticed a decline in my work, my usual distracted daydreaming during lessons now accompanied by frequent squinting. Not being able to see what was on the blackboard, I’d often guess at what I was being taught and hope for the best.

			‘Um … Egypt?’ I replied one afternoon, when questioned about the hazy letters she’d written on the blackboard.

			‘February,’ she said, sighing as she tapped the board with a stick of chalk. ‘I was asking you how many syllables there are in the word … February.’

			She sent a note home to my parents that day, advising that I visit an optician. This led to a diagnosis of extreme short-sightedness that soon left me helpless without my new prescription glasses. They were huge, brass-framed things with eye-magnifying lenses that left me looking like I was in a permanent state of having just received some shocking news.

			‘You look stylish,’ my mother told me. ‘Like a model.’

			This could only have been true if she was comparing me to the kids they used on the back of comic books to advertise Advanced Dungeons & Dragons. I may as well have been fitted with a back brace and a note around my neck asking everyone to be kind to me about my chronic bed-wetting. My glasses instantly placed me among the ranks of the helpless, and once it reached the point when no one could remember me without them, middle school was over for me reputationally. Each morning when I put them on, I felt more of the bark of my pre-middle-school boldness being peeled away, exposing a tender, vulnerable flesh. I would never again be impressive. I was a bottom feeder and should learn to like it down there.

			Then there was the idea of this treasure. The notion that, with the slurp of a sword pulled from a riverbank, everything could change for me. Glasses don’t matter when you’re rich and famous, and if there was treasure out there, they gave me a better chance of finding it.

			On Sundays, I’d often help my elder brother, Robert, with his paper round; his delivery bag on that day so burdened with broadsheets and supplements, it felt to me as if we were transporting an anvil. He’d heave it onto the seat of his bike and wheel it along his round, handing me newspapers to shove through doors. I’d run up driveways and grind them through finger-snapping, spring-loaded letter boxes, agreeing to this labour for the chance to hang out with Robert, but also because his route took in my favourite house in town.

			Located on the rural edge of Haverhill, it looked to me back then like a stately home, the imposing mass of it set out on a huge plot lined with immaculate gardens and a gravel driveway dotted with nimble-looking cars. The privilege of this house was that it wasn’t overlooked by anything, the view behind it just trees and fields stretching into the uninterrupted distance. Its privacy punctured only by me, snooping.

			‘They’re Americans,’ Robert had said of the owners the first time we’d delivered there, which elevated the whole setup for me.

			For most of my life I’ve found the idea of America intoxicating. My TV had taught me that glamour was born there, along with steroid muscles, the concept of cool and cars so impractically wide they could only be power dressing. It was a land where everything seemed better and brighter, and this house was a little patch of it in my town – the owners living a life I aspired to.

			That first visit, I cautiously crunched across the gravel and peered through the ground-floor windows into the set of Antiques Roadshow. There were plump, richly upholstered sofas, antique furniture, oil paintings and, most excitingly, a huge television. When I dreamed of what I’d spend my treasure riches on, this was it. One day, I would sit in a house just like it, having friends over, eating snacks in front of my snooker-table sized TV and doing whatever else I felt like. No need for school, no one to tell me what to do. I would be free. Little Lord Fuckyouall.

			‘Oi!’ Robert said, cuffing me across the back of the head. My nose doinked against the living room window. ‘Fucking peeping Tom.’

			He posted the paper through the door then kicked me back down the drive, but I treasured the memory of this house long afterwards.

			One day …

			Whenever we finished Robert’s round, we’d head back to the newsagents to drop off his newspaper bag, taking a shortcut across a patch of waste ground that bordered the Black Path. I always enjoyed this route, particularly during the days of hosepipe-ban summers, when the long grasses around us were sun-parched and you could fool yourself that you were walking through the bristles of an upturned push broom. We were making this journey after his round one morning when Robert stopped abruptly and drew my attention to a long branch staked into the ground among the golden grasses, a small, dark object impaled on its end. As we edged closer, we saw that this object was a shrew, its velvety fur tenting around the sharp end of the branch. It was not all that bloody a scene; the contents of a shrew are pretty minimal. Still, it was a ghastly thing to find. So, naturally Robert leaned in close to examine it.

			‘Satanists …’ he said, peering at the shrew’s tiny, leaking head, the tone of his words familiar to me from countless numbers of westerns that I’d watched with my father. The kind of line issued by leather-skinned cowboys as they crouched to analyse the tracks around a scorched circle of wagons. ‘Injuns …’

			Robert was obsessed with the idea of Satanists back then, in the same way that my friends’ sisters seemed to be obsessed with pastel leg warmers and the career of Simon Le Bon. Back in the mid-80s, Satanic panic was tearing across the American psyche like a forest fire, and it generated a heat that could be felt across the Atlantic. Satanists were blamed for corrupting America’s youth by Bible-thumping preachers and lurid news reports. We’d hear stories of ritual abuse, animal sacrifice and murder, most of it reportedly encouraged by the kind of heavy-metal that Robert enjoyed listening to. By the time Satanic panic arrived in the scrubby wilds of Suffolk it had been reduced to rumours of bloody sacrifices, which fitted right in alongside entrenched, local notions of grisly folklore.

			‘They do it out in the woods,’ Robert told me, settling down beside me on my bed later that day. ‘Down near that path where you lot play.’

			I felt a plunge then, somewhere between my heart and my stomach. A nauseous reminder of the way my life had been reconfigured. Where we used to play, I thought.

			More pressing, though, was the information Robert was delivering about the blood-drenched tree stumps he claimed to have seen, makeshift altars where chickens and stray animals were ritually beheaded. The Satanists drank the blood straight from the necks of these animals, he said, ‘like they were downing a bottle of beer’. Over the course of a few minutes, Robert managed to redraw the map of my childhood, filling it with scenes that wouldn’t have seemed out of place in a video nasty. My jaw dropped lower with every sentence. But he hadn’t been scared. If anything scared Robert, I was not aware of it.

			‘They wouldn’t fuck with me,’ he told me cockily, leaning back on my bed. ‘Even the devil has to be afraid of something.’

			While he had no interest in Satanism as a belief system, he enjoyed the shock value of the imagery. The devil screamed down from the posters on his bedroom walls and out of the speakers on his record player. He owned albums by Venom, Iron Maiden and Mercyful Fate that I was afraid to listen to, fearful that the needle would dislodge the demons I felt certain had settled into the grooves of the vinyl.

			‘Adam, quick! Come here!’ Robert would call out, summoning me to his room. As I bounded eagerly to the doorway he’d drop the stylus onto a Black Sabbath album, his laughter blending with the music as I darted back to my own room, my hands clapped over my ears.

			While I had my suspicions that Robert was lying about what he’d seen near the Black Path, I couldn’t take any chances. I’d seen pentagram graffiti sprayed onto pavements and carved into the flanks of trees. There was evidence of fires in the woods. And then there was that shrew. It seemed to me that if Satanists were out there, it could only be a matter of time before they graduated from tiny mammals to child-sized ones. I pictured myself impaled on a stick, my blood being glugged from a geyser in my neck, and I didn’t much fancy it. But if I was going to find my treasure, I might just have to risk encountering the occasional devil worshipper along the way.

			One thing I knew about Satanists is that they only acted out their rituals at night. Even back then, as scared as I was, I was aware that creeping about in robes and muttering incantations was something that would look goofy in the fierce light of the summer sun. Robert’s album sleeves and the horror movies he liked to show me had taught me that those practices require darkness and flickering candlelight to be truly effective. But while Satanists might operate in the dark, I was always in bed by 9 pm: we worked different shifts. As long as I was careful and kept my eye out, our worlds need never collide, and I’d be free to seek my fortune. So, as the summer rolled around, I made a plan.

			The summer holidays offered me six weeks of long days. I’d have the light to protect me and plenty of time. So, I traced a map of Haverhill from my dad’s road atlas and marked out areas on it that I wanted to cover. The fields and waste grounds, the woods, but firstly the river. This seemed to me like a good starting point. I pictured Gary Fridd reaching into the water and pulling out The Gilling sword. Then I imagined myself the same way, grabbing hold of a jewelled hilt and heaving it out of the stagnant banks of Stour Brook. I saw everything that would follow it, too: fame, impossible wealth, status. This was a reward so tantalising it made me hungry.

			Each day before setting off, I packed a satchel with my map, some snacks, a trowel and a four-inch wooden knife that my Uncle Tony had brought me back from a safari holiday in South Africa, the handle carved to resemble a human head. I carried this for protection, wary of bumping into a Satanist who might have grown sick of working nights. While I was not the fearless child I once was, I still had some of my bullish pre-glasses confidence left. If I was going down, then I’d go down swinging a blunt memento from the Kruger National Park gift shop.

			That first day, I followed the route of Stour Brook as far as daylight hours would allow, walking its banks and poking a stick into the shallows, feeling for anything substantial. When the river got deeper, I waded in, bending over and raking my hands across the slime-covered beds, my chin just above the shimmering, insect-buzzed surface, always hopeful that just one more plunge and my fingers would be rewarded with the touch of something precious. And if it didn’t happen that day, I felt confident it might happen on the next day, or the one after that. I had time on my hands, and the small but comforting thrill that still came from risking my life.

			My parents never asked me where I was going or what I was doing that summer. Leaving the house, I’d yell ‘I’m playing out!’ and that was my sole obligation, free at that point to go wherever I liked. These days, when my daughter leaves the house, my brain can only think in worst-case scenarios, never fully settling until she walks back through the door or texts me to say she’s arrived safely at her destination. But she’s my only child, and maybe that’s different. I was one of four kids to parents who both worked full-time. It was probably a relief whenever one of us left the house. And had I taken them to one side and explained what I was doing, I feel certain they would have only heard the higher-octave version of the sound characters in Charlie Brown cartoons hear when an adult speaks. I did once try to tell my father what I was up to, but only because I had no other choice.

			‘What the bloody hell are you doing?’ he asked, catching me in our back garden digging about in his lovingly tended flowerbeds, a hopeful look on my face. Caught off-guard, I was forced to explain myself.

			‘You won’t find anything here,’ he said. ‘If there was treasure in the garden, they would have found it when they built the house.’

			That was the extent of his interest. He wasn’t the type to grab a spade and say, ‘But come on, son. Let’s head out into the fields anyway and see what we can find!’ My father and I never had that kind of relationship, and I didn’t mourn it. None of my friends were buddies with their dads, either; it was nothing personal. What it really came down to was that grown-ups are the great forgetters. They don’t remember a time when they might have believed in the promise of dusty treasure maps. Or if they do, they don’t often dwell on it. Between work, bills and the varying bullshit that children are trying to tell them, they barely have enough time to eat before they fall asleep in front of the TV and everything starts all over again. So, I wandered the countryside for twelve hours a day without them ever stopping to wonder if I’d been abducted or murdered.

			‘Why would anyone kidnap Adam?’ I could imagine my parents saying, answering the door to the police. ‘He’s not even the cute one.’

			The one person who did take an interest in what I was doing, though, was Robert; monitoring my behaviour was his ongoing hobby.

			‘What the fuck are you doing?’ he asked, catching me standing in Stour Brook one afternoon, my hands stained tar-black with reeking mud.

			I looked up at him, trying to work out if I wanted to share my treasure. In my head I saw my American dream house halving in size.

			‘Nothing,’ I replied.

			‘No one stands in a river for nothing.’

			He had a good point, so I told him the truth.

			‘You know The Domesday Book …’

			I don’t know how long I stood there, up to my waist in water, explaining to him what James had told me. My theories. How I’d been spending my summer. But however long it was, it was too long for Robert.

			‘If there was treasure,’ he said, cutting me off, ‘don’t you think I would have found it already?’

			‘Not if you didn’t know where to look for it.’

			Robert’s expression darkened. I should have known better than to suggest I knew more than him. He jumped down into the shallows, waded toward me in one purposeful stride and shoved my head under the water, holding it there for long enough to make me think he might actually kill me. But he let go, as he always did when threatening my life, laughing as I bobbed violently to the surface, spluttering. Then he slopped back to the bank and left me to it, this idiotic childish fantasy. He’d turned sixteen that summer, and while Satanists were one thing, buried treasure was kid’s stuff. A few weeks earlier he’d scored a job on a government work-placement scheme organised by Manpower Services. He was an adult now. Already forgetting.

			I squelched home that day, more determined than ever. There would be treasure for me. There would be fame. And there would be paying Geoff Capes, The World’s Strongest Man, to repeatedly dunk Robert in the river until he apologised to me and kissed my brand new solid-gold boots.

			When Stour Brook offered me nothing, I turned my attention to the fields and began setting off down the Black Path. I walked for hours, my fortifying snacks consumed within the first ten minutes. And because no one thought of hydration back then, I didn’t consider bringing water. In time I would suffer for this as the rising effects of sunstroke came for me. But until then I paced my route, methodically lacing my way across each ploughed field like a scene-of-crime officer studying the location of a murder. Back and forth, kicking at clods of churned up mud as I went, gritty sweat greasing my armpits and the small of my back. Once in a while, I’d gasp with excitement, stooping to chip at the dry earth with my trowel and paw at a glinting object that caught my eye. I rejected drinks cans, spent shotgun shells, nails and engine parts while sheets of gauzy cloud shifted overhead, and the sky turned from blue to tobacco. I thought of how this area might have looked 1,000 years earlier and the people who might have passed that way and what they might have dropped. Spurred on by the hope that some of them might have been as clumsy as me.

			But as the shadows of the trees grew, taking on towering, cloaked shapes as they stretched across the ground, I would be reminded of the time when this would become Satan’s territory. Once the afternoon edged into the evening, I’d set off home, keeping an eye on the woods as I went.

			It was here, as the trees closed in around the Black Path and my route of escape grew limited, that I felt a presence. Heard Robert’s words in my head, so clear and certain: ‘Satanists …’ I could have sworn I saw them then, skulking in the shadows and grinning, their robes shivering between the trees. The evening breeze brushed its fingers through the branches, creating a sound that could have easily been hissed chanting. And I might have been wrong, but I was sure, out of the corner of my eye, I’d witnessed the flash of a sacrificial blade catching the last of the dying sunlight.

			Worked up into a panic and bracketed by threat-concealing trees, it was at this point that I often started running, my wooden knife clenched in my fist and my satchel batting against my hip as my feet slapped along the Black Path. I didn’t dare to look behind me, I just ran, swallowing great gulps of air as I went, my chest ready to explode from the effort and my head pounding from sun exposure. I only gave myself leave to slow down when I reached the safety of the streetlights on the edge of our estate.

			‘Where have you been?’ my little brother, Ben, would ask, looking up from the TV as I’d clatter through the door, still panting.

			‘Just out,’ I’d say. Then I’d catch the smell of dinner and feel the punch of a hunger that had been suppressed until this point by the adrenaline of fear and anticipation.

			I’d throw myself into a chair at the dinner table and wolf down fish fingers, mash and beans, my forehead thudding and my eyes puffy from hay fever but my plan for the next day already bubbling away. Later, getting into the bath, I’d wince as the water made contact with my sunburned skin. My legs so heavily scored by bramble thorns and brittle grasses they looked as if they’d been beaten with a headmaster’s cane. Then I’d lie there in the water, a film of sweat and grime peeling away from me, and think of peril and ritual sacrifices. Another bloody practice in a part of the country so familiar with these things. But mostly what I thought about was the treasure, and the coming days of making my way through fields, woods and river slush, taking risks until I found it. I wanted more than my life was offering: I wanted a fortune; I wanted to be on Blue Peter; I wanted to buy my school and on the first day of term hear everyone cheer for me as I had it knocked to the fucking ground.

			***

			I’d like to tell you that I eventually encountered the Satanists, who circled me as I walked the fields and marked my little map, having stayed out just that little bit too long. That I fought them off using the jewelled shield and sword that I’d managed to wrench from the earth, then ran down the Black Path toward home, cloaked hands reaching for me from the wooded shadows as I went. I would love to recount the moment I called out to Michael, Stephen, Mark and, unaccountably, Ian, who all rushed to my aid with hurled rocks, burning sticks and rotten apples – raining them down on my pursuers until they were dispersed into the woods like smoke, never to return. And finally, that we all then made our way, chanting victoriously and sword aloft, to the nearest auction house.

			But I am not writing this from the east wing of my stately home. Instead of a fleet of muscle cars outside the window of my ex-council house, there is a damp-smelling 2007 Jetta. My TV is a thirty-eight-inch Samsung that I bought from a supermarket eight years ago, just after my divorce. All I had to show for that summer of digging was sunburn, heatstroke and an intimate understanding that effort does not always equal success.

			Often these days, when friends see me out walking, my head down and my brow furrowed, they’ll tell me that I look grumpy and ask what’s wrong. It’s hard to explain to them that what I’m doing, what I’ve always been doing, is searching. Scuffing at the ground with the toe of my shoe then squinting into the dirt as I go, always hopeful that this will be the day when I’ll see that glint of something great. Playing the pavement lottery. It’s a practice that has drawn my adult body into a shape that now cannot be altered. I have ground-studying wrinkles, a shuffling gait and a stoop that has left me looking not unlike a fishing rod that has hooked a big catch. But almost forty years in, I see no point in stopping now. Not when that catch could be just a few steps further.

			While I no longer believe in Satanist conspiracies and am on the fence about ghosts, I do still believe in lost treasure. And not just that, I still believe in the possibility that I’ll find it. A discovery so spectacular, its glow so unavoidable and potent, that it’ll eclipse me entirely.

		

		
			If I Were Jon

			When I heard the news, I rushed home to tell my mother. She was in the kitchen, preparing potatoes and tossing them into a bucket-sized pan on the stove.

			‘Jon’s coming back from Australia!’ I said, the words bursting from me as if I’d spent the previous ten minutes holding my breath underwater.

			‘Oh, here we go again,’ she said with a sigh, not looking up from her peeling. She’d been here before. ‘If I were Jon and Jon were Me,’ she said, her voice singsong and as loaded as a playground taunt as she recited an old A.A. Milne poem. ‘Then he’d be six and I’d be three. If Jon were me and I were Jon, I shouldn’t have these trousers on.’

			‘Mum,’ I moaned, ‘can you not?’

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, dropping a potato into the pan with a dull clang. ‘Just don’t be so weird about him this time, okay? You know how you get.’

			I must have been about eight years old when my friend Ian first told me about Jon. The two of them had been buddies for years, he explained, and his family had just moved in down the road, so he was coming over to play with us.

			‘You’ll really like him,’ he assured me. ‘Everyone does.’

			Who the hell is this Jon kid? I thought. I’d known Ian for three years by that point and he had never once mentioned Jon to me. Now here he was, this stranger arriving out of nowhere to unsettle the balance of our friendship group. So, I decided, sight unseen, to despise him.

			At that point in my life I was a scrapper, always getting into fights and trouble. I had a little gang, and we went around causing low-level disruption on our estate. But I always felt that my status in that group was uncertain, so I was threatened by the arrival of this boy who’d been given the big sell and whose presence could alter my standing.

			‘Okay, does he have a BMX?’ I asked, wondering how I might conspire to nudge him off it and into a bush full of brambles. To send him on his way. Or, if he insisted on sticking around, show him his place. But then I met Jon and all I could think about was how much I wanted him to like me.

			He was, to me, perfect. Good-looking, fashionably dressed, his hair the kind of Midwich Cuckoo blond I was only used to seeing on the beautiful people they hired to star in shampoo commercials. And he laughed easily, charming us all with a laid-back charisma; winning over each member of our gang in turn as if he’d performed a piece of close-up magic that only they could see. I’d never encountered anyone like him. And when he led us down the road to show us his home, I saw the world he inhabited and fell for it completely.

			When I told my mother about him that evening during dinner, I was effusive. Waving my fork around and talking at a bumbling, feverish pace, my mouth incapable of both eating and getting out all the things I wanted to say about Jon.

			‘He’s really cool. He can run really fast and he’s funny and he has loads of Star Wars figures and lives over near Arrandene Road, so we can play all the time.’

			I told her all about Jon’s house, which was so much newer and nicer than ours. About his big, toy-filled bedroom where he’d given me a rubber Gremlins figure simply because I said I liked it. And I spoke enthusiastically of his mother, who was kind and pretty like the mothers I’d seen on US sitcoms and who’d told me I could come over for tea one day.

			‘Well, maybe you should move in there,’ my mother said, feeling the jab of the verbal knife I’d unintentionally slipped under her ribs. The inference that a much better home and family than our own was just down the road, waiting for me in a glimmering new build. ‘I’m sure you’ll be very happy.’

			‘No! I didn’t mean that,’ I said, apologetic then. ‘It’s just that he’s really nice and he’s got all this … stuff.’

			‘If I were Jon,’ she said, ‘and Jon were Me …’

			While I instinctively
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