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            Chapter 1

         

         June 2014

         Owen grabbed a large holdall and one of his guitars from the sleeper bus. His was the last stop. The rest of the band had got off in West London. He slammed the door shut and waved goodbye. As the bus drove off, Chalky leaned out of the window.

         ‘You can breathe out now, you fat git.’

         Their tour manager liked to accuse Owen of sucking in his stomach whenever he was around Stuart, the much thinner – and much younger – lead singer from Run for the Shadows.

         Once the bus was out of sight, Owen dropped his bag on the pavement and rolled himself a cigarette. Shielding his eyes from the early summer sun, he looked up at Keynes House. Like the other two blocks which comprised the Bevan Estate, the unremarkable low-rise flats needed refurbishment. Age, wear and neglect had left them looking unloved and unlovely. When he was a kid, the shared balconies used to be filled with plants and flowers. These days satellite dishes emerged from the facade like different types of fungi. Balconies were spilling over with bicycles, pushchairs and laundry. No longer testament to the pride of its 2tenants, the outward appearance of the estate betrayed the transitory nature of so many of its residents.

         A man wearing a sleeveless high-vis jacket and an ill-fitting hard hat stood in front of the flats. He was peering through a device attached to a tripod. A colleague wearing a similar coat was standing about thirty feet away, clutching a staff. Owen sucked on his cigarette and watched as the man wandered around. Occasionally he would stop and hold the bar vertical to the ground while his colleague looked through a lens. Owen took a final drag from his cigarette, flicked it to the floor and picked up his stuff.

         Owen’s flat was one of three on the top floor of the block, the only split-level apartments in the building. He had lived there for the entirety of his forty-one years. After his mum’s death, he had taken over the tenancy. He and Jacquie sometimes fantasised about moving to the country or perhaps exerting their right to buy. But these ideas were never close to being financially viable. The best they could hope for was a flat swap. So far, they hadn’t seen anything worth relinquishing their flat in Albion Park for.

         ‘Oh… it’s you.’ Jacquie said, opening the door. ‘Where’s your key?’

         ‘Were you expecting someone else?’

         ‘I didn’t think you were due back until tomorrow.’

         Jacquie stepped aside as Owen walked in. He leaned towards her and attempted a kiss, but she was already making her way back into the flat. Owen followed her into the front room.

         ‘How was it?’ Jacquie said, sitting down on the sofa.

         Owen puffed out his cheeks and nodded his head. ‘Yeah, you know. Tiring.’

         ‘Nice to be away, though, right? I wouldn’t mind a holiday.’3

         ‘It was hardly a holiday.’ Owen clenched his jaw; the muscles at the side of his face pulsed with irritation. ‘Where are the boys?’

         ‘Harley’s out. Dexter’s in his room.’

         Owen stood at the bottom of the stairs and called out for his son. Dexter soon emerged from his room, smiling. At least someone looked pleased to see him. Sometimes when he was away on tour, Owen would envisage his return home. He would imagine himself walking through the front door holding a bag full of gifts. Delighted to be reunited with her partner, Jacquie would greet him with open arms. Meanwhile the kids, giddy with excitement at their father’s return, would be eager to see what presents he had bought them. Jacquie would get them both a drink and, together, the family would sit down for a meal at the mini dining table. Excited at being together once more, everyone would be chattering over each other.

         It was rarely, if ever, like this. At least this time, though, Owen had remembered to get the boys a present.

         ‘I’ve got something for you.’

         Owen crouched down and opened the zip on his holdall. After rummaging around for a few seconds, he pulled out a scrunched-up replica Bayern Munich top. He threw the gift at Dexter as he came down the stairs. The boy held the shirt in front of him. He seemed happy. Owen kissed the top of his son’s head and ruffled his hair.

         ‘I’ve got a new game. Do you want to come and see?’

         ‘I’ll come up in a bit.’

         ‘Have you got to go away again?’

         ‘No, not for a while.’

         Dexter hugged his dad and scampered back up the stairs.

         Owen walked into the kitchen. The room was stifling and airless. He grabbed a beer from the fridge and joined Jacquie in the front room.4

         ‘Do you want one?’ he said, holding up the bottle. Jacquie shook her head and turned on the television.

         The front room led out onto a small balcony. Beer in hand, Owen leaned against the balustrade and looked out over the nearly five acres of private park which sprawled out beneath him. The stink from the bins snaked up from below. It was a smell every resident of the small estate was familiar with. During hot weather, it was always that much worse. In mid-summer, the stench would sometimes become unbearable. Occupants of the flats were left with the unenviable option of either opening their windows and allowing in the fetid air or keeping them shut and overheating in their apartments.

         Down below, Owen could see Georgi laying gravel out over the path. When he was younger, Owen’s mum, confident of knowing where her son would be, used to stand on the same balcony and ring a bell whenever she wanted him to come home. Wherever he was in the park, Owen would always hear the sound. A couple of neighbours began to employ a similar tactic. Initially it confused the children, but they soon learned to recognise the characteristic timbre of each respective bell.

         In those days, everyone was allowed access to the park. It didn’t matter whether you were one of the lucky homeowners whose house backed onto it or whether you lived in one of the flats on the Bevan Estate. No one cared. Not like now. Anyone who currently lived around Albion Park was left in no doubt of its status as a privately owned and managed park. Several digitally printed aluminium safety signs were screwed to trees facing the flats. Each one warned potential trespassers that they would be prosecuted if caught encroaching upon the land. Not that it made much difference. Not for the kids anyway. If anything, the prospect of getting caught made incursions into the park that much more exciting.5

         Owen turned around and faced Jacquie, who was still sitting on the sofa.

         ‘There were some workmen outside the flat when I came in just now.’

         ‘Chartered surveyors,’ Jacquie replied without turning her head away from the TV. ‘They’ve been there for the last few days.’

         ‘I don’t even know what they do.’ Owen took a swig of his beer. ‘What’s the camera for?’

         ‘Apparently, it measures the rise and fall of the land.’

         ‘Why do they need to do that?’

         ‘I don’t know. Why don’t you go and ask them?’

         Jacquie got up from the sofa. Owen followed her into the kitchen. As she reached into a cupboard, he tentatively put his arms around her waist. It felt intrusive, but he wanted to break the ice with an affectionate gesture. It seemed easier if she wasn’t looking at him. Leaning forward, he kissed her on the neck. Jacquie continued to rummage through the open cupboard as if oblivious to the other person forlornly clinging to her.

         ‘Are you hungry?’ she asked.

         Letting go of her waist, Owen stepped back and leaned against the counter.

         ‘No, I ate not so long ago.’

         He pulled himself up and sat on the worktop, his legs dangling over the front of the dishwasher.

         ‘Where did you get those shoes?’

         Owen looked down admiringly at his white Converse trainers, customised with an embroidered Hokusai wave.

         ‘Amsterdam. Pretty cool, aren’t they?’

         Jacquie’s nose crinkled with disapproval. ‘Bit old for shoes like that, aren’t you?’

         Owen looked down at his feet again. ‘I like them.’ He took a swig of his beer. Jacquie watched his Adam’s apple move rhythmically up and down as he swallowed.6

         ‘I bet they were expensive…’

         ‘I didn’t have to pay for them.’ Owen rubbed at the corner of his mouth with his fingers. The shoes had cost £175. ‘We all got a pair.’

         He jumped down off the kitchen top and grabbed another beer from the fridge.

         ‘I’m going to need some money,’ Jacquie said.

         Owen breathed in deeply. ‘How much?’

         Having reeled off a list of things the boys required, Jacquie proceeded to run through all the stuff they needed for the house. This included a new hoover and a new dishwasher. Owen’s heart sank. That was the thing he liked most about being on tour: the suspension of the quotidian. Yes, there was a routine, but you were in a different place every day, with different people. And no one bothered you about faulty household appliances.

         ‘I’ve paid for the summer clubs, the last two months’ council tax… electricity. I also had to buy Harley a new—’

         ‘OK, OK. It’s not a competition. I was just asking how much.’

         ‘Six hundred pounds… make it seven.’

         ‘I’ll sort something out tomorrow.’ Owen shook his head and sighed.

         ‘What?’ Jacquie said, taken aback. ‘Would you rather I didn’t ask for money?’

         ‘Give me a break. I’ve just walked through the door.’

         ‘Give you a break?’ Jacquie stared at Owen, her expression stern and unyielding.

         ‘I’m going upstairs to see Dexter.’

         Owen’s younger son was sitting cross-legged on the floor of the room he shared with his older brother. Owen poked his head around the side of the door.

         ‘Hey, mate. Is it OK if I come in? Is this your new game?’

         ‘Yeah, Minecraft. Shall I show you?’7

         While Dexter explained to his dad the concept of creative mode, the need for shelter and the health bar’s importance, Owen looked around the bedroom. It was the same room he had slept in as a kid. The flat had seemed huge then. He was the only one of his friends on the estate who lived in a split-level flat. They all used to marvel at the space and the posh open-tread stairs with gaps in-between. Now it felt as if the walls were closing in on him. The lack of space made him feel anxious. Lots of things made him feel anxious these days. Perhaps it was depression. He wasn’t entirely sure what the difference was.

         ‘Basically, there are two different dimensions,’ Dexter said. ‘The end is the hardest place, like ever, because you must defeat the Ender Dragon, which can be respawned if you put crystals by the exit portal. Dad! Are you listening?’

         The door slammed downstairs.

         ‘That’s probably Harley,’ Owen said.

         Dexter looked up at his dad as he walked out of the room. ‘Don’t you want to watch me build a furnace?’

         ‘You can show me in a bit.’

         Harley was standing by the front door talking to his mum in urgent hushed tones. He looked up to see Owen standing on the landing outside Dexter’s bedroom. He acknowledged his dad’s presence with a swift upward nod of his head.

         ‘Is that it?’ Owen said. ‘I’ve barely seen you for the last couple of months. Come here.’

         Owen gave his elder son a crushing hug and stepped back to look at him. Harley’s tightly curled hazel blonde hair and green eyes revealed little of his Jamaican heritage. Owen was light-skinned himself, but nothing like Harley, who looked like a white boy. He reminded Owen of his mum; he had the same aquiline nose and pronounced jawline. Dexter looked more like him. Or at least Owen liked to think he 8did. It amazed him that within just three generations his grandparents’ shared ethnicity was almost undetectable in his eldest son. Harley had grown since he last saw him. His shoulders were squared off; he looked more thickset. A previously emerging surliness had now settled into his face.

         ‘What have you been up to?’ Owen asked. ‘You’re all sweaty.’

         ‘Not much.’ Harley glowered at the floor.

         Owen looked down at his son’s trousers; there was a large rip in the fabric above his knee. On closer inspection, he noticed a ruddy graze on the side of his wrist.

         ‘Have you been in a fight?’

         Harley shook his head.

         ‘We got chased in the park, innit.’

         ‘Who by?’ Jacquie said.

         Reluctantly, Harley explained how he and a couple of friends had been messing about in the new playground when one of the residents appeared from nowhere and began to shout at them.

         ‘What was he saying?’

         ‘Not much.’

         ‘Care to elaborate?’

         Harley frowned at Owen.

         ‘A bit more information please.’

         ‘He said that he was going to call the police and that we had no right to be there.’

         ‘You don’t have any right to be in there.’

         Jacquie stared at Owen intensely.

         ‘What?’ Owen said. ‘Harley knows the risks of going in there. It’s half the fun.’

         ‘How did you rip your jeans?’ Jacquie took Harley’s hand and looked at his wrist. ‘And this?’

         ‘The man started chasing us.’ A hint of a smile appeared on Harley’s face. ‘He was vexed. I slipped, coming back over 9the wall. He grabbed Jack by his jacket. Me and Dom did a runner.’

         ‘Did he put his hands on you?’ Jacquie asked.

         ‘Nah.’

         Harley didn’t seem too distressed by the incident.

         ‘Is Jack alright?’

         ‘Yeah, he’s fine. He wriggled free.’

         Owen looked at Jacquie and raised an eyebrow. ‘Not a lot we can do, really.’

         ‘Are you OK with this?’

         ‘The park is privately owned. The residents can do what they like.’

         ‘They can’t go around grabbing kids.’

         ‘It doesn’t sound like he did. He didn’t even touch Harley.’ Owen asked his son if he had ever seen the man before.

         ‘Yeah, he lives in the big house next door to the chef.’

         ‘Has he got a moustache?’

         Harley nodded. ‘Can I go now?’

         Owen watched his eldest son take off his shoes and begin to make his way upstairs.

         ‘Where are you off to?’

         ‘My room.’

         ‘I’ve just got back. Have you not got anything to tell me? What’s going on at school?’

         Harley looked at his mum.

         ‘He’s tired,’ Jacquie said. ‘It’s been a long week.’

         As he watched his son shuffling up the stairs, Owen was struck with a profound feeling of loss. He felt the acute sadness of moments never to be repeated. Was it his inability to slow things down or change what had already happened which was at the root of his disquiet? Sometimes it felt like everything around him was accelerating while he remained at the centre, still and unmoving. Harley was growing up so quickly. So much had happened in such a short period. But 10rather than embrace these changes, Owen could only reflect on how they highlighted his own inertia.

         
             

         

         The crack was undoubtedly bigger. In less than a month, the large horizontal fracture had more than doubled in size. Parallel sets of smaller fissures had now established themselves on either side of the primary rupture. They spread outwards across the wall like blood vessels in search of a heart. An online search had informed Kitty that one could estimate the severity of a crack by holding the edge of a pound coin against it. If you could fit one of these coins inside the gap, it was safe to assume you were dealing with something other than cosmetic damage. It didn’t say what type of damage one could infer from the width of three-pound coins.

         Kitty placed one hand on the wall and the other on a nearby chair and pulled herself up from the floor. Shaking her head in disappointment at the restrictions imposed by an ageing body, she stood up and straightened her back. A ground vibration surged through the basement. Boxed bottles of wine rattled while bits of rubble tumbled from the cracks. Kitty’s phone rang.

         ‘Hello? Owen? I can barely hear you. The noise coming from next door makes it almost impossible. What? Look, why don’t you just come over? I’ll be here for the next hour or so.’

         Kitty stomped upstairs towards the boot room, angrily muttering to herself. The door handle was stiff and offered more resistance than usual. She barged it with her shoulder. The door dragged across the floor like a stylus on glass. Kitty walked out into the garden, followed by her two spaniels, Echo and Hermes. The magnolia tree, which Kitty planted the day she moved into Albion Park, was covered in dirt and ash. Next to the tree, a spread of building detritus had 11obscured the petals of some blood-red peonies. Kitty faced her neighbour’s Victorian mini-mansion.

         ‘How many more rooms do you people need?’ she yelled.

         The Rijkens had lived next door to Kitty for nearly five years. They moved to London from New York soon after the financial crash. Kitty had taken an immediate dislike to Nicholas Rijkens. Within a couple of months of moving into Albion Park, he had ingratiated himself with the park committee through a series of donations. His promise to pay for two new ride-on lawnmowers and a set of carbon steel Japanese gardening tools ensured members of the committee chose to look the other way when his own gardener ripped out a lilac tree, a well-established dog rose bush and a large fig tree. In their place, he planted an avenue of bamboo. The hollow-stemmed plants formed a corridor from his garden gate to the gravel path surrounding the park. Jennifer, Nicholas’ American wife, told Kitty that the bamboo was intended to provide continuity. At the bottom of their garden, they had created a miniature replica of the koi pond which Monet built at his house in Giverny. Jennifer told Kitty the ageing painter had also planted a bamboo grove surrounding the pond. Any complaints about the invasiveness of the plant and its potential to colonise had fallen on deaf ears.

         When it came to garden planning, there was a time when residents deferred to Kitty’s superior knowledge. With the help of a gardener, who was on a retainer from the park committee, she had wanted to create an organic park free from pesticides and unnecessary chemicals. Any deference, however, ground to a halt soon after the arrival of Nicholas Rijkens and his family. The uprooting of the trees was quickly followed by the sacking of the gardener, widespread use of weedkiller and a proliferation of topiary.

         As she turned to go back inside, Kitty spotted Owen 12coming down the path which ran along the side of the house.

         ‘I thought once you hit forty you had to be on holiday to get away with wearing shorts like that.’

         ‘Not you as well. Jacquie had a go at me yesterday about my shoes.’ Owen looked down at his legs. ‘They are a bit Italia 90, though, aren’t they? It’s too hot to wear jeans.’ He wiped his hand across his mouth and spat on the floor. ‘Urgh. What is that?’

         ‘It’s all the filth coming from next door. Look at all this crap that’s landed in my garden.’ Kitty lifted the large leaves of a plant.

         ‘The noise has been so bad this week, I haven’t been able to concentrate. I’ve still got so much to do for this exhibition. Look at this.’ Kitty pushed at the newly resistant boot room door. ‘It opened just fine yesterday. The doorframe must have shifted.’

         She stepped back and looked up at her house. ‘These houses are built on shallow foundations. They don’t go down as far as the depth of a double basement. The Georgians and Victorians knew about building on clay; they knew how to avoid subsidence. As soon you dig deeper… well, that’s when the problems start.’

         ‘Why’s it all taking so long?’ Owen asked.

         ‘I heard they had suffered from groundwater inflow. But what do you expect? What was once London’s second largest river runs directly underneath us, for God’s sake.’

         Although Kitty was convinced that one of the two streams which eventually merged around Camden Town and formed the River Fleet ran directly underneath Albion Park, others had a different opinion. Some believed the two streams ran either side of the park, while others argued that both had been encased in sewer pipes. Kitty would always point to the groundwater flooding that was sometimes 13visible around the park as evidence of high water levels caused by the lost river.

         ‘I did warn them,’ Kitty continued. ‘You know, when Erin Pearson bought that house, there was a sitting tenant who had the top two floors. The whole family used to sleep in the basement. Every time it rained, a side wall would open up in the basement, and a stream of water would run across the floor, past the children’s beds and out the opposite side.’

         Owen and Kitty walked back into the house. Because of the noise and showers of dust being pumped from the neighbours’ side of the wall Kitty had felt it necessary to keep the French windows shut. Up until just a few days ago, when the hot weather was announced, the Aga had still been on. The residue of warmth which still lingered only added to the heat. Kitty sat down in one of the chairs which surrounded a large oak refectory table.

         ‘There’s a pitcher of lemonade in the fridge. Be a darling and bring it over here, please.’

         Owen walked into the larder on the other side of the kitchen. He opened the fridge door.

         ‘Do you mind if I have a beer?’ he asked, a bottle of lager already in his hand.

         The kitchen table was covered in all sorts of crap. Books, magazines and recipes competed for space with kitchen utensils and jars of home-made chutney. Owen placed the jug on the table and sat down next to Kitty. Another subterranean rumble growled up from underneath the kitchen floor. The pitcher of lemonade wobbled. Various items on the dresser began to shake. A few postcards and private view invitations fell to the floor, followed by a plate commemorating the 1984 miners’ strike, which smashed to pieces when it hit the ground.

         Kitty got up from her seat and walked over to where the 14pieces of broken ceramic lay scattered on the floor. She shut her eyes and steeled herself.

         ‘I loved that plate,’ she said.

         She explained to Owen how a NUM representative had given it to Hugh, her late husband, after doing a piece on the Battle of Orgreave for the BBC. Kitty picked up one of the larger pieces and repeatedly turned it over in her hand.

         ‘Would you get me a dustpan and brush from the utility room?’

         When Owen walked back into the kitchen, Kitty was still crouched on the floor, fingering the broken bits of plate.

         ‘I thought the council were supposed to be clamping down on all these basement extensions?’

         ‘It seems everything and anything can be bypassed once you’ve accrued enough wealth.’

         ‘I hope you’re keeping tabs on all the stuff that’s been damaged?’

         ‘Don’t worry about that.’ Kitty put her hand out for Owen to help her up off the floor. ‘I’m in regular contact with my lawyer. It’s a sorry state of affairs when a planning system favours some schlub’s vanity development over the quality of life of their neighbours.’

         She sat back down on one of the chairs. ‘When did you get back?’

         ‘Yesterday.’

         ‘Is that it now?’ Kitty asked. ‘Are you all done?’

         ‘For the time being.’

         Owen pulled a pouch of tobacco from his pocket. Holding up the packet, he looked towards Kitty for approval. Although she had stopped smoking nearly twenty-five years ago, Kitty didn’t object to Owen having the occasional cigarette in the house. She liked the smell of the tobacco while it was still in the packet. The damp, woody aroma reminded her of Hugh.15

         ‘It feels like you’ve been away for ages. I bet the boys were pleased to see you.’

         Owen picked at the label on the beer bottle. ‘Dexter was. It’s hard to get much out of Harley these days.’

         ‘I’m sure it’s just his age. You were the same once. Sometimes you barely said a word. It could be quite disconcerting.’

         On the wall next to the French windows was a painting of a boat in a harbour. It had been hanging there since Owen was a kid. The artist was an old friend of Kitty’s. When Owen was younger, he would stare at the painting for minutes on end but could never work out what was going on. The paint had been applied in thick, gnarly layers. It was rugged and abstract. He always thought the irregular forms were supposed to be a landscape. The idea that it might have been a boat had never occurred to him.

         ‘There was a bit of an incident in the park last night.’

         Kitty sighed. ‘Oh, what now?’

         Owen explained how Harley and his mates had been chased by Simon Landes.

         ‘Apparently they were just fooling around in the playground when he turned up out of nowhere and started shouting at them.’

         Owen got up from his seat and looked out onto the garden. It was a joyous explosion of colours, rambling yet organised in its chaos. Through spring and summer, an array of different hues was carefully orchestrated by Kitty’s accomplished touch, the considered positioning of each flower and plant reflecting her innate understanding of colour.

         ‘What was he saying?’ Kitty asked.

         ‘You know, the normal stuff about the park being private property and how they had no right to be there.’

         ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he was hiding in one of the bushes, waiting for trespassers,’ Kitty said. ‘The man is obsessed.’16

         ‘With what?’

         ‘Trying to ensure the gilded cage remains impregnable.’

         ‘He’s not doing a very good job of it.’

         ‘And therein lies the problem. You wouldn’t believe some of the ideas that get bandied about at the residents’ meetings these days. Simon’s solution is to build an extra high wall between the flat and the park. That seems to be the most popular idea. The Italian and his husband suggested a barbed wire fence and guard patrols. Can you believe it? Anyone would have thought Simon would be happy the playground was being used at all. I never see anyone out there. Honestly, the amount of money spent on it. It makes me so angry. You know they don’t even refer to it as a playground?’

         ‘What else can you call it?’

         ‘A “learning environment”.’ Kitty showed her distaste for such a phrase by grimacing and enacting a fake shiver.

         Owen finished his beer and placed the empty bottle on the table. He looked as if he was about to say something. Instead, he finally lit the cigarette which he had rolled earlier.

         ‘I wanted to ask you a favour.’ Owen tapped the cigarette a couple of times on the edge of the ashtray, even though there was no ash to flick. ‘Could I possibly borrow a bit of money? I’m sorry to ask.’

         ‘Haven’t you just made lots of money?’

         ‘It’s just cash flow,’ he said. ‘I haven’t even submitted an invoice yet.’

         There was a brief pause. ‘OK.’ Kitty sounded uncertain.

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Yes… it’s fine. But I will need it back this time.’

         Owen slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand. ‘Shit. I’d completely forgotten about that.’ He dragged his hand down over his face. ‘I’m sorry, Kitty. I’ll pay everything back as soon as I get paid… I promise. OK?’17

         Kitty peered out over the top of her glasses. She resembled a disapproving teacher.

         Owen picked up a letter from the table and waved it at Kitty. ‘New pen pal?’ he said, changing the subject.

         Kitty could tell Owen was worried that she might start asking questions about his finances again. The last time he asked to borrow money, Kitty had enquired whether an alternative career had ever been considered. Owen had become visibly uncomfortable when the conversation then moved onto pensions and financial plans. But as long he continued to ask for money, Kitty believed she was entitled to pry.

         ‘The trust put me on to him.’

         ‘Isn’t Belmarsh Category A?’

         ‘It is. Nabeel has been incarcerated for terrorism-related offences.’

         ‘Jesus, Kitty.’

         ‘He was wrongly convicted. I saw a letter from his solicitor. Whatever he was charged for, it didn’t amount to terrorism. It seems he was arrested simply for having spent time in Syria. The poor man has been deeply traumatised. I know you disapprove.’

         ‘I don’t understand why you can’t support a charity that’s a bit less… challenging. Maybe one that looks after sick kids… or the homeless.’

         ‘Everyone else is doing that. How will anything ever improve if you don’t look after the most difficult parts of society? You should try it. It might make you feel better about yourself.’

         Owen looked at the time on his phone. ‘I better be going,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to pick Dexter up from school.’

         ‘Shall I transfer the money into your account?’

         ‘That would be great. Thanks again, Kitty.’18

         
             

         

         Owen muttered to himself as he left Kitty’s house. He had hoped she might have forgotten about the outstanding loan. He hated asking her for money. It made his calf and neck muscles tense up. Owen walked out onto the street. The sun was beating down on his neck; perspiration trickled from his armpits. He squeezed the sweat-saturated material of his T-shirt and sniffed his fingers. Looking up, he noticed two girls on the other side of the road staring at him. He hadn’t gone far before they crossed over and walked towards him. Owen pushed his chest out and flattened his stomach.

         ‘Hey, you’re that guy from Run for the Shadows, aren’t you?’

         Owen smiled enigmatically and carried on walking. The girls walked with him.

         ‘We saw you at the gig in Brighton. Is that where you live?’ one of them said, looking at Kitty’s house. ‘We’re practically neighbours. My parents live in that house over there.’

         Owen could see his face reflected in the sunglasses of the girl who was doing the talking. The house she pointed to belonged to Max Crossley, the celebrity chef.

         ‘What’s your name?’

         ‘Daisy. And this is Ziggy. She was at the concert too.’

         ‘Is Max Crossley your dad?’ Owen didn’t recognise Daisy. He knew who her dad was, though. Everyone knew Max Crossley.

         ‘Might be.’ Daisy tilted her head to one side and lifted her sunglasses. A strand of blonde hair straggled seductively around the edge of her face. Some poppy-red lipstick augmented her natural pout.

         ‘I’m Owen. Has anyone ever told you that you look like Debbie Harry?’

         ‘Who?’ Daisy laughed and looked over at her friend, who so far hadn’t said anything, and shrugged her shoulders.

         ‘Doesn’t matter.’ Owen wanted to make a joke but didn’t 19know what to say. A release of adrenaline produced a fluttery sensation in his stomach. He felt strangely intimidated. He wondered whether such an encounter would have made him nervous when he was younger.

         ‘How long have you lived in that house?’ Daisy asked. ‘My parents will be pleased. They hated the woman that lived there before.’

         ‘It’s not my place,’ Owen said. ‘And Kitty still lives there. She’s a good friend of mine.’

         Ziggy tried to suppress her laughter.

         ‘I live in the flats over there.’ Owen gestured towards the Bevan Estate. He thought he detected a look of disappointment on Daisy’s face. ‘How come I’ve never seen you around here before?’

         ‘I’m not here that much,’ Daisy said, with a nonchalant shrug. ‘I spend most of my time in LA.’

         ‘Do you work out there?’

         ‘Her dad’s got restaurants in California,’ Ziggy said. ‘She goes out there in the school holidays.’

         Daisy elbowed her friend. ‘Don’t listen to her.’

         ‘School holidays? How old are you?’

         ‘How old do you think we are?’

         Daisy raised her eyebrows and smiled at Owen. It was hard to tell how old she was. Her poise and self-assurance were not that of a schoolgirl. She was evidently in possession of a type of knowledge that eludes the young. Her knowing smirk suggested she understood the weakness of men and the power she possessed.

         Owen blithely shook his head. It was a convincing expression of indifference.

         ‘Well, it was nice meeting you, Daisy.’ He turned to her friend and nodded courteously. ‘And you, Ziggy.’

         ‘I’m twenty-three’, Daisy said, as Owen turned around and walked away.20

         
             

         

         Owen stood naked in the bathroom. He looked at himself in the mirror. Like an expectant mother, he held his stomach with both hands. He stood sideways and observed his body from a different angle. If he pushed his belly out as far as it would go, he looked like Mr Greedy. Moving in closer to the mirror, he spotted grey hairs sprouting on his chest like emerging seedlings. He could see them in his stubble too. It wouldn’t be long before his hair started to go grey, he thought. Stripped of his standard uniform of jeans, Converse and vintage band T-shirt, Owen was starting to look his age. For so long, his youthful looks and studied cool had belied his advancing years. He had always effortlessly fitted in with whoever he was hired by. But as he got older, the bands and artists he worked with were seemingly getting younger. He was fifteen years older than the drummer from Run for the Shadows. As he considered his naked body, Owen thought how if he were dressed in cords, brogues and a crew neck jumper with a shirt collar underneath, he would look like a teacher. Or any other professional of his age.

         A tepid shower provided some respite from the heat of the flat. After weeks of showering in grotty backstage bathrooms, it was a pleasure to be washing in his own bathroom again. Even though the shower head was at chin height, and there was little room to manoeuvre.

         After a few minutes, he got out, put on a towelling robe and went downstairs. Jacquie was at work. The kids were at school. He was on his own for the first time in ten weeks. Owen sat down on the sofa in the front room and rolled himself a joint. The early afternoon sun poured in through the windows. The hazy beams of light highlighted the sloughed-off skin cells and fibres, which swirled around the room. He picked up his phone, put on the new Beck album and scrolled through his messages. Conrad had sent him an 21old picture of the band they used to be in. It was from the front cover of a French magazine: Attention. Ici vient The Rubber Band.

         Owen replied to the message.

         
            – Where did you find that? I’ve not seen it before

            – Packing up the flat…moving next week. Found loads of stuff. More to come.

         

         Conrad sent through another photo. This one was of Owen onstage at a European festival. The picture had been taken from behind the drummer. Owen was topless and facing the camera. It was the biggest crowd they had ever played in front of. Owen enlarged the photo on the screen and admired the pose he had adopted for the photographer. His legs were apart, his back was arched. He was leaning back slightly, his fingers splayed high up on the fretboard. The stance was ironic, a parody of a guitar hero. But he looked good. A patina of sweat emphasised the contours of his physique. The veins on his biceps were visible. Owen saved the picture to his phone and then uploaded it to his Instagram account with various obligatory hashtags.

         #tbt #therubberband #timeflies and the caption: me when I could still get away with going on stage topless.

         He always felt ashamed after posting pictures of himself. It was all so transparently needy. But the comments which landed soon after always gave him a lift. For his previous Throwback Thursday post, Owen had uploaded a still from an old promo he had once been an extra in. He clicked on the photo to see who had liked it. Daisy Crossley had started following him. He clicked on her profile and spent the next thirty minutes hovering over photos of her in various stages of undress. A strategically placed sheet or improvised sticker ensured not everything was revealed. But it left little to the 22imagination. When one of her twenty-eight thousand followers left a comment underneath a picture of Daisy and her friend Ziggy locked in a topless embrace, expressing his desire – to be the meat in that sandwich – he was excoriated by Ziggy for even looking in the first place.

         In a different photo, Daisy was sitting with her back to the camera, looking over her shoulder. Her arse was close to the lens. A pair of thong-like bikini bottoms were lost in her bum crack. Someone had written:

         
            – y u always posing like u askin to be banged???

         

         The question provoked an onslaught of outraged followers furiously leaping to Daisy’s defence.

         
            – the fact that ur even associating a photo of the female body to ‘asking for it’ mate ur cancelled.

         

         Another follower or friend had written:

         
            – wtf u taking the way she sits as asking for it??? fuck off w ur rapist mentality.

         

         Many of Daisy’s posts triggered a conversation about whether she was a feminist or a slut. Daisy mostly seemed to stay out of the arguments which raged underneath her pictures. Although one time when she wrote:

         
            – U may not like my version of empowerment but don’t hate on me for it

         

         Someone else replied:

         
            – ur just a porn star but without the paycheck loool. 23

         

         Later that afternoon, Jacquie returned home early from work. Even though the balcony windows were open, she immediately recognised the distinctive smell of Owen’s preferred type of hash. She hated him smoking around the house. Her concern was that the boys, particularly Harley, might one day interpret their father’s refusal to quit smoking pot as a justification for their own use.

         Jacquie walked into the front room. Owen was fast asleep on the sofa. His open bathrobe revealed a slightly sagging gut that had flopped inelegantly to one side. On the floor next to him was a dirty ashtray, a half-smoked spliff resting on the side. Jacquie called out his name a few times, each exhortation louder than the previous one. Finally, he woke up.

         ‘It’s nearly three-thirty,’ she said. ‘Have you been lying there all day?’

         Looking bewildered, Owen closed his bathrobe and sat up on the sofa. ‘So what if I have?’ he said. ‘I’m knackered. I haven’t slept properly for ages.’

         The way she looked at him, Owen recognised that Jacquie perceived him as something separate from herself. While she had been at work, he had been lying around smoking dope. It meant little to her that he had been away working for the last ten weeks. She had never considered touring as work. As far as she was concerned, Owen’s vocation was part of an extended adolescence.

         It hadn’t always been that way. When they first met, Jacquie had been impressed by his band’s appearance in the magazines she read. But, as she often cruelly reminded him, his career had since followed a reverse arc of progress. He had been moderately successful at the beginning, but an accumulation of experience and expertise had, counterintuitively, been coupled with diminishing returns. Run for the Shadows were doing well. But Owen was a stand-in 24replacement for Jonny, their founding member and guitarist who had been rehabilitating for the last year after a skiing accident.

         Jacquie bent over and picked up the ashtray. Owen noticed the small muscles around her left eye twitching. The skin at the corner looked thin and had collapsed into folds, creating tiny heaps of excess skin. He thought about the picture of Daisy looking over her shoulder at the camera. Owen got up from the sofa and stretched.

         ‘Those bins stink,’ he said.

         ‘Don’t leave the windows open then.’

         Jacquie walked into the kitchen to empty the ashtray. Owen followed her in and poured himself a glass of water.

         ‘The surveyors are outside again,’ Jacquie said. ‘There are some builders with them today. They were digging around the wall next to the park.’

         ‘Maybe they’ve finally agreed to build that community centre.’

         Jacquie reached into the cupboard for some Nurofen. Owen could tell his presence in the flat irritated her. No doubt she had been looking forward to having some time on her own before the boys came home. She seemed rattled by the sight of him sleeping in the middle of the day. He wondered how she would react if he tried to instigate sex. What would happen if he told her: I’m going to fuck you now? That’s what he used to do. He could almost make her come simply by telling her what he intended to do.

         There was no way he would try something like that now. Owen wasn’t prepared to risk the humiliation an attempt at spontaneous passion would no doubt incur. He could just imagine the look of disgust on Jacquie’s face as unannounced he pressed his mouth close to her head and started to whisper filth into her ear. She would probably spit on him. Or call the police.
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            Chapter 2

         

         July 2014

         Nicholas Rijkens sat in his home office, his hands covering his face. Barely able to bring himself to look at the figures, he peered at his monitor through a gap in his fingers. Only ten months ago he had stood on a stage at the Chedi Hotel in Andermatt and revealed his top investment ideas for the coming year. Nicholas told the audience of industry peers and investors about a company that manufactured liquid crystal polymers. According to him, M&T Technologies not only possessed a low risk of negative movement but also the potential for double-digit appreciation.

         Ever since the depths of the financial crisis, when he had achieved an eleven per cent positive return for Westbourne Investment Partners, Nicholas had been earmarked as a rising star. Someone who had the potential to become one of the leading event-driven investment managers. When he decided to launch his own flagship fund, observers were surprised by the speed at which he reached over two hundred million in assets. Always on the search for potentially market-moving insights, investors began to listen out for his pronouncements. Increasingly he found himself being invited to talk at investment seminars. He had a reputation 26as the fund manager who had managed to keep his head while others around him were losing theirs.

         Confidence in his latest investment recommendation had been sky-high. Ever since M&T Technologies agreed on a takeover offer from the Minton Corporation, the plastics sector had rallied dramatically. This meant that the Minton Corp would have to increase its bid. If they didn’t, M&T Technologies would remain independent but bolstered by the response of the industry. Aside from Nicholas, who bet a large proportion of Delta’s fund, several other funds also invested heavily in M&T Technologies. When Nicholas stood on the stage and predicted huge returns for investors, shares were trading above the Minton Corp offer price. By March of this year, they had increased their takeover offer. The deal was now worth nearly fifteen billion dollars.

         Recently, though, things had taken a turn for the worse. Having cleared the necessary global regulatory jurisdictions, there were fears that to promote domestic industrial policy (specifically Huawei’s control of the new 5G technology) the Chinese Ministry of Commerce might hold out on the deal. Suddenly, shares in M&T were being offloaded. From a high of one hundred and eighteen dollars in March, shares had dropped by nearly fifteen per cent. Nicholas knew he would have to offload his entire position before the deal collapsed completely. This would mean significant losses for his fund. And a black mark against his reputation.

         ‘Would you like some of this pomegranate juice? It’s yummy.’

         Jennifer, Nicholas’ wife, was standing at the door of his office holding two glasses. She was wearing cropped leggings and a matching vest.

         ‘No, I’m OK, thank you.’27

         ‘You should try some, it’s so good for you. It’s full of antioxidants and vitamin C. I just made it.’ Jennifer walked towards Nicholas and handed him a glass of juice. ‘You haven’t forgotten that you’re looking after the kids this afternoon, have you?’

         Nicholas threw his head back and groaned.

         ‘Oh, Nick! It won’t be for long. All you’ve got to do is organise some food and maybe entertain them for a couple of hours.’ Jennifer’s thick Rhode Island accent emphasised each quick-fire syllable.

         ‘A couple of hours?’ Nicholas said. ‘How long is your yoga session?’

         ‘One hour. But then Tanya and I are going out for lunch. We won’t be long. I did tell you all of this.’

         ‘I know, I know. I just don’t understand why you had to give Lovely and Agrippina a day off on the same day.’

         ‘Apart from Christmas, it’s the only day of the year they both take off together. It’s a big deal, this Barrio Fiesta. Lovely told me it’s the largest gathering of Filipinos anywhere outside of the Philippines.’

         ‘What time does Camille’s Mandarin lesson finish?’

         ‘Twelve thirty. I’ll be back before music lessons start.’

         ‘What shall I give them for lunch?

         ‘I don’t know. Jeez. Take them out if you want. Anyone would think you’ve never looked after your own kids before.’

         Nicholas looked wounded. Jennifer perched herself on the desk in front of her husband, her legs slightly spread. Nicholas could perceive the mound of her pubis through the fabric of her leggings.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ Jennifer placed a finger underneath his chin and lifted his head, so his eyes met hers. ‘You know it will get better. There’s always blue sky after a storm. You’ve just got to get through this bit.’

         ‘It’s all my fault,’ Nicholas said, pulling his head away. ‘I 28should have seen it coming. Or at least got out earlier. CJ warned me.’

         Jennifer leaned forward, her hands resting on her knees. ‘Would a blowy make you feel better?’

         Before he could respond, Jennifer had crouched down in front of him and was wrestling with his belt buckle. One of her nails caught the flesh around his hips as she tried to pull his jeans down.

         ‘Ow!’ Nicholas exaggeratedly rubbed the affected area.

         ‘Help me out here. You need to lift your ass off the seat.’

         Nicholas sighed extravagantly. His reaction was more like that of someone at the cinema who had an end-of-aisle seat and had to keep on standing up to let other ticket holders through. He tightly grasped the arms of his seat as Jennifer tried to rouse his cock. The sight of his wife attempting to elicit a reaction made his toes curl. Nicholas dug his nails further into the leather-bound arms of his chair while Jennifer placed his timorous penis in her mouth. After a while, she looked up from between his legs.

         ‘You need to relax,’ she said. Nicholas threw his head back while Jennifer continued to toil determinedly below. ‘I’m not having much luck here, am I?’

         Nicholas looked down; Jennifer was holding him between her thumb and forefinger.

         ‘I’m still full from breakfast,’ he said.

         ‘I’m worried about you, honey. This keeps on happening.’ Jennifer remained on the floor, her legs curled up underneath her. ‘You know, I recently read that this sort of thing can sometimes stem from—’

         Nicholas cleared his throat, usually a signal that he no longer wished to proceed with the conversation.

         ‘Maybe you should talk to someone?’ Jennifer stood up, took her ponytail out of its hairband and re-did it.

         ‘I don’t need to talk to anyone,’ Nicholas snapped. ‘I’m 29stressed out about work. I can’t concentrate.’ He tucked his shirt into his trousers. ‘Shouldn’t you be getting on? Your friend will be here soon.’

         
             

         

         ‘Wow – what a gorgeous house. How long have you guys been here?’

         ‘About five years now,’ Jennifer said.

         ‘I love what you’ve done to it. It looks so…’ Tanya scrunched up her face as she searched for the right word. ‘… contemporary.’

         Internally the Rijkens’ house offered few clues to its Victorian past. Apart from the front facade, its nineteenth-century heritage was mostly eschewed and replaced with an ultra-modern architect’s showpiece. A formal sitting room and dining room off the front foyer of the house was a nod to its background, as was the odd chandelier and bit of crown moulding. But mainly the house consisted of open areas and multi-levels occupied by different living spaces.

         ‘How’s the basement coming on?’ Tanya asked.

         ‘Don’t ask. It’s taking so much longer than we’d hoped.’

         Jennifer had met Tanya Hardman at the last park committee meeting; she and her husband Gary had recently bought one of the townhouses in the new development on the other side of the park. Christened New Park Villas by the developers, they were built on the site of a block of flats that had previously been used as a hostel for ex-servicemen and women. Modelled on the classical architecture of Nash’s Regent’s Park villas, all five houses had been granted access to the park. The developers paid the other keyholders eight thousand pounds each for the privilege. To avoid any capital gains issues, this money was then placed in a fund to finance the future upkeep of the park. Overriding the veto of a couple of members, the park committee decided to 30withdraw twenty-two-thousand pounds from the fund to pay for a new playground.

         Failing to introduce himself, Nicholas walked into the room and made himself a coffee.

         ‘You must excuse my husband,’ Jennifer said. ‘Just because he’s having a bad day, he wants everyone else to as well.’

         Tanya was dressed in a loose-fitting vest and a small pair of tight white training shorts. As he leaned in for an introductory peck on the cheek, Nicholas caught a glimpse of the top of her breasts. They appeared rock solid and immovable, as if hewn from granite. Tanya smiled at Nicholas. The skin on her face was taut and devoid of wrinkles, her eyes an ultra-vivid green. Everything looked slightly unnatural but not glaringly so. It was more about the cumulative effect various procedures had had on her face. Nicholas wondered when the tipping point occurred. At what moment did cosmetic surgery cross the threshold from being a confidence boost, a minor alteration here and there, to something more akin to self-mutilation. Something which alludes to deeper psychological issues. Tanya wasn’t at that point yet, she was still attractive, but it wouldn’t take many more procedures to deliver her to the cusp.

         Nicholas leaned against one of the kitchen units. ‘How are you and your husband enjoying life in the park?’

         ‘I tell you what, we absolutely adore it. I used to live just around the corner. When we saw the prospectus for the development, it became our mission in life to grab one of these places. It’s a dream come true.’ Tanya barely paused for breath, her whirlwind sentences often punctuated with nervous laughter.

         ‘I thought everyone might be a bit up themselves,’ she continued. ‘Do you know what I mean? But we’ve been made to feel so welcome. I was just saying to Jen how 31gorgeous your house is.’ Tanya rested her hand on Jennifer’s shoulder. ‘You’ve done it up so nice. All the houses around here are beautiful. We feel blessed.’

         ‘I haven’t been inside any of the new places,’ Nicholas said. ‘But I would say that it’s one of the best-looking new developments I’ve seen. Such a massive improvement on what was there before.’

         ‘We’re hosting the next residents’ meeting at our house,’ Tanya said. ‘I can give you a tour then if you like?’

         Jennifer handed Tanya a glass of juice. ‘Shall we get started?’

         Before walking out of the room with Jennifer, Tanya turned to Nicholas. ‘Lovely to have finally met you,’ she said, smiling.

         Nicholas returned the sentiment before asking Jennifer what time Georgi was due to clean the koi pond.

         ‘About four o clock, I think. We’ll be finished way before then.’

         
             

         

         Nicholas watched with disdain as Luc and Camille stripped their pizzas of the toppings and placed clumps of cheese and onion on a plate next to them. Luc had a look of disgust on his face as he shook the cheese from his fingers. It was as if they were covered in shit rather than mozzarella. Once they had got rid of the bits which engendered such displeasure, all that was left were two sorry-looking bits of dough with a derisory smear of sauce on top.

         ‘I thought you both wanted pizza?’ Nicholas asked.

         Camille wrinkled her nose. ‘It’s got too much stuff on it.’

         ‘That’s what a pizza is.’ Nicholas said. ‘A flat round base of dough with a load of stuff on top.’

         Aware of the hypocrisy inherent in his type of parenting, Nicholas wasn’t prepared to labour the point. He often berated Jennifer for being lax and letting the kids get away 32with too much. If his wife had been at the table, he probably would have kicked off about Luc and Camille’s reluctance to eat their food. Jennifer and the two nannies were left in no doubt as to how Nicholas expected his children to be raised. On those rare occasions when he looked after them on his own he was not nearly as strict.

         Camille pushed her plate away and began counting in Mandarin. As she raced from one to thirty, she kept one eye on her dad, vainly hoping he would acknowledge her efforts. Nicholas, however, was much more interested in his device. He had just received an email from Jay Brandon. Jay was responsible for compiling the Luxury Investment Index for one of the big banks. He often sent Nicholas emails containing investment suggestions or the names of artists Nicholas should follow.

         Desperate to get his attention, Camille began to bark demands at her father in Dutch. Both children were bilingual, their accents perfect in both English and Dutch. Nicholas’ accent, on the other hand, was unplaceable, an indeterminate Dutch/American hybrid with a hint of received pronunciation thrown in for good measure. Even as a schoolboy in Amsterdam, his accent had possessed an East Coast intonation. A reflection of a childhood obsession with all things American.

         ‘Sorry, sweetie,’ Nicholas responded in Dutch. ‘I’m in the middle of some work.’

         Nicholas carried on reading his email. This time Jay had sent him photographs of the work of a young artist called Melt, whose prices, he advised, were about to soar. Nicholas studied the photographs. Each picture contained nothing more than the painted outline of a dancing figure. Drips of paint poured from the figure’s hands and feet and collected in pools at the bottom of the canvas. The only difference between the various paintings was that each figure was rendered in a different pose and colour.33

         Jay reported that the artist had brands and fashion labels tripping over themselves to work with him. He had already designed some trainers for Louis Vuitton and more recently collaborated with Ace Hotels on a collectable cutlery set. Each item in the collection featured one of his trademark figures engraved into the handles. Nicholas replied to the email. He was interested in learning more about Melt and asked Jay if he could find out about prices.

         ‘Right, you two.’ Nicholas finally looked up from his phone. ‘Shall we go out to the playground?’

         Resistant to his father’s suggestion, Luc asked if he could stay home and practise his cello.

         ‘No, come on, Luc. It’s a beautiful day. You can practise later.’

         ‘My tummy hurts,’ Luc said, wincing. ‘I don’t feel like going to the park.’

         The feigned stomach ache was a common avoidance tactic of Luc’s. He wouldn’t have even tried such an overused strategy with his mum. But the boy sensed there was still some mileage in the ploy where his father was concerned.

         ‘Let’s go, Luc. A bit of fresh air will do you some good. Your tummy ache can’t be that bad; you didn’t even mention it during lunch.’

         ‘There’s nothing to do in the park,’ Luc said.

         Camille was also reluctant but less inclined than her elder brother to create a fuss. Nicholas was just keen to get them outside. If they stayed indoors, he would inevitably have to play with Camille while Luc practised his cello. There were too many builders’ tools in the garden to let them play out there on their own. If they went to the park, Nicholas could sit on one of the benches and do some work while the kids entertained themselves in the playground.

         
             

         

         ‘Will you play hide and seek with us, Papa?’ Camille asked her father.34

         ‘I will in a bit.’

         ‘No! Now. We’re bored.’

         Nicholas raised his eyes from his screen and shook his head in disbelief.

         ‘You’ve got this incredible new playground all to yourself. You possess vivid imaginations. Go and play… make up a game. Do whatever it is children are supposed to do.’

         Luc stood at the bottom of a rope ladder and made a desultory attempt to climb it. It was only seven rungs high, but having got to the third one he decided that was high enough and started to come back down. Cautiously he tried to place his left foot on the rung beneath him but couldn’t secure a foothold. He dangled his leg, hoping the ladder might miraculously attach itself to his foot and assist his descent without any further effort on his behalf. Meanwhile, his little sister tried to walk across a balance beam about ten inches off the ground. She kept calling out for her dad to come and hold her hand as she attempted to walk across it.

         ‘Do it on your own, sweetie. Nothing will happen if you fall off.’

         Camille stretched out her arms and, with considerable uncertainty, placed her left foot on the beam while her right foot remained on the platform. Before moving any further, she looked over her shoulder to ensure her father was watching. Tentatively, she placed her right foot on the beam and slowly moved her left foot a little further forward. ‘Papa, Papa. Look at me. Look at me.’

         Nicholas looked at his daughter, wobbling precariously. She had progressed about fifteen inches and didn’t seem likely to recover her balance.

         ‘I’m watching,’ Nicholas said, sounding deliberately disinterested. He didn’t want to convey the impression that he was proud of his daughter’s attempts to cross the beam. The 35theory was that, if he appeared unmoved by his children’s efforts, they might push themselves further.

         After his younger brother’s accident, Nicholas’ own parents virtually ignored him and his elder sister for the remainder of their childhood. And while Nicholas had no intention of ever being as cruelly negligent as his own parents had been to him, he did believe their indifference to his achievements had spurred him on to do even better. Nicholas had understood that for the foreseeable future his little brother would be the sole focus of his parents’ attention. They were mentally, physically and financially consumed by the demands of looking after a quadriplegic child. His mum, embittered and resentful at her new role as a round-the-clock carer and terrified by the family’s now compromised financial status, was determined not to let Nicholas forget that he and his sister were supposed to have been keeping an eye on Thomas when the accident happened. Nicholas had hoped his status as a high achiever might have helped re-focus some of that lost attention. His children, however, didn’t seem to possess a shred of that determination. Nicholas almost resented Luc and Camille for the ease with which they capitulated to even the most benign of challenges.

         Luc had moved on to the new sensory gardens by now and was trying to play ‘Für Elise’ on the outdoor xylophone.

         Meanwhile, Camille had also given up on the balancing beam and sat cross-legged on the ground, making a daisy chain. Finally, the two children seemed to be occupying themselves, granting Nicholas the opportunity to send some emails.

         Jay Brandon had replied to his message. He had already contacted Melt’s gallery for an accurate breakdown of prices. If he moved quickly, Jay believed that Nicholas could pick up an original painting for £150,000. In a year, 36he promised, the same painting would be worth maybe five times as much. Nicholas looked again at the photos. They seemed familiar. He wondered whether he had seen them at Art Basel. Last year, a Swiss investor had flown him out and introduced him to the art fair director. Nicholas had been fortunate enough to receive a tour before the feeding frenzy began. Following the director’s advice, Nicholas had bought three works of art, including a large piece made of found lettering which just said ‘Motherfucker’. Having only lost her own mother the previous month, Jennifer couldn’t believe the insensitivity of her husband’s purchase. Nicholas sold the piece at an auction in London, making a tidy £70,000 profit in the process.

         A scream followed by a succession of howls ripped through the tranquillity of the park. Immediately Nicholas knew it was Luc. He jumped up from the bench, grabbed Camille and ran towards the screams. Luc was lying next to the Bug Hotel writhing on the floor, his blood-soaked hands covering his face.

         ‘Oh my God.’ Nicholas dropped Camille on the floor and sprinted to his son. ‘Luc. Luc. Are you OK?’

         Shocked and obviously in pain, Luc couldn’t stop shrieking. Nicholas began to prise his hands away from his face. The boy started to hyperventilate. There was a gash above his left eye, which was bleeding heavily.

         Nicholas roughly pulled Camille’s T-shirt over her head and used it to stem the blood.

         ‘What happened?’

         Luc was too shocked to explain anything. Meanwhile, Camille had also started to cry and was trying to run back to the house.

         ‘I want my mummy,’ she sobbed.

         Nicholas instructed Luc to hold the T-shirt to his head and ran off to grab Camille.37

         ‘Camille,’ he shouted, ‘you are not bloody helping.’ Nicholas firmly put his daughter back down on the floor and warned her not to move.

         ‘Let me have a look.’ Luc permitted his father to inspect the wound. Thankfully the shirt had absorbed most of the blood. Although nasty, the cut didn’t look too serious. The panic which had overwhelmed Nicholas when he spotted Luc lying on the floor began to dissipate. The thought of something happening to his son under his watch was too awful to contemplate. Even after all these years, the horror of his brother’s accident still intruded on his mind. The traumas of that day were so readily accessible. It didn’t take much for Nicholas to convince himself it was all about to happen again.

         
             

         

         Luc lay on the sofa while Jennifer and Tanya cleaned up his face and attempted to calm him down. Jennifer held his hand, trying to elicit information, while Tanya mopped his brow with a damp flannel.

         ‘It will be one of those little shits from the flats,’ Nicholas said, fetching a glass of water from the fridge. ‘And that bloody woman from next door has the temerity to suggest they should be allowed access to the park.’

         Jennifer flashed Nicholas a look which suggested his comments were not helping anyone.

         ‘Try and talk us through what happened,’ Jennifer said to Luc, her voice calm and compassionate.

         ‘I was playing….’ Luc repeated the words a couple of times before finally composing himself. ‘I was playing on the xylophone… something hit me on the head. It was a stone… or a rock. It hurt so much… I couldn’t….’ He started sobbing again, his words, lost in a torrent of tears and snot, rendered unintelligible.

         ‘You poor thing.’ Tanya ran her fingers through Luc’s hair.38

         ‘Did you see you anyone who might have thrown something?’ Jennifer smiled lovingly at her son.

         Luc shook his head. Jennifer looked at Nicholas and shrugged her shoulders.

         ‘This was obviously done on purpose,’ Nicholas said.

         ‘How do you know that?’

         ‘Oh, come on.’

         ‘Where are you going?’ Jennifer asked. Nicholas had started to make his way towards the back door.

         ‘I’m going to find the person who did this.’

         ‘Shouldn’t we just call the police?’ Not wishing to upset Luc any further, Jennifer’s voice remained measured.

         ‘By the time they arrive,’ Nicholas said, ‘whoever did this will be long gone.’

         ‘They’ll be gone anyway,’ Jennifer said. ‘Even if you did find the culprit, what are you going to do? It was probably children. It might have been an accident or a game that went wrong.’

         ‘No way was this an accident.’
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            Chapter 3

         

         ‘It was strange seeing those pieces again. After all this time, I had almost forgotten what they looked like. They’re so different to nearly everything I’ve done since.’

         ‘The paintings you did after Hugh died were guided by raw emotion. They were instinctive. Your more recent work requires so much planning.’

         Kitty was sitting in the front room of her house talking to her old friend Ed. Ed had been looking after the dogs overnight while Kitty went to Cornwall to attend the opening of a group exhibition. ‘Aftermath’ was a show exploring the consequences of death and its impact on the artist. It featured three of Kitty’s paintings.

         ‘They’re too derivative,’ Kitty said. ‘They look like Clyfford Still knock-offs.’

         ‘And what’s wrong with that?’ Ed said. ‘People like them.’

         ‘Yes, they seem to. I just wish people always responded in that way. I can always tell when someone is genuinely moved. They tend not to say much. Often, they simply stand in front of the piece and… well, absorb it. Equally, when someone is unaffected, they’re prone to over-enthuse. They’ll often waffle on about how the work made them feel or what it reminded them of. People start searching for lofty comparisons or revert to that unintelligible artspeak you’re so fond of spouting.’40

         Ed raised his hands as if they were claws and made a hissing sound.

         ‘Speaking of which,’ Kitty said. ‘What the hell is cut-and-paste culture?’

         She was referring to a piece Ed had recently written for the online arts magazine he edited. In it, he had described Kitty’s recent work as being a paean to days gone by but with a nod to contemporary cut-and-paste culture.

         ‘It’s the world we live in,’ Ed said, as if repeating some ancient lore.

         ‘Aah, I see. So that explains it then.’

         ‘Look, jokes aside, I think you’ve really hit on something with these collage films. Whether you realise it or not, you’ve managed to make an interesting comment on our relationship with contemporary culture.’

         ‘Is that just because I refuse to use a computer?’

         ‘Partly,’ Ed smiled. ‘But also, I think by sticking to these more traditional mediums, you allow accidents to occur. The unexpected can still intervene. This doesn’t happen in the digital realm.’

         Kitty laughed and shook her head disbelievingly.

         ‘You may laugh,’ Ed continued, ‘but I would argue your latest work represents our new reality.’

         ‘Oh, you’ve completely lost me now.’

         ‘You see, our brains have to absorb so much information these days. So much more than we ever used to. Consequently, we’ve developed new methods to help us process all this knowledge. We cut out the bits we find useful and discard the rest. In a way, we’re creating our very own bespoke collages.’

         ‘What was it I was saying about unintelligible artspeak? I’ve always said critics can make sense of anything.’

         ‘Oh, piss off.’

         ‘Look, it’s kind of you to say these things.’ Kitty rested 41her hand on Ed’s. ‘But I’m not sure if anyone else would agree. I wish I could say it was all part of a master plan. But the truth is, my intentions are so much more prosaic. I simply find editing with a splicer easier than using some bit of fancy software that will take me years to learn. Life is too short. I have a finite number of days left on this planet. I don’t intend to waste them staring at a computer screen.’

         ‘Instead, you intend to spend them wrapped up in endless reels of 16-millimetre film?’

         Known in those days as The Rev, Ed and his sometime boyfriend, The Judge, befriended Kitty soon after she and Hugh moved into Albion Park. The two of them were members of Circle of Shame, a music and performance art collective that occupied one of the many squats surrounding the park. In those days, no one with money or options wanted to live around Albion Park. The middle classes had all upped sticks and left for the suburbs. The inner city was the preserve of either those without a choice or those hankering after an alternative lifestyle. Still struggling to find its post-war identity amid a landscape of gloom and industrial chaos, London was a city in decline. Kitty, however, believed she had found her spiritual home among the misfits of Albion Park. Functional families lived alongside musicians, students, anarchists, poets and avant-garde communes. Everyone was allowed access to the park, regardless of whether you were a keyholder or not.

         Kitty asked Ed if he had time to come up to her studio and look at some of her recent work. ‘I would be interested to see what you think.’

         ‘Do you know what?’ Ed said coyly. ‘I snuck up there last night and had a peek. I couldn’t help myself.’

         ‘I thought you might. Well… what do you think?’

         Aside from the collage films, Kitty had also been working on a series of boxed assemblages for an upcoming 42exhibition. For a while now, these boxes had become her preferred medium. The move from painting to three-dimensional collage and film had reinvigorated a previously flagging career.

         ‘I honestly think they’re lovely.’

         ‘Lovely?’ Kitty couldn’t help but sound disappointed.

         ‘Yes, they’re so poetic. I love the piece you’re currently working on. You know, I think I might have been there that day.’

         The boxed assemblage Ed was referring to depicted one of the impromptu and bizarre performances that sometimes used to occur around the park. A young man, dressed only in a harness and cheered on by onlookers, had climbed out onto a window ledge on the fourth floor of one of the houses. In big white letters on the front of the building, he had painted the slogan: ‘It’s Going to Get Worse.’ Kitty was working from some photographs she had taken that day. She had cut out the man and the slogan from the photo and glued them to an old oil painting of hers. The picture depicted one of the picnics which used to take place in the park. As long you bought a dish, everyone was welcome. Around the base of the box, Kitty had placed various found objects, including the inside of an old Edwardian pocket barometer she had once dug up in one of the flower beds.

         ‘I worry they’re too decorative,’ Kitty said. ‘Too crafty. Do you know what I mean? I want them to be challenging and political. Not lovely and poetic.’

         ‘Perhaps it’s hard to be challenging within this medium.’ Ed paused for a moment. He had a habit of twitching his nose in-between sentences. ‘But I would definitely say they are political,’ he continued. ‘These pieces tell the story of the people who used to live around here. Looking at it now, who would believe it was once full of anarchists and scumbags?’

         ‘Exactly,’ Kitty said. ‘I wanted to remind people that 43places like Albion Park weren’t always populated by arrivistes and hedge funders.’

         ‘Speaking of arrivistes, I bumped into one of your lovely neighbours while I was out walking the dogs.’

         ‘Oh, really?’ Kitty made a face as if she was expecting Ed to tell her something awful.

         ‘Very tall American woman. She’s got one of those revolting Pomeranian dogs. It looks like a puffed-up loo brush with bulging eyes. The little shit wouldn’t stop barking at me.’

         ‘That’s….’ Kitty clicked her fingers as she tried to remember her name. ‘I know it perfectly well. Her husband is quite a well-known plastic surgeon. He specialises in penile implants, would you believe.’

         ‘You’re kidding?’

         ‘No, really. Apparently, he invented a type of prosthesis that simulates an erection. What is their name?’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ Ed said. ‘It will come. Whatever her name was, she asked me if I lived around the park. When I told her—’

         ‘Christine and Seth Pritzker,’ Kitty interjected loudly. ‘Sorry, please continue.’

         ‘When I told her that I was a dog walker, she said non-residents were obliged to keep their dogs on leads.’

         ‘So, what did you say?’

         ‘I told her that I had been walking dogs in the park for years. And in all that time, I had never heard of such a rule. More to the point, I asked her if she intended to pick up the turd which her dog had just curled out on the lawn.’

         Kitty gasped and put her hand over her mouth.

         ‘Do you know what she said?’ Ed continued. ‘She said it was none of my business and that I was speaking above my pay grade.’44

         
             

         

         Once Ed had gone home, Kitty tried to get some work done in her studio. The noise coming from next door made it difficult to concentrate. At weekends the builders were supposed to stop before 1pm at the latest. For the last two Saturdays, though, they had carried on working until well after three. Kitty had already left a message for her lawyer. The two of them had now compiled a list of grievances. These included structural concerns, noise pollution, weekend working, lack of communication and general damage to property. More recently, Kitty had noticed an increased amount of vermin in the garden. There was also evidence of rats in the basement. Or at least something had been sharpening its incisors by gnawing on the pipework. Georgi had her told that building work often resulted in the displacement of the local rodent population. It was another complaint to add to an ever-growing list. Unable to work, Kitty decided to take the dogs for a walk.

         So as not to have to look at the crowded mass of bamboo planted outside the Rijkens’ house, Kitty took a right turn outside her own gate and began walking anticlockwise around the perimeter of the park. Apart from the occasional opening, the park’s outer edge was almost entirely enclosed by tunnels of leaning trees and bushes. Kitty walked past the Bevan Estate; its ruinous appearance was the source of much disconcertion among residents of the park. The sprawling ground cover of herbs on the flower bed directly beneath the wall, which separated the park from the flats, was flattened and trodden down: a crushed patch of comfrey providing evidence of repeated incursions from the flats.

         All around the park, a sequence of paths criss-crossed from one side to the other, each one passing through a different secluded glade. Kitty carried on along the circular path. The sound of hosepipes watering walled-off lawns competed with the noise of aeroplanes, nearby traffic and 45a colony of feral parakeets. Residents were fond of reciting various outlandish theories as to why these birds were so visible in London parks. Some said it was attributable to a pair that escaped from the set of The African Queen. Others preferred to imagine the plague of green birds were the progeny of Adam and Eve, two parakeets released by Jimi Hendrix as a symbol of freedom.

         Every twenty feet or so, a signposted door reminded one that twenty-four-hour CCTV recording was in progress. Beyond the reinforced gates ubiquitous glass boxes and jazzed-up extensions glistened in the sun. From the front, most of the houses surrounding the park looked distinct from one another, each property designed by a different architect for a competition held just before the Great Exhibition. From behind, though, the houses were increasingly starting to look the same. Each household aping the aspirations of its neighbour.

         Kitty cut across one of the lawns, past an avenue of beech trees. Above her head, slender branches curved upwards and inwards, attaching themselves to the encroaching limbs of neighbouring trees. A magnificent, almost ecclesiastical canopy spread out from the trees over the lawn. The ceiling was so dense that even on a sun-drenched afternoon, the area underneath was shrouded in a spectral half-light. Distracted by a curious beating sound, Kitty stopped for a moment. It was hard to work out where the noise was coming from. Small changes in the pitch gave the impression the source was moving. The noise possessed an agitated urgency. It sounded panicked and desperate. Unsettled, Kitty quickly proceeded along the path.

         Relieved to be away from the sound, she stopped once again. A mass of scented white osmanthus was growing in the dappled shade of an oak tree. She closed her eyes and breathed in the flower’s fruity aroma. The creamy 46tubular-shaped flowers appeared trusting and guileless. They reminded Kitty of an Amish bonnet.

         Up ahead, Kitty noticed that an unusual amount of yellow light had penetrated the tree foliage. It splashed across the lawn, creating a spread of unfamiliar shadows. An unexpected gap had appeared, exposing two of the houses on the new development.

         Kitty had been enjoying daily walks in the park for nearly forty years. Intense familiarity meant she was sensitive to every change and alteration which occurred. Each feature of the park was scored upon her memory. The trees, especially, had always been important. She was aware of the leaf arrangement, branching pattern and health of nearly every one of them. After the storm of ’87, Kitty had assumed responsibility for overseeing the replanting and regeneration of the trees. Knowing that deadwood provided habitats for insects and wildlife, she persuaded residents to leave felled trees rather than clear away the debris. In many cases, the trees continued to grow. Elsewhere Kitty saw the storm’s aftermath as an opportunity to replace some of the lost coniferous trees with deciduous trees. She could often be spotted talking to one of these trees. It wasn’t an affectation. She truly believed they could speak and that one day humans would crack the code of their language. If anyone cared to listen, she would tell them how humans and trees didn’t just share similar functionalities like growing, breathing, reproducing and dying; they also shared DNA.

         As if locked, Kitty’s jaw dropped and remained open. In the spot where, only a couple of days before, a thirty-metre ash had stood, there was now nothing but a freshly sawn stump. She looked around, her eyes darting from side to side as if hoping to spot someone running away with a chainsaw tucked under their arm. Kneeling beside the freshly severed base, Kitty wiped a film of sawdust from its surface. The perfectly formed 47age-defining rings neatly arranged in concentric circles made her feel giddy. Each one of the hoops presented a slice of recent history and perhaps a glimpse into the future. She could think of no reason why it should be cut down.

         ‘You poor thing,’ she said.

         For a while, as if consoling a dying animal, Kitty remained on her knees stroking the stump. Eventually, she pulled out her phone and called Ed. He had seen two tree technicians working in the park the previous day. Ed told her that the area around the tree had been encircled with barricade tape. He had walked past while one of the technicians, suspended from some rigging, sawed off branches.

         With one hand on her hip and the other hand clutching the back of her neck, Kitty stared at the trunk. There was only one person, she decided, who could have been responsible for the felling of this tree.

         ‘Simon fucking Landes,’ she muttered angrily.

         
             

         

         The gate to Simon Landes’ garden was open. Georgi was on his knees, changing the lock.

         ‘What happened here?’ Kitty asked.

         Georgi stood up and wiped his hands on his overalls. ‘Someone super glue lock… and that’s not all.’

         He pulled the gate towards him. Someone had painted a big, blue, ejaculating penis on the front panel. Scrawled underneath were the words posh cock fucko.

         Kitty took a sharp intake of breath. ‘Oh my!’ She placed her hand over her mouth.

         Georgi signalled to keep the noise down and then said in his singsong broken English accent: ‘Mr Landes is here… he not happy.’

         ‘Serves him right.’ Kitty laughed at the badly painted phallus. ‘Where is he? I need to speak to him.’ Georgi gestured towards the house.48

         Apart from Kitty, Simon Landes and his wife Rachel had lived in Albion Park longer than anyone. Their house, which was on the other side of the park to Kitty’s, had previously been a residential home for people with mental disabilities. It was one of the first institutions in the UK closed as part of the government’s plans to transfer residents back into the community. The house was an extravagant red-brick Victorian Gothic villa with parapeted gables and trefoil windows on the ground floor.

         The centrepiece of the garden was a cast stone replica of the Farnese Hercules. It stood proudly in the middle of the lawn on a concrete dais. The garden was immaculate. The unnatural brilliance of the artificial grass produced a dazzling glare in the afternoon sun. Kitty could see Simon speaking on the phone in his conservatory. He finished his conversation and walked out to greet Kitty with a smile that disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.

         ‘I assume you had something to do with the tree that’s been pulled down?’

         ‘Hello, Kitty’, Simon said breezily. ‘How lovely to see you.’

         Simon was wearing a pair of white Borg-era Fila shorts and a Penn State University T-shirt. With a luxuriant wedge of grey hair, thick moustache and leathery tan, he resembled an ageing Magnum PI.

         ‘Well?’ Kitty snapped. She hadn’t planned to be so instantly confrontational, but Simon often brought out the worst in her. He raised his hands in a calming gesture. ‘Oh Simon, how could you?’

         ‘Before you start jumping to conclusions, will you let me—’

         ‘There was absolutely nothing wrong with that tree.’

         ‘Kitty, will you please give me a chance to—’

         ‘Have you forgotten? They’re protected by preservation orders.’49

         ‘Are you going to let me bloody talk?’

         Kitty looked around to see if she could spot Rachel anywhere. She hadn’t seen her for months. Tabitha Fraser told Kitty that Rachel had left Simon for another woman and now spent most of her time at their house on Santorini.

         ‘For your information, Kitty.’ Simon blinked. His eyelids remained closed longer than one would expect. They fluttered slightly as he spoke. ‘I went through all of the correct channels.’
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