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One




The chrome kettle clicked and shuddered and blew steam across the kitchen. Adam tore his eyes from the TV screen and glanced at the large digital clock. 5.18. His mother would arrive back on the 5.20 and the trains always ran on time. She’d be home in less than ten minutes. 

He grabbed two mugs from the kitchen cabinet and tossed a spoonful of instant coffee into each, without taking his eyes from the screen. Rolling news. Rolling, rolling, rolling… the square headed guy with the immaculate haircut, and the bob-cut pasty faced blonde, newsing it up for England. 

5.27. He could set his watch by his mother’s movements, unlike his own, and he still didn’t understand how she did that, the ability to appear at the precise moment she said she would. He sat at the kitchen table and sipped the coffee, cheap supermarket lookalike tripe, grimaced and cursed. Footsteps on the path. Heels. She was almost home.

He heard the key in the lock and watched the door open.

‘Adam!’ she said, a note of urgency in her voice the languid youth could not miss. She was in the kitchen, standing before him, breathing hard.

‘Hi, Ma, I’ve made you some coffee.’

‘Never mind that, son! You must get in the hole. They are coming!’

The youth scoffed. 

‘This isn’t the Middle Ages, mother. Who are coming? And I’m not getting in any hole either! Drink your coffee before it gets cold.’

‘Bugger the coffee!’ she shrieked, ‘I mean it!’ and she took the mug and threw half the content down the plughole, before setting the mug upright in the sink. 

‘Get in that hole before I give you the back of my hand!’

Adam’s mouth fell open. 

His mother had never once struck him, not in anger, not in his memory, and nor had his father, so far as he knew, though he could barely remember his dad. Parental discipline in the Goodchild household had only ever comprised stern voices, and an occasional stoppage of his money allowance, and that was always more than enough.

‘Don’t you think you are overreacting a tad?’

It was as if his mother wasn’t listening. 

She was wrestling with the oak panelling set to the right of the large brick hearth. Carnachan had made it, built it with his own hands. 

‘You never know when you might need a hiding place,’ he used to say, as if it had been born from deep within his long forgotten Irish genes. ‘You just never know,’ in that quiet way of his. 

Sometimes that voice alone could reduce Mary to tears, when he spoke in that way, as she looked at him and marvelled at his presence, his immaculate body and calm face, and right there, when she had opened the priest hole, as Carnachan always referred to it, she thought of him from all those years ago, from before Adam was born. He had built it with such great care, like wood craftsmen do, carpenters, that’s what he was, a professional carpenter, and though it would take ages for him to complete anything, when it was done, it was always immaculate, and beautifully finished.

A work of art, they called it, the pair of them, as they laughed and smiled together, and shared a bottle of stout, a secret hideaway that only the two of them would ever know. His meticulousness was the first thing that attracted her to him, once she had overcome the initial feeling he was over fussy. He wasn’t fussy at all; he was meticulous in everything he did. She grew to like it, that meticulousness.

‘Get inside, boy!’ she ordered. ‘Please, son. For your mother’s sake!’

Adam looked down into his mother’s eyes. He saw fright and terror, mirrored images he had never seen before. It alarmed him. His heart rate exploded, and for a second he had to fight his limbs, for they did not wish to obey.

‘Oh, Mum, do I have to?’

She ignored his protests and ushered him inside, until he was entombed. Adam could hear her outside replacing the panels, ensuring that everything was just so. In the darkness, he pressed his ear to the wood and listened. Silence. He was alone, but for the three large, vaguely interested spiders sitting in their webs above his head, awaiting prey. The boy was too big for that. 

A large drop of cold sweat fell from his armpit and dribbled down the secret white skin of his left side. He hadn’t noticed before it was a cool evening, and began shivering. His teeth chattered in the darkness, surrounded in silence.

Mary sat at the kitchen table and glanced at the Bournemouth Echo. Terrorists Arrested In London, the headline blared. Not that she noticed the words, for her mind was absent from that little cottage. She wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead and shifted in her seat. Loud footsteps on the path brought her back to the present. Two sets at least, maybe more. Urgent steps, military, manly, unsettling footsteps.

Rat-a-tat-tat! 

The old brass doorknocker her long dead mother had bought for her in Lymington market demanded attention. Heavy quality, British made, long before the cheap foreign rubbish flooded into the shops. It did the job it was built to do, did it well, and Carnachan had approved of it, because he knew it would last.

Rat-a-tat-tat! Louder this time, and then a man’s voice, ‘Open Up! Police!’

Inside the hole, Adam heard the voices.

‘Coming,’ Mary called, as she made her way, as unflustered as she could, toward the ancient planked door. She undid the lock and pulled it open. Two men. Civilian clothes. Miserable, fit looking white men. Middle-aged, and between them, one gun, one large, black, and frightening firearm.

‘We have a warrant to search this house!’ barked the leading man, as he pushed past her into the kitchen.

‘But why?’ she said, following them into her home. ‘What on earth for?’

‘You know damn well what for!’ he snarled. ‘Are you alone?’

‘Yes, I am. Look, who are you? Identify yourselves.’

‘Inspector Jarvis Smeggan,’ the leading one grunted.

An unusual name, she thought, though somehow it fitted, for he appeared misery personified.

‘This is Sergeant Trevor Hewitt.’

She glanced at the flashed ID cards, though was none the wiser.

‘Where’s the offspring?’ demanded Smeggan, saying even that in a spiteful manner. 

‘Still at school, football practice, something like that.’

Smeggan sniffed and glanced around the room. 

Adam shivered less than ten feet away, his ears pricked like a forest pony surrounded by foxes.

‘Take hold of her!’ ordered Smeggan.

The sergeant grabbed her from behind, his arms curling under her armpits, locking together behind her head, forcing her arms into the air.

‘That hurts!’

‘Shut up!’ 

Smeggan closed on her and stared into her eyes. She smelt his breath, stale tobacco, spiced sausages he’d recently eaten. She guessed he’d not long belched, and turned her head away. From behind, the sergeant shook her and forced her to face his boss.

‘It’s very simple,’ Smeggan said, ‘you either help us and go free, and we’ll spare the sprog the indignities that are bound to come his way, or you don’t… and pay the consequences.’

‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘You’re hurting me. Let me go!’

Adam listened in silence, feeling inadequate. Hateful.

The inspector drew back his arm and slapped her across her left cheek.

‘Ow!’

Adam winced. 

Mary felt blood running through her mouth. Tasted it too. Tears could not be far away, for both the Goodchilds.

‘It’s simple,’ he repeated, ‘all you have to do is tell us where the Tinbergen Papers are.’

‘The what!’ she said.

He grabbed her chin with his finger and thumb and squeezed hard. 

‘You heard me! I am fast losing my temper!’

‘Inspector, I have no idea what you are talking about. Let me go before I make a complaint.’

He drew back his hand and slapped her again as Hewitt held her tighter still. Blood seeped from the corner of her lip and began dribbling down her chin. Smeggan went closer and smiled, exhibiting crooked teeth. 

Mary brought up her right knee with all the power and force she could muster. All those long evenings of keep fit and yoga and judo classes paid a dividend. Those jerking knee movements they specialised in. She caught the intended target bang on. Smeggan’s mouth fell open as he gasped for breath. He turned to one side and doubled up.

‘Bitch!’ he squawked from the corner of his mouth.

‘You all right, boss?’ mumbled Hewitt, relaxing his grip.

Mary sensed it and twisted one way, and then the other, and with all her strength, she burst from Hewitt’s full Nelson hold. She ran to the back door, unlocked it, and was through it before they could stop her.

The garden to Lilac Cottage was long and narrow, and crammed with plants of every conceivable size and shape. Mary was not so much a gardener as a plantswoman, and she loved them equally, as if they were members of her own family. Plants can hear, you know, she would tell her neighbours and friends, if those same friends ever said anything detrimental about any of them. 

The garden stretched down to an old wooden stile that gave access to a small meadow, where in the early morning and late evening, a family of deer would graze. A narrow paved path ran down the centre of the garden as if a giant had scrawled a pencil line in the earth. Beyond the meadow lay the open forest.

By the time the policemen reached the back door, Smeggan, breathing hard, they saw Mary half way down the garden.

‘Well?’ said Smeggan, struggling to stand upright.

‘Sir?’ whispered the sergeant.

‘Are you going to let her escape?’

‘No, sir. Certainly not, sir.’

‘You know what to do, Hewitt.’

‘I do,’ he replied, as he raised the HK417 and trained it on the escaping woman.

She was at the stile, her right foot on the cross beam.

‘Take out the terrorist!’ ordered Smeggan.

‘Are you sure, sir?’

‘Are you questioning my orders, man? I won’t tell you again.’

Mary Goodchild was over the stile and had leapt onto the nipped meadow. She hadn’t changed her shoes, and they weren’t suitable for sprinting across damp grass.

She never heard the short spit of automatic fire. 

Adam did. 

Mary fell down dead on the grass, her blood staining the meadow, a scarlet mess to be cleaned later by the creatures of the night.

Smeggan grimaced and turned away.

‘Come on,’ he said, ‘let’s search the house. Should be fun.’     








  
  
Two




Back in the kitchen Smeggan said, ‘You take upstairs, I’ll do down.’ 

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Leave the weapon there.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Trevor said again, placing the warm gun on the kitchen table. 

He was reluctant to part with it, for he’d grown fond of the Heckler & Koch HK417 Assaulter Carbine. It hadn’t let him down once, nor any of his contemporaries, and that was vital in any modern armed unit. He trudged toward the narrow twisty staircase and began ascending.

‘Wait!’ yelled Smeggan.

Hewitt glanced down. ‘What is it?’

‘What is that, there?’ said Smeggan, pointing to the mug on the table.

‘Looks like coffee, sir.’

‘Is it warm?’

The sergeant came back to the kitchen and stuck his index finger in the drink. 

‘It is, sir.’

‘And that there?’ said Smeggan, turning and leering at the half-empty mug, parked in the sink.

Hewitt smiled, ever willing to be impressed by his weird superior, and made his way to the basin.

‘It is sir, warm too, sir, yes.’ 

‘So all along, she was not alone. I thought that. No one makes themselves two cups. I’ll bet the kid was here, too. He might still be here. Find him, Hewitt, find him, man!’

‘Pity we didn’t bring the dogs,’ said Hewitt, glancing around the cottage, pondering where a youth might hide.

‘We’ll find him, Hewitt. We don’t need damn dogs.’

‘Shouldn’t we call an ambulance, sir, to take away the body?’

‘Later! She’s unimportant; it is the boy we must find. He could still be here, and if he is, I want him, understand? I want him!’

‘Got you, sir. We’ll find the little sod, if he is here.’

Adam was becoming breathless. He had never been the fittest boy in the class, and his slight figure did nothing for his fortitude. He was running toward Brockenhurst railway station where he intended catching the first train out of town. 

After hearing the shots, he had let himself out of his father’s hiding place. He’d closed it again, keeping the secret, before tiptoeing across the kitchen, and peering out through the back door, through the dusty glass. Two men were a little way down the garden, their backs to him, chatting as if without a care in the world. One of them was carrying a large black gun. It was dangling down toward his feet. 

Adam thought he saw smoke drifting from the barrel, though he might have been mistaken. Beyond them at the far end of the garden, past the stile, in the field, on the grass, he imagined he saw his mother, lying motionless. He couldn’t be certain, for he didn’t stay long enough to see. He didn’t want to see. The mere thought of what might lie there chilled his soul. No one wants to witness the sight of their dead mother, not at his age, not at any age. Self-preservation kicked in. He turned tail and ran.

He had never been a particularly brave boy. 

Worse still, in stressful situations, he often opted for the easy way out, and that meant on his toes. He would run, and a consummate runner he was. What else could he have done, and on that point, for once, he was right.

The railway station was busy with commuters coming home from the city, eager for their dinner and their mistresses and their cheap bottles of imported red wine, and the blockbuster midweek movie on TV. They were all flooding out. Adam was going in against the tide. He thought of buying a ticket, only to realise he had no money. He was dressed in a hundred times washed sweatshirt and dirty jeans, and liked his clothes that way, streetwise and trendy, he imagined, for he didn’t want to be seen as the country boy with the plummy accent from the upmarket town in the sticks. 

British Railways would like to apologise for the late running of the Bournemouth train. This was caused by an incident at Basingstoke station earlier this afternoon. The next train for Bournemouth will arrive at platform two in fifteen minutes. 

Adam shivered. October 20th, and it was getting colder. He made his way down the platform to the waiting room and let himself in. It was empty, except for one woman sitting on the far side of the room. A neat young woman in a dark suit, her feet and knees together, a black briefcase at her side on the bench seat, the evening edition of The Messenger wide open in her hands. 

She glanced up at the youth, and half smiled. Adam looked away, and that was unusual. He sat as far away as possible, on the opposite side, at the far end of the long and narrow room. The woman returned to her newspaper. Adam stared at his shoes. He would bum a ride to Bournemouth, where he would hide in the lavatories on the platform until the guards were off guard. Then he would dash out, and take his chance, and rush through the gates, and hurry on down towards to city, before they could catch him. That was the plan.

In the quietness, disturbed only by the neighbouring rookery, and occasional strident tannoy announcements, he began thinking. In his mind, he heard the men hitting his mother. He heard her crying out. He remembered standing in that darkened hole, sweating, when he almost wet himself. 

He revisited the uselessness he felt. It was not a new experience for him. He had spent most of his seventeen years feeling pretty useless. He had failed her, the one person he adored; the one person who had valued him, his opinions, and his feelings. He had failed her, and worse still, he had abandoned her at her greatest moment of need. What was life all about? What was life for if a young man could not protect his own mother? When the train came he might leap in front of it, finish everything, for there was no one left to care, though he could not do that, for such an act would require great courage, bravado he did not possess, and besides, his mother would not want him to do that.

Adam began crying. 

Quiet sniffles to begin with, soon to become blaring wails. He no longer cared about the woman sitting there; he no longer could feel embarrassment, and no longer cared about anything.

The woman stood up. 

‘What’s the matter?’ she whispered. ‘Are you all right?’

Adam nodded, his head almost between his knees, as the wailing continued. She collected her things and crossed the room and sat beside him. Not too close, for one never knew who inhabited railway station waiting rooms at night.

‘Are you all right?’ she repeated.

He looked up through red eyes. 

‘No! I am not all right!’

‘What is it? What on earth is the matter?’

‘The police have just murdered my mother, in our home, that’s what the bloody matter is!’

The woman’s mouth opened. She stared into his face.

But that couldn’t be right. What he had just said. That couldn’t be right at all. The youth must be mistaken. Perhaps he was on something; perhaps he was tripping, it still happened, despite everything. Yet the terror in his eyes was real enough, and she knew from her acting experience with the BAP, the Bournemouth Amateur Players, that terror like that could not be produced on demand, not in that way, not even Sir Richard Maygram or Dame Kate Winslet could do it. It wasn’t possible. She believed him.

‘Where are you going?’ she asked.

‘Bournemouth,’ he mumbled.

‘Me too.’

Chatting seemed to calm him.

‘How old are you?’

‘Seventeen.’

‘You look younger.’

‘Everyone says that.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Adam… Adam Rexington,’ he mumbled. 

He hated his real surname, Goodchild. Rexington was the name of the late school bully who had left the previous term to annoy the army. Everyone was terrified of Johnny Rexington, and breathed a huge sigh of relief when he buggered off to join the army, and if one percent of his powerful presence came along with that name, then Adam would settle for that. He wasn’t the only pupil who studied the casualty lists praying, so far without success, to see the name Rexington secreted there.

‘How old do you think I look?’

She pulled a face. ‘Thirteen, maybe.’

Dagger to the heart. Thirteen! Jeez! 

How could he be taken seriously when people thought he was still a kid?

‘What’s your name?’ he asked, sitting back on the seat, wiping his face on his sweatshirt sleeve.

‘Elizabeth. Elizabeth Mariner, but my friends call me Liz.’

She was a looker, stylish, he noticed that for the first time, way out of his league, he knew that well enough, but by God she was a looker, all right. The kind of woman he could never talk to, not in a million years, the kind of woman you might see in a mucky magazine in skimpy clothing, and yet here he was, talking with her, chatting with her, chatting her up, he fancifully imagined. He forced a smile, ever mindful he possessed neither ticket nor money. 

‘Can I travel with you, Liz… to Bournemouth?’

‘Sure,’ she said, smiling in that crushing way she possessed, her sparkling green eyes coming into play. ‘Come on, I think the train’s coming.’

The train was indeed coming, a red and gold electric train, running off third rail propulsion. It had been smart once, but no longer. It was a former South West Trains unit. Adam could tell that because he could still see where the old letters had been torn off and replaced with yellowy-green British Railways signs. The rampant lion logo was back, and it was everywhere. British Railways, British Railways, damned British railways!

The train was half empty, or half full, depending on how you looked at life; carrying bored and tired workers, yawning their way home. Adam and Liz found a seat half way down the carriage, a seat for two, where Liz sat by the window, with her briefcase on her lap. Adam sat beside her; close enough to feel the warmth from her body.

‘So,’ she said, eager to keep the conversation moving. ‘What do you do?’ 

To Adam, it sounded like something a member of the Royal Family might ask, and he laughed aloud. 

What do you do? 

Either way, he ignored the question and said, ‘Liz, I haven’t got a ticket.’

‘You fool!’ she scolded, yet still in a happy way. ‘You should have said. I would have bought you one.’

‘Too late now,’ he said, grinning.

‘They are red hot on that kind of thing now, anyone travelling without a ticket. They could call the police. You could get arrested. What are you going to do?’

He shared his plan with her, whispering in her ear from the right side of his mouth, in case someone might hear.

‘We can do better than that,’ she said, grinning.

‘How so?’

‘I’ll go out first. At the end of the platform, I’ll pass you my season ticket through the railings. Then you come out after me. Easy peasy.’ 

She grinned again, and just for a moment, she seemed like one of his mischievous school friends. What a surprise, her talking like that, an adult and all. It was almost as if she belonged in his world, and not theirs. Then he remembered: ‘But there’s a photograph on it,’ he said, unconvinced. ‘I don’t look like you, do I?’

‘They never look at that,’ she said. ‘Especially at nights, they are too tired. Cover it with your thumb, unless you are too scared, of course… Adam Rexington.’

A challenge. He recognised that. 

‘I’m not scared,’ he said, sitting up in his seat to his full height, where he could just about look down on her. ‘I’m not scared of anything.’

Who are you kidding, she thought, remembering him blubbering his eyes out but twenty minutes before, but she couldn’t help liking the skinny kid. There was something strange about him, and he might be of use to her one day, and you couldn’t have too many friends. She’d hooked him, and she knew it.
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Adam dawdled, getting off the train. When he jumped down to the platform, he didn’t walk toward the exit, but away, as if he were a stranger who didn’t know the way out. It was a dangerous moment, for it looked odd. It could attract attention. 

He half expected some gorilla to yell, ‘Hey you!’ But no one did. 

In the next moment she was walking alongside him on the other side of the railings. She dropped the ticket at the base of the fence, as promised, and hustled away without a word or a backward glance.

He stooped to tie his shoelace. Peered around. Nothing. Nobody. His arm shot through the railings and grabbed the ticket. He turned and hurried after the last of the passengers. Safety in numbers, and he didn’t want to be alone, or the last one out. He flattened his thumb against her face, flashed the card at the weary guard, and strode through the ticket point. As before, he expected a challenge, a bawling out, yet none came. Ahead, he saw her dawdling at the top of the incline that led away from the station. She wasn’t looking back; she was clever, and cool.

He hurried after her and caught her and fell in step beside her as they disappeared around the corner. 

‘Like a dream,’ he said. ‘Worked like a freaking dream.’

‘Told you so,’ she said, grinning at their joint minor triumph over authority.

‘Want the ticket back?’

‘In a minute, when we are well clear.’

‘What would you have done if they had caught me?’

‘Reported it missing, stolen, not a problem.’

‘I like you,’ he smiled. ‘You’re clever. You think of everything.’

She giggled, surprised she’d enjoyed a compliment from a kid like him.

‘So where are you going now?’ she asked.

‘Dunno. I was going to go to my mate’s, but I have just remembered he’s gone up to London. I might have to sell my arse under the pier to raise some ready cash.’

Liz shook her head in disbelief. 

‘Don’t be stupid!’ she said, ‘don’t talk like that,’ not knowing whether he was being serious.

There was a brief silence as they walked in step toward the city.

Then she whispered: ‘Do you want to come back to my place? You could stay the night, if you like.’

  ‘Really?’ he grinned.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But no funny business. You behave yourself, or you’re out. Understand?’

‘Sure, whatever you say, Liz, thanks a million… for everything.’

Liz Mariner’s apartment overlooked the bay. It boasted a balcony, three spacious bedrooms, and an underground car park, where her new British racing green MG sports car slept. To many folks, it would have seemed like the height of luxury, yet to her, it was home. 

The long hours and stressful duties of a financial trader in the city paid for it, and in her eyes, it was the least she deserved. Adam had never seen anything like it. The furnishings were new and sleek and Swedish, and looked as if they had been dragged from Beale’s department store window. 

‘You must half be rich,’ he whispered through his teeth.

‘No… not really,’ she smiled. ‘Comfortable maybe… but not rich.’

He didn’t believe her.

‘Now, dinner,’ she said. ‘Hungry? Spag bol suit you?’

‘Sure,’ he said, remembering how hungry he was.

‘You’re not one of those vegetarian freaks?’

‘Good, God no,’ he grinned, examining her CD collection. No Goosesteppers. No taste, not a surprise. She was old. ‘I tried it once but couldn’t hack it. I need my meat,’ and he grinned like a devil back over his shoulder, reminiscent of a scene from an old Jack Nicholson movie. Adam returned to thumbing through her music collection, though he could still see her in the kitchen, and he would often check she was still there, as if he were a puppy, ensuring he was never alone.

‘Liz?’

‘What?’

‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Course you can, but if I don’t want to answer, I won’t.’

He paused a second as if pondering her answer, or maybe he was wondering if he should issue the question at all. But he did.

‘Have you ever heard of the Tinbergen Papers?’

‘The what?’ she said, pausing and standing in the sitting room doorway.

‘The Tinbergen Papers,’ he repeated.

‘Can’t say as I have,’ she muttered, and returned to browning the mince. ‘What are they?’

‘I don’t know. I wish I did.’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘It was something my mum said.’

‘Check it out on the Internet.’ 

‘Can I?’ he answered, like a kid being offered an unexpected ice cream.

‘Sure you can.’

He didn’t need to be invited twice. He flipped open the laptop that lay at the end of the CD’s and booted it up. 

‘What’s your password?’ he asked, ‘to get online.’

‘Andrew,’ she said, without emotion.

‘Aha, the dreaded Andrew,’ he said, ‘the first man in your life, eh?’

That brought a wide smile to her face, though he couldn’t see it from where he was. He could hear it though, in her words, and he knew he wasn’t far off the mark. 

‘None of your damn business,’ she said, ‘just get on with it. What does it say?’

‘I don’t believe it!’

‘What?’

‘Come and see for yourself.’

She wiped her hands on the blue and white striped pinny and ambled into the sitting room, and peered past his shoulder at the large screen.

Your search for “Tinbergen Papers”. At this time all files on this subject are being updated. No information is currently available. Please try again later. Thank you for using National Web Search, the leading British Internet search engine.

‘What do you make of that?’ she said.

‘Bloody censorship, that’s what it is!’ 

‘You think?’

‘Damn right it is! It’s happening more and more. The damned government can’t leave anything alone. They are censoring the Internet left, right and centre.’

‘That right?’

‘I’m telling you! There’s a guy at Brockenhurst College, Marcus Cross. He is monitoring the censored sites. It’s huge, it’s everywhere. He’s even developed a program to leapfrog the censor. He’s called it KillCen. There’s a big demand for it too, I’m telling you, you’d be amazed. Pity we haven’t got a copy here because it works, his stuff always does, it’s brill.’ 

Adam ceased talking, realising he had already said too much. He didn’t know this woman from Adam; so to speak, and she could work for the police, or anyone else, for all he knew. 

‘So it’s rumoured,’ he said, trying to repair any damage.

‘Maybe we should try again after dinner, like it says,’ she said.

She had returned to adult speak. It was the type of thing his mother might have said. After dinner, everything will be all right, just as if a good meal cured all. You’ll feel better in the morning, that was another of mother’s fallback sayings, and, You’ll feel better after a good wash. Oh yeah! Fat chance! he said to himself. He knew it would be a complete waste of time.

The doorbell rang, one long electronic tone. 

Adam jumped inside his loose clothing. 

‘Who’s that?’ he said, betraying his nervousness.

‘It’ll be Martin,’ she said, ‘let him in, will you? I’m up to my arms in garlic sauce.’

Who the hell was Martin? Adam approached the front door and grasped the lock, twisted it, and pulled the door open. A startled guy looked back through dark eyes. A fit looking man, a bloke Adam took an instant dislike to.

‘Who the hell are you?’ said the stranger.

‘I’m Adam; I’m staying for a few days.’

‘Are you now? First I have heard of it. Adam who?’

‘Adam Rexington. And who are you, may I ask?’

‘I’m Martin Reamse,’ said the guy, before wondering why the hell he was answering this kid’s questions. Elizabeth hadn’t mentioned this guy before. He pushed past Adam in the doorway and hurried down the hall, before spitting out, ‘Where the hell’s Liz?’    

‘She’s in the kitchen. Spag Bol. Yummy, yummy. Hope there’s enough for three!’

Martin didn’t appreciate the sarcastic comment and gave Adam a withering look, as he headed toward the kitchen, and Liz, where he landed her a thunderous kiss, a kiss he made sure the kid saw.

Adam stared at them embracing, and never once thought to look away, as his mother would have advised. Even when Martin looked back over his shoulder to check that the kid was still watching, Adam didn’t avert his eyes. Instead, he glared at Martin, and they both knew they would never get along. How could they?

After dinner, they tried the Internet again, with the same result, and some time after that, Liz took Adam to the back bedroom and advised him to sleep. Later still, deep into the night, he heard noises. Noises he hadn’t heard before. His mother never kept company in the cottage, and though he had never experienced such sounds before, he knew what they were. They disconcerted him, and kept him awake long into the night, and all they did was reinforce the hatred he felt for Martin Reamse. 

He spoke the name aloud, Martin Reamse. Martin bloody Reamse, and only after the noises ceased, and the apartment fell silent, did Adam fall into a fitful sleep, to dream of his mother calling for his help, begging him not to abandon her. Beseeching him: Adam! Adam! Save me!

In the master bedroom at the front, the sound of the breakers crashing on the beach came through the open window.

Martin pulled Liz toward him and cuddled into her soft skin.

‘You know nothing about him,’ he warned. ‘You’re too much of a soft touch. He could be anyone. Anyone! Murderer, anything.’

‘I know his mother was killed today,’ she whispered.

‘You only have his word for that! There was nothing on the news to confirm it. Let’s face it, Liz, he doesn’t act as if his mother was murdered, does he?’

‘Delayed reaction,’ she said. ‘How is anyone supposed to react at your mother’s death? It was just the same when my father died. At the time I just said, Oh dear, how dreadful, and moved on. It was only later, a few days afterwards; the full impact hit me. The kid’ll be devastated in the morning.’

‘If he’s still here,’ said Martin, ‘and all your precious possessions too.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said massaging his back. ‘He’ll be here for sure.’

‘I’ll look into it tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’ll run some checks and try to find out about any incidents at Brockenhurst, and see what I can dig up.’

‘And while you are at it,’ she said, ‘check out this Tinbergen Papers thing as well. Someone at the Beeb might know something.’  

He sniffed aloud. ‘OK darling, if you want.’

‘I do want,’ she said, ‘really, I do.’

‘Are you working in London tomorrow?’ he asked.

‘Nope,’ she said, ‘homework day.’

‘Perhaps, just as well. You can monitor me laddo here, if he’s still about.’

‘He will be, Marty, I am sure of it, now get some sleep,’ and she kissed him on the forehead. 

He lifted her hair and kissed her ear. Her neck and her shoulder.

‘No,’ she said, ‘not again, not now, get some sleep.’

‘Spoilsport!’

‘Pig.’

‘Harlot.’

‘Bum-face!’
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This is BBC1… 

‘Jemmie, it’s starting, bring the kids in!’

Jemima appeared at the door, shepherding her three almost identical children before her, as a collie might, the youngest a boy, the other two, girls, eleven, fourteen and seventeen. 

They stood nonplussed in the doorway like a set of porcelain ducks off the wall, from long ago.



In a moment we shal

l go live to Sandringham…

‘Why do we have to watch this rubbish?’ moaned Joss, the eldest.

‘We always watch the special broadcasts,’ said their father, ‘you know that. We always have, just like my father and his father before him, right back to the last King. It’s family tradition, you’ll sit down and watch.’ 

Joss glanced at her dad. It was his attempt at putting his foot down; perhaps for once she might listen, though the kids wanted to be elsewhere, as kids always do. They pulled faces and sat in silence, hoping it wouldn’t last too long, their chins propped on their palms, as they stared at the plasma.

Big Ben struck three times. The picture cut away to a desk in Norfolk, where a pastel green vase was crammed with beautiful flowers. Set to one side of the vase was the head and shoulders of the King. They watched him peer into the camera, and force a smile. 

Before he could say a word, Jemima said, ‘He doesn’t look well!’

‘Oh mum, you always say that!’ laughed Eve.

‘But he doesn’t, does he? Look at the bags under his eyes.’

‘It must be a very stressful job,’ muttered Joss.

‘Stressful!’ shrieked the boy, Donald; ‘I wouldn’t mind being King, easiest job in the world, ordering people about all day, eating fab food, going to great gigs.’

His parents and Joss peered at the eleven-year-old boy as they often did, and clicked their tongues and nodded at the ceiling. Eve closed her eyes and began humming the latest number one song.

‘Shush,’ said mother, ‘I can’t hear.’

You are all aware this year has been one of the most difficult in recent times, but the positive action and leadership shown by my government has put us well back on the road to recovery. As you all know, the EW programme, which has been a great success everywhere, will be extended to three years, from next year, and all young people who are eighteen next year will take part. Only the protected professions, medicine, police, and armed forces, will be exempt. Those going to university will do so once their EW service has been completed… 

Everyone peered at Joss. 

She shivered, and continued to stare at the King’s face, and began biting her nails.

VCS has also been a great success, the streets are cleaner now, more secure for everyone, and emergency vehicles and essential traffic enjoy unhindered access…

‘What’s VCS?’ asked Donald, yawning and unwrapping an old sweet he’d found down the back of the sofa.

‘Voluntary Clean Streets,’ said Eve, as if she were on automatic pilot.

‘Curfew, in any other name,’ snapped father. ‘We have to stay in between 10.00pm and 6.30am.’

‘Oh,’ said Donald, yawning. It didn’t affect him, so it didn’t matter.

There have been other great successes too. No one will ever forget the amazing triumph of the surgeons at Halton Heath Hospital, who pioneered new brain surgery techniques. I was privileged to meet Brian Horsfield and Mary Fitzallan, who underwent this radical treatment, treatment that would have been unthinkable a mere twelve months ago. Today, we lead the world in brain surgery…

The film cut away to video of the patients recovering in hospital from several months before. Brian was smiling, his head bandaged, thumbs up for the camera. Mary, reunited with her confused toddler, tears in her eyes, displays of exotic hard to find fruit piled up beside her bed. 

‘That was amazing,’ said Jemima. ‘You have to say.’

The others didn’t seem convinced. The picture returned to the King. He had bucked up a tad. The smile was more natural, and the confidence had returned. His handsome face was staring through those pale blue eyes into twenty million living rooms, into people’s hearts and minds, somehow reassuring. Some things never changed. Not really. God save the King!

All that remains is for me to thank you for your fortitude and support, and to wish you and your families every success… God bless you all.

‘Ah,’ cooed Jemima, as the two youngest children leapt up and hurried from the room, as Joss said, ‘So what will happen to me?’

‘You know the procedure, darling,’ said her father. ‘You’ll receive your e-summons advising of the date and place where you must report, and we’ll take you there in the car. Don’t worry, kid, we’ll check everything when we arrive. We won’t leave you anywhere unless we are satisfied.’ 

Joss seemed unconvinced. 

‘Three bloody years,’ she muttered, ‘it’s like a prison sentence.’

‘Don’t swear,’ said Jemima. ‘You’ll get regular leave,’ trying hard to sound comforting.

‘I’m not so sure about that! Helen Wilmot went away a year ago, and hasn’t been seen or heard of since.’ 

‘It will do you good,’ said father.

‘I’m frightened,’ she said, chewing her nails, ‘and what will I be doing?’

‘Essential work,’ said her father in a rush, ‘that’s what the EW programme is. Essential Work. Helping the country get back on its feet.’

‘Yeah, but what, exactly?’

‘Could be anything, helping the farmers, cleaning the beaches, painting bridges, could be anything.’

‘Oh, that’s just great!’

‘It has to be done, Joss,’ said Jemima. ‘You know yourself everything was getting out of hand, it couldn’t continue as it was. We couldn’t venture out for fear of attack, drunkenness, vomit-ridden streets, drugs, gun crime, burglaries; we were hit ourselves four times, four times! The police didn’t know whether they were coming or going, not to mention the number of times they were getting beaten up, fire fighters attacked on call-out, ridiculous! Something had to be done.’

‘Yeah, but I didn’t do any of those things.’

‘I know that, sweetheart,’ said her father, ‘but the government couldn’t make exceptions. The only way to deal with the situation was to tackle everyone head on. They have my full support. I voted for it.’

‘And me,’ said Jemima.

‘I bloody didn’t,’ muttered Joss.

‘You should have signed up for nursing,’ said her father.

‘I don’t want to be a damned nurse!’ Joss retorted, though she accepted it might have been a preferred option.

‘I’m having lunch with Martin Reamse on Tuesday; he still works for the BBC. I’ll see if he has any idea where you might be posted. How’s that?’

Joss nodded, grateful for any scrap of comfort.

‘Thanks, Colin,’ she mumbled, using her newfound freedom to call her father by his Christian name, though it still sounded odd to her, and awkward too, but not as awkward as her mother found it. Things changed forever when children addressed parents with Christian names, and not always for the better, in Jemima’s mind.

Colin didn’t notice, or if he did, he hid it well.

‘Anyone for tea?’ suggested Jemima.

Joss nodded again, her face a picture of unhappiness. 

‘Yes, please,’ said father, for wasn’t tea still the ultimate cure-all?
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Inspector Smeggan and Sergeant Hewitt waved the ambulance away from the cottage, and went back inside. They found no sign of the youth, but his confidential records appearing on Smeggan’s new tablet, yielded a ton of vital information . 

For a start, there was a decent photograph of the kid taken the previous March, and that was only six months before, and the youth could not have changed that much in the intervening time. There were also details of his closest friends, people who might provide a temporary bed. They could be checked, and if he were there, they would find him.

On the mantelpiece sat a photograph of Adam. It was the same picture in his school records. Smeggan grabbed the wooden frame and slapped it against the brickwork. The glass smashed and tumbled to the hearth. He shook the woodwork free and slipped the colour snapshot into his jacket pocket.

‘We’ll find the little bugger,’ he muttered. ‘We’ll find him.’

‘Sure we will,’ agreed Hewitt.

‘Come on, I have a job for you.’

They went outside and locked the front door, Smeggan slipping the key into his trouser pocket. For now, the cottage would be his. It would be a useful safe house for interrogations, or assignations, not that he was particularly lucky with intimate assignations, though he hadn’t given up hope in that area. He knew a young mother of one troublemaker who would do anything to keep her teenage wastrel out of jail, or so he imagined, and in the coming weeks he would test that theory to destruction.

Lilac Cottage might come in useful in more ways than one. It would be ages before the property was settled on any relative of the terminated terrorist, if indeed, it ever was. Smeggan would do his best to oppose that. He would recommend the house be seized, as homes of terrorists often were. 

‘A job for me?’ said Hewitt.

‘Aye,’ said Smeggan. ‘Where would the kid have gone, to get away from here?’

‘The railway station, sir?’

‘Correct, Hewitt! Pound to a penny. And what sits on every damned railway station these days?’

‘Comprehensive CCTV,’ said Hewitt.

‘Precisely. I’ll drop you at the station. You go through everything with a fine toothcomb. Send anything of interest up the wire to me at Lyndhurst House,’ and as he spoke, Smeggan glided the new Ford saloon onto Brockenhurst railway station forecourt. 

‘Here,’ he said, ‘take the photograph.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Hewitt, grabbing the picture.

‘Leave the weapon on the back seat.’

‘Do I have to, sir? Leave it, I mean? I feel naked without it.’

‘Orders, sergeant, my orders.’

‘Yes, sir. How am I going to get back to headquarters when I’m done?’

‘The usual way, Trev. Use your initiative.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Hewitt, sulking, stepping from the car, almost blowing a kiss to the Heckler & Koch that lay outstretched on the back seat like a sleeping Doberman.

Smeggan drove away. He intended to pay a call on the nervous Mrs Kenning, and who knows, perhaps her pathetic son had been misbehaving again. Smeggan almost wished that was the case. Mrs Kenning was curvaceous and not the ugliest fish in the sea, and she might be grateful for his help, if she knew what was good for her. 

The following morning Smeggan found Hewitt at his desk early. There was a jubilant air about him, as if overnight he had single-handedly unearthed the whereabouts of the Tinbergen Papers. As it turned out, he hadn’t done that, but he had unearthed some interesting material that he demonstrated to his boss.

‘This I believe to be the youth, sir, Adam Goodchild.’ Hewitt pointed to the kid on the screen with his ballpoint pen. The pictures were of excellent quality, taken from one of the new cameras on Brockenhurst station, secreted within the wall of the waiting room, undetectable to anyone waiting there. ‘Watch the woman,’ continued Hewitt.

‘By God she is something to look at, isn’t she?’ said Smeggan, closing his head on the screen for a better look.

‘She is that, sir. And here they are again, sitting on the train next to one another, chatting, but when they get off at Bournemouth Central, you will note they are no longer together.’

‘That’s odd. Gone their separate ways, you think? Just a casual hopeful chat-up routine by the kid?’

‘You might think that, sir… but you would be wrong.’ 

Hewitt was revelling in his position of knowing more than his boss.

‘OK, Trevor, get to the point!’

‘Look at these pictures, sir, not quite so clear, but good enough.’

‘What are they doing?’

‘She has dropped her ticket, look there, he, as you can see here, has grabbed it through the railings, and is now going to use it to evade paying a fare. Naughty boy. Naughty girl. Naughty-naughty!’

‘The little bugger! So he had no money, and no ticket?’

‘Seems that way, sir. Here they are again, crossing Holdenhurst Road, heading for the city centre.’

‘Do we know who she is?’

‘Not yet, sir, never seen her before, but we surely will.’

‘Look at the smile on the whippersnapper’s face!’

‘I’d be smiling if I were walking out with her,’ said Hewitt, checking again the slim suited figure of the long-haired young woman.

‘Do you think they know each other?’ asked Smeggan.

‘Difficult to say for certain from the body language, but my guess is they do.’

‘Is she involved in all this?’

‘Hard to see how she couldn’t be.’

‘Agreed. We must find her, Hewitt. We must find them both.’

‘I am sure we will, sir.’

‘Where did they go after that?’

‘Crossed the city, heading for the coast.’

‘No more pictures?’

‘Sorry sir, no, gone out of range, but they should be on stream down there within a year. Budget cuts, apparently.’

‘Oh for goodness’ sake! I’ve been campaigning for more CCTV for years, there isn’t enough of it, and now when we need it, financial constraints let us down.’

Hewitt looked sheepish, as if he were responsible, and remained silent.

‘Look at the way she’s dressed,’ continued Smeggan. ‘And that bag she’s carrying, designer leather, very expensive. If I had to guess, she will live in one of those swish new apartments overlooking the sea.’

‘I agree with that too, sir, but there are thousands of properties down there. Every time I visit the area four or five new blocks have sprung up like mushrooms, and they are always getting taller too. It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack.’

‘Or a pretty girl in a government brothel, eh?’ leered Smeggan.

‘Whatever you say, sir.’

‘Well, get on with it man, you know how important this is.’

Hewitt nodded and lowered his head, as he sifted through hundreds of still pictures that had arrived by courier.

‘Just a minute, just a bloody minute…’ said Smeggan.

‘What is it, sir?’

‘Can you zoom in on that ticket?’

‘Certainly can, brilliant it is.’

‘Show me!’

Hewitt brought the still picture of the ticket back on screen. It was lying on the ground at the moment before the youth picked it up. Hewitt fiddled with his keyboard until the ticket almost filled the screen.

‘Pity it’s not the other way up,’ said the sergeant. ‘That way we could see her name and address.’

‘You are missing the point, Hewitt.’

‘In what way, sir?’

‘What colour is the ticket?’

‘Purple and peach, sir.’

‘And what does sodding purple and peach mean?’

‘A season ticket, sir,’ his face brightening, as the penny dropped.

‘And what does that mean?’

‘The holder travels every day.’

‘As good as, Hewitt, and thus when this pretty damn fine lady travels home tonight, we shall be there to scoop her up. Bingo!’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Hewitt grinning, ‘we will.’ 
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Colin’s journey to work was rough and rancid, as it always was. The carriage was crammed and reeked of bad onions. Colin was lucky; he’d boarded early and found a seat. 

He’d long since given up looking to see if there were deserving cases to stand for, to give away his precious possession, his seat, there was no chance of that. 

No one did that any more. He glanced at his fellow passengers. They were split into four groups.

Those staring into space, even when their faces were a matter of centimetres from their neighbours, avoiding eye contact, staring over shoulders into the distance, as if gaping into a black hole. 

Those reading devices, heads down, immersed, maybe on their phone, or a bookreader, or some vital business device. 

The third lot listened, eyes closed, lost in the music, though some were into talk radio. They seemed miles away too. 

The fourth group read newspapers, the newspaper, The Messenger.

The Internet had killed the other morning newspapers stone dead. Sales had plummeted, publishers had gone bust, there wasn’t the demand for old-fashioned newspapers anymore, so the government was fond of saying, and only The Messenger remained, to enjoy their monopoly. Redtop, tabloid and fat, it sold over twenty million copies every day, and was Europe’s biggest selling daily newspaper, and Colin should know, because he was a staff reporter on the renowned and widely followed Business Section. It sounded grander than it was, or that was the way he saw things, but Colin Cornelius always underestimated himself. 

The healthy sales graph The Messenger boasted contradicted government wisdom as to the viability of traditional newspapers, but that went unnoticed. The paper was over-staffed and over-written, but no one cared about that; not since the competition had died.

The Messenger was owned by a shadowy company called Crifuel Holdings; a business Colin had tried several times to trace the owners. He hadn’t succeeded, though he hadn’t given up hope in solving the puzzle. Rumours persisted the government owned The Messenger, though no one could prove it. It was never admitted in the public domain, and you could find yourself on the wrong end of an expensive lawsuit if you uttered such a preposterous idea in public.

The newspaper followed the government line, though there would be some token jibes at authority, though they were becoming fewer and farther between.

The train bumped into Waterloo station and Colin stepped out on his ten-minute walk to the office. There seemed more glum faces about than usual, and he put it down to early morning blues. He smiled at an attractive young woman coming his way. She flashed him a filthy look, as if to say, What the hell are you after, old man? Pervert!

He hurried away and began thinking of his luncheon appointment with his old friend Martin Reamse. Through the morning he thought of little else until they met in the Black Horse at noon. Martin was, as he always was, unchanged, not a surplus ounce of fat on him, every hair trimmed and in place, his dark eyes bright and sparkly. How did he do that, keep his eyes firing like diamonds? He looked so damned youthful too, he always did.  

The sandwiches on offer were tasteless cheese, the beer 1% alcohol. Stronger stuff was available, but not during the lunchtime session, and not there either, and especially not without an official Green Medicinal card, or a GET, a Government Exemption Ticket. Hacks and reporters like them did not qualify. Martin downed his pint in one swoop and nodded and shouted at Bernice behind the bar to set them up again. He was chasing the alcohol, and he would drink as much as it took to find it. Colin wondered how he kept his figure so trim when he drank so much.

‘Our Joss is up for the EWP,’ he said, trying to sound nonchalant.

Martin chewed his cheese sandwich with his mouth open, and the mangled bread and cheese was circling his gob like jock straps in a washing machine. 

‘Oh, yeah.’ It was obvious he didn’t want to talk about it.

‘She’s quite apprehensive,’ persisted Colin.

‘Yeah. I see,’ slurp, slurp, chew, chew, slurp.

‘I don’t suppose you’d have any idea where she might be posted?’

The slurping and chewing crashed to a standstill, as if Martin had braked at a red light.    

‘Look, Col, that would be classified information, as you well know, and even if I knew, which I don’t, I couldn’t tell you. Jobsworth, and all that. You must understand?’

Colin nodded. 

‘Sorry for asking, Mart, it’s just she’s so damned worried about it.’

There was a silence as they gawped around the bar eyeing the talent, though it was conspicuous by its absence.

Colin looked back into Martin’s face, and Marty seemed miles away.

‘Actually,’ Martin whispered from the side of his trap, ‘I might know something on that, a little snippet, so to speak.’

Colin edged closer, surprised at the turn of events.

‘Oh, yeah. What’s that?’

‘Can’t tell you here, not now, and I’ll need to check out my facts, but I’ll tell you what I’ll do, I’ll trade information.’

‘About what?’ said a puzzled Colin.

‘What do you know about the Tinbergen Papers?’

Colin flushed, and set his drink down in a hurry. ‘How do you know anything about that?’ he whispered through closed teeth.

‘Never mind that. What does it mean? What’s it all about?’

‘I can’t talk about that!’ said Colin. ‘Not here, not now, not ever.’

‘Suit yourself.’

Colin grimaced. ‘You are a hard bugger. Maybe I could do something.’

‘When and where? A trade’s a trade. You want. I want. Swopsy-swopsy. Fair trade all round. Come along, my old China.’

Colin thought for a second. ‘You know Hengistbury Head?’

‘Of course.’

‘I’ll meet you there on Saturday night at half seven. There’s a small hut on the west side on the top of the hill.’

‘I know it.’

‘I’ll be there. Come alone, and wear a raincoat, the weather forecast is dreadful.’

‘You mustn’t breathe a word of this to anyone,’ said Martin.

‘You are telling me,’ said Colin, ‘you have no idea how dangerous this is.’

They glanced around the bar. People everywhere were laughing and joking, without a care in the world. No one appeared to be paying them any attention; no one seemed out of place, as if they were working, watching, and waiting.

Colin was desperate to change the subject, but Martin beat him to it.

‘See the King?’ he said.

‘Yeah, wouldn’t miss that. You?’

‘Yeah. He’s not a bad bloke.’

‘He’s a beacon!’ said Colin, and for no apparent reason they both collapsed in heaps of rowdy laughter. Colin bought more beer, the last before he would return to work.

‘There is one little titbit I’ve heard that will interest you,’ whispered Martin.

‘Oh, aye?’

‘The Messenger might be getting a rival.’

Colin looked as if he’d been asked a cutting question at the central court of the Old Bailey, as he searched for a credible reply, though it didn’t come. When he spoke he said, almost spitting out his drink, ‘Pfft! A rival? For the Messenger? Another morning paper? You must be kidding! Bah! Baloney! No chance. No way!’

‘I kid you not, sir.’

‘Where did you get that tosh from?’

‘It went round over the holiday. Don’t know where it emanated, but it seems it came down from the top. The Leader thinks it’s a good idea, so they say, a second mouthpiece, if you will.’

Colin remained ultra sceptical. 

‘No one’s said anything at work. Not a dicky.’ 

‘Doesn’t mean it isn’t true.’

‘God, if it’s true there’d be murder, there is so much wastage and over capacity, you just would not believe.’

‘Perhaps that’s what the Leader is after, a slimming down exercise, get you fit and lean and hungry. I’d be careful if I were you. Look, I’ll have to go. I’ll see ya on Saturday.’

‘Yeah,’ muttered Colin as they shook hands, before Martin turned and headed for the door.

Colin stayed another ten minutes and finished his drink, alone with his thoughts. Martin had given him plenty to think about. A rival newspaper, and he was still thinking about that as he made his way back to the office, the God-awful cheese already going to work on his delicate stomach. He kept thinking of the seven words that Marty had left him with. They seemed to reverb around his head as if stuck in a loop.

  I’d be careful if I were you.

What the hell did he mean by that?








  
  
Seven




Earlier that day, Elizabeth had rose early to share breakfast with Martin, before seeing him off to work. Then she began work herself, slaving over the laptop that dominated her working day. Adam slept in, for he hadn’t settled to sleep until well into the small hours. 

It was almost ten before he staggered from the bedroom, his hair like a bowl of dead weeds, as he headed for the bathroom.

‘Morning sleepy head,’ he heard her call after him, as he closed the bathroom door.

‘Yeah, whatever.’

When he came out, she was sitting at the desk, wearing a white silk dressing gown, and cork flip-flops.

‘Help yourself to cereals, and toast too if you want it, you’ll have to do it yourself, I’m busy.’

‘Has the man gone?’ Adam muttered as he headed past her for the kitchen.

‘The man has gone,’ she confirmed, twitching her nose. ‘Your clothes need washing, you stink, that’s not allowed. After breakfast, you can take them off and chuck them in the washer.’

‘I ain’t got anything else.’

‘I’ll give you something of Martin’s.’

‘Oh great,’ he mumbled, settling down in front of the floor-to-ceiling window before the balcony. From there, he could watch three kids far below in their wet suits, surfing on the new man made reef.

‘You don’t like him much, do you?’ she said.

‘Not much.’

‘Why not? He’s a good man.’

‘Let’s just say we got off to a bad start. He seemed to think I was a burglar, or something.’

‘Don’t be silly, no he didn’t.’

‘Well whatever. To change the subject for a minute, I have been thinking about this Tinbergen thing. The police, when they were interrogating my mother, if you can call it interrogation, said, and these were the guy’s exact words, so far as I remember: All you have to do is tell us where the Tinbergen Papers are. Mother replied: I have no idea what you are talking about, and I couldn’t tell from the tone of her voice if she was telling the truth. I couldn’t even tell if she knew what the guy was talking about, but he sounded certain she knew something. Either way, her refusal to give up any information cost her everything. Conclusion: they must be damned important. There are not many things worth giving up your life for, are there? Perhaps, none at all.’

‘There are some things,’ Liz said, keeping her eyes on the screen.

‘Oh yeah! Like what?’

‘For love, freedom, for one’s country.’

‘Come on!’ he scoffed. ‘Love? You are having a laugh, right?’

‘That’s because you have never been in love, Adam. When you experience such a thing, when you know the power of love, when you understand how it takes over your life, your mind, your body, you might think different. Don’t write off something you don’t understand.’

Adam harrumphed, and levered another heaped spoonful of wheat flakes into his mouth. 

‘Even if there is something out there I don’t understand,’ he said, ‘I can’t think my mother was in love with someone, or something. She never exhibited any sign of that. And as far as freedom and one’s country are concerned, you are taking the piss, right? Are you blind? The government curtails our freedoms left, right and centre, and civil liberties have all but vanished, so where is the freedom in that? There is nothing there worth fighting for, nothing worth giving up one’s life for. Not a bloody chance! No way!’

‘Please don’t swear, Adam.’

‘Sorry, but it would make a bishop swear.’

‘Perhaps you have put your finger on it right there,’ she said, as she stopped typing and swivelled to face him.

‘How so?’

‘Perhaps she is, or was, involved in some movement against the government.’

Whether that thought had occurred to him was not clear, but either way it provoked him into silence. Then he said, ‘That could just be it, that might well be it.’

‘Did she have much of a social life?’

‘No, that’s the strange thing. Not much of one at all. She didn’t drink or smoke, she wasn’t interested in politics at all, as far as I know, and rarely voted before they introduced this compulsory voting lark. She used to go to keep-fit, but packed that in when she started going to night school twice a week. But other than that, she stayed in and sewed and read and watched the telly.’

‘What was she studying?’

‘Eh? Oh, modern technology. She didn’t know much about computers, but was trying to get involved before she was left behind forever.’

‘Where did she study?’

‘Brock Coll. Half seven, Tuesdays and Thursdays.’

‘Didn’t you say that was where that anti censorship guy worked?’

‘Yeah, I did, but he wouldn’t have had anything to do with novices like my mother. You can trust me on that. He hated beginners.’

‘Well if she was involved in anything, she must have become so somewhere, and that seems the obvious place to look.’

He smiled at her. ‘You’re right, I suppose, but I must be careful.’

‘We all have to be careful, Adam. My guess is they are searching for you right now, and in that case, they could be searching for me too.’

‘God, I don’t mean to bring danger to your door.’

Liz let out a carefree laugh. ‘I have asked Martin to see if he can find out anything about it. He works for the Beeb. If anyone can, he can.’

‘Oh jeez, can we trust him?’

‘Course we can. I’d trust him with my life.’

But what about mine, thought Adam. 

Then he said, ‘Can I ask you something, Liz?’

‘You can, but it must be the last thing for now, I must get on with my work.’

‘Can I stay here for a couple more days?’

She didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes you can, Adam, on two conditions.’

‘Oh, here we go. And what are they?’

‘You must try to like Martin. He is a good guy.’

Adam grimaced. ‘Do I have to?’

‘You do, if you want to stay here.’

‘And number two?’

‘You take your clothes off, and take a shower, you stink! I can’t abide poor personal hygiene, and it is becoming so common these days. Filthy people in dirty unpressed clothes. There is no excuse for it. I’ll dig you out some fresh things.’

‘OK,’ he said, in that teenage way of his, ‘If I have to.’

‘You do,’ she said, turning back to her screen. ‘We’ll talk more when Marty comes home.’

‘Great,’ he said, without enthusiasm.

Martin arrived home at twenty minutes past six. As before, Adam opened the door. This time everything was different. The moment the door opened Martin rushed in and grabbed the kid and forced him back against the far wall. He didn’t notice the lad was wearing one of his best blue shirts. 

‘What’s your game? You little bastard!’

Liz, hearing Martin’s furious voice, came running from the kitchen.

‘What on earth is going on?’ she said, wiping her hands on the sides of her jeans. She closed the wide-open front door in time to see Martin slap the side of Adam’s nose.

‘Ow! Get off me! You crazy maniac!’

‘Martin, what are you doing?’ screamed Liz.

‘I’ll tell you what I am doing!’ he yelled, pinning the squirming lad to the wall, as he glanced back over his shoulder at Liz. ‘I am trying to get to the truth.’ 

He turned back to Adam and slapped him again.

‘Get off me, you bastard!’

‘Let him go,’ said Liz, ‘let’s talk about this sensibly.’

‘Sensibly, is it? This little liar has come into your house spinning a pack of lies, hoping for God knows what, working for God knows who.’

‘I have told you the truth,’ bleated Adam.

‘You wouldn’t know the truth if it bit you on the arse! There was an incident in Brockenhurst, oh yes that’s true, but not one involving anyone called Rexington. So who the hell are you?’

The kid breathed out heavy and shook his head. 

‘My name is Adam Goodchild; the police came and murdered my mother, just like I said. I hate the name Goodchild, it’s wet, so sometimes I call myself Rexington. There was a tough kid at school with that name, so when he left, I adopted it.’

Martin relaxed his grip. 

‘Oh yeah? So who do you work for, Adam? Who are your paymasters?’

‘I don’t work for anyone, honest I don’t. I am just trying to discover the truth, for ma’s sake. Look, I’ll leave now if you don’t believe me.’

‘No!’ said Liz, ‘You are not going anywhere, not until I am happy I know what is going on here.’

Martin looked back at Liz and said: ‘The woman who was killed was called Goodchild. She was attempting to escape capture by the police; it was linked to an earlier incident at Basingstoke, where terrorists were caught red-handed trying to blow up the Bournemouth train. That’s what the official communiqué said.’

‘And you believe that trash?’ said Adam. ‘My mother would get upset if she killed a daddy longlegs. Do you really think she was capable of slaughtering a random section of the public? You must be more stupid than I thought! Get real, you dobber!’

‘Watch it, you!’ yelled Martin, letting go of the kid. ‘I am on your case, pal, and if I find you have told us any more lies….’

‘Yeah? You’ll what?’

‘You wouldn’t want to know,’ said Martin, as he hurried into the sitting room, sat down, and turned on the television to catch the evening news.

‘Let’s have some dinner,’ said Liz, ‘then afterwards why don’t we stay at the table and talk through what is going on here. What we know, and what we imagine? A sensible and rational discussion.’

‘Suits me,’ said Adam, brushing a trickle of blood from his nostril.

‘Yeah, good idea,’ agreed Martin. ‘So long as it is the truth.’

‘Come here,’ she said, tugging the kid into the bathroom, ‘I am not having my evening meal looking at that,’ and she beckoned toward the glass and the image of Adam’s terrified and bloodied face. The ghostlike sight of it surprised even him. She dabbed the blood from his nose and chin, and smiled. Adam shivered as she reached up and squeezed his shoulder. No one did that, except his mother.

At that moment, across the city at the railway station, Smeggan and Hewitt abandoned their vigil.

‘I wonder why she didn’t come,’ muttered Hewitt, as they returned to the car.

‘Perhaps she was tipped off; maybe she is cleverer than we thought.’

‘Try again tomorrow?’ said the sergeant, trying to remain upbeat.

‘Don’t be thick!’ snarled Smeggan. ‘It’s Saturday, she won’t come then. She won’t work Saturdays, clueless-head. We’ll try again on Monday.’

‘OK, Guv, whatever you say.’











