
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      James Miller was born in London in 1976. He has worked as a private tutor and academic teaching English and American literature. Lost Boys is his first novel.
      

      For more information, visit www.jamesmillerauthor.com

   
      
      Praise for Lost Boys

      ‘Wonderfully striking … You will stay haunted for days by the image of a London in which prepubescent, middle-class young
         Wasps start to disappear of their own free will to join a mysterious, global and murderous anti-western insurgency … Brilliantly
         done’ Guardian

      ‘A strikingly imaginative and tightly written story with wider resonances’ Independent

      ‘This is a genre-defying debut. It casts a spell … A menacing sense of doomsday gathers force … I couldn’t help thinking of
         Hitchcock’s The Birds’ The Scotsman

      ‘You certainly couldn’t ask for a more topical novel than James Miller’s electrifying debut … Lost Boys is beautifully structured’ Time Out

      ‘The pace is exhaustingly gripping. The different narrative voices are finely nuanced. The characterization of parents and
         children is acute … Miller captures relief quite exquisitely’ Times Literary Supplement

      ‘Fantastically enjoyable, Miller’s union of speculative fiction, mysticism and classical allusion weaves a wonderful mystery’
         Independent Weekly

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-13351-2
 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2008 by James Miller

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      … he distinctly remembered a youthful desire to return to the tree-tops, and with that memory came others … that he had lain
         in bed planning to escape as soon as his mother was asleep …
      

      

   
      
      … a few weeks before …

      – Nothing, I said nothing, I told them nothing …
      

      – But what did they ask you?

      – They must have asked you something.

      – No, no, they didn’t. They just seized me. They pushed a gun into my face and bundled me into a pick-up. Like I’ve said.
         But I didn’t tell them anything. They asked me nothing.
      

      – Nothing?

      – Yes, that’s what I said.

      – You’re sure?

      – Of course I’m sure. They didn’t know who I was. I don’t think they even knew why they had taken me. It was a mistake. It
         was just a mistake. That’s all. I thought I was going to die … I thought I would end up like the others … I thought they would
         kill me like they killed all the others.
      

      – Yes, you were lucky.

      – Very lucky.

      Arthur Dashwood rubbed the sweat from his face. He had said all he could say. All he wanted now was to see his wife and his
         two darling boys again. Throughout the ordeal, in the heat of the room, with the dirty hood over his face and the ropes binding and cutting his wrists … and with
         the other things, the terrible things they did to him … all he could think, all that had kept him going, was his beautiful
         family: Susan, Timothy and Harry. But he couldn’t tell them what had happened. He couldn’t tell anyone. Throughout those dark
         hours, the thought that he might not see them again had been unbearable, a torture worse than anything. And that was why.
         He looked at the men with him now in the room. They were trying to be kind, but couldn’t hide the fact that this was also
         an interrogation of sorts. Only two of the men present spoke to him. The first, Mr White, said he was from the Foreign Office.
         Arthur vaguely knew the other one, Mr Curtis. He was head of security for the company – the bad-news manager – a short, rough-tongued
         man with a shaven head and thick dark eyebrows that met in the middle. He chain-smoked as Arthur talked, plumes of blue smoke
         circling upwards.
      

      Nothing – nothing – nothing. I said nothing. I told them nothing.

      It’s very important you realise.

      Nothing.

      The other two men sat at the back and they too said nothing. One made notes. The other one had asked for clarification on
         a couple of answers Arthur had given earlier, and he had an American accent. Arthur assumed they must be intelligence officers
         – CIA, MI6, that sort of thing. A tape recorder sat on the table, capturing his every denial. He couldn’t shake the fear that
         they didn’t believe a word he was saying. A small camera mounted on the ceiling watched them all. Arthur just wanted to see
         his family.
      

      – How much longer will I have to put up with this? My wife has been worried sick.

      – Your wife didn’t know what had happened until you were found again, Mr Curtis spoke through a cloud of smoke.
      

      – You weren’t gone for long.

      – She didn’t have time to get worried.

      – Well, she was worried when they told her. I was gone for long enough. You should have been there, in that room. It’s easy
         for you to say.
      

      Arthur wiped some of the sweat from his face. He didn’t know why he felt so hot.

      – I’ve told you all I know. I can’t stay in this room much longer. I’m sorry. I’m exhausted. I’ve hardly slept in days.

      – And you’re sure you never saw their faces?

      Back in the Green Zone, the Americans had shown him a great many pictures of men, none of whom Arthur had ever seen before,
         and they had played him recordings of voices, some speaking Arabic, others English, or languages that didn’t even sound like
         anything he had heard before. But he hadn’t recognised any of those either. Then they showed him footage and photos of torture
         camps and insurgent bases: hidden rooms with bars on the windows and chairs stained with blood, with bloody palm prints and
         crude messages scrawled on the walls. Any of them could have been the same room; he couldn’t say for certain.
      

      – No. Like I said, the only guy I really saw was the one who seized me and I hardly remember it now. I gave the best report
         of what he looked like back in Iraq. Like I said, he was just a guy, an Iraqi-looking guy. I told you all this. I don’t even
         know if he was a Sunni or a Shia. I can’t tell. I can’t remember anything very clearly. I was scared. It’s not easy to remember,
         is it, when you’re scared?
      

      – And you didn’t tell them anything? You didn’t reveal any information about your work over there? You know many things.
      

      Nothing.

      I said nothing. I told them nothing.

      At last they let him out. In a private room in a strange part of Heathrow his family were waiting. His wife had never looked
         so beautiful and his boys had never been so precious to him. Rising together at the sight of him, they seemed bathed in a
         radiant light, like treasure from a distant world. The worry in Susan’s eyes turned into a curious troubled sort of delight.
         He had been away for just two weeks, but it felt like so much longer. With a stifled sob, she was in his arms and he brought
         her close, inhaling the sweetness of her hair. Trying not to let his hands shake too much, he hugged his sons, one arm around
         each. He suddenly felt very weak. With some effort he was able to control his emotions. He did not want to frighten them.
         He had been so scared. The worst thing would be to break down now and start crying. They must never know that he’d thought
         he might die, alone and wretched, in that black hot room. They must never know what it was like to have such a thought, and
         what it might make you do. Seeing them all, he felt overwhelmed with love, a feeling so strong and tender it seemed almost
         to crush his heart.
      

      ‘Daddy, you’re back!’ said Harry.

      It was impossible to speak.

      ‘Why did we have to wait so long?’ Timothy wanted to know. He was older, almost thirteen, and sensed more than he understood.

      ‘Daddy had to talk to some special people,’ said Susan. ‘He’s an important man. You must remember that.’ She touched Arthur’s arm as she spoke. He avoided the look he knew she would give him, and smiled again at his boys.
      

      ‘I’m back now,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry.’

      Susan drove them home from the airport. As their Range Rover moved onto the motorway, Arthur gazed at the cool grey English
         sky and the sleek vehicles speeding safely past. He tried to feel calm. There was nothing now to worry about. He was home.
      

      ‘I think I’m going to take the week off,’ he muttered, suddenly aware of just how tired he was.

      ‘That’s a good idea,’ Susan said, gently patting his leg.

      Later that evening, after the au pair had put the children to bed, Arthur sat in his living room. The TV was on, but he wasn’t
         watching anything. A glass of wine that he wasn’t drinking rested by his arm.
      

      ‘Are you going to tell me what really happened?’ His wife’s beauty was like a mask sometimes, a barrier between her appearance
         and everything inside.
      

      ‘Nothing really happened. What’s to tell?’

      ‘But I thought they kidnapped you?’

      ‘I wouldn’t use that word. They were just some people. They weren’t important. They didn’t know who I was. If they kidnap
         you it’s deliberate, isn’t it? They just held me for a few hours. It was frightening, but I’m okay. I don’t know why everybody
         made such a fuss about it all.’
      

      ‘You were lucky.’

      ‘Well. I knew that already,’ he replied, reaching forward to kiss Susan. She accepted his caresses without response.

      ‘You won’t tell me.’

      ‘There’s nothing to say.’ He moved away from her. ‘That’s the truth.’

      ‘Don’t ever go back there.’ She trembled as she spoke. ‘Don’t you dare. Don’t you ever go back.’
      

      ‘I won’t.’ Her hand was so much smaller than his. She moved to the other side of the room.

      He opened his eyes.

      tell me their names write their names each one write them down or we will

      we will

      your wife

      please I

      your family

      …I

      watch you on the television on the news

      watch you die

      nothing I told them nothing I

      do you want to die we will kill you like this infidel

      He could hear the pitter-patter of tiny feet running up and down the corridor.

      I’m sorry

      Heart pounding, taste of the hood, dirty fabric gummed up thick in his mouth. He could hear them, moving around the room,
         whispering things to each other. The jolt of pain as they touched his body …
      

      screaming and biting his tongue, white spots in the darkness, taste of blood filling his mouth, shaking limbs running with
         sweat, weak legs buckling …
      

      pissing … sobbing

      … his wife his children all the dead children all the black oil …

      He got out of bed. The clock read twelve past five. Susan was lying on her front, breathing softly, her face buried in the
         pillow. He went into the corridor, looking for them. He heard it again, a faint scratching, scampering noise. Downstairs.
      

      In the hotel he kept on seeing them: the small boys disappearing down the long corridors, running just out of sight.

      The French doors at the back of the house were open. He walked into the small garden. The gate into the larger communal garden
         beyond hung open. He went through, the grass cold and wet on his bare toes. He shivered. He was dirty from crawling in the
         mud. No sign of the dawn to lighten the dark sky. ‘Forgive me,’ he sobbed, the tears falling now. He saw them, huddled under
         the damp trees, faces hidden with scarves and masks. Waiting.
      

   
      
      
THE BOYS


   
      
      Friday

      
      Timothy Dashwood opened his eyes. The dream was fading, dissolving like an aeroplane trail lost to the sky. Sitting up, he
         pulled back the curtains and shivered at the wet December morning. Outside, in the communal gardens, the tall trees were empty,
         their branches barren of leaves. In the dream the boy had sat in the upper branches, beckoning him with a silvery flourish
         of his hand, his shining brown eyes promising great new adventures. Always, in those dreams, it was summer, the air always
         warm and sweet with the perfume of a thousand open flowers. Come with me, Timothy he called in words spoken in no language that Timothy knew, words like colours and strong as feelings, words he understood
         more clearly than his own thoughts. Come with me, Timothy and the boy put his flute to his lips, that light, clear sound touching cool glass to his bones, such a sharp and endless
         yearning in the light rise of those notes. One day, promised the boy, one day they would fly away together, to a place far
         from here and far from now.
      

      
      But this morning those branches outside were empty, and a tired winter rain fell steadily. The dream was gone, the day about to begin. His bedside clock said 6.55. In a minute
         Veca, the au pair, would knock on his door and cry, ‘Time to get up, sleepy Timmy.’ Straight after that she would knock on
         Harry’s door. His brother was only nine and such a deep sleeper that Veca often had to go into his room to help him with his
         buttons and tie.
      

      
      All too fast, Timothy’s memory of the dream was disappearing, remaining glimpses of it becoming dilute, disconnected and meaningless,
         like small drops of ink in a great bowl of water. Each time he awoke he feared that the boy would never come again, that his
         promises were empty, that there was nothing – only this – after all. And now … school. At least it was Friday, and after today
         there was only one week left before the three-week release of the Christmas holiday. He couldn’t wait. To be away from that
         place and their awful taunts, the way they said it: ‘Wishywashy Timmy-wimmy,’ squeaking his name and flapping like demented
         crows, bending their wrists and fluttering their eyes and laughing as his cheeks flushed and his eyes burned with tears. He
         didn’t know why they had turned against him so – just because he was new, and poor at sports, and quiet.
      

      
      Wishy-washy Timmy-wimmy.

      
      His father would be awake already, maybe on the phone or computer or else watching the business news on TV. Sometimes he did
         all three at once. That was if he hadn’t already left for work. Most days, his father was gone before he’d even got up. He
         wouldn’t be home until long after Timothy had gone to bed and was supposed to be asleep. ‘Working for the Wizard,’ he said,
         working in his great white tower in the Docklands. No one teased his father, no one dared. Yes, Mr Dashwood, of course, Mr Dashwood, right away, Mr Dashwood, sir. His Mummy preferred to stay in bed because she wasn’t ‘good’ in the mornings, she said. Sometimes she would descend midway
         through breakfast, hair piled up on top of her head, dressing gown lashed around her waist and her face, free of make-up,
         oddly pale and empty, as if she couldn’t quite decide who she was supposed to be. She would appear in time to kiss them both
         goodbye, the quick brush of her lips dispensing a dismissive blessing, before Veca would put them in the car and drive them
         to school. Muffy, of course, was always awake and ready to see them, dropping her big hairy face into Timothy’s lap as he
         ate breakfast and wagging her tail. ‘Dear old Muffy,’ said Harry. ‘Big silly dog!’
      

      
      Two minutes past seven.

      
      Veca came pattering up the smooth wooden stairs. She was slightly early. Then the sharp knock. ‘Good morning, Timmy, rise
         and shine.’ Ten seconds later, the knock on Harry’s door, the sound of her going in. The day had begun.
      

      
      Never enough time: get up, get dressed, eat breakfast, brush teeth, wash face (‘You don’t want spots, Timmy’), pack school-bag,
         get in car, go to school, school – school – more school, then back into the car and Monday night was extra French, Tuesday
         piano practice, Wednesday special maths tuition (Timothy hated maths), Thursday swimming, only on Friday did they get to go straight back home, but there was always prep, essays and compositions,
         assignments and projects, coursework, sums and equations. Next week he was free of extra classes, thank goodness, and could
         indulge himself, reading, watching TV or fighting on the side of the insurgents in his favourite computer game.
      

      
      In the car, stuck in traffic, Timothy up front next to Veca. They weren’t moving, no one was, only the people, crowded on the pavements, their heads down, streaming to work, faces turned
         against the morning. A grey pall over-hung the city, as if God had covered the sky with concrete. Veca kept tutting at the
         congestion, but he didn’t mind. They could stay in traffic for ever. The day ahead was nothing to look forward to: House Assembly,
         then double maths – nearly two hours of Dr Moxton, his sarcastic tongue lashing across the classroom in search of targets
         – ‘The answer, Dashwood, that’s what I want, not an excuse, an answer!’ – and that tension, that tight queasy feeling in his stomach as he had struggled to swallow his boiled egg and toast. ‘Not
         hungry, Timmy?’ Veca had asked and, feeling the concern in her big blue eyes he had managed to eat, if only to please her.
         The car was different. Between places his thoughts could drift a little.
      

      
      Although he had not been living in the city for that long, Timothy knew that there was a second city – another London – all
         around the first, a brother city squatting in dirty shadows, waiting. It could wait a long time, this second city; it was
         very patient. Not many people were aware of it; only in dreams did it become clearer. They agreed about that. The boy helped
         them to see: he showed them that there was another place, a somewhere-better place, and another, much worse place, and that
         the way it was did not have to be the way it always would be.
      

      
      Timothy was new to the school. His only real friend was another new boy called Edward Morgan, who had also started in September.
         Edward had been living in India, where his father was a diplomat and he said they had bars on the window of their house to
         keep out the monkeys. According to Edward the boy’s name was Krishna. But Timothy didn’t know what he was called: he thought
         the boy must have a thousand different names, names different for every boy who dreamed him. They had to be careful talking about
         him, they had to watch what they said. The Radley brothers overheard them once. ‘You dream about boys,’ they jeered. ‘You
         fucking queers.’ Once they cornered him in the changing room and hit him with their rugby boots on his back and legs. The
         studs left red marks that stung for ages. He tried not to cry as they hit him and the other boys stood around, watching and
         laughing. ‘Don’t cry Timmy-wimmy, don’t cry.’ ‘Fucking queer!’
      

      
      ‘Traffic is terrible today,’ said Veca, more to herself than to them. ‘So many cars.’ She glanced back at Harry. ‘Have you
         got your rugby kit, Harry? Your lunch?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Veca.’ Harry was a small boy, dwarfed by his red trimmed blazer and school cap, his owlish eyes magnified behind big,
         round glasses.
      

      
      Traffic eased through Earl’s Court, a dark flood of suits and coats surging in and out of the Tube station. A bus pulled in
         front and they came to another halt, commuters dodging the stalled cars. A record they all knew came on the radio. Veca tapped
         out the beat on the steering wheel. Lights changed from green and back to red again and nothing moved. She made a sighing
         noise through her teeth. ‘Look at this,’ she said. ‘We will be late.’
      

      
      Timothy didn’t care. He didn’t mind being late. He could easily miss House Assembly, with its tedious enumeration of the week’s
         sporting triumphs. Linacre – his house – was renowned as a sporting house and whatever the sport Linacre usually came top.
         Timothy was useless at sport. He loathed games – the oafish masters, the bruising tackles that knocked him into the cold mud.
         He always dropped the ball. He never scored. The housemaster, Dr Cawl, took sport very seriously indeed. Shoddy showing in
         a house championship could result in detention, the negligent squad forced to lap the playground for hours. Bookish boys were no good
         for the House and Dashwood was never going to be a name carved on the mahogany boards commemorating sporting achievements
         in the grand hall. Not that he cared about that, he didn’t want anyone to remember his name. He wanted to move quietly and
         unnoticed. Most of the time he wished he could just disappear.
      

      
      Teeth gritted and tongue lashed as the traffic halted once more. Timothy closed his eyes, oblivious to Veca’s frustration.
         He felt sleepy. The music on the radio was so dull and relentless. He struggled to remember the gentle summons of the flute,
         sweet and pure. When he opened his eyes again he saw a woman with a brightly coloured headscarf wrapped around her face, moving
         between the cars, one hand outstretched, the other holding a tightly wrapped baby. He pressed his palm against the glass in
         return, the cool dampness seeping through him. Removing his hand, he stared for a moment at the imprint left behind, strangely
         fascinated by the lines revealed by his palm, the intricate whorls on his fingertips, a hand in negative, a reverse self.
         These thoughts had hardly started before the image had faded, the city easing back into focus. Traffic started again, and
         they drove on.
      

      
      Today was different: there was no House Assembly.

      
      The form teacher, Mr Clarke, appeared distracted, quietly adding Timothy’s name to the register without mentioning the fact
         that he was nearly ten minutes late. The acerbic remarks normally used to subdue class were absent and instead he announced
         that House Assembly was cancelled and said the headmaster had something to say to them all. Timothy didn’t have a chance to
         talk to Edward, but a quick glance suggested he had no idea what was happening either. An uneasy feeling filled the classroom, and
         even Jason Radley managed to stay silent. A prefect entered the class and said something to Mr Clarke. Then Mr Clarke summoned
         the pupils to their feet and ordered them to follow him into the Old Hall. Timothy assumed their year was in trouble for some
         vague, communal lapse of standards, a failure to tuck in shirts or tie ties properly, an excess of public swearing or playground
         spitting. Entering the capacious hall, he was surprised to find most of the school gathered already, from juniors to sixth
         form.
      

      
      Prefects ushered their class to seats in the middle of the hall.

      
      On the high stage Timothy saw Dr Scott, the headmaster, Mr Walker, the deputy head, and all the Heads of Year. Dr Scott looked
         particularly uncomfortable this morning, perched by the lectern like a man impatient for his bus, one hand twitching. They
         sat, while the remaining classes arrived, masters and prefects taking positions against the wall, seats scraping and knocking
         as students sat down, wildfire chitter-chatter flaring up among the different years.
      

      
      ‘What’s going on?’ Timothy whispered to the boy beside him.

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘Who are those two?’ A strange man and woman were sat on stage next to Mr Walker.

      
      ‘I don’t know.’
      

      
      ‘Do you think—’

      
      ‘Chaps,’ began Dr Scott. ‘Now chaps – boys – gentlemen, would you be quiet, please, do you mind.’ The restless chatter continued,
         sweeping back and forth across the hall. Mr Walker, clearly exasperated, shot the headmaster a look, stood up and bellowed ‘SILENCE’ at the top of his voice. Famously
         strict, and rumoured to have been an officer in the Guards before joining the school, his command had an immediate effect.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Dr Scott. Bracing himself against the lectern, he leant forward on his right arm, his hawkish eyebrows frowning
         and his bald head gleaming, waiting as the final ripples of conversation petered out. Satisfied, he straightened up – Timothy
         knew the familiar pantomime of his movements, everybody did – and grasped the lectern firmly with both hands, his half-moon
         glasses catching the light that filtered down from high Gothic windows. Someone coughed. Someone always coughed. The strange
         man sitting beside Mr Walker appeared to be checking his mobile phone.
      

      
      Dr Scott waited.

      
      Dr Scott began: ‘Okay, chaps.’ His voice, as always, wavered a little before he got into his stride. ‘This assembly has been
         called because of a very serious matter. With me are Detective Inspector Grant and Detective Sergeant Kennedy, from Chelsea
         police station.’ He gestured, ever so slightly, to the strange man and woman. The man – the detective inspector – had put
         away his phone and now sat back, arms crossed. He wore a blue suit, slightly baggy and a fraction more fashionable than anything
         the masters wore. Almost bald, the detective had buzzed what remained of his hair into a thin, macho fuzz. Timothy thought
         he looked rather like a boxer, about to bust into the ring. The detective sergeant, in contrast, looked more like a teacher.
         She had the same sort of practical haircut and sour expression. Only she wore trousers and there was something about her that
         was much tougher. Timothy wondered if she kept her CS spray in the large handbag beneath her seat.
      

      
      The headmaster was talking: ‘Chaps, Inspector Grant will speak to you in a minute. I ask that you all listen very carefully
         to what he has to say. It concerns us all.’ Police. Perhaps another sixth-former had been caught selling cannabis again. It had happened at the start of term. Five boys had
         been expelled and letters mixed with threats and assurances had been sent out to parents. Dr Scott began: ‘First, I would
         have you remember that here, at Royal Brompton College, we believe in certain values …’ It certainly sounded like drugs, the
         way Scott was starting with the ever-so-pious tone that always entered his voice when he lectured the school about sex or
         drugs or not playing enough sport. ‘As you know, we believe in respect for ourselves, for each other and our community. We
         believe in restraint, moderation and hard work of course, but also in good cheer, honesty, common sense, teamwork, and having
         fun. As you know and, indeed, your parents know, we are a proud school, with a long tradition of decency and achievement.’
      

      
      Dr Scott slapped the side of the lectern and gazed around. ‘Chaps, as I’m sure you are all aware we have a duty to watch out
         for each other, to look after each other. You are all upstanding young fellows. You have a duty to the school – remember,
         Brompton boys, we always stick together!’ He slapped the lectern again for effect. ‘Boys from Royal Brompton have gone on
         from here to make many notable achievements. Many have had illustrious and important careers. Need I remind you how many old
         boys have become great men – captains of industry, politicians, diplomats, innovators, inventors, scholars, even – dare I
         say – artists, musicians and actors?’ He paused, looking left, looking right. Someone coughed. ‘Chaps, it saddens me to declare that an extremely worrying situation has arisen.’
         He hesitated for a moment. ‘Now, I expect you all to pay great attention to what Inspector Grant has to say. But first, remember
         what I said. Now, I will hand you over to the police.’ Someone tittered at the headmaster’s non sequitur, causing Mr Walker
         to glare fiercely in the general direction of the disturbance. Standing back, Dr Scott tugged at his black gown and nodded
         for the inspector to come forward.
      

      
      The inspector surprised everyone by being the first person to address Royal Brompton College in at least one hundred years
         who not only stood away from the lectern but kept his hands in his pockets and, while speaking, strolled quite casually from
         one side of the stage to another. ‘Right, gents, I’ll be as brief as I can. Some of you know Thomas Anderson, in class 3-F.
         Some of you don’t.’ He sniffed loudly. ‘Well, on Wednesday, Thomas didn’t come home. And he didn’t come home yesterday, either.
         Well, now … what do we make of this, then?’ He shrugged, as if it was no big deal. Then he put his hands back in his pockets
         and continued talking. ‘His parents are worried, I can tell you that for starters. They don’t know where he is and, what is
         more, we – the police – are also worried and so is the school. We are now officially conducting a missing-person inquiry.’
         Inspector Grant paused and scratched his chin, letting his words settle a little. Thomas Anderson. 3-F. From the year above.
         Timothy had never spoken to the boy, but he thought he knew what he looked like. In his mind he saw a slight dark-haired fellow
         with glasses, an ordinary sort of boy, not that popular, but not an obvious victim either, not a troublemaker and not a swot,
         just ordinary.
      

      
      ‘We know Thomas left school on Wednesday and entered South Kensington Tube station, as he does every day when going home.
         We have CCTV footage of him entering the station. That is the only footage we have. Normally, Thomas would leave the Tube
         at Warwick Avenue station and walk the short distance home. But we know he never exited from that station. We don’t know anything
         else.’ The inspector sniffed and walked over to the right-hand side of the stage. Timothy watched the teachers watching him.
         A boy had disappeared! ‘Somehow, somewhere, between entering the Tube at South Kensington and coming out at Warwick Avenue, Thomas vanished. We
         are speaking to his friends – and some of his teachers – privately, to find out if they know anything. But I want to appeal
         to all of you. Like your headmaster said, you are a community and you’ve got to watch out for each other. That’s what makes
         a community. Now we need to know, did any of you see anything unusual? Did you see, for example, anyone strange waiting around
         outside school? We know a lot of you use that Tube station. Did you see Thomas? Were you on the same train as him? Did you
         see him leave the train? Did you notice anyone unusual at the Tube station? Have any strangers approached you recently, tried
         to take you somewhere, or make you do something?’
      

      
      Another pause, another sniff. ‘Now, I need you all to think very, very carefully about the last few days. Those of you who
         use the Tube, especially the Circle or District Line between South Kensington and Paddington, try and remember if you saw
         anyone suspicious, anything unusual. Anything, gents, no matter how small or inconsequential it might seem to you, however
         silly, could help us. Don’t be shy. If in doubt, just come see us. Sergeant Kennedy and I will be at school all day. We plan to talk to as many of you as possible.’
      

      
      Timothy knew that ruled him out. He never went on the Tube. Veca was always there, in the Volvo, to take them everywhere. Mummy hated the Tube and had forbidden them
         to travel on it, except with Daddy on the occasional weekend excursion to Oxford Street or Covent Garden. She was convinced
         he would get mugged if he went down alone, ‘by black boys from the estates,’ she warned, boys who would take his money or his trainers or his life and ‘thank God’ she wouldn’t let him have a mobile
         phone because they’d take that in a flash. Anyway, that was without worrying about fires, accidents, mechanical breakdowns
         ‘or terrorism’. Mummy lived with an impending sense of the apocalypse, especially when it came to the Underground.
      

      
      ‘One other thing, gents: it is possible that Thomas has just gone away somewhere to be by himself and think about things.
         He might be perfectly safe. I remember what it was like, at your age. You get fed up. These things happen. But it could be
         more serious than that. Now, I’m telling those of you who walk home, or get the Tube, or the bus, do not travel alone. Go
         with your friends. Watch out for each other and keep your eyes open. If you have phones, make sure you keep them to hand.
         Most of all, don’t speak to any strangers. If someone tries to bother you, call the police immediately. We don’t want any
         more disappearances. Thank you.’
      

      
      Detective Inspective Grant sat down, allowing Dr Scott to resume his habitual pose and tone, rambling on for a bit about something
         before the Reverend Fowler took over, leading the school through a droning hymn and then a mumbled rendition of the Lord’s
         Prayer. All the time Timothy was wishing he were somewhere else, somewhere other than here. He tried to return to the memory of last night’s dream,
         the boy in the trees so close and yet just too far away and the sound of the flute drifting through a hot, still afternoon.
         His hymn book slipped from his fingers, banging loudly on the floor. Jolted awake, Timothy blushed and quickly picked it up.
         In front of him, another boy absently-mindedly scratched at the spots on the back of his neck.
      

      
      At lunchtime Timothy had a chance to catch up with Edward. During the winter term, especially when the weather was bad, pupils
         were allowed to remain indoors during the lunch hour. Confronted with sleety grey rain outside, the two spent the long hour
         pacing the whitewashed corridors between the great hall and the old library. Although most pupils stayed in their classrooms,
         there was an unspoken agreement between Timothy and Edward that it was safer to stick to the corridors. Confined lunch hours
         packed into sweaty classrooms were a chore for even the best-behaved pupils and outbursts of mob violence, taunting and abuse
         were common ways of alleviating the boredom, especially when the Radley brothers held court. Regular patrols by teachers and
         prefects made the corridors marginally safer territory, and the pair had found that absenting themselves from the malicious
         gaze of the Radley brothers was a wise strategy for self-preservation.
      

      
      ‘Did you dream about him again?’ Edward asked.

      
      ‘I think so. It’s hard to remember. Yes.’

      
      ‘So did I. It reminds me, you know, these dreams …’ Edward’s voice trailed off.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘India,’ Edward said firmly. ‘The more I think about it, the more certain I am. He wants to take me back to India.’ Edward was always talking about India, but Timothy didn’t mind
         so much. They passed the back toilets, a notorious smokers’ hang-out, the faint aroma of excessive aftershave and Marlboro
         Lights filling the air. Edward continued, ‘In fact, I’m sure I met him – Krishna – when we lived in Delhi. One of the gardeners,
         he often had his son with him, helping with things. He was about my age. I remember watching them working throughout the midday
         heat. He never wore anything but a white cloth around his waist and flip-flops on his feet. He was so thin and his skin was
         so dark and his hair was as black as midnight. I often wondered where they lived, where they went at the end of the day. The
         poor people live everywhere in India, you know, sleeping under trees, on roundabouts or living in shacks next to sewers and
         railway lines. I’m sure it’s him … There were so many places in India, places we could never go …’
      

      
      For a while nothing much more was said and the pair doubled round, passing again the dining hall, the staffroom. Mr Walker
         marched past them: he was always striding around, officiously removing bags that blocked the way.
      

      
      ‘What do you think happened to the boy who disappeared?’ asked Timothy.

      
      ‘Andrew and that lot said some weirdo came up to them on the Tube yesterday.’

      
      ‘Really? Andrew’s full of shit.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Is he going to tell the police?’

      
      Edward shrugged.

      
      ‘He’s full of shit,’ repeated Timothy.

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      They reached the library again and paused for a moment. ‘Is it worth going outside?’
      

      
      ‘We could see how the rain is.’

      
      ‘We could.’ Back down the stairs. ‘What did Andy say about this weirdo?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. I don’t think it was anything.’

      
      ‘But what if that boy has been kidnapped?’

      
      ‘Where’s the ransom note? There’s always a ransom.’

      
      ‘What if he’s dead?’

      
      ‘Where’s the body? They would have found his body in the Tube.’

      
      ‘Unless there are secret tunnels, and secret entrances.’

      
      ‘Under London?’

      
      ‘Under London,’ Timothy confirmed.

      
      ‘I guess … probably you are right.’ Edward didn’t go on the Underground much either and it was a place of some mystery for
         them both.
      

      
      ‘He said there was a mountain …’ Now Timothy was trying to remember what the boy had told him.

      
      ‘The mountain?’

      
      ‘In the dream. I told you.’

      
      ‘Maybe …’ Edward didn’t seem quite so sure.

      
      ‘I would go to the mountain. There was a castle, high up above the snow. Beautiful. With gardens and fountains, so peaceful.’

      
      ‘I think I’ve seen it … India has lots of mountains, you know – they have the Himalayas.’

      
      ‘They go out from the mountain. They serve him.’

      
      ‘Yes … I see …’

      
      ‘They have amazing weapons.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Throwing daggers …’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Swords that can cut through rock …’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Poison darts …’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Arrows with eagle feathers …’

      
      ‘Yes, yes.’

      
      ‘He can make you invisible.’

      
      Now Edward joined in: ‘They will teach you how to walk on water.’

      
      ‘Climb walls with your hands.’

      
      ‘Go for days without food or water.’

      
      ‘Long black knives …’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘That cut like that and like that …’

      
      ‘Yes! Yes!’

      
      ‘They go down from the mountains, they walk for days …’

      
      ‘They hide and no one can find them—’

      
      ‘Not all the governments of the world …’

      
      ‘And when they find their enemies.’

      
      ‘They cut them—’

      
      ‘Cut their throats!’

      
      ‘And then they are gone!’

      
      ‘Vanished!’

      
      ‘Like the morning mist.’

      
      ‘Gone where no one can find them.’

      
      ‘And they lie awake, in their beds, at night,’

      
      ‘Their enemies,’

      
      ‘With bloody hands,’

      
      ‘And they cannot sleep,’

      
      ‘Oh, the bitterness!’

      
      ‘So many sleepless, anxious nights,’

      
      ‘Because they know—’

      
      ‘Because nowhere is safe, not even their beds, their government beds,’
      

      
      ‘Not with all their bodyguards!’

      
      ‘And all their bombs!’

      
      Timothy and Edward smiled simultaneously at each other. The bell rang for afternoon school. With their spell broken, both
         boys hurried back to class.
      

      
      The rest of the afternoon went slowly. Timothy wondered what his teachers had written in his end-of-term report. He knew he
         was supposed to be what they called ‘a good boy’ and a ‘diligent student’. But really, deep down, he didn’t want to be anything
         like that. Last period and they were all given a letter that explained the disappearance to parents. To the disappointment
         of everyone the police did not visit their class. At four o’clock Timothy trailed out of the school and crossed the road,
         picking out Veca and the Volvo amid the habitual crush of Range Rovers, BMWs and Mercedes.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Timmy. How was your day? Was it good?’

      
      ‘Yeah, I s’pose.’

      
      ‘How was school?’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘Only okay?’

      
      ‘A boy disappeared.’

      
      ‘Disappeared?’

      
      ‘Yeah, in the year above.’

      
      ‘But this is terrible! When – not at school?’

      
      He groaned. ‘I dunno. I’ve got a letter in my bag about it. The police spoke to us in assembly.’

      
      ‘Lord! The police!’ Veca slapped the steering wheel in disgust. ‘I will read it when we get home. What happened?’

      
      ‘They don’t know.’

      
      Veca made a whistling noise and shook her head as she always did when something appalled her. A lot of things that happened seemed to appal her. Harry, in the back, was asking
         questions, but Timothy ignored him. He didn’t feel like speaking at the moment.
      

      
      The Dashwoods had only recently moved to the city.

      
      Before that they had lived for six months in the countryside, in a large house with gloomy rooms and draughts that was surrounded
         by the tallest trees. It always seemed to be windy in that place, especially at night, and now, when they went for walks on
         windy days in Kensington Gardens, the dry rustle of shaking leaves gave Timothy a strange and rather sad nostalgia for that
         house, which he had never much liked and his mother had particularly loathed. That sound, like the sighs of a great paper
         ghost, brought with it such a peculiar yearning, and he would remember the hint of freedom suggested by the barren fields
         that stretched past the house, and the faint, bluish hills in the distance. In his mind it was always autumn in that house
         – dead leaves blown across the garden and fields like faded photographs, sad memories of spent summer all russet and ochre.
         Although his mother would talk of the wonderful walks that were supposed to exist somewhere beyond the field, they never explored
         them. The weather was almost always bad, so they never really went anywhere. His mother hated the countryside, the mud, the
         great nothingness, miles from what she called ‘decent shops’. Timothy remembered her bitter complaints to his father, and
         all those empty afternoons she spent pacing from room to room, as if she would find in one of them what was missing from all
         the rest. Timothy remembered some mornings, when his father was away, how she could hardly even get out of bed and how sometimes
         – this was always the worst – she would go into the garden alone to shout and scream her frustration at the trees. He remembered once having to go and fetch her – her
         dressing gown wet and muddy, her face smeared with tears and dirt. But he didn’t really think much about that any more.
      

      
      At the time, of course, it was only meant to be the most temporary of moves while his father tried to decide if they should
         go back to Saudi Arabia or remain in England. ‘Back to Saudi.’ Timothy remembered the intense heat, the sun so bright and
         hot that it turned the sky into a vast molten dome. He remembered the low white buildings in the compound and the bright blue
         swimming pool that was comfort-cooled on those searing hot afternoons when Mummy sent them smothered in sun cream and wearing
         their floppy hats back inside. And the dry orange dust of the landscape and the endless, soothing drone of the air-conditioning
         machines in the compound and that night when the power went off and didn’t come back on for hours and his father sat vigilant
         with a phone and torch in case ‘something’ was happening.
      

      
      Only now did Timothy realise how rarely they actually left the compound and then it was mainly to go to the airport, to fly
         back to England. He remembered the long straight motorway with palm trees on either side, regular as street lamps against
         the flat horizon. And the gates at the entrance to the compound – they used to fascinate him so – high fences topped with
         wire and spikes and the concrete walls that kept out the rest of the world. He used to wonder, constantly pestering his mother
         about them, what would happen to someone if they got caught on those spikes. Most fascinating of all were the guards with
         their machine guns and eyes hidden by sunglasses, men who checked his mother’s pass and stuck strange metal poles underneath the car. Sometimes he would play at ‘guards and intruders’ with other children in the compound, chasing around
         and pretending to shoot each other.
      

      
      Timothy made no connection back then between the gates, scanners and guns, and the pool, the compound shopping mall and the
         little compound school with its pictures of American presidents hanging on the walls. Only now, when he really thought about
         it, did Timothy begin to wonder if he was beginning to see what had been waiting all along, beyond those high compound walls.
      

      
      Timothy’s mother put down the letter from the school and sighed. ‘Well, I’m not sure we should tell your father about this.
         He’ll only worry. He has enough on his mind.’ She tweaked at her wedding ring the way she always did when she felt anxious.
         ‘Have you seen this, Veca?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mrs Dashwood. Tim told me.’

      
      ‘That’s what happens, I suppose, if you let your children travel unaccompanied on the Tube.’ She shook her head to show she
         couldn’t believe how wicked some parents could be. ‘Well …’ Her lips twitched as if she was about to say something else. The
         letter went into the bin.
      

      
      Timothy’s mother could be very busy when she wanted to be, planning dinners for his father or else decorating rooms in the
         house or going to the gym. ‘Mummy’s homework,’ she called it, not that Timothy could see much of a parallel. ‘Now, Veca, have
         you seen my address book? I must call Adele. You will be in, won’t you, next Thursday?’ Following Veca into the kitchen, she
         touched the top of Timothy’s head, the briefest possible caress and yet ever so tender, like a curator allowing herself the
         smallest of intimacies with her finest exhibit.
      

      
      Timothy was left alone in the living room. He turned off the light to see outside better, and pressed himself against the window. The glass was cold. The trees in the communal garden
         were lost in the gloom. Outside. A boy had disappeared, he thought. A boy was gone.
      

   
      
      Saturday

      
      Timothy found himself in a park. The boy sat under a tree, cross-legged and waiting, his face wrapped in a long white scarf.
         Only his eyes were visible, peeping between a slit in the cloth. He had such beautiful eyes, filled with adventure.
      

      
      ‘You are late.’ The boy’s breath plumed around him in the cold as he spoke.

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.’

      
      ‘How much longer will you stay here? You’re almost ready, don’t you know?’

      
      Sensing the boy’s frustration, Timothy kept quiet. He wasn’t sure what to say.

      
      ‘How can you stand it? Does it not sicken you? Don’t you wish you could escape while you still have a chance?’

      
      Timothy nodded. It was difficult to meet those eyes, so certain and defiant.

      
      ‘Soon you must choose. The longer you wait, the weaker you grow. Soon they will have won and you won’t even notice.’ He reached
         into his cloak and pulled out a long curved dagger. The blade gleamed like fresh ice. The handle was beautifully carved, with fine silver designs. ‘I can’t give this to you yet. But soon.’
      

      
      Talking to the boy gave Timothy a funny feeling in his stomach, a sort of happy vertigo. He yearned to stay with the boy.
         The thought of going back was hateful.
      

      
      ‘Come.’ Now they stood by an ornamental terrace topped with Grecian urns. Beyond the balustrade was an expanse of flat grey
         water that stretched onwards through the park. ‘Here, across the water. This is the way. This is where you must go.’ The boy
         pointed across the water. The Serpentine, Timothy thought to himself. Kensington Gardens, this is where I am. ‘You must cross over. You must break through. You must follow the others who have gone before you. You must join us. Don’t
         think of them, they won’t help you. Empty your mind of them – your father, your mother, your friends, your teachers, your country. Most
         of all your country. Forget all these things.’ He paused for a moment. The air was cold. When he spoke again his voice was
         so quiet and sad. ‘It was so beautiful over there, before it started. Now the war is everywhere.’ There was a weeping willow
         in his heart. ‘We will come, silently, in the dead of night.’ He sat close, holding up one finger. ‘We must do this. There
         is no choice left any more. They lie and then they lie again. They have no heart, only a desert of thorns. War is everywhere.’
      

      
      ‘I understand.’

      
      When Timothy awoke it was hard to recall what the boy had said. Gazing across the wintry garden, all that he could distinctly
         remember was the boy’s fierce sadness, like an icicle slowly melting inside him. Not long now, he thought.
      

      
      Over breakfast, Mrs Dashwood declared that she wanted to go shopping in Knightsbridge for a new outfit. A special dinner was planned for next Friday, and all the directors of the company Timothy’s father worked for were invited. ‘You want
         me to look my best, don’t you?’ she stated, challenging his father to disagree. When he was at home and not away on business,
         Timothy’s father never liked doing much at the weekend. He took breakfast slowly, lingering with the Financial Times and a plate of toast, marmalade and a pot of coffee. Sometimes breakfast could drag on until lunchtime. His father ruffled
         the paper and peered at his wife. Timothy knew the look he gave her was meant to tell her that she already had enough nice
         new expensive clothes. His mother put her cup down rather hard, causing a little tea to spill over into the saucer.
      

      
      Timothy quietly finished his eggs, wondering what chance he had of persuading someone to come with him so they could take
         Muffy for a walk in the park together. It was a gloomy, chilly morning and he knew there was no point asking his mother, while
         his father had been opposed to Muffy from the start and refused to have anything to do with the dog. His mother wouldn’t want
         them dragging round the shops with her either, and with his father certain to disappear into his study Timothy guessed he’d
         be left alone for the rest of the morning. Veca was supposed to have Saturdays free and she usually stayed in her room until
         lunchtime to make sure his mother wouldn’t find any sneaky extra jobs for her to do. If he wanted to go to the park he’d have
         to ask her.
      

      
      His father, spreading marmalade on a fresh slice of toast, said, ‘Honey, you know I have far too much work to be going anywhere.
         I have an entire report to check by Monday.’ He used the same knife for butter and marmalade. His teeth made a crunching noise,
         slicing through the toast. Timothy’s mother spilt a little more tea and went upstairs. Shortly afterwards she reappeared in a gleaming black coat and boats, her hair tucked under a red woolly hat and
         her face half submerged behind enormous Gucci glasses. Timothy found his Mummy a little frightening sometimes, as if he couldn’t
         quite believe she belonged to them.
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