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To Nick

(from word one)







breaktext










If there is an answer to the question, it is this: because our bodies are designed to lie in boxes in the dark; arms neatly folded on our chests. Feet together. Eyes tight shut. This is why we die: it’s the end we were shaped for.

. . . When she unwrapped her arms, her hands touched the cold sides of the container she’d been planted in, and she understood that everything that passed for normal had slipped out of reach. She was in a world of new instructions—try not to whimper; try not to scream; especially, try not to breathe. She had never been good with instructions. But these bore down with the weight of the earth, and could not be ignored.

And everything that had ever happened carried on happening elsewhere; out of sight or reach, in a time closed off to her. She recognized this, and even as she forgot her instructions and began to scream, felt the intense regret of being out of the loop—of knowing that, whatever came next, she’d play no part in it; nor ever know how it came out.

And this, too, is why we die; because we are only part of the story. And never to know how the story ends.





Part One

The smart bomb





Chapter One

i

Death was on his mind when he first saw the woman. It was her dress caught his eye; a white cotton dress that hung just above her knees, patterned with large blue almost-leaf shapes. Like a Matisse in motion he thought, then wondered where that had come from—Matisse? Leaving the bar, descending the steps into the hotel lounge, she paused and looked round, verifying the obvious; that all of the tables were taken. The sunlight breaking from the window behind her lent shifting life to the dress she wore.

What death wore, he didn’t know yet, but the clever money was on black.

He returned to the book he wasn’t reading. Words swam into vision, took their usual route to his brain, and evaporated immediately, leaving no discernible impression. Twice in the last twenty minutes he’d turned a page in case anybody was watching, and now did so again, noting as he did the way the same light that played with the pattern of her dress lay flat on the table before him: roomkey, wineglass, ashtray littered with corpses. If he turned, he’d find the view through the window—the car park, and the ivy trailing down the high wall separating the car park from whatever lay beyond.

Will sir be eating this evening? he’d been asked. 

Sir wouldn’t be eating this evening.

. . . Last time Tim Whitby had been here, ten years to the day, he and Emma had been the only couple dining. That was how he remembered it. This evening it was full. Some of the room’s occupants were presumably residents like himself; others were here just to eat. There was a futile permanence about the word resident, but that was how the bartender had identified him while taking his order. If the information below is not correct, please amend by crossing out the names of persons no longer resident Tim had read lately, on his electoral form, and had had to look for a pen . . . Some moments passed while this crawled across the landscape of his heart. And then the light altered, because the woman had approached and was gesturing at the unused half of his table. His face must have remained blank. She resorted to speech.

“Do you mind?”

He shook his head.

She sat on the far end of the sofa, leaving a good two feet between them; placed her glass and a folded newspaper on the table and leaned back, closing her eyes.

On any list of things Tim did not want right now, company came first, second and third. For a start, it called for a rearrangement of his body. He compromised by pulling the ashtray closer; a gesture that ceded territory. He wasn’t eating this evening. He wouldn’t be taking up space much longer. He planned to have two, or possibly many more, glasses of wine, then go upstairs. Her being here did not alter his plan . . . This was a comfortable dining room, favouring armchairs and sofas. Guests weren’t pressed to hurry. But soon she could have the long table to herself. He tried to convey all this in the way he picked up his glass, but it was impossible to know if she understood.

The wine—which Emma had taught him to enjoy; he’d been a beer man—should have been a treat, but it was simply the next thing happening. He wasn’t drunk yet. Just dislocated enough to feel his fingers rubbery as they negotiated glass back on to table; he didn’t spill but sloshed a little; she didn’t notice, because her eyes remained closed. She had long dark wavy hair—almost black—and maybe this made her skin seem paler than it was, or maybe it was pale anyway. And she wore a lot of make-up. This was presumably to cover a bruise on the side of her face nearest him—not a terribly large bruise, nor old enough to have purpled and blacked, but definitely there, for all the careful layers she’d painted on top. He looked away before her eyes could open, and let his gaze sweep the room once more. As if he had enemies who might have sneaked in while his mind roamed elsewhere.

But there was nothing here that did not always happen: people eating, drinking, talking; being happy in a public place. The English were supposed to be repressed—beaten to a pulp by the weather and an ineradicable sense of loss of empire. So why was everyone so bloody cheerful? In the far corner a young couple looked about two minutes off conceiving their first child, while in the opposite, a pair who might have been their grandparents were toasting each other with smiles whose wrinkles matched like bookends. The time it took Tim’s gaze to cross from one to the other, a whole lifetime of promises had been kept and twice renewed.

And waiters came and went, of course; and plates were scratched by knives and forks. Whatever the music was changed to something precisely as tasteful. Outside, a car left, and another arrived to take its place . . . All this just scratching Tim’s surface, as if life were a TV he wasn’t watching, but couldn’t ignore. It was impossible, while alive, to divorce yourself from events: even the boring, even the stupid. When the last thing you wanted was conversation, you found yourself discussing the merits of various whiskies. When the last thing you wanted was company, a woman joined you, wearing a noticeable dress . . . Tim looked out of the window again; watched for a while early evening sunlight reflecting off the windscreen of a blue Toyota; a windscreen whose wipers had cleared a stylized M-shape on a background of reddish dust. He wondered why this detail mattered. He wondered why he bothered noticing.

Time to stop. He returned to his book; the novel he was struggling through. It was a Graham Greene, one of Emma’s. Emma had left her books behind. And though he’d made a genuine effort to concentrate, the story’s fundamental unreality hummed away beneath the narrative: it was set in 1953, for God’s sake. Didn’t the characters realize that? Didn’t they understand they were interim; that the natural state of things was twenty-first century; that by the time they’d caught up with history they’d be dragging round colostomy bags, or cuffed to Zimmer frames, or just plain dead? That was the problem: these people were dead, but didn’t know it. It was the only convincing aspect of the story.

When he looked back, her bruise seemed to have grown darker, and to his horror, she saw him notice.

She said, “It was a cupboard door.”

. . . If he’d left it baldly alone, if her statement had withered and died in contextless silence, they’d both have remained frozen there forever.

He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry?”

“You were looking at my eye.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s okay.” Her voice was deep for a woman’s, and carried a faint accent, though Tim couldn’t register from where: never a strength of his.

He picked up his glass again. It was strange, and also expensive, how easily a glass of wine emptied—though expense was hardly a consideration. Otherwise he’d have stayed home, and drunk himself stupid on supermarket offers. Home, though, was not where he wanted to be, and as if he were broadcasting this thought out loud she picked up on it, and spoke again:

“Have you been here before?”

“. . . This hotel?”

“Oxford.”

He lived here. This was his home, where he did not want to be. Explaining that, though, would have involved open-heart surgery. “Yes.”

“It’s our first visit.”

“I see.”

Our was an affront; one of those red flags the coupled wave to piss off the newly single. Lately, everywhere Tim went he saw people in pairs, flaunting happy, secure futures. And now it seemed even people turning up on their own had to trumpet their significant others. Tim had shared an our once; now he had simply a his. This unalterable fact made the woman’s attempt to hide her bruise laughable.

. . . But this was good, this was fine, this was nothing. It was a sequence of moments time would carry him through the way gravity would see him through a fall: there was little preparation needed; only the ordinary social stitching which held him together anyway—which kept him saying please and thank you instead of leave me alone. He could smile pleasantly for as long as the situation demanded, which would not be terribly long, and all the while his alcoholic buzz would grow until it blotted out even the agonizingly pleasant chatter of the other diners. This woman would eventually run out of conversation and subside into silence. Tim would finish whatever drink he was on, nod politely, and go upstairs to his room. And there he would kill himself, and the whole fucking mess would be over.

Focus . . . She was silent now, but he could feel tension building. At any moment, she might begin talking. Her eyes, he noticed, were brown . . . He looked away. Today had been a day of lasts—the last time he’d get dressed, leave home; the last time he’d be caught, last in line, by the lights at the junction near his house. It always felt like last in line, even when others queued behind you . . . The last time he’d think always. Her dress left her arms bare, and he thought he could see—it might be a trick of the shifting light—faint yellow marks, the size of thumbprints, above her elbows.

“It was a cupboard. One with double doors, where one’s held in place by the other? And I tugged the wrong handle, so the outer door swung and hit me in the face.”

This seemed a long answer to a question he hadn’t asked.

“I think some of us are just accident prone,” she said.

There was a second or two’s silence into which the conversation fell like a stone dropped down a well. He should say something. It wasn’t enough to sit wrapped in his own intentions. This was the social stitching at work. It took a moment to play back where he was: a cupboard door had hit her in the face.

“I’m no lawyer,” he said. His voice came out rusty, and in his head various available sentences incompletely suggested themselves. You could sue for. Maybe they’ll reduce your. Or offer a complimentary. “Have you complained?” he managed.

“It didn’t happen here.”

“Oh.”

“I’m disturbing you.”

“That’s all right.”

Which was the wrong thing to say, the English policeman who patrolled his conversation informed him. It sounded rude; sounded as if she were disturbing him. Which she was. Which did not make it okay for him to say so. Fuck it: there was suicide happening here, albeit—so far—in slow motion. Why did life conspire to produce sitcom, when the audition had promised tragedy? Just this morning, at the off-licence . . .

She smiled faintly and picked up her newspaper.

Just this morning, at the off-licence, he’d become involved in a choice of whiskies. What should have been a two-minute exercise—you pointed at a bottle; you produced your wallet; you paid—became a discussion about the merits of various brands, one in which his own part was minimal. Something of an expert, the man behind the counter. Which meant he’d made a fine career choice, but this didn’t soothe Tim much. It’s medicinal, he wanted to say. It would stop the pain, he meant. A smart woman had once remarked that what put you off drugs was the embarrassing slang you had to use. Suicide, too, had its downside. There was a shameful amount of self-dramatizing involved.

Upstairs, along with the Macallan he’d been talked into, was an almost full bottle of amitryptilline—no slang necessary. Between the two, the job would get done.

But first, it seemed, he had to make up for his unintentional rudeness to this bruised woman.

“Have you come far?”

A line that creaked as it was delivered.

If she noticed, she didn’t let on. “Totnes,” she said. “Do you know it?”

He didn’t. Then he did. He’d never been there. He knew where it was.

And so she talked for a while: about Totnes; about what brought her and her husband to Oxford. And where her husband was at the moment. Details Tim immediately forgot. Her name, he gathered, was Kay. Or rather (she corrected herself) Katrina. He supposed he told her his. A certain oddness about the situation suggested itself, but there was a certain oddness about everything today—a last oddness, that would be. Mostly, their conversation moved as if it required little of his attention. Mostly, his own undercurrent drowned out what was happening on the surface . . .

It wasn’t a slow accretion of feelings he was subject to; it was a wave of blackness that hit him at once, and often: Who would love him now? Who would be there when he felt lonely, or needed contact? And it would be the same tomorrow, and every day after; the rest of his life dipping like a long slow road underground. They said it got better. It took him a moment to remember who “they” were: they were the experts, who explained what was happening to you long after it had become obvious. They said it got better in time—call it two years. So what would he be in two years? Two years older. His body would have slackened further into that Babapapa shape men declined into; he’d have become seedier, the way men on their own did. Would be making his shirts last an extra day. And there’d never be anyone else again, because who would love him now? He’d been lucky the first time. Luck wouldn’t happen twice. And he really didn’t think he could take another unlucky day. The important word here was really.

. . . At some point he ordered another glass of wine. Things were speeding up, the way water did as it drained down the plughole. Soon time would have run dry. They seemed to be talking about poetry now. This wasn’t something he’d consciously thought about since school, and not even then, to be honest. Tiger, tiger, burning bright. It occurred to him that this evening was going on a bill he wouldn’t be around to pay. He should have ordered drinks for the house . . . And then came a moment, all too sudden, when he was alone, smoking his last cigarette. She had left. He remembered a hurried goodbye, but couldn’t recall the reason for it—maybe her husband had shown up. The cigarette burned his fingers, and when he stubbed it out it came alive in the ashtray. Its burning smell mingled with others—with the wine; with the trace of her perfume hanging in the air; with his own bodily odour—and all of it produced a self-disgust so enormous, he wished he could disappear. Carefully, Tim stood, and managed to leave the bar without incident. Then, a resident, he retired to his room, to set about the tiresome chore of suicide.

When he woke, he forgot for a while that he was dead. Everything felt still and muffled. Noise grumbled elsewhere—the rattling of a breakfast trolley; a synchronized murmur of voices—but it felt dubbed; artificially added to satisfy those hungry for detail. All that counted was the body he remained sealed in: limbs like concrete; head broadcasting action from a distant war. The pounding of mortar bombs hitting sand with the dull rhythm of a heartbeat. Slowly, facts percolated while he lay motionless: the first, that the light was on. It burned directly on to his closed eyes, brighter than the average sun. The second, that he was fully dressed; on top of, not under, the covers.

Tim was dead, of course. Except he wasn’t. Pieces of yesterday evening came back, and he imagined gluing them together like you might a favourite vase—entering the room, sitting on the bed, opening the Macallan. Fantasies he’d entertained while doing these things returned now with the heft of memory, as if he’d actually been dancing with Emma that recently; as if they’d made love—that recently. As for drinking the whisky, memory shuddered at the notion, and backed away. Like his favourite vase, memory wasn’t holding water any more. But Tim didn’t need memory to know he’d punished the bottle. Eyes closed, he could feel it poisoning his system. Eyes open—when he dared—he could see it, three-quarters empty, on the bedside table.

Next to the bottle of amitryptilline he’d not even opened.

He groaned, and alarmed himself with the noise . . . As if he’d just disturbed something nesting in its pit. He was the pit. This was the pits. Words that dizzied him, chasing their own tails round his mind: he made it to the bathroom, but just barely.

Tim wasn’t keeping count, but it was two hours later he checked out of the hotel, doing so with a heavy sense of shame, as if he’d abused the premises somehow—sneaked in a prostitute, or accessed a pay-per-view that would have the staff sniggering in his wake. He barely glanced at the bill, though it was a lot more serious than it would have been if he were dead. Standing at the desk, watching the woman process his credit card, he almost excused himself—I was here once before. With my wife. The weekend we married—but recognized that for what it was: yesterday’s alcohol talking. The remains of the Macallan, he’d left on his bedside table. The drugs, he’d flushed away—a corner had been turned, and he wouldn’t be trying that exit again. Plans were not to be trusted. A sudden jump in front of a heavy vehicle might work, but anything more considered, he was bound to fuck up.

That afternoon, safely home in the small terraced house Emma wouldn’t be returning to, he went to bed again: slept the sleep of the newly suicided between sheets unwashed in a month. When he woke, it was just before 5 a.m. His limbs were heavy and his stomach still churned, but mostly with hunger. He ate a bowl of cereal, then sat in his tiny back garden while autumn flexed its limbs, trying out a variety of small cloud-formations before settling for plain blue. He smoked cigarette after cigarette until they were all gone, and their fumes infused his skin as if he were toxic.

The following morning, Monday, Tim called in sick, but got up in the afternoon anyway and washed his bed linen. He showered, and afterwards spent a while staring into the bathroom mirror. Lately he had been avoiding his reflection, the way he might cross a road to avert an encounter with a former friend, one who’d been out of touch too long for conversation to be anything but awkward. Now, though, Tim stared, as if indifference had crossed into hostility. “You worthless shit,” he said to the familiar face with its few new creases; with the mole just under the jawline which had never bothered him, but did now. “You pointless jerk.” He wondered what Emma would say if she could see him. But tears were sealed inside him so tightly they might never work their way out. He’d have to crack and fissure like a wrecked kettle for that to happen.

He slept. He woke up. Everything that had already happened for the last time happened again . . . He dressed, ate breakfast, and left for work; was caught once more by the lights at the junction, and then was delayed again near the shopping drag, before the long dip towards Oxford city centre.

An ambulance was parked by the subway, and somebody was being loaded into the back; there were policemen everywhere—Tim counted twelve, though he might have missed a few—blocking pavements; stringing yellow-and-black crime scene tape around the jeweller’s. Cars were waved past one at a time. Stuck in line, Tim tuned the radio to the local station and picked up a story about an armed robbery so recent it was barely over. A passer-by had been shot: unconfirmed reports suggested he was dead. And this is how it happens, Tim thought; this is how it really happens. Unplanned, unexpected, when you were on your way somewhere else—death is not a rehearsal. Like the T-shirts say about life, only with more of an edge to it. Death is not a rehearsal.

Traffic began to move, and Tim moved with it: slowly down the hill, and into the heart of the city.

ii

Some nights, there was a problem with the rats. The problem was, there were no rats. While Arkle stood in the centre of the yard, the only noise came from the road; a passing taxi’s heavy-clutched grind, baffled by the high wooden gates which hadn’t been opened in a year. And even that was blotted by the underfoot crunch of sand and pebble; the carefully graded piles of which had leaked from their enclosures and drifted to the centre of the yard, where it would have taken an expert to tell them apart, though the old man would have managed all right—on a lightless night would have done that with his feet: just the odd taxi for a soundtrack, and no rats in evidence at all.

Though Arkle could imagine the little bastards cowering in the darkness, waiting till he’d gone.

He’d borrowed Baxter’s fancy watch. It withstood pressure fifty metres underwater, explained due north, and, more relevantly right now, lit up when he pressed a button: 10:45. Price was due at eleven, which realistically meant he might turn up within the next three hours. After one last look around—the weapon heavy in his hands: he hated it when he came out shooting, and found nothing to shoot—Arkle trekked back up the metal staircase to the temporary cabin that had perched there twenty-five years, a big tin coffin on a stepladder. Through its grimy window the portable’s blue flicker leaked. Arkle’s boots on the stairs made that dull thudding sound you got in submarines.

When they’d been smaller, Trent had worried about that, and also about the missing slats—you could see right the way to the ground. Trent was worried he’d fall through the gaps.

“No one in recorded history,” Baxter told him, “has ever had that happen.”

“You don’t know all of recorded history.”

But Baxter was pretty sure he’d have been informed.

At the top Arkle stopped and looked back. He wore a long black coat, and even in the dark his shaved head shone, as if recently charged. The lights of Totnes stretched up the hill, the chains they made broken where buildings or trees interrupted them. Somewhere out of sight, beyond where the streetlights dipped into invisibility, Kay’s old man still lived: a confused idiot last time Arkle had seen him. Years back you could have laid a garden rake against his backbone, touching all the way. It was one of those lessons life taught: that getting old was just another way of fucking up.

So: he placed his weapon on the flat roof. When he pushed the door it jammed briefly, and when he put weight on it, the office shook. Inside, Baxter and Trent perched on wooden stools that were just this side of firewood, watching the TV buzzing soundlessly in its corner like an electric aquarium. Despite the hour, Baxter looked—as always—splinter-sharp: tonight a dark grey suit over a collarless white shirt, no tie. He looked like a posterboy for something expensive but ultimately soulless, like alcohol-free lager, or a New Labour policy initiative. Trent, though, looked like Trent. When you saw those newspaper articles about Britain today, how everybody was getting rounder and pastier, it was quickest just to think about Trent and nod.

But then, Trent had always had a problem. Fifteen years back, Arkle’s first impression was Trent was terrified all the time. He’d thought there must be something basic, something all-encompassing, that gave Trent the willies 24/7: hair, shoes, the weather, paving stones. Turned out, he was frightened of Arkle. So at least the little mutt had some brains.

It was Baxter who cleared this up. “He’s worried you’ll forget your lunch one day, and bite his head off to keep you going.”

Arkle tried to imagine this. “Does he think I’ll chew clean through, or just scoop the insides out?”

Baxter had never had problems being scared of Arkle; or more likely, Baxter had quickly got used to not showing fear. Probably before he was three. Baxter was light brown, so when it was summer, looked like he had a really good tan. But when it wasn’t, you knew there was mixed blood going on.

“Is your dad a brown man?” Arkle had asked him, back then.

“Don’t know.”

“Why don’t you know?”

“Don’t know.”

“That all you fucking say?”

And Baxter had fixed him with huge oval eyes, dark as chocolate. “Don’t know.”

These days, Trent wasn’t as scared of Arkle as he used to be, because Arkle had learned how not to put the fear on, which was energy-saving. Also, Trent was hungover. You could always tell when Trent was hungover; his hangovers clouded round him like a separate weather system. Trent reckoned he was a champion drinker because he drank so much, but this was like thinking you were a champion boxer because you got punched lots. Right now, he looked recently mugged.

When Arkle slammed the door it rattled the window: reminded everybody they were one small accident away from being bounced like a can of marbles.

“Price showed?”

Arkle barely got halfway through patting his pockets, looking over his shoulder, before Baxter said: “Christ, enough, okay? Just thought his car might have pulled up.”

As often happened, and for no reason he could put his finger on, Arkle’s mood lifted, tension leaking out of him exactly as if there’d been rats to shoot. Everybody had their own way of dealing with the climbdown after a job. Trent got drunk. Baxter—Baxter was wrapped pretty tight; probably had ways of letting off steam Arkle didn’t know about. Probably involving Kay. Arkle didn’t drink, and rarely touched women, but he had his moments. “He’ll be here. It’s early yet.”

Baxter put his hand out.

Arkle tossed him his watch back.

On TV, a guy with a dark suit, bow tie and American teeth was displaying an empty top hat to a studio audience: you could almost taste the rabbit. It was funny how stuff that was naff ten years ago was cool again—Arkle rated TV magicians below radio ventriloquists. That guy who hung himself in a glass box over the Thames? They should have seized the opportunity and microwaved the prick.

But to be friendly, he said: “Why’s it quiet?”

“Sound’s buggered. He just made a car disappear, though.”

Arkle was staring at him. 

“What?”

“It’s fucking TV, Bax.”

“And?”

“You watched Superman last week. You think that guy can really fly?”

Trent said, “That was a film.” It came out fillum. He sounded like his throat needed rodding. “This is telly.”

“You probably have a point. I wonder what it is.”

“They said it was real. No mirrors or nothing.”

“And if Price offers magic beans, you’ll believe him?”

Trent said, “Films are made up. Telly isn’t,” but said it largely to himself, so Arkle didn’t let it spoil his newfound well-being.

Baxter said, “I’ve never worked out whether I prefer you in a good mood or a bad one. Or what the difference is.” 

Arkle rose above this. Baxter had occasions when basically he was just going to grumble, but the office was Arkle’s space, and he wouldn’t be crowded out. Baxter didn’t like it, there were other places he could be.

Most of which were cleaner. Apart from the TV, the room—the crow’s nest, the old man had called it—held a metal table, the stools Baxter and Trent were using, a chair which was Arkle’s, a filing cabinet stuffed to buggery with invoices, receipts, catalogues, paperwork—not a scrap of it less than a year old—and one of those hatstands with horns, had to have fallen off the back of a lorry. And every last inch of everything, Baxter excepted, covered in dust. That was a rule: you couldn’t run a gravel merchant’s without a lot of airborne particles invading your space. The surprise was how Baxter avoided it; like he actually repelled the stuff.

The TV buzzed on wordlessly. Dust—dust would be doing that; choking its workings, so the words tangled up inside, and never got loose. Not that some dickhead with an undone bow tie had anything Arkle wanted to know.

“He’ll be here soon,” he said, just to be saying something.

Baxter grunted. 

“Price.”

Baxter grunted. 

“I’ll be outside.”

Arkle scooped the weapon off the roof on his way down the stairs.

Big clouds shifted overhead; the moon a bright edge behind them—a silver thread knotting in the middle. He could hear his own breath; hear his clothes rustle as he lifted the weapon to his shoulder and waited. Something would happen. His eye and the weapon were ready; a conjunction that demanded a third party: a victim that didn’t know it was willing yet. Above him the crow’s nest creaked, but Arkle was focused now; was all vision and trigger finger. Any moment now, the last living rat would show its whiskers. And half a second later he’d be on it, in it, through it . . . The rat would never know life was over. The last thing to pass through its mind, Arkle’s steel bolt.

iii

Death was on her mind when she heard about the money. Death and taxes: the two great constants, the latter somehow guaranteeing the former—nobody could afford to live forever. The interest alone would kill you.

“Four thousand, seven hundred?”

“Four thousand, seven hundred and thirty-one.” 

She nodded.

“And twenty-six pence.”

“Where did they get that from?”

“Well, they’re rather hoping to get it from you.”

This was what Zoë Boehm needed: a comedian. This was why she’d come through the door marked “Accountant.”

“I fill in the forms. Every year. The self-assessment—?”

“The SA100.”

Thanks.

“I fill it in. I declare everything. So how come I suddenly owe four thousand, seven hundred and thirty-one pounds in unpaid tax?”

“It’s a system. Like all of them, it has its flaws. You know what the problem with self-assessment is?”

She was about to find out.

“Self. If you’d come to me in the first place, you wouldn’t be here now.” He hesitated, as if aware of a paradox lurking in that. “An expert would have avoided the pitfalls.”

“So you can make it go away?”

He said, “You realize we’re talking after the event.”

Four thousand, seven hundred and thirty-one pounds.

Zoë—forty-something, five foot nine, dark-eyed, curly black hair—had been leading one of those second-chance lives lately: air smelled fresh, coffee tasted great. When she walked down the street, attractive details jostled for attention. But there was a use-by date on second chances, and she’d reached hers. The floral displays hung on lampposts, autumn sunlight stroking sand-coloured stone—they’d revert to visual irritants on her way home. Everything would be back to normal.

“I’ve never tried to cheat the revenue.”

This was about eighty per cent true. She’d never tried to cheat the revenue in a way she could be found out, and this was what was pissing her off now.

“There’s a policy about ignorance being no defence? It turns out you’re not entitled to some of the set-offs you’ve claimed.”

“Four grand’s worth?”

He looked down at the papers in front of him. “They’re going back a while. It adds up.”

“They can do that?”

Short of walking through walls, his look said, they could do pretty much whatever they wanted. And don’t place bets against the walking through walls.

“So what made them decide to look at me?”

“Roughly twenty-eight per cent of all small businesses—”

“What made them decide to look at me?”

“I imagine somebody gave them your name.”

Autumn sunlight slanted through the window. On the ledge birds shuffled and cooed.

“Nice.”

“You’re a private detective. I assume you’ve made enemies.”

This was nice too.

Damien Faraday was mid-thirties, so hadn’t had as much practice as Zoë at making enemies. Zoë imagined he’d be a natural, though. She’d picked him out of the phone book, and there was always a sense, doing this, that you were conjuring somebody from yellow paper: an origami miracle. In which case, the product ought to conform more closely to what was needed. This one was a little too smooth, a little too self-satisfied.

She said, “I haven’t worked in a while.”

“Such people have long memories.”

She assumed his experience was born of celluloid.

The desk between them was hi-tech, a polished black surface with chrome edging, on which sat a photocube, displaying pictures of Damien, and a sleek computer whose screen was angled away from her. She had a sudden vision of the numbers he poured into it: an endless stream the machine would chop and change, delivering them back again as fractions, percentages, roots and dividends. And he’d be shaving points all the time, of course. It wasn’t like he sat here for free.

“Have you been away?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You’ve not been working, you said.”

She wasn’t about to give him her medical history. “Yes. Which has kind of hammered my savings.”

“We can arrange a payment schedule. They won’t be expecting a lump sum.”

“This is your advice?”

“Like I said, Miss Boehm.” Ms, she didn’t bother saying. “We’re a little after the event, here. We can make sure it doesn’t happen again. But there’s not a lot we can do about what’s already done.”

She wondered if this was what talking to a backstreet abortionist was like.

“You no longer have an office.”

“No. I run the business from my flat.”

He made a spreading gesture: what did she expect? The office had been her biggest business expense, a handy hole in the tax demand. Deciding it was also a luxury had been a bit hasty, judging by the man’s obvious disappointment in her: he might have been offering Zoë tax windows for years, on which she’d insisted on pulling the blinds. So pay the bill, woman. Forget about it. Just one tinsy problem with that, Damien.

“We could throw together a list of legitimate expenses. Expenses you unaccountably forgot to claim. I doubt they’d look at them at this stage, but if you wanted to make the effort . . .”

Did she want to make the effort? For a while, this past year, life had ganged up on Zoë Boehm. She supposed she’d let things slide. It was certain she didn’t have a trove of receipts she could wave in the taxman’s face . . . Zoë had been flying under the radar so long, she got a nosebleed signing official documents. Waking up to a demand like this might be just what she needed, if you went in for that tough love crap. Mostly, though, she wished the taxman’s spotlight had passed over her without registering the bump.

“Are you working at the moment?”

It was on her tongue to tell him to mind his own business, but by entering his office she’d made it his business. “I had a call on my way here. A job, yes. I’m not sure what yet.”

“It might be an idea to take it. Regardless.”

Regardless . . . That was a good word. It implied that consequences were things that happened to other people—though looking at Damien Faraday, it was possible that that was true. Events might slide off his basted surface. If she were a cruel woman, she’d be wondering what he looked like with a pair of those bird thermometers stuck into him; the kind that pop up when the turkey’s done.

“Ms. Boehm?”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“Filthy lucre, eh? Where would we be without it?”

“I’ll keep you informed.”

With it, without it: she was on the street five minutes later. If she charged as much as Faraday did for doing bugger all, she’d not have required his advice in the first place. Another paradox there, but not as big a problem as remembering where she’d parked . . .

Except her memory wasn’t that bad. She’d parked exactly where she thought she had, and the space remained exactly as she’d found it: a nice vacant kerbside stretch barely halfway over the No Parking line. It was only the car that was missing, and no matter how many times she turned and stared along the row of vehicles behind her, it didn’t reappear when she turned back. Her car was gone.

Some crime scenes looked the part: broken glass and fractured furniture; the sense of something large having passed through, thrashing its tail and not giving a damn about the chaos. Others, eerily still, were often the ones where the most violence had taken place; violence carefully considered in advance, and focused entirely on its victim. Sometimes death was a private creature, and kept itself to itself. Zoë had seen a room once where a murder had taken place, and it simply looked recently vacated. She’d not have been surprised if the unspilled coffee cup on the table had been warm.

The jeweller’s shop she stood in now was more akin to the former than the latter, though it had not been laid waste, exactly. Two men had entered, and with threats and visible weaponry had taken what they’d come for. Harold Sweeney had been left shaken but unharmed. Little damage had happened indoors; the violence—the ripped bone and cartilege; the spilt blood—had taken place on the pavement outside, and pavements didn’t retain event-memory. Harold Sweeney’s, though, was working overtime:

“I’m unlocking the door, and first thing I know they’re breathing down my neck, closer than my shadow. Looming up out of nowhere.”

The nowhere in question being a white BMW parked round the corner; stolen that same morning, and later found abandoned in the railway station car park.

“And they were armed,” Zoë said, to remind him she was there. He’d slipped into a fugue state; had travelled back in time three days, and was reliving it breath by breath.

“The tall one.”

“How tall’s tall?”

“Taller than me.”

This wasn’t as helpful as he might have liked to imagine. Harold Sweeney wasn’t one of life’s giants; nor did he especially make up for this in other departments. Under the shop’s dim lighting—the mesh-inlaid windows blocked out the morning—his skin had a sallow sheen, as if he didn’t venture aboveground often, and his suit smelled like it had been rinsed then hung to dry in a smoke-filled room. Two smallish triangles of hair sprouted at his cheekbones. Presumably he thought this looked good, or that you weren’t allowed to shave there. Either way, a second opinion would have helped.

But it was a job, Zoë reminded herself. Whatever he wanted, he’d be paying for it. And money would be useful, any time soon.

Sweeney had called just before her appointment with Faraday. Of course, she hadn’t known then that she wouldn’t have a car come eleven o’clock. She’d had to wait twenty minutes for a bus up the hill, time she spent reporting the theft on her phone. More officialdom. Was she sure she’d left it where she thought she had? Only she’d be surprised how many wom—how many people reported their cars missing, only to remember later where they’d actually parked.

She said, “Is it true most policemen are failed traffic wardens?”

“I think you’ve got that the wrong way round, ma’am.”

“My mistake.”

Traffic wardens were a possibility, of course, but not a major one. In London, lorries with winches removed offending cars, but somebody had to examine the target for pre-existing damage first—she’d watched wardens with clipboards jotting down bumper scratches, to ward off later litigation. But that didn’t happen in Oxford yet, and besides, she’d only been with Faraday half an hour. Nowhere near long enough to catalogue her car’s damages. The policeman-shaped dent in the offside front panel was a page in itself.

And there was probably some law of modern life operating here: everybody gets a divorce, everybody gets their car stolen. Zoë had never been divorced, though that was largely a matter of timing. Now she’d had her car stolen, and while she couldn’t say she enjoyed the feeling, the timing wasn’t so bad here either. Like her marriage had been, her car was a wreck. But unlike her marriage, she was going to need to replace it.

Back to the present. “What about the other one?”

“He was taller than me too.” His vision was sharper suddenly; the eyes had a spark to them. “I’ve heard all the short jokes.”

“I’m sure.”

“The second one, he could give me an inch, tops. The first was about six foot.”

“And they were wearing stocking masks.”

“I doubt they walked up the street like that. Must’ve pulled them over their heads as they came up behind me.”

Zoë glanced through the dismal glass at what could be seen of the street. If their car had been round the corner, they’d had to cover fifty yards to get here: further than anyone would want to travel with a stocking mask on.

“I doubt that too, Mr. Sweeney. Did they speak at all?”

“Bare minimum. They knew what they were after, and didn’t waste time discussing it.”

“And what did they take?”

They both looked at the main counter display, whose glass was gone, though slivers remained in the crevices of the dusty velvet inlay. This was moulded to hold necklaces and bracelets. The wooden pegs were presumably mountings for rings.

“Everything from there.”

“Do you have—?”

But he was already giving her a typed list: one prepared for police and insurers.

“Thanks.”

He said, “Do you know much about the jewellery trade, Ms. Boehm?”

No: do you know much about the private detective business? But there was no sense antagonizing a potential client; besides, yes—everybody knew about the private detective business. “Just what everyone knows.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“You sell expensive stuff. What’s on your mind, Mr. Sweeney?”

“Much of what passes through my hands is never actually offered for sale to the public.”

“I see,” said Zoë, who didn’t.

“It’s a nice city to do business in, Oxford. There’s a lot of overseas visitors, a lot of tourists. People on holiday like spending money. Main reason they leave home in the first place. You can make a nice piece of change off the holiday trade . . .”

Zoë could see a but coming before it cleared the horizon. “Except this isn’t really Oxford, is it?”

“This isn’t really Oxford.”

It was Oxford, of course, but it wasn’t. Oxford, for the tourist trade, was half a square mile—built largely of Cotswold stone—around which visitors could wander, asking where the university was. It was a stop en route to Stratford, around which they could also wander, asking where the Globe was. But Sweeney’s jeweller’s was well outside that zone: was up the big hill, past the house where a famous fat crook once lived, and nestled between a chemist’s and a charity shop on the road to London. Passing trade was exactly that: passing. Oxford was a nice address, but nicer the less you knew about it.

“I do a lot of selling on. To bigger fish in the trade, you know?” Whose shops, presumably, boasted loftier addresses and kerb flash.

“Selling on of what?”

He shrugged. “People die. Their relatives sell their jewellery.”

“Where are we heading here, Mr. Sweeney?”

“It’s what you might call a grey area.”

For a moment, she thought he meant Headington.

A shadow stopped outside the window, examined its contents for a moment, and moved on. Uncommitted interest. Sweeney got a lot of that, no doubt. Zoë had had a certain amount herself, when she ran an office: people dropping in to run hypotheticals past her; hoping she’d indicate an easy way they could find out what they wanted to know, and save them the expense of hiring her. Time-wasters were less of a problem since she’d quit the premises, though the species hadn’t been eradicated entirely. Cold calling had brought it to something approaching an art form.

She tapped the paper he’d given her. “You gave the police this list of the stolen valuables.” She was starting to sound like a box that required ticking.

“I gave the police a list of the stolen valuables that were officially in my possession.”

More shadows passed, this time without stopping. The dark blue rumble of a London-bound bus growled to a halt at the lights. Zoë—who’d been making occasional notes on a pad—put both it and pen in her pocket. Her jacket was dark denim, and hugged a little tighter than she’d like. The black leather one she’d had for years, she’d recently lost. “There is, shall we say, a slight discrepancy between the actual value of what went missing, and that which I’m able to claim on the insurance.”

“It sounds like we’re pushing the envelope here, Mr. Sweeney.”

“I don’t plan to hire you for moral guidance.”

“What do you plan to hire me for?”

“I want you to find these men.”

“It’s a police matter, Mr. Sweeney.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“A serious one. They might have stolen your goods, but they also shot a man on their way out.”

“And for that alone, they deserve locking up. But if the police catch them, and I have to say I’m not wholly impressed with the available statistics, it isn’t going to help me much, is it?”

“Because you lied about what they took.”

“Because I was unable to furnish them with a full inventory.”

At this point, she supposed, she should be thinking about the ethics of her job . . . Instead, she was thinking about her tax bill, and the shallow grave of her current financial position. She was thinking about a cheque she’d written yesterday—to Vicky, her local teenage webhead, who’d unscrambled Zoë’s software—and wondering if it would bounce. She didn’t want to piss Vicky off, who’d no doubt left trapdoors in the system, and would rescramble it without a moment’s thought . . . Joe, her former business partner—her former husband—would be approaching high dudgeon about now. Joe had never lacked principles. Common sense, yes, but not principles. But the thing about Joe was, he was dead. Argument from him could be postponed indefinitely.

“So you want me to find them. And then what?”

“Then nothing. All you need do is tell me where they are.”

“And you’ll ask them nicely for your jewels back.”

“There are . . . people I can turn to. Who would ask them for my jewels back.”

“Nicely or not.”

He inclined his head slightly.

“These people. They’d be your trade connections, would they?”

“Yes. That’s who they’d be.”

“So why don’t you use them to trace these guys?”

He said, “I’d much prefer it if they didn’t know the stock was missing.”

“Because then they might think you were unreliable.”

“We’re all at the mercy of forces beyond our control,” he said. “The small businessman more than most. It’s sometimes difficult for the bigger fish to see that.”

“Are we talking stolen property here, Mr. Sweeney?” 

He said, with a passable attempt at dignity, “We’re talking about property without, perhaps, the full complement of paperwork.”

“Provenance and the like.”

“Have you ever filled in a form incorrectly, Ms. Boehm? It’s easy to make mistakes. It doesn’t necessarily make you a criminal.”

Zoë became aware of a clock ticking while she swallowed that one.

“I’d hate to think you were using me to set up another robbery,” she said at last.

“It’s not stealing to take back what’s yours.”

“It’s not the repossession worries me. It’s how violent the process might get.”

“The tall one shot a passer-by. You’re worried about what happens to him?”

“His conscience is his problem. It’s mine I’m worried about.”

He said, “In your line of business, I’d have thought a conscience a luxury item.”

Yes, well. It had been lost property not so long ago. Now she’d got it back, she didn’t want any more blood on it.

Then he said, “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”

“I’ve heard worse.”

“No excuse.” He looked up as another shadow passed; fooled, perhaps, by some slight hesitation in its step into thinking it was about to enter, take out its cheque book, make his day . . . It moved on. He looked back at Zoë. “There’ll be no vigilantism. Do I look like a soldier to you?”

“Hardly. But your friends sound the part.”

“I might have overstated our relationship. Acquaintances would be nearer the mark.”

This was getting nowhere. “Mr. Sweeney, I’m not sure I can help you.”

“Your involvement wouldn’t be great. You find these people, you drop me a line. Anything else, you never know about.”

“Even that far. Finding them? I wouldn’t know where to start.”

“Five thousand,” he said. 

“. . . I beg your pardon?”

“Five thousand pounds.”

. . . It was, she decided later, the reality of the sum that gave her pause. Twenty thousand and up, even fifteen, she’d be shaking her head, laughing a little, as she made for the door. But five thousand was a plausible amount. It wouldn’t make an especially big pile of notes. She could pretty much see it on the counter in front of her. She could pretty much pick it up.

She could pretty much wave goodbye to the tax bastards with it.

“Mr. Sweeney—”

“That got your attention, didn’t it?”

“Mr. Sweeney,” again, “I wouldn’t know where to start. A couple of strangers rob your shop? They could be from anywhere in Britain. Hell, they could have flown in for that matter.”

“Just to rob me?”

“Cheap flights, why not? A day trip from Spain would pay for itself.”

“They weren’t Spanish.”

“I didn’t mean—Mr. Sweeney, the point I’m trying to make is, they could be anywhere.”

“The five thousand,” he said, “is a cash offer.”

And if he was willing to spend five grand getting it back—on even the chance of getting it back—it was a safe bet it was worth upwards of fifty.

Zoë tried not to sigh. Money was unsubtle stuff, and led to blunt situations. One of those had occurred just outside this shop: somebody walking past at the wrong moment, and ten minutes later he was being packed into an ambulance while traffic backed up as far as the ring road. Though it was interesting to speculate if that had been deliberate: a bit of random chaos thrown in, to make the getaway easier . . . But she was supposed to be counting reasons to stay uninvolved. Organized or not, they’d shown they were prepared to hurt people. And the big fish, Sweeney’s “friends in the trade” . . . Zoë didn’t want to meet them either.

“I assume you have police connections.”

This was a big assumption. Some policemen had tried to kill her once, but they didn’t exchange Christmas cards.

“I mean, wouldn’t you be able to—”

“Mr. Sweeney, it’s not easy to get details of ongoing police investigations. You’d have to be a lot better connected than I am.”

“Your daily rate. Your daily rate, plus a five thousand bonus.”

Another ghost passed the window, disappearing without the slightest hesitation. Another cash sale, walking by without happening . . . There came a point where you had to be mad to turn opportunities down.

Her notebook was back in hand. “The bonus happens when I find them. The rate happens whether I do or not.”

He said, “The first one was about six foot. You’ll want to take this down. The other—”

“He could give you an inch, tops,” Zoë remembered. 

“Yeah. A real shortarse.”

“And it was the tall one had the gun?” 

Sweeney said, “Gun?”

“They shot somebody. It was on the news.” Sounding stupid even to her own ears: if they’d shot somebody, it had to be on the news, didn’t it? Had to mean a gun.

“It wasn’t a gun,” Sweeney said. “It was a crossbow.”





Chapter Two

i

Shorn of language, what Price had said was: “Fuck did you think you were up to, fuckhead? Did I say shooting was required?”

Not totally shorn of language, obviously, but cleaner than the original.

Arkle explained it was one of those things could happen to anyone, not clear even in his own mind whether he meant releasing the bolt or being shot in the leg, but figuring same difference. Except Price said, “Not if you left that fucking thing home it couldn’t.”

(A couple of things about Price. First, he looked frighteningly like a younger Van Morrison. Unfortunately for him, only about ten minutes younger. Also, he had the habit of stressing random words, which made it tricky to work out his meaning. “Did I say shooting was required?” Which could mean it was optional, right? Which wasn’t what he meant.)

All this had been late last night, well after midnight. Trent was asleep, stale beer wafting off him; Baxter, meanwhile, had gone on to the gantry with his mobile, and was murmuring to Kay in a voice so low it might have been threat or promise. Baxter was always controlled, always focused; listened when Kay spoke. Kay too was tightly wrapped, though Trent had called her “accident prone” lately—Arkle didn’t know what that was about.
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