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  Under a Watchful Eye










  ONE




  The last time he had seen his daughter, she’d been in the front garden. Two years ago.




  In his mind the father had replayed the scenes of that hot afternoon more times than it was possible to remember. One thousand times, in the first six months following the abduction, might not

  have been an exaggeration. The father suspected that his wife, Miranda, had relived that afternoon even more than he had, with each replay incrementally confirming her absence from the world. To

  this day, he believed much of his wife was still standing in the front garden, outside their old house, bloodless with shock.




  He’d rescreened his memory’s shaky footage – at first sun-blinded, then too dark, all recorded during the worst kind of day that anyone could dream up – for clues, then

  reshot it to imagine different outcomes, then repeated it on loops to punish himself. But in his clutching at the brighter sections of his recall of that day, and in his clawing at the vaguer

  opaque patches of those crucial, booming minutes, he’d always recognize, almost immediately, that he’d begun adding details. The more he forced his mind to remember, the greater the

  temptation to insert himself acting quickly and decisively; in ways that he had not done at the time. But the original script had remained a final draft, and could not be rewritten no matter how

  hard he tried.




  The front garden was tiered. The first time he saw the place, when he and his wife were house-hunting, he’d been reminded of a jungle step-pyramid, or a hillside divided into layers by

  ancient farmers. And during the two years they had lived there, with him often working away from home, his wife had steadily and neatly cultivated the slope, level by level. Corn and potatoes,

  courgettes, pumpkins, marrows and kale had grown upon their street-facing garden. Behind the house, on the long, level garden, tepees of bamboo poles had created a thicket for beans, and glittering

  polythene cloches, flashing like pools of water seen from the air, had stretched to the rear fence. The back garden had yielded all the fruit they could possibly want.




  The father had moved his family from Birmingham to the coast when the Thames flooded one too many times, the new tidal barrier still unfinished. This meant that tens of thousands, then hundreds

  of thousands, and finally millions, had left London for the second city, a landlocked place of Jurassic limestone, not prone to floods and high enough to poke above the waves that might one day

  rise ninety feet, or more, the world over. And with some terrible irony, the exodus from the south-east headed to the place that had started the Industrial Revolution, with its heavy reliance on

  coal-burning. Accompanying the masses were the banks and businesses, and most of central government, and all of its affiliates, forlorn but adapting: a steady stream of colonizers retreating from

  the rising waters and street strife too plentiful to police. The evacuation had pushed up the house prices along the length of the retreat, but as London had most of the country’s money, it

  was forced to give some of it back.




  During the great migration, the father’s house in the south of Birmingham, close to its last good school, had sold for more than he and his wife had known was possible when they’d

  first bought the property. They were one of the few early winners as the world’s food markets collapsed and food exports slowed to a trickle, before finally running dry for all but the

  devious and those of means. Once all the arable land between the cities had been consumed by the growing of genetically modified, drought-resistant crops, few new homes were built. Every field

  where sheep and cattle had grazed, every city park, football field, grass verge, motorway embankment – every inch of green space – was given over to the new crops, as meat and fish

  vanished from the shelves of stores.




  The father, his wife and their baby had moved to the coast, but not to a place that was going under the waves. They found a place where hardly any had wanted to live for a long time because

  there were so few jobs, and there was some time remaining before the latter surges of refugees would arrive. The father had moved his family into a house on one of the hills of Torquay. It had a

  view and a big garden to grow food. Everyone had been growing food in Devon and going vegetarian by necessity for a decade.




  The house on the hill had felt like a safe place to be in times changing from bad to worse, with no relief in sight: a house protected by trees, but airy and light, swept by sea breezes, and so

  far removed from the lines of angry, glittering traffic and the mean instability of the city they’d left behind, they had thought this the best place to raise their only child and to cherish

  that solitary soul with all of themselves.




  On that day, their daughter had been in the front garden of their house on the big hill.




  The father had been in his room upstairs, the home office, writing messages to a woman that weren’t work-related and should never have come from a married man. Through his open windows

  came the swish of distant traffic: mostly local, with the frequent grind of freight lorries carrying grain from the breadbasket of East Devon and vast, cultivated Dartmoor.




  The sounds of his daughter rose and fell from below the window, as she gave her mother a commentary on her activities, something that always made him smile. He briefly watched her as she hefted

  a small plastic bucket filled with new potatoes from place to place, moving swiftly and with purpose. Then he sat down again at his desk.




  In the front garden, his daughter had been on the third tier of four, her mother on the fourth, closer to the house. His daughter had been halfway between the house and the street.




  The father had heard his wife walk into the house below. She had entered through the patio windows that opened onto the front garden from the living room. They ate most of their meals on the

  patio outside from late spring to the beginning of autumn, and the paved area had become an outside dining room.




  As his wife had come into the house, she had called up to the father: ‘She’s down in root crop. Taking potatoes in a spaceship to Nanny’s.’ The father had laughed, but

  could not deny that although slightly touched by the description, his mind had been on other things that afternoon, and the potential of another woman’s body at a food management conference

  the following month. He’d known his wife was instructing him to keep an eye on their daughter from his window. And he’d intended to do so once he’d completed the business he was

  engaged in; once he’d finished the message in just the right way, in a tantalizing but non-committal fashion.




  His wife had carried two buckets filled with shallots and cucumbers in through the living room, along the hall, and into the kitchen. She had placed the buckets on the floor before the sink

  unit. Then she had emptied the cucumbers into a colander and slipped it into the sink. The father thought he remembered hearing the water come on hard before the flow weakened. There was a water

  shortage, as usual, that summer. Much of what had been held in reservoirs from the floods the previous winter was now needed to irrigate crops, though most of the water was required to cool the new

  power stations, and always would be.




  As the tap ran, the father had heard his daughter say, ‘Mummy’. There was no alarm in her voice.




  The father had been close to the end of the final sentence he was typing and began to rush the message so he could look out and see what his daughter wanted. His daughter had repeated her call

  from the front garden, in a slightly higher voice. Downstairs, the kitchen tap was still running. His wife had not heard their daughter.




  Outside, his daughter had spoken again. The father had heard her say, ‘What’s that?’ He had thought she was addressing her toys. She didn’t speak again. But the father

  had heard the rattle of plastic. That was his daughter’s bucket dropping onto the dry topsoil.




  A few more moments had passed.




  His wife had turned off the tap in the kitchen. In the near distance, the father had heard the clinking sound of the metal gate at the end of their property. The gate stood at the end of the

  cement path that ran along the side of the house and down the slope to the road.




  At the sound of the clink the father had hurriedly pushed his chair back from his desk, abandoning the email exchange, stood up, and gone to the window.




  Though he’d always been paranoid about the traffic so far below, his daughter had never once ventured to the end of the front garden unaccompanied. Even if she had explored that far, she

  would not have been able to unlock the gate latch.




  He’d thought the metallic clink had signified an attempt to open the gate by a visitor to the house, probably a hawker or an evangelist. But he had not heard the telltale scrape of the

  heavy, lopsided metal frame across the first paving slab of the front path. Only those familiar with the gate knew to lift it first, then push or pull it open or closed.




  The father had looked out of the window at the front garden. He could not see his daughter on the third tier, or the fourth tier closer to the house, or the second tier further down on what had

  once been a lawn. The first tier was crowded with trees they’d left in place for privacy so that the front of the property was screened from the street.




  His wife had come into sight and walked across the patio, nonchalant and relaxed. She had been wearing green rubber gloves, denim shorts, one of his t-shirts and running shoes. The father could

  see the top of her head and was about to say, I can’t see her, but didn’t.




  His wife had looked about quickly, then behind herself and into the house. Her voice steady, she’d called out their daughter’s name, and calmly went back inside.




  The father had thought of the trees at the bottom of the garden and wondered if his daughter was hiding. He played hide and seek with her most days he was home, and there were two places in the

  copse where she would lean against a trunk with her hands over her eyes and believe herself invisible. But the father could not see her pink shorts or red shirt amongst the darker greens of the

  trees, which were thick enough to hide the garage roof. As he searched the trees with his eyes, he had become aware of the faint sound of a car engine idling far below. A door had whumped shut, and

  had been followed by exactly the same sound.




  His wife had come out of the house more quickly than she had entered it, and stood still. Her posture had transmitted an instant trill of alarm into the father that pinpricked along the bottom

  of his stomach. She’d started walking briskly across the patio towards the vegetable patches and onto the second tier, where she’d glanced at the bucket. Here, she had turned to the

  house again and noticed the father’s face at the window. Momentarily, Miranda had appeared relieved; clearly she’d thought that the father had been watching their little girl the whole

  time she had been inside the house with the vegetables, and he knew where their daughter was.




  She must have seen something in the father’s eyes though, because her face had adopted the expression it assumed at the precise moments when their daughter lost her footing beyond an

  arm’s reach. His wife had returned her attention to the garden and called their daughter’s name again. A short but awful silence had followed. She had looked up at the window of the

  father’s room and said, ‘Where is she?’




  As if in a spiteful riposte, a car engine had revved and they’d both heard tyres ripple away from the kerb below their house. The father had felt as if he was standing in a lift that had

  suddenly dropped through space.




  No, no, no, no, he’d chanted in a faux-cheery tone of voice, not out loud but inside his head, as he ran from the room and down the staircase and through the hall, the living room

  and onto the patio. By then his wife was amongst the trees on the first tier, repeatedly calling their daughter’s name in a tense, hurried voice.




  The father had run down the path, leapt down the steps to the bottom level and had seen the gate ajar. All of the air inside his chest had seemed to cling to the top of his lungs. Somehow,

  within less than a second, his mind had replayed every single bright yellow road safety poster he had ever seen in his life. But he’d heard no traffic, so if his daughter was in the road

  there was no danger from approaching cars.




  He’d thought of his daughter’s last words: What’s that?




  And that was the first moment he had suspected that she might have been taken by a stranger. When the idea entered his thoughts, his mind had reeled horribly, as if he’d just climbed off

  one of the small roundabouts in the local play area. He had lost his balance and gripped the gate with all the strength of a dead man’s hand.




  Holding his breath the father had stepped into the road. His legs were quivering and he’d felt concussed. The street had suddenly seemed brighter, but the air was cooler than it had been

  as he raced through the garden.




  His wife had called his name from the trees. Her voice on the verge of tears, she’d added three words: ‘She’s not here.’




  At the top of the road, a long one that ran from the hospital to the main road that he used to get to the motorway for work, he could see three vehicles, about three hundred feet distant: a

  white car turning into their road at the top, a red car waiting at the stop line to turn left, which it did as soon as he looked up the street; and behind the red car was a black one, a full

  electric SUV model. Brake lights on the rear of the black vehicle had glinted, two cherries in the sunlight.




  The top of the road had shimmered dusty. There were no pedestrians.




  The father had begun walking towards the end of the road. He hadn’t run, because part of him was desperately trying to refute the notion that she had been taken from their garden.

  He’d suffered a constant morbid anxiety about her safety since her birth, but what he felt right then amplified the instinctive dread to such a level that his ears had popped, and the

  stiffening of his gut had stifled his breath.




  ‘She’s not in the garden.’ His wife had come down the steps and into the street. He hadn’t been aware of her descent. Still unbelieving, the father had glanced at the

  neighbouring properties, across the road and behind him, trying to make his daughter reappear with the power of his mind alone.




  At the T-junction the black car was still waiting for its turn to enter the traffic. The father had found his voice and called out his daughter’s name.




  Behind him, above him, he had heard his wife again. She had returned to the garden. Her voice grew shriller as she’d called their daughter’s name into the still, humid air.




  The black car at the end of the road had not appeared to be in any hurry. From a distance of two hundred feet, the father couldn’t read the number plate. His legs had felt old and

  insufficient, but his jog had soon become a sprint and he’d begun crying with a similar intensity to the way the child he’d just lost cried when she was frightened.




  The black car had turned left, onto the main road, and had vanished from sight.










  TWO




  Pink slippers no longer than his index finger, the uppers designed into mouse faces; she’d pulled out the whiskers a long time ago.




  The father wiped the sweat from his hands on the bed sheet and placed the slippers on the mattress. Removed another item from the pink rucksack: a shirt so tiny that the dimensions, more than

  the memory of her wearing it, momentarily seized the workings of his heart. Sometimes, he would take out the shirt, hold it to his face and believe he could still catch a trace of the

  fragrance unique to his child – malt mixed with soap.




  The shirt was yellow and the bear printed on the front held an ice cream. His daughter was wearing it in his favourite photograph that always rested upon the bedside tables in the series of

  small rooms he rented, like this one.




  Preserved in that image at three years old, she was standing in their garden, amidst umbrellas of pumpkin leaves that hid her legs in a vegetable plot so bright the print appeared blanched.

  Smiling, she revealed small, square teeth, as the sunlight caught her raven hair, creating a sheen on the crown of her head. Shielded from the glare, the dark gemstones of her lowered blue eyes

  glittered with joy.




  Cloth Cat came out of the pink rucksack next. The soft toy was a present from the father’s brother, who lived in New Zealand. If Cloth Cat ever strayed far from their daughter’s

  hand, the father and his wife had panicked. He’d once climbed over a fence at night to search a park for Cloth Cat, convinced that his little girl had dropped the toy over the side of the

  pushchair without him noticing, earlier in the day. Retracing the afternoon’s walk, he’d moved between rows of millet covering two square miles of a former West Midlands green space,

  the crop arranged like phalanxes of a great army of old, every soldier carrying a spear. Torch in hand, the father had searched a mile of ground for the toy cat, along each of the sun-baked tarmac

  paths, his eyes so alert they’d ached. The toy was irreplaceable; his wife had already looked through the online trading sites to discover that numerous kinds of cats had been available, but

  no Cloth Cats. His daughter would never have been fooled by a usurper.




  The father did not find Cloth Cat because the soft toy was still in the place his daughter had forgotten she’d ‘posted’ it. While her father had searched through the darkness

  of a blackout, Cloth Cat was safe inside a kitchen cupboard at home, and had been the whole time the little girl had cried for the toy’s loss.




  Some time later, the girl stopped reaching for Cloth Cat. A giraffe and a frog with long legs became new and constant companions. Yet when the father believed it safe to store Cloth Cat in the

  garage, the toy returned to the girl’s favour and became the centre of her court all over again. The father often tried to imagine his daughter’s face if she and Cloth Cat were ever

  reunited.




  He cared more for his memory of her than he cared for himself, and he kept her things safe and close so that no more of her would go. But when his mind turned to the numbers of people who were

  now crammed into this island, he could understand why his family had never been a priority to the police. When he considered the refugees, the millions, with more and more coming in every day in

  great noisy leviathans of motion and colour and tired faces, he realized the authorities had never had the time to look for one four-year-old girl. And whenever he watched the news, he understood

  why so few of the missing were ever found – because very few were even looking for them.




  The emergency government claimed the population still stood at ninety million. Others claimed the population of the British Isles was now closer to one hundred and twenty million. Either way, he

  and his wife were simply lost amongst the millions. When he’d accepted this after the first year of his daughter’s abduction, he had simply sat down in silence. His wife had lain down

  and never really risen again.




  In the first year, he and his wife had made hundreds of phone calls together, and sent thousands of emails to all kinds of individuals and departments. Sometimes they met harried people who

  listened to them for a while. Pictures of the girl were shown on television and appeared on websites too. This continued for days on television and months online. And the father had also walked and

  walked for the best part of that first year and shown her photograph to as many of the millions as he could reach, which wasn’t many. And while he implored the troubled faces to understand,

  he came across many other people showing photographs amongst the crowds, along the streets, in the towns and villages, and as he walked he knew that he had truly gone mad from the loss of his

  little girl.




  He would never be able to adequately describe to anyone how stricken he’d been nor express the tormenting repetition of his thoughts. No combination of words would ever suffice. And he

  came to believe that when minds were forced to function in such a way, they simply broke.




  For two years their lives had been solely concerned with grief. Not only had their child gone, their capacity for happiness was taken with her. Maybe this was something the abductors never

  considered: the insidious consequences of their actions, the deadening longevity of effect. Or perhaps they were euphorically aware of this, and the far-reaching ripples empowered them through the

  curious mental alchemy of the narcissist. If this was so, then he had the right to destroy them.




  The father rose from his knees and lay on the bed, curled himself around the slippers, Cloth Cat and the shirt. And only then did he begin to shake.




  Four hours later, the call he’d been waiting for arrived, so the father wiped his face with a towel and cleared his throat of the clot his grief had laid there.




  The communication was voice only, without visuals. As if he had willed her to call, it was Scarlett Johansson, and she gave him the details of the next man he was to visit. The sex

  offender’s name was Robert East.










  THREE




  Robert East’s bungalow stood at the far end of the close, behind a low front wall of Cotswold stone. Before the pink stucco house front and the white stone drive, a neat

  brown lawn had died between opposing rows of ornamental shrubs. Wooden blinds blacked out the sun in every window. There was no gate. Nice when times were better, better than most now they were not

  so good.




  During reconnaissance, straight after Scarlett’s call, the father had peeked at Robert East’s bungalow for the first time. Nothing had changed in the street in the three subsequent

  days when he’d driven past, or watched from a distance. All of the same cars were in the same places. And again, in the dry foliage of the front gardens, not a single twig or leaf stirred as

  if the heat had preserved the place as an arid still-life.




  There were only six properties in the cul-de-sac, owned by people keeping their heads down in the best bit of Cockington. Three bungalows in good shape on the right-hand side, every curtain shut

  and all the blinds down. Out front: two Mercedes, one Jaguar. The discreet glassy bubble of a small spherical camera lens could be seen on the front of two of those places, watching the cars and

  front windows.




  Two concrete town houses reared on the left-hand side of the street, clutched by the brittle arms of overhanging skeletal trees. Two storeys with lots of glass faced the sea, cut into the side

  of the hill seventy years gone. Balconies were empty and windows were closed, but someone was still up early to watch the sun rise in the building neighbouring his target, because the living-room

  blinds were open on the first floor. The glass was black and reflected the wide dome of sea in the bay.




  Two street lamps had cameras. He would also be seen by the cameras on the properties as he walked the length of the short road. Not reason enough to abandon ship. The father didn’t want to

  waste any more time because time changed the memories of people he needed to speak with. Time moved faster now, and the lives it drove forward were ever filling with gathered debris of the mind and

  senses. Too much catastrophe in the world needed to be comprehended, with more and more happening all the time. It was the age of incident. Merely at a local level in Devon, there was the hot

  terror of summer, the fear of another flood-routing winter, cliff erosion, soil erosion, soil degradation, blackouts, and the seemingly endless influxes of refugees.




  Up above, the sky began to bleach white-blue from blue-black. When it became silver-blue with sharp light in an hour, the heat would boil brains. It was already twenty degrees when he parked one

  street down and covered the car’s plates, before moving on foot through the trees opposite Victory Close. Nerves as much as exertion made him sweat harder.




  It was a quarter past five and after driving up the hill to get here, the father hadn’t seen a single moving vehicle. Not much work in the town now and never much work traffic in this part

  of the town anyway. These were the homes of the over-sixties who didn’t need to slave until they dropped cold in a warehouse aisle or a field. Senior management, retired executives and some

  gang lieutenants up here, but no real high rollers. These residents had never made the top two per cent, though they’d tried, and had mostly checked out of the labour market to slide through

  the grim and steady collapse in as much comfort as they could hope for. They endured power cuts and a diet of synthetic meat with seasonal vegetables, but still enjoyed lifestyles far beyond the

  reach of most. They’d done all right. Even then, spot-check security patrols would be all that most budgets covered here. Maybe one would roll through every hour; that was all the local

  Torbay groups offered. But in the heat? All services are experiencing difficulties . . .




  The near-impossibility of a citizen enlisting help in a crisis was also in his favour. Community spirit was thin on the ground, even in the better parts of town. People heard shots popping and

  they locked down, grateful it wasn’t their turn. In many parts of the country, who even knew who lived next door? The national characteristic was mistrust.




  That summer, the elderly poor had lain dead in their beds from heatstroke all over this town, often discovered by smell alone. The acknowledgement made the father uncomfortable, but the way of

  things had a big upside on a ‘move’. This hour of the day was also the low tide of crime. Hard cases were up all night and slept late. Not the father. He was no pro but he was getting

  better at this.




  The father checked his kit: rucksack on his chest, immobilizer, mask and stun spray in the front pockets of his shorts: easy access left and right. He hoped to be in and out by six. He checked

  his watch. Sipped tap water from the bottle he kept in a rear pocket of his combat shorts. Pulled the bush hat low and slipped on sunglasses to make a visor across the top of his face; indoors he

  would mask up in cool cotton.




  But, for a while, he couldn’t move his feet towards the bungalow, and pissed against a tree instead. His guts slopped and reared and his underwear clung wet with sweat around the waistband

  and between his buttocks. His breath was loud around his head as if a man with asthma was standing at his shoulder.




  Shivering with nerves, he forced himself to visualize his approach: brisk and confident on a straight line down the left side of the close, face lowered. And then he was off, almost before

  he’d made the decision to move, going through the trees, onto the road.




  Buildings and trees jumped in his vision, and his legs didn’t feel too good over the first ten feet of tarmac. All he wanted was to sink to his knees.




  He cleared his mind of everything but the hardwood door at the end of the street. Number 3: unlucky for some.










  FOUR




  As the father moved through the refrigerated gloom of Robert East’s bungalow, the newsreader’s solemn voice seemed to boom in each empty room like the intonation of

  a curse.




  Following Spain, Italy, Turkey, the Benelux and Central European countries’ decision last month to reclose their borders, the newly formed French government is now considering the

  reclosure of its own borders, claiming its territory has again been ‘overrun by refugees’. President Lemaire has declared the current situation an ‘uncontainable and unsustainable

  humanitarian crisis’. The move has drawn fierce criticism from the Scandinavian bloc and Great Britain, the latter describing the policy as ‘destined to cause an incalculable loss of

  life amongst the most vulnerable people on the planet’. The British nationalist leader, Benny Prince, applauded the news and urged the British emergency government to follow the French

  example.




  The airwaves had long surrendered themselves to a relentless round-the-clock litany, sound bites from the biblical stories of a species’ epochal demise. Many people thought it was best to

  not know, to take one day at a time. He’d never been like that. For the father the news was gripping, then monotonous, and finally meaningless. He took long breaks from the media but then its

  catalogue of despair became compulsive again. Reset, start over.




  This was the end of the international summary, less pressing stuff that most could cope with thinking about. The alarm of the forest fires in Europe had obscured Britain’s thoughts in

  black smoke for an entire summer. At least the volume of the broadcast must have smothered the crack of glass and the bang of his knees on a wooden surface in the utility room, when the father had

  upset a tub of clothes pegs and sent three plastic bottles of detergent bouncing across the lino. No intruder alarm had been set either, which meant he would be able to work onsite this morning. A

  confident man lived here.




  The father masked and gloved up in the kitchen: a horror-show face of white cotton complemented by rubbery octopus hands.




  He noted the single plate and coffee mug in the draining rack, then entered the hall on swift feet, and paused, listening for signs of movement beneath the broadcast.




  Nothing.




  He entered a dining room, his torch beam scouting the walls, and saw immediately that it had been a long time since a meal was eaten there. Everything was filmed in dust. The Easts had once kept

  dogs too: two spaniels. Photographs of the dogs covered the wall dominating a long-disused dining table with leather chairs for six diners. And when she had been around, Robert

  East’s wife, Dorothy, had been fond of glazed ceramic figurines: little girls with lanterns and puppy dogs, small boys with shepherd crooks, ballet dancers and saucer-eyed kittens. Their

  shiny faces had an innocence and frivolity unsuited both to the times and the sole remaining resident’s history.




  Dorothy had been gone six years. Her cancer had been cured twice without much fuss, but flu had cut like a scythe through the over-sixties in 2047. But her little people, and their pets, still

  crowded the shelves of a cabinet between the china plates and bric-a-brac in two corner display cabinets, either in homage to the woman, or because of the widower’s laziness. The little shiny

  people all looked past the masked intruder in beatific wonderment. We all have our mementos, the father acknowledged, but how long should we keep them, when memory is just one more thing to break

  us?




  The father moved out of the room and further down the hallway, looking at the pictures on the walls: Robert and Dorothy sitting at the captain’s table on a cruise ship, tanned faces and

  bottles of wine, real chicken.




  No children in the marriage but Robert made up for that in other ways. A shame the dogs hadn’t been enough, or the father wouldn’t have been here at five thirty with a can of stun

  gas in his hand.




  Evidence of a solitary widower depressed the once-elegant living room too, all underwater shady now behind the closed blinds. A settee, unruffled by use, huddled next to an easy chair equipped

  with a clip-on dinner tray. A white plastic trolley on wheels stood beside the chair with bottles and packets of medication, arranged around the TV control. Robert’s chair was close to the

  big wall-mounted media service. A melancholy home for sure, but the guy had cruised into his seventh decade, even after what he’d done.




  According to the father’s handler, Scarlett Johansson, Robert East was a man driven by his appetites, and the father thought it a rare mercy that most people did not share such hungers.

  But Robert had invested a great deal of time and effort into satisfying his urges. When the police finally found time to investigate Mr East, they had learned of his expertise in lying and charming

  and manipulating and tricking his way to children. Robert’s whereabouts were right too for that day.




  Scarlett said Robert was never a suspect for his daughter’s abduction because there was no evidence against him, or anyone else for that matter, and because he’d had an alibi the man

  had been ruled out during the brief investigation of 2051. Robert had always been good at alibis. But sometimes, his ambition had exceeded his ability to remain unnoticed.




  Scarlett was unsatisfied with what had been done two years before: a solitary police interview with Robert East concerning his daughter’s abduction. Time, manpower and resources were in

  short supply during the Torbay riots of ’51. Time, manpower and resources were in even shorter supply in 2053. Critical, the father had been told, and so many times. The situation

  was always critical. But nothing was more critical to him than his little girl, and all the father had to do this morning was make certain that Robert East was not the one, by any

  means necessary.




  Inside the hall the father paused again and listened hard.




  In other news, tensions have increased between Beijing and Moscow on the Sino-Russian border as the Chinese refugee crisis intensifies, extending into the fifteenth consecutive

  year.




  Time to engage. The father moved along the passage to the three bedrooms. Two closed doors, the third ajar: the master bedroom.




  Successive droughts in the ‘north Chinese plains’ have devastated agriculture for two decades. The recent wheat harvest in the north plains was a near-total failure, following

  the third monsoon failure in five years, and in combination with the depletion of the Yellow River and the region’s deep aquifers; the fresh-water shortage was far more critical than was

  estimated by the Chinese Government in 2047. The water shortage has been classed as irreversible by the UN.




  The father found Robert sitting up in bed, watching the news intently, taking bad tidings from near and far, and maybe wondering what it all meant for him.




  . . . a potential relocation of one hundred million Chinese citizens into Siberia, within two decades, will be, the minister quoted: ‘absolutely necessary’.




  The father reached into the bedroom, flicked the lights on, and stepped inside.




  ‘Who are you?’ Robert said, with too little surprise, as if uninvited masked visitors in his home, during the early morning, were not unusual. Maybe they weren’t. These were

  strange times.




  The Russian government has declared that all possible options will be considered to reverse the ‘increasing and unmanageable’ flow of migrants from the east.




  Anything could happen.




  ‘Don’t get up. Stay still.’




  ‘What do you want?’ Robert’s dentures were not in his mouth. His gummy voice was now girded with outrage at the intrusion, and sharp with contempt for the stranger at his

  bedside. If the man had been frightened or infirm the father might have struggled with the morning’s work, because what he most feared in these situations was his own sympathy. Gnarly men and

  obstinate men, who had wrought trauma on small children, helped him slip into the red room of the mind, and in such a hot place he was someone else, another man. He had been such a man, a man that

  boiled, on his three previous moves.




  The father swung the torch beam into Robert East’s face. ‘Information.’




  ‘Who are you?’ Robert rose up from white bed sheets: a scrawny upper body in the bundling of pyjamas, the turkey neck thrusting, salt-whiskered chin jutting, his eyes slit mean. Long

  fingers immediately spidered about the bedside table, clawing for the phone, maybe a panic button.




  The father looked absurd too, and a fright, in the face-clinging Balaclava and bush hat, but he didn’t read fear in Robert. This man was an old friend of confrontation, crossed boundaries,

  invaded privacy, awkward conversations. And regardless of whether Mr East knew anything about his daughter, he hadn’t paid any kind of price for what he’d done to other children.

  He’d remained cosy up on this hill, nested in reasonable air-conditioned comfort with no winter flood risk. The father clenched his fist around the stun spray, took a step forward and punched

  down hard, knocking the man’s head into the wall.




  Spit leapt silvery from Robert’s lipless mouth. The hair at the side of his head swayed like a bleached sea anemone, waving its fronds in shock. His mouth formed an ‘O’ and his

  eyes widened, before he – before the fiend that Robert East really was – returned into the small black eyes like a devil’s spirit repossessing what it had been jolted

  from. All white and wattled with rage, Robert turned his face to the father and roared like an old silverback gorilla slapped by a chimp.




  The father hesitated, stunned, cement-footed by this dragon belch from a frail, birdy ribcage, horned with cadaverous collar bones. He hadn’t expected Robert to have such leathery bellows.

  A pterodactyl, he thought unkindly, erupting from its cotton nest. And soon, Robert was all veined pate, fringed with wisps, big bony hands clenching, and clawed feet kicking at the sheets in his

  petulant haste to get up, get out, and to get at the trespasser.




  This how you kept your pervy peers in line, Robert?




  The father wished he’d hit the man harder. Half measures and indecision would sink him, so he readied the stun spray canister, no bigger than a lipstick, and puffed the aerosol over the

  man’s skull. With his own face turned to the side, his hand shielding blowback, he made sure to vapour Robert thoroughly.




  Scarlett had once called the gas ‘evil shit’. Not long after they’d become acquainted, she’d supplied the father with a pick-up location, where he’d found the

  police-issue nerve agent, amongst other equipment, zipped inside an old vinyl school bag. She’d once said that a face full of the gas was like a combination of inhaling black pepper and

  dipping your head into lightless arctic waters, forty below. Eyes would feel wind-whipped sands and weep sulphuric tears as the frontal lobes crackled to ice. Evil shit indeed.




  The ‘final shit’, the handgun, the father had procured for himself.




  Robert steam-whistled and clutched his face. His torso toppled, skull-thumping the carpet between the father’s ankles. By the waistband, the father hauled the rest of Robert out of bed and

  set him down, face first in his tears. On the ground, Robert started to shiver inside his pyjamas and vest like a scared child. For a few minutes he’d be insensible, incapable, with all of

  his inner alarms screaming about the pepper and the ice, the pain and the lightning storm that his thoughts now staggered through.




  The father put away the evil shit and unzipped the rucksack strung round his front. Dipped his chin inside, with the small torch clamped between his teeth, and took out the ‘kinky

  shit’: a rubber ball on a leather strap.




  Pulling Robert’s head up by the straggly white trim on the eggshell skull, the father cupped the gasping mouth with his rubbery hand, the ball gag sitting in his palm. Without the

  impediment of dentures, the gag went into Robert’s maw like an unripe plum. The father then buckled the ball gag tight at the back of the old man’s head, strapping the tanned furrows of

  skin good and tight. He finished by cuffing the man’s wrists, and that was easy as the hands were clamped over a pair of streaming eyes. He was getting better at this.




  Rolling Robert onto his back with his foot, the father surveyed the long fellow more closely. Rangy shanks and old bones. He hadn’t bathed in a while either and smelled of sour cream and

  vinegar.




  The father unholstered his bottle of chemically treated saline from his rucksack and doused Robert’s face, shaking the container empty. Robert moved his hands to let the tepid liquid

  relief swill and rinse out his eye sockets. He spluttered, coughed like a bull, then fell to groaning and clawing at the kinky shit between his gums, now stuffing up his head with old Wellington

  boot fumes.




  ‘Nasty, evil shit. Can’s full too. And I’m not shy with it, Robert. I’ll discharge it all day in this room until it rattles dry. I’ve seen eyes bulge like beef

  tomatoes after two doses.’ The father tapped Robert’s hip with the toe of his hiking boot. ‘On your feet, or your knees if you can’t see shit. And take me to your

  stash.’




  Sat in the recliner, Robert was scared, chilli-eyed, shuddery, and locked in by a dinner tray like a baby in a high chair. Cuffed hands lay limp in his lap. His media devices

  were lined up, side by side, on the coffee table. ‘That’s all in the past. I’ve never reoffended.’ And that was all Robert seemed inclined to say.




  ‘When you were barred from the care homes, how did you get your fix? Who was in your last crew? Names, Robert. Names and addresses.’




  ‘I told you, I never reoffended. My wife . . .’ He swallowed. ‘My wife was seriously ill, and I—’




  ‘You ever really cared about her, you wouldn’t have put her through seven kinds of hell.’




  The father felt his advantage slipping away. A recurring problem with the spray was the escalation of fear in the victim of a second dose, or something else just as bad. The discomfort of the

  gas was intolerable, and the afflicted even began to believe they’d done nothing wrong, that they’d hung up their boots and never been near a single mother with a drug addiction again.

  That was no good, and nor was a false confession to stop the agony: a timeless problem with torture.




  The father put the can on the coffee table so that Robert could see the little yellow pillar from hell, filled with compressed fire and brain-freezing skull-fuckery. ‘Robert, we both know

  your predilection is something you’ll never recover from, and it’s not something you will ever resist when it calls. You may not even be in control of your legs when you see a set of

  swings and a seesaw. Until your sex drive starts to resemble the dead lawn out back, it’s a white-knuckle ride. I’ve done my homework and I understand, so denial is just no good to

  me.’ The father checked his watch. ‘I’m on a clock.’




  ‘Someone is coming . . . friends, they—’




  ‘Sure, sure they are. And you’ll have plenty of time to freshen up once we’re done.’




  Something that might have been hope flickered across Robert’s face, before the emotion’s strength failed and could not pick up the miserable, suspicious, downcast mouth that would be

  set in stone long after the father left the premises. And now the two of them were in the living room and the tussle was behind them, the father was beginning to self-hate. A distant version of

  himself wanted to beg forgiveness for what he had just done to an old man in his bedroom. But the father wheeled that self away and shut it inside a back room of his head, and then he swallowed the

  key.




  He went rummaging in the rucksack again, fetched out the photograph in the plastic bag, moved closer to the easy chair. Robert’s eyes followed him, wary, but no longer beseeching because

  the contempt was seeping back. In what little of the father’s face that he could see, the eyes and nothing more, Robert had just glimpsed a trait that he believed he could work on: a

  weakness. The father had seen this near-hidden but eager expression in men like Robert before; they wanted a lowering eyelid, a flicker, a dilation, something like that, something

  near-imperceptible. Robert wanted to know what people cared about, as if the information was a toehold on a sheer rock face to work on, widen, expand into a handhold, then a ledge, eventually a

  cave they could settle down inside to begin whispering. Get a trickle of sand moving, some loose ground. Keep it up until there was a rockslide of trust and familiarity. Then he was holding the

  rope and someone else was dangling at the end of it. The father had used blunt instruments on Robert, but suspected the man had finer tools to work with on him. If you let him. But this

  wasn’t a game of chess, not any kind of negotiation either, because such things had done the world no good; there was never agreement when it was required, there was nothing left but

  self-interest and the necessary force to achieve it.




  The father skipped to closing statements and sentencing. He hardened his tone, but kept his voice low. ‘There will be no explanations, no excuses. No chatter. The jury on you came in a

  long time ago. We’ll never bond, Robert. If you say one more word that I feel is moving us away from the very specific information I came here to gather, then I will spray you like a greenfly

  and put the rubber ball back inside your mouth. At your age, two, maybe three doses will give you a cardiac arrest. So, how about no more doses and you just find it in yourself to tell the truth.

  Now, this is what I know. You were the owner of an agency that supplied staff to care homes for children. You supplied three homes with carers. But you also employed your mates, with whom you

  shared similar interests.’




  ‘Ancient history,’ Robert said, in an aristocratic drawl. His face had faded grey, and gone all pinched around the mouth. Welling eyes were lidded and even looking down a long nose

  at the father, who was out of his seat like a jack-in-the box to swipe up the spray can.




  Robert flinched. ‘Sorry,’ he barely said.




  The father slowly returned to his seat and settled himself. ‘You were always the ringleader. You oversaw everything. Anything your group did, you knew about. Two of your associates

  vanished into Thailand a few years before 2051, a year that is very pertinent to today’s meeting. The third, Billy Furrow, was killed in prison in 2050. So none of your inner circle was

  available to me, and could not have been involved in the abduction that I’m here to investigate. But you may have had associates in the area who knew something about this snatch in ’51.

  I don’t entirely fancy you for the crime, Robert, but you are just the sort of bird that would flock with those that did take . . .’ The father cleared his throat.




  ‘Social workers blew the whistle on you in 2046. Under Section 47 of the Children Act 1989, the local authority had a duty to investigate any child in danger, or suffering abuse. A social

  worker in Plymouth demanded an investigation into all three care homes that you were intimately familiar with. In fact, one social worker believed you, in effect, ran these homes with your

  mates.




  ‘You pleaded not guilty to seventy-two counts of taking indecent photographs of children between the ages of three and six. Seventeen counts of indecency with a child were also added to

  the charges. So you might understand why your protestations about your sick wife and never reoffending hold no water. You were sentenced to seven years in prison. The sentence was reduced to two

  years due to chronic overcrowding after the Bristol riots and you were freed the following year. You came home and I can only assume that it was business as usual.




  ‘Most of your known victims were children in care, but you were a regular stroller around whatever seaside attractions were still operational, as was revealed by your photographic archive.

  You were getting on, but you were probably still active at the time of any abductions in 2051. Statistics suggest that you would still be, at the very least, in the loop.




  ‘After 2048, the police lost sight of you. This means they were no longer looking at you, Robert, in 2051. A few years had drifted by since you went down, and things changed here,

  didn’t they? The Greeks, the Spanish, and many more of the Africans who’d made it as far as Europe, all hit the beaches and stormed the ports and tunnels. Three million people were

  directed into the south-west, because it was still the least populated part of England. So by 2051, no one had the time to look for one little girl any more. And you must have been rubbing your

  fucking hands, Robert.




  ‘But in 2051, a year that I will never forget, the local police’s Child Protection Team consisted of two people. One of them killed himself last year. Depression suicide. The other

  one doesn’t work any more. They did what they could, but working knowledge of the case, and of the many sex offenders in this county, is now thin on the ground. The team only has one

  full-time member of staff now. Did you know that? And the social workers are drowning in a tide of sick, malnourished and traumatized children, in temporary accommodation and refugee settlements,

  down the coast. I bet you can see where this is leading and you are beginning to understand why I am here. There are other ways to look for missing children, Robert, and I am one of

  them.’




  Robert’s nostrils flared, either from suppressed rage or humiliation. ‘Home Guard, eh?’




  ‘Now, not only do you have a classic profile for a repeat sex offender, but your preferred victim’s gender is female. Your preferred age range is three to six years old, and

  that’s another reason why I am here today. There is no wiggle room. So I want you to take a good, long look at this picture and then I want you to help me with my inquiries. OK?’




  ‘Vigilante. Thought they’d cleared you out.’




  ‘Clear your mind, Robert. Concentrate.’ And then the father turned the picture around and held it a few inches from Robert’s face.




  In anti-climactic fashion Robert asked for his reading glasses and the father was uncomfortably reminded of an expert preparing to inspect a sample within his field of expertise.




  The father trussed Robert’s ankles with the second set of cuffs, scanned the area around his chair, placed the stun spray back in the rucksack, then went and collected the glasses from a

  table in the master bedroom. He was not convinced Robert needed the spectacles; when he returned to the living room, the man was eyeballing the picture on the coffee table, and wasn’t

  squinting. Even after all they’d been through, he still took the father for a prick.




  ‘I recognize her,’ Robert said, looking up directly into the eyes of the father, who adjusted his own feet to remain steady. His blood had bloomed after shock, hope, terror and

  euphoria had left him dizzy and erased all the colour from the room. But Robert waited and was in no hurry to blurt. He let the tantalizing detail hang, and the father no longer wanted to hit

  Robert; he wanted to beg and plead with him for another sentence, a name, a date, or place. And Robert knew this. ‘I remember the news story. Was she taken from a garden?’




  The father only nodded because he didn’t know what to say. This was a clever move. Robert was already creating distance by suggesting, quite convincingly, that he couldn’t remember

  the details of the abduction. But an abduction of a child in Robert’s town was the kind of thing the man would remember with exacting clarity.




  Or was Robert telling the damned truth? The father never knew, not really. Neither did psychiatrists, or police detectives, parole boards, or any explorers of the mind. He’d long come to

  believe that all actions were symptoms of selves that came and went like smoke rings, in and out of scarlet doorways, thickening then dispersing. The autocrat in the deep was never glimpsed. He lay

  in the primordial black and fired signals from unreachable fathoms. No one saw his face. The ruler of us was unique and ineffable.




  Sullen and flattened by the realization that there would probably be no great revelation that morning, the father regrouped his wits by an act of will. ‘I’m on the brink of

  crop-dusting your bloody chair, Robert. You gotta do better than this.’




  Robert swallowed. ‘There was talk . . .’




  The father leaned into him, his vision flickering around the edges. ‘Where? Online?’




  Robert nodded. ‘Around that time. And I don’t know anything else about it, I really don’t—’




  ‘Get on with it.’




  ‘There was talk about it, about who could’ – Robert paused to choose his words carefully – ‘have involved themselves. No one local was the consensus. Or, at least,

  no one ever mentioned anything that convinced me.’




  ‘But some of them claimed to know something?’




  ‘No more than jests and things like that. About, you know, what might . . . People pretended they knew.’ Robert swallowed.




  At the mention of ‘jests’, Robert must have seen the blood bulge the very skin of the father’s eyeballs. Robert may also have seen a screaming mouth in each of the pupils

  facing him, while the father sensed the house rise a few inches and then drop without rattling a single porcelain knick-knack on the mantel. His anger was white-hot coals followed by the cold of

  deep space. One of his hands fidgeted at something else he kept inside the rucksack: the final shit.




  ‘Perhaps it was someone you knew.’ Robert offered this in a conciliatory tone of voice, as if he were talking to a dangerous simpleton.




  ‘I don’t know anyone that awful.’




  ‘Addicts, they’ll take anything to sell.’




  ‘Enough of these straws your claws are clutching at. Let us return to the jests, Robert. What precisely did you and your peers find so funny about this abduction?’




  ‘Not me. Never. I was just saying that some pretended, the more garrulous elements, that they knew . . . where she was, who she was with . . . That sort of thing.’ He

  cleared his throat. ‘But I think the prevailing opinion was that a visitor to the area, an opportunist, may have been responsible.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘Moved her elsewhere. Abroad. Possibly. Or . . . did something unspeakable and then covered their tracks.’




  Unspeakable. The terrible three hours after a child’s abduction when the abominable, the unthinkable, could occur, but was something to laugh about online for Robert and his

  mates. Shaky as a scarecrow released from its pole, the father moved his feet.




  Robert’s turmeric-puffy eyes pleaded with him; even in a burning squint they could read the change in the intruder. ‘I’m afraid I cannot help you. If I knew anything I would

  hardly keep it to myself. Abduction was never . . . I’d never taken anyone’s . . . I would never . . . What are you doing?’ Robert turned his head this way and that way to see why

  the father had gone behind the easy chair. He even attempted to rise.




  The father said, ‘Sit,’ in a voice belonging to some other man.




  Robert stayed seated. ‘Nothing, there is nothing more I can tell you. Names. I have names of others who may be able to assist you. Who were around at the time. Who were intrigued by . .

  .’




  The father came round from behind the easy chair and leaned over the coffee table. He took Robert’s equipment from the table top and placed everything on the TV dinner tray. Stuck memory

  pins into the back of anything with a memory. ‘All of them. Every one of them,’ he said. ‘Numbers and email addresses. Your passwords, user names, the sites, encryptions, links,

  the places. Download them from everywhere you store your filth. If the names don’t check out, then God help you, Robert.’




  Robert started typing with cuffed wrists, his hands moving like featherless ghost birds, bony herons descending and alighting from the screen. Occasionally he glanced nervously at where the

  father stood, just behind his right ear, watching his progress and making sure that he didn’t send a message. Sweat rolled from the tip of Robert’s nose.




  But Robert did as he was bid, and his paprika-rimmed eyes, wetter than a beagle hound’s, peered at the glowing screens as if cross-referencing, annotating, listing, footnoting: a rat

  scholar. He stopped typing after ten minutes. ‘That’s everything,’ he said, a show of contrived penitence deepening his tone.




  The father collected the items and removed the pins, slipped them all inside his rucksack. Robert would never give the father everything, not even on pain of death. He’d given him

  something, probably details of those men incapable of reprisals. There would be some sites loaded with visuals too, which the father would never have the stomach to trawl through. Scarlett

  Johansson would want it all. Her ‘associates’ would then sift through the materials on behalf of all of the other agents in the field.




  The father refilled his bottle of water in the kitchen and returned to the living room, sipping. It was really warming up inside, the heat now pushing its great bloat through the utility-room

  window that he’d left open down the hall. He thought about his car and knew it was time to go.




  Robert now looked as miserable as the faces seen at the windows of municipal care homes. ‘She was your daughter,’ he said, with what sounded like deep resignation and genuine

  woe.




  The father cleared his throat. ‘Your home is filled with memories, Robert. I can see that. But let me introduce one of mine. There was a little girl who was loved so hard . . .’ His

  voice started to break.




  ‘Don’t, please,’ Robert said, as if the father was being rude.




  ‘She was taken. Two years ago. Her family want her back . . . so much.’ The father’s eyes smarted and his throat began to swell enough to prevent much more talk. He rummaged

  inside the rucksack and moved further behind the easy chair, out of sight.




  Robert’s voice rose. ‘I can’t help you. You think I would keep information back from the authorities about this?’




  ‘I do, yes.’




  ‘I know what I have done was wrong. But it was in the past. Well before 2051.’




  The father bagged Robert’s head and pulled the drawstring tight.




  ‘Oh God, no,’ Robert said as if from down a well. He tried to get to his feet again.




  The father took a few steps back and killed the overhead lights. ‘Someone, somewhere, will be glad I’m doing this. Here’s one for the kids.’ The father shot the dart into

  the man’s wrinkled neck.




  Robert’s ankles were tethered but the rest of him shot forward and snapped off the plastic dinner tray and landed on the coffee table, hard, his elbows barely breaking his fall. His entire

  body convulsed.




  Eventually, after the first shocks abated, he turned his hooded head to reveal the outline of a nose and an open mouth, gasping. There was a muffled sob from inside the cloth bag.




  The father took out the final shit and pressed the handgun against the side of the man’s skull. And it seemed so simple, such a simple act to perform: just a short squeeze on the trigger

  and every memory of those small, pale bodies, the frightened faces, reddened and stained with tears, or mute with shock and confusion, would be gone from this man’s head forever. One more

  death, and the end of a man more deserving of death than most leaving the stage these days. This very man, with his head in a bag, could simply be shot dead one hot morning in his own home. The

  father believed he could actually do it now. Not before, with the others; murder had seemed too much for him. But we change, he thought, we change as we are aged by the heartbreaker called

  life.




  A murder, an execution, would bring scrutiny, eventually. And no, he would not kill Robert East, and he had to remind himself that he was a father with a broken heart and a broken head, but he

  was no killer.




  Nor did the father believe that this man had taken his daughter, though knowing he had put his hands upon other men’s daughters made it hard to ease the gun away from the skull below him.

  ‘If you warn your friends, if you breathe one word of my visit to anyone, I will come back. And, with God as my witness, I swear I will use this.’ The father dug the handgun into

  Robert’s temple hard enough to make him cry out.










  FIVE




  ‘Did you move?’




  ‘Yes. This morning.’




  ‘Where are you now?’




  ‘Back in my room.’




  ‘Good. Stay there.’




  ‘For how long?’




  ‘Until I know if Robert East reports you.’




  Since the morning’s move he’d come to the conclusion that some detached part of his mind had overseen his seemingly effortless extraction – the removal of cuffs from Robert

  East’s pale wrists and ankles, the final threat of reprisals, the unhooding of the twitching man, the walk to the car through warm, dusty, yellow air, the slow drive through a sun’s

  brightness that carried false hopes of happiness, to transport him away from Cockington and to his dim temporary lodgings further down the coast in Paignton. Keeping him on the road, regulating the

  twitches, ticks and sighs that threatened to well up in waves and crash to panic or remorse, while adrenaline drained like sewage and made his hands shake: all such reactions and activities of body

  and mind were managed and governed by an unfeeling administrator of his functions. Perhaps part of his jittery inner parliament now relegated more compassionate impulses to the back benches of his

  mind. There they could only whistle and jeer, as the mover and shaker was driven home and put to bed without judgement.




  He was also getting fitter over the terrain and distance too. Not sluggish with aches, or anxious to the point of nausea, like he’d been on the first three moves; he was not so delicate

  now, or so skittish in the head, not quite an athlete, but a keener amateur.




  ‘What did you get?’




  ‘All of his gear. The usual stuff, passwords, names . . .’




  ‘Good. Leave it with the hotel reception. Someone will collect it today. Was he hurt?’




  ‘I used the immobilizer, gas too. I don’t think . . .’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘I don’t think it was him.’




  ‘No, but there might be something, a connection, a trace, some small detail amongst what you have taken. We will be thorough. You did a good thing today, but you have to stay strong.

  We’re doing as much as we can.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘And I have someone else.’




  ‘Who? Let me get—’




  ‘I have to go. But I’ll call you soon with all the details.’




  ‘Name? What’s his name?’




  ‘Bowles. Murray Bowles.’ She finished the call.




  The father called his contact Scarlett Johansson because he’d never met her and had become familiar only with her voice. The first time they had spoken her faint American accent had struck

  him as immediately distinctive and reminded him of an old film star in her younger roles. And because his handler only ever referred to herself as a ‘friend of the family’, in the early

  days of their association he told the woman who her voice reminded him of. She had laughed and told the father that he should call her that. His contact had remained Scarlett Johansson ever

  since.




  Over the last year few people had contacted the father; not even the colleagues he’d worked so closely with for fifteen years, nor his old friends from university. Whenever he saw an

  unrecognized caller on a screen, he picked up in case it was Scarlett. She contacted him at accounts that she provided; these, and her own idents, constantly changed.




  Who was she? He didn’t really know, but guessed that Scarlett was a police officer and a member of an overwhelmed Child Protection Team, somewhere in the counties of the south-west. He

  knew one protection team was still attached to every police force in the country, but the teams were rarely made up of more than two people. Sometimes, one man or woman now worked alone.




  Maybe Scarlett Johansson had handlers herself and had been chosen to contact some of the parents who had lost their little ones. Perhaps she had been told that he was the right kind of person

  for collaboration because he’d once been arrested for assaulting a convicted sex offender, a man who’d shrugged off his approach and his request for information about his daughter. The

  man had not even been in the right part of the country when his daughter was snatched. But the father had needed to do something and the man’s indifference had been inappropriate. It had

  taken four men to pull him away and to hold him shaking against a wall until an auxiliary police officer arrived on a bicycle.




  Charges were pressed, but circumstances were taken into account and he’d been released with a caution. Scarlett Johansson had known about this incident and of the father’s need to

  do something. Somewhere, off the record, discussions must then have taken place about his suitability for making moves. If deliberations had happened between factions in authority, in

  times of so little restraint, he had been told nothing of them, nor of any assessment passed through the secretive processes that involved Scarlett Johansson.




  Handlers were probably politically motivated and working in collusion with the nationalists, long the most popular political movement. His wife thought so, and Miranda believed he was being used

  to harass criminal elements in certain areas of the country. She feared he would be asked to eradicate them too. Such clandestine strategies were not unknown. But it was also possible that these

  officers of the law were good men and women, helping a father find a stolen daughter because they could not make things right any more. Maybe there were a great many Scarlett Johanssons

  who offered parents a respite from the torments of waiting for news, the harrowing silence that inexorably moved parents further, and still further, and yet further away from the exact moment their

  worlds were rent by events that had nothing to do with heatwaves or storms. The father hoped so, though he didn’t really care where the information came from. He didn’t know how it all

  worked, he just wanted help.




  During one of those days deprived of his daughter, inside that sleepless blur of exhaustion and grief and terror, Scarlett Johansson had called him, and on the day his child had been missing for

  twenty months, one week and two days.




  Scarlett Johansson had called him many times since. Even though she had a tendency to speak quickly, as if afraid of talking to him, the father would ask her to repeat herself. He made sure he

  never made mistakes when he recorded information, because so much had already been overlooked or completely ignored. And he would record every fragment about these men who did not care about other

  people, or could not care, not really. This awareness had made his four moves easier. And he was still not convinced by the apparent remorse he had witnessed amongst those he’d interviewed.

  Nor did he believe that the people he hunted could change for the better. That assurance also made his dealings with them easier.










  SIX




  One week after his visit to Robert East, his lip-licking desire for strong drink enticed the father out of the hotel room and he ventured into Paignton town centre to buy a

  bottle of Welsh rum. He’d been locked away, living off bread, imitation cheese and real fruit, while waiting for Scarlett Johansson to call and give him an all clear.




  Even though the range of food dwindled, alcohol never failed to appear in stores and markets. No one in any kind of authority would dare take the alcohol away. Wine drinkers were sometimes

  bereft, but their privations were the least of anyone’s worries.




  In the twenty-four-hour supermarket, the rum was pricey, and stacked on the higher shelves, protected by cages. His funds were not being replenished, and nor was this a special occasion, but he

  needed to drink. And he was no longer drinking to forget but to remember, to access revelations arising from his outlaw deeds.




  The supermarket had once functioned as a hotel for tourists, three decades gone. The place once boasted a small pool and a ballroom. A sign for satellite television and the Jacuzzi was still

  attached to the car park wall, like graffiti made in bad taste.




  The upper two storeys of the building had been partitioned like most properties in what used to be a functioning town centre, appropriated by local government and now a seething ghetto of

  dysfunction, bordering a redoubt of beleaguered families, who maintained their own neighbourhoods’ security arrangements in the surrounding areas of Preston, Goodrington, Churston and

  Galmpton. This former hotel suggested it was now a ground-floor pharmacy for alcoholics and elderly residents unable to migrate like rare butterflies; those with no option but to flutter about

  their bleached, toxic habitat in the town centre, behind the vast concrete seawall of the esplanade.
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