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To Tony and Christine



PART ONE



1.1

he news had come hundreds of miles to sit waiting for days in
a mislaid phone. And there it lingered like a moth in a box,
weightless, and aching for the light.

The street cleaners’lorry woke Bettany. It was 4:25 a.m. He washed
at the sink, dressed, turned the bed’s thin mattress, and rolled his
sleeping bag into a tight package he leaned upright in a corner.
4:32.

Locking the door was an act of faith or satire—the lock would
barely withstand a rattle—but the room wouldn’t be empty long,
because someone else used it during the day. Bettany hadn’t met
him, but theyd reached an accommodation. The daytime occu-
pant respected Bettany’s possessions—his toothbrush, his
sleeping bag, the dog-eared copy of Dubliners he'd found on a
bus—and in return Bettany left untouched the clothing that hung
from a hook on the door, three shirts and a pair of khakis.

His own spare clothing he kept in a duffel bag in a locker at
the sheds. Passport and wallet he carried in a security belt with

his mobile, until that got lost or stolen.
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Outside was February cold, quiet enough that he could hear
water rinsing the sewers. A bus grumbled past, windows fogged.
Bettany nodded to the whore on the corner, whose territory was
bounded by two streetlights. She was Senegalese, pre-op, currently
aredhead, and he'd bought her a drink one night, God knew why.
They had exile in common, but little else. Bettany’s French
remained undistinguished, and the hooker’s English didnt lend
itself to small talk.

A taste of the sea hung in the air. This would burn off later,
and be replaced by urban flavours.

He caught the next bus, a twenty-minute ride to the top of
a lane which fell from the main road like an afterthought, and
as he trudged downbhill a truck passed, horn blaring, its head-
lights yellowing the sheds ahead, which were barn-sized
constructions behind wire-topped fences. A wooden sign hung
lopsided from the gates, one of its tethering chains longer than
the other. The words were faded by weather. Bettany had never
been able to make them out.

Audible now, the sound of cattle in distress.

He was waved through and fetched his apron from the locker
room. A group of men were smoking by the door, and one grunted
his name.

“Tonton.”

What they called him, for reasons lost in the mist of months.

He knotted his apron, which was stained so thick with blood
and grease it felt plastic, and fumbled his gloves on.

Out in the yard the truck was impatient, its exhaust fumes
spoiling out in thick black ropes. The noise from the nearest shed
was mechanical, mostly, and its smells metallic and full of fear.
Behind Bettany men stamped their cigarettes out and hawked
noisily. Refrigerated air whispered from the truck’s dropped tailgate.
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Bettany’s role wasn’t complicated. Lorries arrived bearing
cattle and the cattle were fed into the sheds. What came out was
meat, which was then ferried away in different lorries. Bettany’s
job, and that of his companions, was to carry the meat to the lor-
ries. This not only required no thought, it demanded thought’s
absence.

At day’s end hed hose down the yard, a task he performed
with grim diligence, meticulously blasting every scrap of matter
down the drains.

He switched off, and the working day took over. This was
measured in a familiar series of aches and smells and sounds, the
same actions repeated with minor variations, while blurred
memories nagged him uninvited, moments which had seemed
unexceptional at the time, but had persisted. A woman in a café,
regarding him with what might have been interest, might have
been contempt. An evening at the track with Majeed, who was
the nearest he'd made to a friend, though he hadn’t made enemies.
He didn't think he'd made enemies.

Thoughts became rituals in themselves. You plodded the same
course over and over, like any dumb beast or wind-up toy.

At about the time citizens would be leaving their homes
in clean shirts Bettany stopped for coftee, pitch black in a
polystyrene cup. He ate a hunk of bread wrapped round cheese,
leaning against the fence and watching grey weather arrive, head-
ing inland.

From three metres’ distance Majeed detached himself from a
group similarly occupied.

“Hey, Tonton. You lose your mobile?”

It spun through the air. He caught it one-handed.

“Ou?

“La Girondelle.”
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The bar at the track. He was surprised to see it again, though
the reason why wasn’t long in coming.

“Cest de la merde. Not worth stealing.”

Bettany gave no argument.

The piece of shit, not worth stealing, was barely worth ringing
either, though still had a flicker of charge. Four missed calls in nine
days. Two were local numbers and hadn’t left messages. The others
were from England, unfamiliar streams of digits. Odds were
they were cold calls, checking out his inclinations vis-a-vis
internet banking or double-glazing. He finished his coffee
undecided whether to listen or delete, then found his thumb
resolving the issue of its own accord, scrolling to his voicemail
number, pressing play.

“Yes, this is Detective Sergeant Welles, speaking from Hoxton
police station. Er, London. I'm trying to reach a Mr. Thomas
Bettany? If you could give me a ring at your earliest convenience.
It’s a matter of some importance.” He recited a number slowly
enough that Bettany caught it the first time.

His mouth was dry. The bread, the cheese, grew lumpy in his
stomach.

The second voice was less measured.

“Mr. Bettany? Liam’s father?” It was a girl, or young woman.
“My name’s Flea, Felicity Pointer? I'm calling about Liam ... Mr.
Bettany, I'm so sorry to have to tell you this.”

She sounded sorry.

“There’s been an accident. Liam—I'm sorry, Mr. Bettany.
Liam died.”

Either she paused a long while or the recorded silence dragged
itself out in slow motion, eating up his pre-paid minutes.

«r »
I'm sorry.
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“Message ends. To hear the message envelope, press one. To
save the—"

He killed the robot voice.

Nearby, Majeed was halfway through a story, dropping into
English when French wasn’t obscene enough. Bettany could hear
the creaking of a trolley’s metal wheels, a chain scraping over a
beam. Another lorry trundled down the lane, its grille broad, an
American model. Already details were stacking up. More blurred
snapshots hed flick through in future days, always associated with
the news just heard.

He reached for the back of his neck, and untied his apron.

“Tonton?”

He dropped it to the ground.

“Ou vas-tu?”

Bettany fetched his duffel from the locker.





