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Prologue


Hollywood Memorial Park Cemetery, Los Angeles, 1996


Permaglow from the city lights makes it brighter than the three men like. They were hoping for darkness but all they get is a neon twilight.


One holds a briefcase and a photocopy of a fax, one a flashlight, one two shovels taped neatly together. They should not be here, and they are nervous; this is not at all how they imagined it would be, but that’s the way it is. The one with the briefcase is smarter than his colleagues, and he understands: nothing is ever quite as we imagine it.


They have travelled a long way; being here scares them; the thought of what they are about to do scares them even more. But neither of these things scares them as much as the man who has hired them to do this job.


Two of them have never met this man, they have only heard stories about him; they are not the kind of stories they would want to tell their kids. The stories work on their minds even now as they search, fuelling them with a determination they have never felt before. They are riding emotional rapids on a flimsy raft, and the raft has a name: it is called Fear of Failure.


The beam of the flashlight strikes a gravestone, sweeps away the darkness as if it is a layer of ancient dust. Engraved words appear. A loved one, long dead; it’s the wrong one. They move on across the flat ground, past a clump of trees and a small, landscaped mound.


Another headstone; also the wrong one. They stop, consult the blurred fax. They look around them, see marble obelisks, onyx cherubs, granite slabs, porphyry urns, chiselled endearments, quotations, poems. But these men are not readers of poetry, the words do not reach out through the darkness to them.


‘We’re in the wrong line, you assholes. Next line along. Look, it shows you clearly, you have to count three lines. We only counted two.’


They find the right line. Find the right gravestone.


Hannah Katherine Rosewell. 1892–1993.
Dearly beloved wife and mother.


The man checks the fax, reading the fuzzy words with difficulty, then studies the inscription on the headstone once more. He is being methodical. Finally he nods assent.


Carefully the other two cut the turf and roll it back as if it were a carpet. Then they start digging; the man with the fax watches, listens to the crunch of the blades, the traffic on Sunset beyond the locked wrought iron gates, watches for shadows that move, for a shape that was not there last time he looked. It is a warm night and the soil is dry, it has the texture of calcium, of old bones that have gone beyond brittle and crumbled.


A shovel pings as it strikes a stone, and an oath hisses through the humid darkness. After a while the men pause to drink from a canteen of water.


They work for almost three hours before the lid of the coffin is fully exposed. It’s in good shape, there’s still a gleam from the varnish, rosewood; this is a deluxe, a tree in a rainforest has given its life for this coffin.


The two men standing on the lid lay their shovels on the ground, then stretch their backs. Each is handed a nylon cord with a shackle, which they clip to the end handles, then they haul themselves up out of the grave, and stretch their backs again, gratefully. One licks a blister on his hand, then binds a handkerchief around his palm.


Even with all three working, it takes several minutes of clumsy, painful effort to haul the coffin up and onto the ground, but finally they succeed, and the one with the bandaged hand sits on it, momentarily exhausted by the effort. They drink more water, all three peering anxiously into the night around them. A small rodent scurries past and is absorbed by the darkness.


Now they have the coffin out, the urgency with which they have been working has deserted them. They stand back from it for some moments, looking at the brass handles, looking at each other, each thinking their own private thoughts about how a corpse might look after three years underground.


They go to work on the screws, remove each of them and pocket them carefully. Then they hesitate. The two who have dug the grave grip the lid and try to free it, but it’s stuck tight. They try a little harder and there’s a crack like a gunshot as the seal gives and the lid raises a few inches at one end.


Instantly they drop it again and stagger away.


‘Yech, Jesus!’ says the one with the bandaged hand.


The smell.


Nothing has prepared them for this smell. It’s as if a septic tank has been vented beneath them.


They move further away, but the smell is everywhere, the whole night is thick with it. The one with the torch gags, then swallows back down a throatful of vomit. They shuffle further away still.


Finally the smell recedes enough for them to be able to move back towards the coffin. This time they prepare themselves, taking deep breaths before they heave that lid up and off.


Inside there is fine quilted satin, white, the colour of death. The old lady’s hair is white also; it is thin and wispy, the same hue as the satin, but its sheen has gone; her face is brown, like scuffed leather, patches of bone show through: her teeth forming a rictus smile look like they have been freshly brushed. Her state of preservation owes as much to the quality of her coffin as it does to the dry Californian climate; in a more humid soil, in a cheaper coffin, she would look less good.


The smell isn’t so bad now, it’s being diluted by the fresh air that the corpse hasn’t seen for three years. The one with the fax looks at his watch and knows they have a little under three hours of darkness remaining to them. He reads the instructions at the bottom of the fax although he has already memorised them, has been thinking about them day and night for the past week.


He opens the briefcase he has brought, removes scissors, a scalpel, a boning knife and a small cool-box. Working swiftly he snips a tuft of hair, excises a square of flesh from her chest, then amputates the index finger of the woman’s right hand; no fluid leaks from the cut; the finger is dry, leathery, like an antique peg. He places each of his prizes into a separate compartment that has already been prepared in the cool-box, then checks the instructions on the fax once more, before mentally ticking them off.


They screw the lid back onto the coffin and begin the task of shovelling back the soil. It goes back in faster than it came out. But not that fast.


In the morning one of the security guards passes by; he notices nothing amiss; he has no reason to.




Chapter One


‘It doesn’t have a garage,’ John said.


‘I can live with that. How many houses in London do have garages?’


John nodded. She had a point, maybe it was no big deal.


‘I love it, don’t you?’


John looked absently at the For Sale sign, deep in thought, studied the particulars he had in his hand, looked up at the columned porch that was almost absurdly grand for the house, then at the red-brick walls clad in ivy and clematis, and back at the turret. It was the turret that was really getting to him, hooking him.


In his teens he’d dreamed of being an architect, and had he lived in the previous century, this was the kind of house he might have designed. It was individual, on three storeys, the only detached one in the street, beyond the end of the Victorian red-brick terrace, and it was the turret that made it, set if off, gave it an air both of importance and of eccentricity.


The estate agent, Darren Morris, whom John placed at a mental age of about twelve, jigged around at the edge of his peripheral vision, chewing a wad of gum with his mouth open which, combined with his forward-combed fringe, his stooped back and gangly limbs, made him appear almost Neanderthal; he looked like he wanted to be somewhere else – needed to be somewhere else – in a hurry, gave out the vibes that they’d been keeping him from a far more pressing engagement. John man-oeuvred himself behind him, then, holding the particulars in his teeth, began mimicking a gorilla scratching its armpits.


Susan looked away quickly, but was unable to mask her grin. The estate agent turned round, but all he saw was John studying the house with intense concentration.


‘South-facing garden,’ Darren Morris said. This was the third, or maybe fourth time he had parted with this nugget of information. John ignored it, he was still gazing at the house, trying to keep the interior alive in his mind.


The sunlight through the bay window in the drawing room, that gorgeous combination of both airiness and warmth, and of space. Those wonderful high-ceilinged rooms. The deep hall that gave such a great welcoming feeling as you walked in. The dining room that could seat twelve, no problem (not that they had ever entertained that many at once, but who knows?). The small room next to it overlooking the garden that Susan had already bagged for her study. The cellar that he could one day rack out and fill with wine.


He looked up at the turret again. That room up there, with its views all around, would make the most sensational bedroom. And there were four more rooms on the first and second floors that would make a den for him and spare bedrooms, plus a loft they hadn’t even gone up to.


‘I really like the garden,’ Susan said. ‘It’s a huge garden for London.’


John liked it too, the privacy of it, and the fact that on the other side of the fence was a beautiful park with tennis courts, and a pond, and acres of grass that were sparkling with frost this morning. The house needed money spent on it, that was the one serious consideration. The roof did not look good, or the wiring or plumbing, and God knows what other kinds of old-house problems lurked in here. He’d be hard pushed to find the asking price, without even beginning to think about repairs and renovation.


The turret got to him again – he couldn’t stop looking at it, he was filled with a sudden deep urge to live in a house with a turret. But it wasn’t just the turret. This was the first time he had walked into a house and thought, yes, I could spend the rest of my life here. It had grandeur, but it was Bohemian also, funky, elegant, it had style. This would be a great place to bring clients, he thought. This was a place that announced: John Carter has arrived!


But it had no garage.


Suddenly John, who had always wanted a house with a garage, saw no need for a garage. There was a small concreted area, enough for one car. Plenty of spaces in the tree-lined street. It was peaceful here, tranquil, there was no noise of London traffic. An oasis.


He thought about making love to Susan in the bedroom in the turret; he thought about making love to her outside in the private garden, in the sunshine, in the summer that was not far off. It was the last week of February, they could be in by then.


‘I love it,’ he said.


‘And I love you,’ Susan said, putting her arms around him, hugging him hard. ‘I love you more than anything in the world.’ Then she looked longingly beyond him at the house, hugging him even harder. She was staring at a piece of the England of her dreams. The house was conjuring up for her all kinds of images from books she had read: Austen, Hardy, Dickens, Trollope, Thackeray, Forster, Greene. One after another, descriptions of elegant London houses and country houses came into her mind.


She had often, in a Californian childhood largely buried in books, imagined herself in England, living the lives of the characters she read about, maybe hosting an elegant, witty dinner party, or calling on someone and being received by a butler, or just hurrying through London in the rain.


‘And I love you too,’ John replied.


The estate agent moved away and hovered by his car, then looked at his watch again and dug his hands in his pockets. Everyone went nuts over this house, everyone who saw it wanted to buy it but they never did, because of the horrific twenty-nine-page survey they would get listing all the problems. That combined with the asking price, which was much too high – and from which the vendors would not budge – made this place a sticker.


He looked at this couple, trying to size them up. Susan Carter was American, he guessed from her accent, late twenties, shoulder-length red hair cut modern, long camel coat over jeans and boots. She reminded him of an actress and he was trying to think who, Gorillas in the Mist was the film. Then he remembered: Sigourney Weaver. Yes, she seemed to have that same mixture of good looks and ballsiness. And maybe a hint of Scully in The X-Files also. Yup. As he looked at her again he could see even more of Scully coming through.


John Carter was English, a little older, early to mid thirties, he reckoned. Sharp dresser, tweed trenchcoat, Boss suit, buckled shoes, looked like a media type, advertising probably. Straight black hair, sleek, handsome face, an air of fresh-faced boyishness about him, but tough with it, there was a definite hard streak in this guy. He looked across at the Carter’s black BMW M3. Spotlessly clean, gleaming, went with John Carter’s Mr Immaculate image, he thought, but he was surprised there wasn’t a personalised plate: the one on the car showed it to be four years old. Poser’s car.


Still holding John and looking at the house, Susan asked, quietly, vapour streaming from her mouth, ‘Can we afford it?’


‘No, we can’t possibly afford it.’


She leaned back, the morning sunlight striking her eyes, turning them lapis-lazuli blue. These were the eyes John fell in love with seven and a half years ago and had been in love with ever since. She grinned. ‘So?’


They’d been told that the previous owners had moved overseas. The place was empty and must be costing them money – maybe they’d lower the asking price for a quick sale?


John grinned back. He was tantalising her, he was tantalising himself. It would be reckless to buy this place, but then again, all his life he has been reckless.




Chapter Two


The man of whom so many people were afraid presided over his vast office with an air of courtly ease.


His aristocratic face had become a little gaunt over the years, but his complexion still retained that unique pampered sheen of the well-born. His grey eyes, clear, sharp, full of observation and humour, required no glasses or contact lenses. His dark hair, elegantly streaked with grey, was swept with élan back from his temples.


He was dressed in a Savile Row suit, his tie was elegant, winged horses printed on green silk, his black shoes, out of sight beneath his desk, glinted like mirrors; his long, slender fingers, which were leafing through a computer printout, had been finely manicured. His whole manner exuded confidence. He might only have been in his mid fifties.


His name was Emil Sarotzini.


The name was a legend. People told stories about his fabled life with the post-war set – on the French Riviera, partying on the Dockers’ yacht in Cannes, dining with Bardot in St Tropez, lunching with the Grimaldis in Monaco; and in the US, where he courted stars like Mansfield and Monroe, and where he was himself courted by the aristocratic circle of the Vanderbilts and Rockefellers and the Mellons. It was rumoured that Warhol had painted an entire collection for him, which Mr Sarotzini had forbidden ever to be shown to the public. And in England, it was whispered, he had been shielded by the Astors from the glare of the Profumo scandal.


Other stories about the man were more discomforting, and there were plenty that would chill people to the marrow. Some of these stories no insider ever dared to tell, because, it was rumoured, Mr Sarotzini had ears everywhere and disloyalty was not an option.


Rumours surrounded every aspect of his life, and none more so than his age, which was to some a matter of idle speculation and to others a disturbing enigma.


No one who worked here was innocent of Mr Sarotzini’s reputation. It acted like a magnet: they were repulsed but they were attracted. Positive and negative. Intrigue, mystery and speculation had been Mr Sarotzini’s ever-present shadows throughout his life. And few people he met failed to fall under his spell.


The man who was bringing him the information he was awaiting knew more about Mr Sarotzini than perhaps any other living person. And, for this reason, was even more afraid of him than anyone else.


Kündz opened the panelled double doors and entered the secretary’s ante-room. She was the sentinel who held all the keys to access Mr Sarotzini, and precious few ever even reached this inner sanctum of her office. But she barely gave Kündz a glance.


Mr Sarotzini was visible through the open entrance beyond her, like an Egyptian god in his hypostyle hall. His office was mostly in darkness, one pool of brightness from a gold table lamp illuminating the neat stack of papers beside the leather blotter on his desk. There was a large window but the slats of the blinds were angled and narrowed against the glare of the mid-morning sunlight.


Kündz was six feet, six inches tall, with broad, quarterback shoulders, close-cropped hair and a blunt boxer’s face. He was dressed in one of his habitual plain two-piece suits, today a navy one, his tie carefully adjusted, his shoes scrupulously polished. The suits were made for him by Mr Sarotzini’s tailor, but in spite of the expensive cloth and the careful fittings, he never looked quite at ease in them. To the casual stranger he could have been a night-club bouncer, or perhaps a soldier on leave in borrowed civvies.


Before taking a step forward he swallowed, checked the knot of his tie, shot a glance down at his shoes, buttoned his jacket. He knew that, sartorially, he failed Mr Sarotzini. But in every other respect he prided himself on the way he learned from his mentor and carried out his wishes.


Mr Sarotzini had made him everything that he was, but Kündz was aware that he could just as easily strip it all away from him again, and this was part of the fear that fuelled his slavish devotion to the man.


‘So?’ Mr Sarotzini said, smiling expectantly as Kündz approached his desk. The smile relaxed Kündz and his love for this man was so intense that he wanted to reach across that huge desk and hug him, but this he could not do. Many years ago Mr Sarotzini had forbidden this kind of physical contact. Instead, Kündz handed him the envelope, and stood stiffly to attention.


‘You may sit, Stefan,’ Mr Sarotzini said, shaking out the contents and immediately becoming absorbed in them.


Kündz sat, tensely, on the edge of a chair that had once been owned by an Ottoman prince, whose name he could not remember. Although Mr Sarotzini’s office was filled with treasures and antiquities, there was something about this room that mere money alone could not create, and that was the sense of power it exuded.


Kündz felt like the little girl, Alice, who had stepped into a world where everything was so much bigger. He sat dwarfed by the size of the furniture, by canvases the size of high-rise buildings that hung from the walls, by sculptures and busts and statuettes that leered down at him, by shelves of leather-bound volumes that sneered at anyone of lesser education than their owner. He looked up at Mr Sarotzini.


It was hard to read his expression.


The room smelt of stale cigar smoke, but the only ashtray, a cut-glass one on Mr Sarotzini’s desk, was clean. Kündz knew that Mr Sarotzini, who was a man of habit, would have already smoked his first Montecristo of the day, but would not light his second for another hour.


Mr Sarotzini held the thin document, just six pages long, with fingers that were long and bony, softened by hair. He said nothing until he had finished reading, and then his face tightened with displeasure.


‘What am I to do with this, Stefan?’


This threw Kündz. Yet he knew, from long experience, that the answers Mr Sarotzini required were not always the obvious ones. He took his time, as Mr Sarotzini had long taught him, not rushing into his answer. ‘There are no restrictions,’ he replied, finally.


Mr Sarotzini’s face hardened into a near rage that made Kündz frightened and confused. ‘This is a shopping list, Stefan, a grocery list. Look, it says, “Twelve bagels, two litres of skimmed milk, butter, dried apricots, salami.” What have you given me this for?’


Kündz’s mind swirled. This wasn’t possible, surely, he couldn’t – couldn’t have made a mistake – no. Where could this list have come from? He thought quickly, thought of the man who had given him this document, a very great genetics scientist. Could this fool scientist have given him the wrong thing?


No, it was impossible. He’d checked and rechecked it.


Then the expression on Mr Sarotzini’s face changed from rage into a quiet smile. ‘It’s all right, Stefan, don’t look so worried. Relax. I’m only joking. You must learn to take jokes.’


Kündz stared back at him, bewildered, unsure what was coming next.


‘This is good,’ Mr Sarotzini said, tapping the document. ‘It is very good.’


Kündz tried not to show his relief: he had learnt never to show weakness to Mr Sarotzini. And gratitude was weakness. He was expected to know that the document was good; a reaction was not required. With Mr Sarotzini he was on a learning curve that had no end, and he had lived with this almost all his life.


He looked down at the soft pile of a Persian rug to avoid giving anything away in his eyes, and took in the complex pattern; all Persian rugs told stories, but he did not know what this story was. He turned his thoughts to Claudie, focused on her, wondered if Claudie would let him tie her up tonight and whip her. He decided he would ask her, and if she said no he would do it anyway.


Her smell rose from his skin; he thought of her sprig of black pubic hair and his fear of Mr Sarotzini turned fleetingly into arousal for Claudie. Then the fear returned.


He looked up at the painting on the wall directly behind Mr Sarotzini: modern art, abstract, he did not understand this kind of art, he did not know whether it was a good painting or bad, he knew only that it must be of immense value, of great importance to the world of art, to be in this room. Then Mr Sarotzini skewered his thoughts with his voice. He spoke, as usual, in flawless German, although Kündz knew that German was not Mr Sarotzini’s mother tongue.


‘It has taken thirty years. This is how long we have been looking. Thirty years, Stefan. You understand the importance?’


Kündz understood, but remained silent.


‘You have a weakness, Stefan?’


Kündz was surprised by the question. He stalled, knowing that with this man he could not lie. ‘Everyone has a weakness. That is the Nineteenth Truth,’ he replied.


Mr Sarotzini seemed pleased by this answer. He opened a drawer in his desk, took out an envelope and handed it to Kündz.


Inside it Kündz found photographs of a man and a woman. The man was in his mid thirties, with dark hair and striking, if boyish, good looks. The woman looked a few years younger; she had red hair that stopped just short of the shoulders; a pretty face; modern.


There was another photograph, showing her in a T-shirt with straps, and a short skirt. She had great legs, slender, a touch muscular maybe, and he realised they were arousing him; her breasts looked firm inside her T-shirt and they aroused him also. He wondered if she smelled as good as Claudie; he decided he would like to tie this woman up and whip her. Perhaps with her pretty boy-faced husband trussed up and watching. Mr Sarotzini spoke again, interrupting his thoughts: ‘Mr and Mrs Carter. John Carter and Susan Carter. They live in a house in South London, which they have only recently purchased. He has his own business, in multimedia, she works in publishing. They have no children. You will find me John Carter and Susan Carter’s weak spots. All is clear?’


Kündz looked at the photographs again, his excitement deepening. In particular he looked at the one that showed Susan Carter’s legs and breasts, and wondered if her pubic hair was also red. He hoped so.


Mr Sarotzini had given him Claudie as a gift for being good. Maybe if he continued to please Mr Sarotzini, he would give him this woman as well.


‘All is clear,’ Kündz said.




Chapter Three


As John Carter hurried up to the front entrance of the bank, he was suffering a bad attack of butterflies. He was perspiring and he could not remember when he last felt like this – probably not since those terrifying summonses to the headmaster’s study when he was at school.


His shirt clung to his back, and his brain had locked up, hung itself, crashed. He pushed the door, which was clearly labelled PULL, but was too nervous even to feel embarrassed.


He crossed the foyer, feeling even more like a scared schoolboy, glanced at the queues at the tellers’ desks, got his bearings, then walked over to the window marked ENQUIRIES.


Even the woman clerk made him feel uncomfortable as she looked at him through the glass partition, as if his name and description had been circulated to the entire staff here on some secret blacklist. Watch out for this man.


‘I have an appointment with Mr Clake,’ he said, his voice withering like a faltering sales pitch under the clerk’s stony glare, and he worried from her frown of disapproval whether he had incorrectly pronounced the manager’s name. ‘That is how you pronounce it?’


She nodded stonily.


John was wearing his most conservative suit, plain navy lightweight, white cotton shirt, a quiet tie and black lace-up brogues – as well as his red and white polka-dot boxer shorts, which he wore when he needed luck. He’d discussed what to wear with Susan both last night and this morning, and had tried three different ties and four pairs of shoes before she felt that the image was right. He looked smart, she told him, without looking showy.


He thought about Mr Clake, wondering, for the umpteenth time, what kind of a man he was. He had been thinking about him for a full twenty-four hours now, ever since the phone call from Mr Clake’s secretary yesterday. He thought about his car also, which was sitting on a double yellow line down the road from the bank; maybe he’d get lucky and wouldn’t be clamped but it was an anxiety he could do without right now. He’d had no choice – there were no parking spaces and he was already fifteen minutes late.


John thought suddenly of a joke he’d heard. It was about a man who told his friend that his bank manager had a glass eye. His friend asked how he could tell which was the glass eye and which the real eye. ‘That’s easy,’ the man replied. ‘The glass eye is the one that looks warmer.’


The joke didn’t seem funny any more. John pulled out his handkerchief and dabbed the moisture that was running from his forehead like a burst main, silently cursing evolution for sabotaging his body. Adrenaline was the problem. Fifty thousand years ago adrenaline had helped cavemen flee from the sabre-toothed tiger. But John didn’t need it right now. He didn’t need the glands pumping the stuff out, powering his muscles, switching up the rheostat of his heartbeat, dilating his pupils, converting his sweat glands into fire hydrants. He needed calming down, and evolution had not equipped him with anything to do that.


He mopped his forehead again; his neck was sticky, the sweating getting worse. Not sweat, he thought suddenly, no. Horses sweat, ladies glow, men perspire.


John’s brain was swirling; he was finding it hard to hold onto his thoughts. He felt a brief stab of panic about his car. How long could it last on a double yellow line in Piccadilly? Ten minutes? Twenty?


‘Would you like to come this way?’


He stooped to glance at his reflection in the glass, nursed back into place some stray hairs with his finger, straightened his tie, then took a deep breath. Control. All his working life he had been in control. He knew how to charm people: he was a master at manipulation and he had charmed the socks off his previous bank manager, Bill Williams. All he had to do was keep calm, be polite, friendly, show this Mr Clake just how good the future was looking.


He followed the assistant through a door. It was all bland blue carpet, dark wood, the same as it had always been, with just one difference. Mr Clake, instead of Bill Williams.


Bill Williams had been a sucker for technology and for seven years John had juiced him with it. They played virtual golf between their offices on their computers, and occasionally John took him out to his club at Richmond and they played real golf. John taught him how to surf the Net, and where to find the dirty pictures – the totties, Bill called them – and how to stack them up inside a sequence of files on a hard disk protected by a password.


John taught Bill Williams more than he ever needed to know about computers and, in return, Bill gave him all he needed from the bank, and more, far more, than enough rope to hang himself, Bill often joked.


And now Bill Williams was history. He had taken early retirement. Overnight. Bill had rung him just a week ago, sounding like a man bereaved, saying he would explain some time but was not at liberty to do so at the moment. He apologised, he was truly sorry, but everything would be fine, he assured John. They agreed to have a game of golf but made no date. The bank would continue to look after John, he was in good hands. But there was no conviction in Bill’s voice.


And there was not much warmth in Mr Clake’s handshake. Even less in his expression. He was as bald as an egg, his mouth was small and off-centre and he wore square glasses that did not suit him. ‘Mr Carter, it’s good of you to come at such short notice.’


He talked like a ventriloquist, his tiny skewed lips scarcely moving, as if he was gripping a pin between his teeth.


They sat down. Mr Clake leant forward across an open file containing several sheets of computer printout. Without reading them, John guessed it contained the financial entrails of his business. Beside them on the desk was a photograph that he presumed to be of Mr Clake’s wife and children. John studied the wife’s face. She looked pleasant – at least Clake was human, he thought, feeling a ray of hope.


‘You’re in the multimedia game,’ Mr Clake informed him.


John nodded, and swallowed. Mr Clake’s body language was making him tense as hell, and he did not like the way the man had said multimedia.


‘Yes, technology.’ Mr Clake drew a breath with a hiss and glanced down at the printout. ‘Technology.’ He smiled. It was like the flare of a distant match in a vast, freezing emptiness. John fleetingly thought about his car, wondering how long Mr Clake was going to detain him, but the car wasn’t important. He brought his focus back to this meeting, ran over the answers he had prepared for any of the questions he figured might be lobbed at him.


‘Not a computer man myself,’ Mr Clake said, sitting tightly behind his desk. ‘Don’t go for all this technology. It has a place, of course, and I can understand why you see the potential.’


John looked at Mr Clake’s dapper suit, at the man’s smug face, and felt the anger rising inside him like a choking fog. How could anyone, in a modern bank, in Mr Clake’s position, make such a crass remark?


Then he noticed an object on the bare expanse of desk that he had not previously seen. As he looked at it harder, he could barely believe his eyes. It was a Bible. Mr Clake had a Bible ostentatiously placed on his desk. What was this man, where was he coming from, John wondered.


‘The five-year forecast,’ Mr Clake said. ‘Who produced it?’


Clake must be a born-again Christian, he decided. He could detect something devout now in the man’s expression; something pious; something messianic. Maybe Mr Clake was on a crusade to save the world from technology?


John, his heart sinking further, struggled to keep his cool and maintain his warm, polite, courteous facade. He rummaged inside his briefcase, pulled out his laptop computer and powered it up.


Irritation showed on Mr Clake’s face and John’s apology that it would take a minute or so to boot up only served to annoy the bank manager further. John ransacked his brain for something to say to break the awkwardness of the silence, to try to find common ground between the two of them. ‘Are you – a – golfer?’ he said, lamely.


Clake responded with a single shake of his head.


‘How long have you – been – with – the – bank?’


‘Fourteen years. How long is this machine of yours going to take?’


‘It’s almost done.’ John stared at the screen, willing it to be ready. Then, when the computer finally stabilised, John asked, ‘The plan? The five-year plan or the five-year forecast?’


‘The forecast, I said.’ Mr Clake’s reserves of courtesy appeared to be running out. John tapped two keys and his computer crashed.


Blushing, and sweating profusely, he was forced to reboot. It was all slipping away from him, everything he had worked for, he could sense it. The meeting was running dangerously out of control, and John was fast losing confidence in his ability to pull it back together.


His thoughts flashed to Susan, her happiness in the new house, and all that they stood to lose if Clake cut up rough. And his partner, Gareth, to whom he had given a stake in the business when he had started, eight years back, and their staff of sixty, many of whom had worked for him since leaving college.


He had been rash in taking on so many new employees just recently, in buying a lot of equipment, in moving to their new offices, in buying the house, but they were on such an incredible roll that he had been completely confident. Now, desperately, he needed to convey that confidence to Clake, but it was deserting him.


He gave Clake a nervous smile. ‘Have you? Always? Been here, in London?’ John heard his voice sounding like a tape being played at the wrong speed.


Mr Clake did not reply; he was studying something hard in the printout. He was not looking happy.




Chapter Four


‘Where do you think I should put this?’


Harry, the painter, looked at Susan with his big, sad eyes. He had a droopy moustache that reminded her of a Mexican bandit in some Western she had once seen – perhaps The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, she wasn’t sure, and anyhow, it didn’t matter.


Her mind was all over the place and not where it ought to have been, which was on the manuscript she had brought home. She was finding it hard to concentrate on her work because she was worrying about John’s meeting with the bank.


It was much easier to watch Harry, much easier to think about the colour scheme for the house, to look at the books of fabrics and wallpapers, to walk around the rooms, marking crosses on the walls to indicate where the power points should go and where the radiators should be fixed, than to plough her way through a chapter full of equations that explained gravity.


John had promised to ring her straight after the meeting and let her know how it had gone. It ought to be finished now and he hadn’t rung. Maybe that was a good sign, she thought, but she knew she was kidding herself. If the meeting had gone well, he’d have rung her straight away. She was tempted to phone him but held back, not wanting to pressurise him.


She had been frightened by the state he had been in this morning. John was not a worrier, and it was his air of confidence, his calm way of handling problems, coupled with his terrific, unstoppable drive, that had most attracted her to him. He had always known exactly what he wanted and how to get it. He told her on their first date, shouting to be heard above the noise of a crowded bar in Westwood, that he was going to marry her, and when she had laughed, she had seen the hardening in his eyes, the determination in his face, and it had turned her on in a way she had never experienced before.


She’d had plenty of boyfriends, but no one had ever wanted her in the way she had seen John did. The following morning, there had been so many flowers in her office she could hardly get in the door.


She had always felt safe, secure with him: he had never made a promise he couldn’t keep, or a commitment he couldn’t meet. Nothing before had ever worried him. Within weeks she had left everything behind her in California and moved to London. He had become her world.


But this morning he had been a stranger, fumbling around, pulling out different shirts, ties, socks, trying them on, changing them, until in desperation she’d dictated to him what to put on and sent him on his way, and was left feeling, suddenly, very vulnerable.


She always thought they’d been open with each other, but it wasn’t until somewhere around dawn this morning, after hours of sleepless tossing and turning, that he’d confessed he was a lot deeper into the bank than he’d previously told her. And he was more worried than he had previously let on about a lawsuit hanging over the company from a composer.


She’d had her suspicions that things had been harder in recent months than he was admitting but he had always convincingly brushed them aside. And, anyhow, he’d been through a few tough times in the past years and always come through. He’d find a way to come through now; that was the kind of man he was.


And if he didn’t? Could her income support this place? It might just pay the mortgage, but not much else. British publishing houses were not renowned for the generosity of their salaries, and in any event, a dark cloud was hanging over her job right now: the threat of a takeover bid from an American media giant, which already owned one large publishing house in London.


And there was an even bigger problem than the house if their incomes dried up. How could her kid sister, Casey, be funded?


She stared out of the bay window at the garden for which she had so many plans. They both loved this house so much: was it possible that it could be taken away from them before they’d even had a chance to finish decorating it?


It wasn’t just the house that was so wonderful: it was the neighbour-hood too. She was enjoying exploring their new world. In the past couple of weeks since they’d moved in, she had discovered a bakery to die for two minutes’ walk away, a specialist wine merchant that it was already hard to keep John away from, and a great little Thai restaurant whose owner kept bringing them dishes that he refused to charge them for because he had taken a shine to them.


She had sorted out the kitchen, repapered the shelves, put up a spice rack and the paper-towel holder, and was really pleased with her prowess with John’s tool kit. She had written to her parents, enclosing photographs of the exterior and interior of the house (the interior labelled, clearly, BEFORE!!!) and she had written to Casey and sent her photographs as well, not that Casey could ever see them or read the letter but that did not matter. Susan kept Casey in the loop on everything.


Harry was taking his time thinking. He dipped his roller in the paint, then applied it to the wall again, up and down, steady vertical sweeps. In front of her eyes the living room was changing colour from sludgy beige to Dulux Not Quite White. She wanted this Not Quite White theme throughout the house with all the woodwork contrasting in satin black.


Afternoon sunlight spilled onto the bare oak floorboards; outside in the garden the cherry tree was in blossom. The house had large rooms and neither she nor John, who shared similar tastes on most things, wanted to clutter them. They had agreed to keep the feeling of space, airiness, light.


Harry pushed the roller up, against gravity, then down, with gravity, thinking about her question. She could see from his expression that he preferred the down strokes to the up strokes, and wondered if he was aware that gravity was helping him with the down strokes.


She was big on gravity right now, having spent the last ten days editing a book on it. Although adept at physics, gravity had always given her a hard time, but she took comfort in the fact that it had given Einstein a hard time also – although, as she confided in John, maybe not quite such a hard time as herself.


To make matters worse, its author, Fergus Donleavy, one of her favourite authors and her most successful acquisition for Magellan Lowry, was trying to be too clever in this book, or so both she and an independent reader thought.


‘There, by the French windows,’ Harry said finally. ‘That’s where you should put it’ Then he muttered something about good feng shui that Susan didn’t quite catch.


She lugged the Victorian pot stand over to the French windows. Harry was right, it looked good there. They both stood, admiring the piece, which she’d bought last week in a bric-a-brac shop a few streets away. Then she made a cup of tea for Harry, coffee for herself, and went back to the small room next door which she had made her study. She sat at her desk, in front of an open window overlooking the garden, and turned her attention once more to the manuscript.


She forced her way through three equations before the warm air on her face, and the scents of the garden that it carried, distracted her. This weather reminded her of California, her childhood in Marina Del Rey, and her student days on the UCLA campus at Westwood. The memories were mixed, happiness tinged with sadness. The failure of her caring, loving parents to succeed at what they really wanted to do in life. The tragedy that had overtaken Casey, which continued to affect all their lives.


She sipped her coffee, looked at the blossom on the cherry tree, at the wooden seat and the small brick patio with the kettle barbecue and picnic bench, and dreamed for a moment of smoky outdoor evenings and chilled rosé wine. Then she turned her attention back to the manuscript, pushed back the sleeves of John’s old shirt that she was wearing over her jeans, picked up her pencil, chewed it and concentrated.


Time is a curve, not a straight line. Linear time is an illusion; we exist in a space-time continuum; your wristwatch at the top of a mountain tells time more slowly than your wristwatch at the bottom. This has nothing to do with gravity, it is relativity; but they are interconnected.


This was one of the key points Fergus was making, but considering that this was meant to be a book for the layman, he had not explained it clearly. Even she was getting confused.


Some while later Harry knocked at the door and told her he would see her in the morning. She waved good-night without looking up from the manuscript, drank the last drops of cold coffee and marked an indent for a new paragraph. A blackbird hopped across the lawn, in and out of the line of shadows stencilled on the uncut grass by the trees in the park beyond, its head jerking like a clockwork toy. She watched it until, as if it sensed her gaze, it took off.


John had still not called. She picked up the phone, unable to contain her anxiety any longer, and the doorbell rang.


She went to the front door and opened it. A man in brown overalls stood there; parked behind him in the street was a van with British Telecom markings. ‘I hope I’m not too late?’ he enquired. ‘I was delayed on another job. My office rang you?’


‘No, I didn’t get any call,’ Susan replied, her mind more on John and the manuscript than this visitor. ‘But that’s no problem.’


The man looked relieved. He held a tool box in one hand and a jumble of wiring attached to a metering device in the other. He was a big man, built like a quarterback, with a blunt face and close-cropped hair. He didn’t look English, more Eastern European, but his accent was North London and he talked in a way that made him sound, somehow, a little simple.


‘If it’s too late, I can come tomorrow.’


‘No, it’s fine. What actually are you doing?’


‘I am here to test your lines. Four lines, plus an ISDN?’


‘Yes,’ Susan said. ‘Come in.’


The man looked at her: she was even prettier in the flesh than in the photograph, he thought. He made a careful study of her eyebrows. Always the giveaway. They were red, like the hair on her head.


So now he knew that the pubic hair inside her jeans was also red. And that excited him.




Chapter Five


‘What the fuck’s this?’


‘It’s a telephone,’ John Carter’s secretary replied, calmly.


John regarded her as if she was plankton in a bucket. ‘I know that, Stella, OK? I want to know why I have this telephone on my desk and not the one that was there when I went out this morning.’


Mr Clake was mostly to blame for John’s mood but the traffic warden who had arranged for his car to be clamped had contributed to it, as had the news broken to him by his lawyer with whom he had spent most of the rest of the afternoon. But Clake had really trashed his day. Although right now John was more focused on the shiny grey BT CallMaster telephone, which had not been on his desk seven hours earlier.


‘British Telecom replaced it. A man came – said there was no charge. He replaced all the CallMasters,’ Stella told him. ‘They’re exactly the same as the previous ones,’ she added, used to John’s moods and normally able to calm him.


John picked up the receiver, punched a button, got a dial tone, then hesitated. He’d promised to call Susan after the meeting with Clake, and she’d be anxious now because he hadn’t. But what the hell was he going to say to her?


He replaced the receiver in the cradle, slung his jacket over the back of his chair and sat down. ‘I don’t want to be disturbed for an hour, Stella,’ he called out, and closed his eyes against a headache that was becoming acute. ‘I’m due to play squash at seven with Archie Warren. Could you call him and cancel?’


‘Do you want anything? Coffee?’


He shook his head, heard the door shut, and sat motionless. His insides were drawn into a tight, hard, knotted ball and he felt queasy. John had always had a fear of heights, and he felt this way sometimes on a balcony or in a cable car, this dreadful, helpless fear that he was experiencing now.


He had to collect his thoughts, think his way through this, somehow find solutions to the two different problems that had kicked him into touch today. The intercom on his new telephone warbled; he ignored it. A bluebottle thudded against the window. Outside, a delivery truck rumbled along the mews.


He stared bleakly ahead of him. His life stared back. Glossy software packs framed and mounted on the walls. How to Play Bridge … How to Plant a Herb Garden … How to Build a Space Rocket … How to Wire a House … How to Make Love Properly … How to Eat Healthily …


John’s business had been built on a simple idea. His company made computer programs that told people how to do anything they wanted, and provided information at the touch of a keyboard. They’d started with CD-Roms, but now it was mostly on-line multimedia through the Internet. On-line medicine had been his biggest success of the past couple of years – in particular, the Virtual Gynaecologist.


He’d pulled off a great coup in getting Harvey Addison, London’s most fashionable obstetrician, to be the presenter of this service to which women could log on, ask any questions they wanted and get a seemingly live consultation – although it was, in fact, incredibly smart software that used pre-recorded filmed responses to every conceivable question, which gave the illusion that Harvey Addison was appearing live. People knew, of course, that it wasn’t live, but women loved it. For just a couple of pounds they could have their own personal, and thorough, consultation with the great man – and in their own home!


DigiTrak had been hugely successful. There were framed gold CDs on the walls. Statuettes, plaques. The company had won innovation awards from computer magazines, medical magazines, television stations. Its products had a good reputation and were respected.


John had made it all happen. He had smart ideas and a knack for picking great people and getting the chemistry right. His sixty employees were mostly computer-technology graduates, working either on improving the existing programs or designing new ones. He looked after his staff, paid them well, encouraged them. And last year he had found the perfect premises, a large mews building in the middle of South Kensington, which had previously been occupied by an advertising agency. It had great open spaces, split levels, wild spiral staircases. Staff liked working here and clients liked visiting. He had proudly named it DigiTrak House.


The one constant hassle was that the business had always been short of cash. As it expanded, DigiTrak gobbled money faster than it made it so it was constantly chasing its tail. John wasn’t alone: all fast-growing businesses tended to have the same problem.


But right now he was alone.


Bill Williams, who had protected him, had gone and now he had Mr Clake. And Clake didn’t want to know. In another year’s time, maybe less at the rate they were growing, they would be in a position to go public. An analyst John had talked to reckoned that if John could deliver the right figures, they could float the company for maybe twenty million pounds. But there was a yawning chasm between now and then.


John looked down at the workload on his desk. Letters that were unread, letters that awaited his signature, purchases to be approved, cheques to be countersigned. He touched his keyboard and his monitor sprang into life. The icon told him he had new mail. He touched the keyboard again. Seventeen new e-mails awaited him.


Susan stared at him from the photograph on his desk, a big, warm smile on her face that shouted, I adore you! at him. He adored her, too, and he needed her right at this moment more than ever. Susan was smart, she was level-headed, she had good ideas and she never panicked. She was a wonderful person and, he thought bitterly, she deserved better from him than failure.


He punched a number on his new telephone and eleven voice-mail messages repeated themselves to him; he jotted down on his pad the ones he would phone back when he could summon up the enthusiasm.


God knows when.


He buried his head in his hands, pinching the bridge of his nose to try to relieve the ache, and sat for some minutes, just thinking, compiling a list in his head of everyone he knew in banking, everyone he knew who had access to investment money, but he was finding it hard to think clearly. He stood up, wandered around the office looking at all the plaques and certificates, then unhooked a framed gold CD from one wall, the first Home Doctor he’d produced, and stared at it.


This is the kind of work we do, Mr Clake, he thought, angrily. The best. Our products are better than anyone else’s, because we care. Every single person in this company cares. You might sneer at technology, but the women whose lives we’ve saved because we showed them how to examine their breasts for lumps aren’t sneering at it.


He hung the frame up again then, gripped with a terrible, helpless sense of frustration, stared around the office, wondering if he would still have it in a month’s time. Wondering if he would still have anything in a month’s time.


He lifted the slats of the blinds and looked out of the window. Someone who was trying to get past the truck down below was pissed off and blasting their horn. It was going to be a fine evening. He and Susan were looking forward so much to this summer in their new home. How the hell could he possibly break it to her that they might have to put it on the market?


And they might not even have her income for much longer if the takeover of her publishing house went ahead.


Shit. Oh, shit. Oh, shit.


He thought about the house. He loved driving home to it, and almost every time he pulled up outside he had to tell himself he wasn’t dreaming, this really was his house. He thought about all the change-of-address cards they’d sent out, and the friends they’d already had round to show the place off to. Everyone had loved it, told them how lucky they were. They were going to look foolish, having to move straight out. And he thought about his staff. How could he face them? How would he feel, throwing them all out of work? How were they going to feel?


He sat down on the sofa, beneath the overhang of a huge potted plant, and closed his eyes again. Must be positive. There will be a solution. You always find solutions. Remember what you’ve always told other people: The best form of revenge is success. Stuff Clake by succeeding.


The intercom on his new telephone warbled; he ignored it; it warbled again; he ignored it again. He got up and walked over to the one-armed bandit, an original, mechanical one he had bought years ago in an antique shop, slotted in a coin, pulled the lever: a cherry, a lemon and an orange clattered to a halt.


The bluebottle smacked the window again. It was trying to get out and it was trapped. He knew how it felt. He was trapped too. Bluebottles were also called blowflies, he remembered. Blowflies ate corpses. He thought about a CD they had made called How to Mummify a Corpse. It had sold hugely well; they still had it up on the Web.


The phone warbled again. The horn blasted outside. His brain was spinning but got no traction. He knew what he should have done; he should have played squash with Archie Warren and he might have felt a bit better afterwards, but he wasn’t up to coping with Archie tonight. Archie was his most successful friend, but he was loud, garish, and John always found himself bullshitting about how well DigiTrak was doing just to keep up with him. And he wasn’t in the mood for bullshitting tonight.


He made a decision. He’d leave early, pick up a couple of steaks from the butcher round the corner from the mews, stop to buy a couple of good bottles from that terrific little wine merchant Susan had discovered near their house, and fire up the barbecue. Then they could sit out on the brick patio, get smashed and talk their way through this.


The thought of getting smashed cheered him. He stood up, wormed into his jacket, slammed his PowerBook into his briefcase and was out of his office, telling Stella he’d see her in the morning.


But as he walked out into the corridor, his partner, Gareth Noyce, attached himself to him. Gareth needed to speak to him. Urgently. He needed to speak to Gareth too, but not now. He didn’t intend telling his partner unless it became absolutely necessary, because Gareth was not good at dealing with pressure. Nor was he much good at dealing with people. If you gave him a computer, any computer, didn’t matter how bad shape it was in, didn’t matter how pissed off it was with life or how stressed out, within a few minutes it loved Gareth, treated him as if he was its favourite uncle, and gave Gareth anything he wanted. But Gareth did not have the same charm with people.


Gareth was tall, beanpole thin and, although only just thirty-one, his hair had been grey for as long as John had known him. He had a complexion like someone in intensive care, and dressed in clothes that looked like he’d partied in them all night.


‘Look,’ he said to John, ‘we have to talk.’


Reluctantly, John went into Gareth’s tip of an office and sat down. As his partner, John knew he had an obligation to tell Gareth what had happened with Clake and the lawyer, but Gareth had only a childlike grasp of money and it would have meant nothing to him, other than to panic him. Gareth lived on a different planet from John, one that had its own subset of reality. This was one of the reasons the partnership had worked so well. John handled the finance and marketing, Gareth the technical side. There was no crossover.


Gareth started talking so fast that John had difficulty catching more than the basic drift. It concerned a game they had in development. A glitch had surfaced. It was important to Gareth, but there was nothing John could do about it, and besides, this problem was nothing, nothing, compared to the ones John was carrying inside his head.


‘It’s a configuration parameter problem, right?’ Gareth said. ‘But it’s not just configuration, right? We’re getting software conflicts – I mean, for Christ’s sake, Microsoft –’ Gareth launched into a screed of technical jargon that lost John in seconds, but carried on, as he usually did, oblivious to the fact that John had no idea what he was saying.


John tuned him out. He let him carry on talking, watched him smoke two cigarettes in succession, the smell driving him nuts. He was tempted to cadge one, but managed to restrain himself. He’d quit three years ago, making a promise to Susan, and was staying quit. Finally, at some point, when he wasn’t even sure whether Gareth had finished or was just pausing for breath, John stood up. ‘I have to go. We’ll talk about it in the morning.’


‘You realise this could delay the launch?’ Gareth said, darkly.


‘Yup, but we can’t go with it until it’s right.’


‘I suppose there is a way round it,’ Gareth remarked, as John reached the door.


John waited for him to continue.


‘Yup,’ Gareth said, perking up. ‘Yup, I know what to do! Don’t worry, leave it to me.’


John left it to him. He took the lift down to the lobby, wishing he could find a solution to Mr Clake as easily as Gareth had found a solution to his software problem.




Chapter Six


‘This is the master bedroom. We have one phone in here.’ Susan pointed to it. She even felt proud guiding this stranger around the house – it was still a novelty to her and she was like a kid with a new toy. In particular, she liked showing off this round room in the turret, with its views in all directions.


Kündz followed the line of her finger and saw the telephone beside the bed. He noted the panic button just above the skirting board, but mostly he was taking in the scents of this room. He was separating out the smells this woman had left in this room from those of her husband.


Rich, musky smells from her vaginal juices lingered in the air. They were soured by the metallic tang of her husband’s semen, still quite fresh. Maybe they had made love this morning, but if not, certainly some time during the night.


‘Two lines to this phone,’ she was saying.


Two lines, he heard. The third was for the fax in her study. The fourth was for the burglar alarm. There were four panic buttons. Kündz had seen these, by the front and back doors, by the bed and in the kitchen, right beside the wall-mounted cordless phone; he remembered their positions exactly. The ISDN was for Mr Carter’s e-mail.


His thoughts veered to the loft. He had seen the hatch in the landing and the thought of it excited him – not as much as the smell from Susan’s vagina or the mental picture he carried of the red pubic hair inside those jeans, but it excited him a lot. His heart was full of gratitude to Mr Sarotzini for the gift of being here. Mr Sarotzini always seemed to understand the things that excited him


They stopped on the landing. He pointed up to the hatch. ‘The access by that way is the only one?’


‘I think so.’


‘Is there a ladder that you have?’


‘Out back.’ Susan watched this giant of a man with his odd way of speaking and wondered if he enjoyed his work. She wasn’t sure why but he just didn’t seem to be in the right job, it didn’t fit him. Maybe he couldn’t get a job doing what he really wanted to do, she thought, and he was doing this because it was better than nothing. Because he was desperate, like a lot of other people.


Susan climbed the ladder first. Kündz stood beneath her. It tormented him to watch her: he was drenched in her smells as he stood there, his face brushed by her legs as she climbed past him. She lifted her feet to another rung and Kündz caught a glimpse of the bare flesh of an ankle exposed beneath her jeans. He’d never been aroused by an ankle before: this was a new experience.


He’d never made love to a woman with red pubic hair before. He thought about her husband’s sperm and wondered if it would be slippery inside her.


Above him she pushed open the hatch, and switched on a light.


Kündz looped his metering equipment over his shoulder, then gripping his blue metal tool box in his hand, he began to climb.


The traffic was moving slowly south of the river. John sat in his black BMW coupé, with the sun-roof open, Brubeck on the CD turned down low.


He wasn’t enjoying the warm summer air eddying in around him nor the music, which he was playing to try to relax. With a sudden rise of impatience he blipped the accelerator, watched the rev counter spin round to the red line, then did it again, childishly. The man in the car in front glanced at him in his mirror: there was nothing he could do, they were at an intersection and there were four cars ahead of him.


John was angry with himself now for blowing out tonight’s squash game with Archie Warren. It might indeed have relaxed him, but more importantly, Archie, who was making a fortune as a commodity broker in the City, had terrific connections. He was one of those people who knew everyone. John had joked about Archie’s contacts in the past: he had once told Susan that if she ever wanted to meet the Pope, she should start by talking to Archie.


He looked at the clock on the dash. It was six twenty. He dialled Archie’s mobile on his car phone, but the answering machine kicked in after one ring. He tried Archie’s office number – if John dashed, he could still just about make the Hurlingham in time. But all he got was Archie’s voice-mail. He hung up, disappointed, without bothering to leave a message.


There was a fleck of dust on his sunglasses; he took them off and blew it away. Across the road people stood on the pavement in front of a pub, glasses in hands. They were winding down for the day, and there was a carefree air about them that John found himself envying.


A handful of men were clustered around a brand new Porsche convertible, parked ostentatiously with two wheels on the kerb, and he thought gloomily that it would be a long time before he could buy a new car. The ageing BMW had 90,000 miles on the clock, but replacing it was out of the question now.


The traffic moved on and John dropped down two gears, trod hard on the accelerator and overtook the car in front, ignoring the flashing lights and angry hooting as he cut into a gap that did not exist. He did the same with the next car, and the next.


He did not slow down until, pulling up outside the house, he realised he had forgotten to pick up any wine.


He saw the Telecom van. Susan was in her element, supervising the workmen, watching all her decorating schemes take shape. She had a great talent for decorating. She also had a great talent for spending and, right now, they seemed to be haemorrhaging money – money they no longer had.


For some moments he sat, looking at the house, his heart riding up and down like a ship at anchor, in a swell. How was he going to tell her she had to stop everything? How was he going to tell her they ought to postpone the housewarming party? She had the guest list all worked out and the invitations were being printed. They’d decided to include the close neighbours, although they weren’t too sure about the ones next door, the Merrimans, they were pretty old. The husband, a retired major who looked gaga, sat out in the garden in a sun-hat on fine days, just staring ahead, and once in a while he shouted at the trees. Every so often his wife hobbled out on a zimmer frame, and when the old boy saw her, he would bark a command at her and she would stagger back indoors.


John had teased Susan that he thought they’d really make the party swing, and Susan told him not to be cruel, that they might be like that themselves one day.


Her words had touched a nerve. At thirty-four, old age seemed a long way off – although, he thought uncomfortably, not so far as it had once seemed. Nothing stayed the same, and he’d never felt that so acutely as now. In the space of a few seconds your whole life could change.


One thing that had not changed was Susan. She was still the same strong, beautiful girl she had been when he had first met her. She had accepted so much in marrying him – uprooting, leaving her family behind and coming to a country where she knew no one but him. And the way she had settled down, won the hearts of all his friends, found herself a great job and run their home, had impressed him even more. Everyone who met her liked her – she was lively, warm-hearted and there wasn’t a trace of malice in her.


The only thing that concerned him was the way she had accepted his determination never to have children – something John had made clear to her right from the early days of their dating, before he had proposed to her. He could see a look in her eyes sometimes when she saw friends’ children, or even when they were out somewhere and they passed a mother nursing a baby. He was certain that those moments made it hard for her. Not that she ever brought it up.


There had been occasions when he had overheard her at parties responding to a question about when she and John were going to start a family, and invariably she replied cheerily that they had made a decision not to have children. The disarming, end-of-conversation way she put it, as if this had been her idea instead of one to which she had agreed with mixed feelings, always made him feel proud of her.


Susan deserved better than Mr Clake.


His eyes were watering. No one was going to take this place away from him and Susan. No balding, four-eyed creep of a bank manager, with a lopsided mouth and a Bible on his desk, was going to wreck the life they’d created for themselves.


He turned the car round and drove to the wine merchant.


A long time ago someone had done a loft-insulation job here. The spongy yellow material was packed into every crevice, and Kündz was pleased about this as he picked his way carefully along the joists. He rounded a corner, stepped over the desiccated skeleton of a mouse crushed in a trap that someone must have set then forgotten about; small patches of fur were still attached to the carcass, but any smell of decomposition had long gone.


There were other smells up here, of a dead bird somewhere close and the dankness of a cistern full of water, and rotting timber where the flashing, probably on the join between the chimney and the roof, had lifted. But there was only one smell up here that mattered to Kündz, and with every step he took, he breathed it in deeply. It was the smell of Susan Carter, and it was making it hard for him to concentrate.


It was only the ever-present thought of Mr Sarotzini that helped him to stay focused. The thought of what Mr Sarotzini might do to him if he failed. He wondered, sometimes, if Mr Sarotzini became really angry with him, how long the pain he inflicted would last. No pain that Mr Sarotzini had given him so far had ever lasted longer than a few days. But he had seen other people suffer pain inflicted by Mr Sarotzini. Pain that had lasted days, weeks, months after they had screamed to be allowed to die.


People had often spoken of hell on earth – it was an expression with which Kündz had become familiar from books and films, and he knew it was just a metaphor. Even among the survivors of the Holocaust, there were few people who had experienced a hell of the kind suffered by those who had angered Mr Sarotzini.


Susan Carter was right behind him. She followed him into the total darkness around the corner, and she was excreting no smells of fear. She trusted him and that was good.


John sat in his car outside the wine merchant, digging at the cellophane around the packet of Silk Cut with his thumbnail. He removed the wrapping, opened the flip-top lid, tore away the gold foil and pulled out a cigarette. The dry, cedary smell reminded him fleetingly of his childhood. Furtive cigarettes hidden under his socks in a drawer at school and smoked in a loft or in a derelict bomb shelter beyond the bounds of the school grounds.


He lit it with the car’s lighter and inhaled deeply. There was an unpleasant rush of blood to his head and he felt slightly giddy. With the second drag, he felt even more giddy and broke out in a cold sweat.


In disgust he opened the door, tossed the cigarette into the gutter, then guiltily stared at the opened packet on the seat beside him. He got out, dumped it, the cellophane and the gold foil into a litter bin, then pushed a stick of Doublemint gum into his mouth. He leant back in his seat, feeling terrible. He couldn’t go home yet – he needed a drink before he faced Susan. There was a pub in the next street along. He started the car and headed there.


Anticipation. Kündz had learned that anticipation could often be greater than the pleasure that followed. The Twenty-first Truth stated that pleasure was merely the release from anticipation. But he didn’t think this would be the case here, not with this woman. With Susan Carter he was certain that the pleasure would be even greater than the anticipation.


‘Do you need me any more?’ she asked, suddenly.


He said nothing. He liked her being in this darkness with him, it gave him a feeling of intimacy between them. Then she called out again, ‘Hallo? Do you still need me?’


He liked the change of pitch in her voice, this tease of silence was fun, he was enjoying himself. He waited a little longer before calling back, ‘No, everything I have need of is up here, thank you.’


Kündz followed her back round the corner, directing the torch beam to guide her, then stood still, watching as she climbed through the hatch, savouring her smells, which lingered on, greedily lapping them up.


Then he moved back down the loft, and turned his attention to the first part of the work that had brought him here. He set down his tool box, knelt, and from the top tray removed a small metal box, two inches long and an inch wide. He also took out a copy of the plans of the house he had obtained from the Planning Department. A spider’s web rocked just above his face.


Moving carefully around the loft spaces, he located the optimum position, then screwed the box to the side of a joist where it would be safe, concealed by the insulation and not in danger of being trodden on. It would pick up the signals from the microphone transmitters he was about to place inside each telephone in the house, and relay them to a low-orbit satellite.


From anywhere in the world, Kündz would be able to hear every word spoken in this house, whether it was a phone call or a conversation taking place in any room. He had connected the system to the house’s mains electricity supply, but had added a back-up in the event of any power cut. If necessary he would have to return in three years’ time to replace the nickel-cadmium battery inside this small metal box. He had noted the date.


Checking his work, he applied the meter he had brought with him to the box, and was satisfied with the reading. Next he made a test transmission, and was pleased to see that the signal was strong.


Now he had completed the first part of what he had come to do in this loft. The next part would take longer, at least two days, he estimated. But it would give him such pleasure to work up here immersed in Susan Carter’s smells, with her presence all around him. He thought about the wisdom of the Eighteenth Truth: Anything that can be dreamed can be true.


Every night since Mr Sarotzini had shown him her photograph, Kündz had dreamed of Susan Carter. He wondered at Mr Sarotzini sometimes. Mr Sartozini always knew exactly what he would like. In return, of course, there was always a price he had to pay. But he did not mind. For Susan Carter there could be no price too high.


He closed the hatch and climbed down the ladder. One quick job to complete now and then he would be off. He knew that on his first visit he must not outstay his welcome. He had the rest of his life to enjoy her.




Chapter Seven


When she heard the front door open Susan was in the kitchen. She went out anxiously into the hall. One look at the ghastly white of John’s face told it all.


‘Darling,’ she said, alarmed, swinging his briefcase out of his hand and setting it on the floor. She put her arms around him and kissed him. There was no response: it was like embracing a statue. She could smell cigarette smoke and alcohol on his breath – he hadn’t smoked for three years.


‘Hon,’ she said even more alarmed, ‘what happened? Tell me?’ She held his face tightly to hers and felt him give, just a little. ‘Want a drink? A whisky?’


As she worked his tie loose, she sensed a nod. ‘I’ll fix you a drink,’ she said, aware of her own voice shaking now, not sure how to handle this, not sure what to say to him. He was like a stranger.


In the kitchen, she poured him a large measure of Macallan, twisted out four ice cubes, and added a splash of filtered tap water. She was about to pour herself a glass of rosé wine, then decided she needed something stronger and poured another slug of whisky.


‘Telecom – were they here?’ John said distractedly, looking at a duplicate work-sheet on the table.


‘An engineer – he just left. He was putting in a ringing converter, I think he said – does that sound right?’ She looked at John.


He shrugged. On another day he would have mentioned the phone engineer’s visit to his office – Susan was nuts about coincidences – but he let it go.


Although she had been desperate to hear about the bank, perversely now Susan found herself wanting to delay getting round to it, and she sensed that John did too. ‘He’s coming back tomorrow to install your ISDN line,’ she said, ‘and he’s going to put in new wiring for the rest of the system.’


‘Good,’ John said absently. ‘I didn’t think we had a very good connection. Crackly. Did you get him to check the phones?’


‘Uh-huh. He seemed pretty thorough.’


The conversation dried.


John swirled his drink and an ice cube cracked loudly. He turned and faced away from her, towards the window. ‘It didn’t go too well at the bank. The new manager –’ He grimaced, took a half-hearted sip of his drink, then propped his elbows on the pine worktop, cradling the tumbler in his hands. ‘He’s a prat, he’s just a total prat. I – I can’t believe –’


Susan slipped her arms round him and gently turned his face towards her, watching him in alarm. His voice was unsteady – he was fighting back tears. She had never seen him cry before. ‘Darling, poor darling,’ she said, taking the glass out of his shaking hand, then holding him more tightly. ‘Hon, it doesn’t matter, nothing matters except you and me.’


John pulled out his handkerchief, dabbed his eyes and sniffed. He said nothing.


‘So what did this new manager say?’ she asked.


‘He’s given me a month to pay off the entire overdraft.’ He sniffed again, then was silent. Very quietly, he said, ‘If I don’t, they’re pulling the plug.’


Three miles from the Carters’ house, Kündz turned the Telecom van off the road, drove several hundred yards along the cutting beside the disused railway siding and pulled up beside the plain blue Ford he had rented for this switch.


He did not enjoy driving this van, neither was he looking forward to getting back into the Ford. Mr Sarotzini had bought him a beautiful black Mercedes sports SL600, with black leather seats and a Blaupunkt CD ten-way autochanger with twenty-band graphic and separate amp with bass bin, for his thirtieth birthday last October. The car was in the underground garage beneath his apartment in Geneva, and he missed it. He felt cool driving that car; he did not feel cool driving a rented Ford. But if that was one of the sacrifices Mr Sarotzini had forced him to make to have Susan Carter, he could accept it.


He pulled a thick wad of fifty-pound bank-notes from his pocket and gave it to the Telecom engineer, who was lying out of sight in the rear of the van, peering at him like a cornered rabbit. ‘The interim payment,’ Kündz said. ‘The last amount you are getting when we have finished.’


The engineer, a diminutive man close to retirement age, took the money, looking scared as hell. ‘I just hope you did it properly,’ he said.


Kündz assured him that he had, not that it mattered to the man. In a few days’ time the engineer would throw himself out of a tower-block window. Anything odd that was ever found about the telephone system in the Carters’ house would be down to him, working while the balance of his mind was disturbed.


Back in the Ford, Kündz switched on his satellite receiver, which was built into the shell of a mobile phone, and set the voice-activated digital recorder. Then he lifted the receiver to his ear, punched in a channel-seek command and listened. It required one small tuning adjustment and then, with perfect clarity, he heard Susan Carter’s voice.


Instantly it aroused him. Her smell had soaked into his clothes and was all around him in the car. He was going to be reluctant to take off this uniform, which the engineer had ‘borrowed’ for him. Maybe he would keep it.


Susan Carter said, ‘How? How can they do this? John? How can they do this?’


‘They can do what they want,’ John said. ‘It’s crazy, I know, but it’s their money and they can do what they want with it.’


Susan had been expecting the bank to be tough on him, but not this ruthless. ‘They can’t treat people like this,’ she said.


John drank some more whisky and was regretting having thrown away the cigarettes. ‘They do it all the time, these days.’


Susan ran some water into her whisky and sipped it. She was trying to think of something positive to say. There would be a solution to this, there were solutions to everything, it was just a matter of keeping a clear head and not panicking. And of staying confident. If you looked confident, people had confidence in you. Failure in your eyes scared people away. ‘Let’s take our drinks out in the garden and relax, and talk this through. We could go to the Thai restaurant if you like,’ she said.


‘I – left the steaks in the car.’


‘Steaks?’


John nodded. ‘And the wine. I – thought – I – I’d do a barbecue.’


Susan smiled at him gently. ‘Sure. Is that what you’d like? I could put some jacket potatoes in the oven.’


He shrugged. ‘Better start saving money, no more eating out.’ He pulled open a cupboard door, peered in. Then he removed a jar bearing a Fortnum and Mason label and examined it. ‘What’s this?’


‘Pesto.’


‘Uh.’


‘It was in the hamper Archie sent us as a moving-in present.’


John continued to stare at it, as if, printed somewhere on the label, he might find the solution to his problems. ‘We shouldn’t have gone for this house, that’s the bottom line,’ he said.


Susan took another sip of her whisky and stared out at the garden. It looked so intensely beautiful in the soft evening sunlight, and she thought about how it would feel to move back into a tiny house, like the one they had left, or an apartment. But if they had to, they would, and they’d make the best of it, and hopefully, in a few years’ time, they’d have enough saved to buy somewhere nicer.


But would they ever find anywhere like this again?


‘Have you spoken to Bill Williams?’ she asked. ‘He’d be horrified if he knew what was happening.’


‘Bill’s history. He’s out of it. He’s on the golf course.’


‘I know, but he was your friend. We had him round for dinner, we took him to the theatre, to Glyndebourne, to Ascot. I had to put up with his two-brain-cell wife. Surely Bill could do something. He owes you.’


John replaced the jar in the cupboard and picked up his glass again. ‘I don’t think Bill can do anything – I was the reason he got stuffed. One of them, anyhow. That’s how I read it from Clake.’ He drained his whisky and began to pour himself some more.


Susan made no comment about it: maybe it was the best thing tonight for him – at least he usually became docile when he was drunk, and not aggressive, like her father. Maybe they should both drink themselves into oblivion tonight. ‘What’s this Mr Clake got against you? You’re a good customer. I don’t understand why the bank’s being so hard suddenly.’


‘Officially? Clake says the bank is over-exposed in the technology sector. They’ve had their fingers burned by a few high-tech companies going down on them – a couple of which were Bill Williams’s babies. Our balance sheet isn’t great, and they don’t believe our projections. They don’t think we’re going to be able to meet our borrowing repayments and they’re cutting their losses.’


‘And unofficially?’


‘Clake’s a born-again Bible-basher. Technophobe. Reckons technology is the work of Satan – you know the kind of guy.’ John always trod carefully around the subject of religion with Susan because she was a believer. In the early days of their marriage she had gone to church quite frequently. He had joined her a few times, reluctantly, while they were engaged, to pacify the vicar before their wedding, but had steadfastly refused to go since. And she went only rarely now.


Susan had a mental image of Clake as an immaculately coiffed, cadaverous man, with grey hair and a grey suit. Although she had never met him she was suddenly frightened of him, of his power, of the hold he had over them. She remembered now, with chilling clarity, the evening when Bill Williams had come apologetically to their house in Fulham with a briefcase full of forms. He’d told her that she would not have to be a guarantor for long, he’d see to that personally, just a few months until DigiTrak’s figures improved.


Their figures did start to improve, but then they’d bought this house and John had told her the bank needed her to stay as guarantor just a while longer so that Bill’s superiors at the bank had the comfort factor of the security of the house.


Susan knew enough about the law to be aware that if she hadn’t co-signed the papers, the bank would not have been able to touch the house.


Bill Williams was out on the golf course, with a stack of severance money, a handsome pension and not a care in the world. She found herself hating him with a vengeance for landing them in this.


And now Kündz, who was driving the Ford and listening in on the satellite cellphone, knew they had a problem. And he thought to himself that this was good. Mr Sarotzini was going to be so pleased with him.


Years ago, Mr Sarotzini had taught him how to fish for salmon, on a great estate in Scotland. Mr Sarotzini had placed in his hands a huge, whippy, hand-made rod, with a beautifully engineered reel, and stood patiently with Kündz for hours, on a river bank, teaching him how to lay the line far out across the water.


Finally, when Mr Sarotzini had been satisfied, he had attached the fly that Kündz had tied under his guidance, to the end of the line, and allowed Kündz to make his first real cast.


Kündz had never forgotten that moment. The line snaking out over the foaming black water of the Dee, the fly touching the surface and then, seconds later, the explosion of water around it, the flash of silver, and that incredible jigging sensation through the rod.


That thrill, that same deep thrill he had experienced then, was the same thrill he was experiencing now.


He could scarcely believe his luck.


‘What’s the total amount you have to find?’ Susan asked. ‘Your overdraft is around five hundred thousand, isn’t it?’


John cradled the crystal tumbler in his hands. ‘Bill increased it a few months back to seven fifty. And we have a quarter of a million term loan, which is due – Bill would have extended it. Plus the mortgage on this place.’


Susan swallowed nervously. Christ, it was even worse than she’d thought. A loud crack startled her.


The tumbler had splintered in John’s hand.


Susan recoiled in shock as ice, whisky and sparkling shards of glass fell to the floor. Blood streamed from John’s palm where a sliver had embedded itself. He pulled it out, then stood still, like a child who has not fully understood what he has done.


Susan checked that there was no more glass in the wound, then pressed a wet towel against it, steered John away from the mess and into a chair. ‘Hon, try to relax. You just sit down and I’ll do everything.’


‘I don’t want to be poor again,’ he said. ‘No way. I’m not going back down that alley.’


‘We’re not going to be poor,’ she replied quickly, fetching some rags and a dustpan and brush. ‘We’re going to find a way out of this. I’ll go and speak to your Mr Clake.’


John managed a faint smile. He could imagine Susan bursting into his office, and letting rip with her fireball temper.


‘Maybe you should try going higher – above Mr Clake’s head. Do the directors of the bank know about this? Are they happy about losing one of their best customers?’


‘If they fired Bill for loaning me too much, they probably are,’ John said.


Susan knelt and began to clear up the mess. ‘You’ve had a big shock today and you’re too tense to think straight right now. Why don’t you go change, and we’ll sit outside, light up the barbecue and try to relax a little? OK?’


Twenty minutes later, comfortably dressed in old jeans and a sweatshirt, John had flames licking up evenly through the charcoal in the barbecue. He sat down on the bench and drank some of his fresh whisky. Susan brought out a bowl of salad and a clutch of cutlery dropped them on the table, then joined him.
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