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PROLOGUE


At the End of the City





I remember shouts far off across the trading floor, the humming of computers and the ringing of telephones. I remember streamers of sunlight that blazed into the room. I remember all of this. I remember the photo of you and Luka that sat in its silver frame on my desk. Then, shuddering, I remember the moment when a beam of light shimmered at the edge of the photo frame and I realised I’d left him in the car, and fear raced up my arms and into my chest.


Scattering research papers behind me, I ran towards the door and out to the elevators, jamming the button thumb-white hard. One lift went up, then another. I made for the stairs, taking the steps down five, seven at a time, then through the doors and outside. Dazzled by the brilliant May sunshine, I looked up towards the church and, behind its ancient and clean-cut spire, the car park.


A crowd of bleary tourists sat outside Pâtisserie Valerie sipping their lattes, dissecting enormous croissants whose flakes were lifted by the breeze and flung skywards. It was the breeze that gave me hope. The cool breeze that blew low over the waters of the Thames, up Gracechurch Street, along Bishopsgate and then lifted the hairs on my arms and the awnings of the Brushfield Street shops. I ran in a frenzy straight down the road as a white Escort van backed into my path. I swerved, heard yelling behind me, slipped on leather soles, and then was across Commercial Street and into the shadow of the church.


The church rose out of the murk of the surrounding buildings like an arm from a lake. I used to gaze at it while I worked. Standing with phone clasped between shoulder and ear, I would lose track of my thoughts as I stared at the spire. It seemed to represent something pure and hopeful as it battled to break free from its earthly surroundings. I wrenched my mind back to the present. It was heating up. I pushed open the door of the car park and threw myself into its damp air.


Cold railings were slick beneath my palms. I lurched, drunk with speed, from side to side as I climbed. Each turn promised to be the last and wasn’t, each door promised to give out onto the lofty and dangerous roof and didn’t, every floor was full of dark shadowy cars. Cars that had parked before me that morning, cars that hadn’t been held up by a statistically improbable combination of red lights and stalled buses and elderly road-crossers; cars that would have been, if not a safe place to leave a two-year-old boy, then not a fatal place, not out there on the wide roof. As I came out into the impossibly bright daylight, I saw the Polo parked on the other side of the grey tarmac roof. Saw the baby seat over the top of which I could make out his blond head.


He wasn’t moving. The window I had left open a crack reflected the sky. No sound of crying. My fingers against the warm metal of the door handle, fumbling with keys, then the door opened and the smell hit me and I clutched at the safety belt, struggled with the buckle and pulled at the black straps to release him.


A torrent of useless images assaults me when I try to reconstruct things now. A thin memory of breath pushed from tiny lungs, small chest rising upwards and quivering for a second and then nothing. His face was set very calm, none of the red rage I had expected. Mouth pinched and disapproving, flecked with yellow-white spume. His pale skin was pulled tight around veined temples brushed with blond hair. I lifted him, his body limp and yielding. I pulled off his socks – I don’t know why – and his feet were dark with burst blood vessels. His back was wet against his T-shirt and the sweat dripped circling downwards to the ground as I held him to my chest, poured a week-old bottle of Evian over him that I found scrabbling amongst torn maps on the floor of the car, kissed his hot face and fanned him and then into the car and down.


I cradled him as I drove blindly down the endless ramps and through red lights and up pavements towards Waterloo and when we arrived at the hospital I pressed his chest against my ear, allowing myself the luxury of a moment with him, and there – perhaps – the slow thump of a heartbeat. I ran into A & E shouting Jesus help me Jesus my baby. All was motion. Doctors took Luka from my arms, laid him carefully on a trolley, and set off down long corridors measured out by banks of strip lighting. I ran alongside stupidly gripping his little hand. The oxygen mask was too big for him and a male nurse with tattooed forearms held it to his tiny face. Finally a door I couldn’t pass. I sat and dialled your number, my fingers fat and clumsy on the Blackberry keys.


You arrived in a storm of contained energy, your hands moving very quickly as you spoke to the doctor. You were seven months pregnant and bore your great belly before you like a weapon. You were not crying. You stood over me and looked down but I couldn’t meet your eyes. Your eyes were so dry, so far from tears, so cold. I turned away from you. I leant against the white hospital wall, pressed my forehead against the clammy plaster and closed my eyes.






















CHAPTER 1


Edinburgh and London





Throughout university I dreamed about moving to London. Forever looking ahead, rarely pausing to savour bright moments, I raced forward. We all did. When Edinburgh winds pulled the scarf tightly around my throat, sent Vero nestling to the warmth of my arms, bent Henry low, shielding his streaming eyes with bony fingers, we urged ourselves onward, against the wind, towards London. The only friends we encouraged were those with London flats and London lives; we lived for the Easyjet flight on Friday nights, fluttering southward in our evening dress, champagne spilling from plastic cups as we landed.


In the headlong rush towards experience we blasted ourselves away from our youth, towards a future of wrinkled disappointment. But no one stopped to tell us that we should be sucking it all in, searing the images onto our memories, baking the emotions into our hearts. Because soon it would be all that we had.




*





Vero was standing with her back to us, arms spread. Her black shawl shot out behind her in the wind, witchlike. It was early evening and the sun faced us, picking fingers of light through the towers and spires of the old city. Above a great cloud threatened rain. Darkness gathered. We began to run down the hill. Henry soon overtook us, his long legs bounding over tufts of heather, mounds of earth. Vero tripped and I stooped to help her, felt the heaviness of her shawl against my cold fingers, the heat of her body beneath. Looking back up the hill, I saw night assembling in the east, knitting itself in the shadows of the Calton Monument. We sped downwards as rain stung our skin. Down and across the road and laughing into the bar of the Balmoral where Henry was already perched breathless on a barstool with a bottle of wine and three glasses. Memory dyes these days golden.


We existed as glamorously as we could. Henry, whose father ran a fusty broadsheet with plummeting circulation figures, received an allowance that paid the rent of our New Town apartment, enabled him to pick up dinner bills and buy drinks unthinkingly. Vero always seemed to have enough to get by. She had a rich uncle, doting godparents; the thought of Vero poor was somehow distasteful. She gave the impression of great wealth even when I knew she was down to her last ten pounds: money always appeared from somewhere, and she’d leave a pile of notes on my desk when I became desperate, a message from her scrawled across the uppermost Queen’s face in eyebrow pencil.


I met Henry in the Teviot Underground bar on my first night at university. I had spent the day wandering in and out of large rooms collecting and returning forms, signing up for societies, enrolling in the options for my English degree. And everywhere I went, striding ahead of me with a cluster of wide-eyed girls in his wake, was a tall, angular boy with a shriek of blond hair and flushed cheeks. That evening I threw myself down into the cramped subterranean bar and the tall boy was sitting at a table in the corner. Whilst all the other seats at the table were occupied, he seemed somehow alone, his head jutting above the others, his eyes moving in shy circles across the room. He lifted his pint to his lips and I saw the girls watching him as he drank, saw their gaze rest upon his throat, the thrust of his Adam’s apple. He set his pint down, raised his hand and beckoned me over, smiling.


‘You’re doing English, aren’t you, yes? Would you like to sit down? You’ll have to grab a chair. My name’s Henry Grey.’


We became friends very swiftly, tripping over ourselves in our conversation that night as we moved from the bar to a club and back to his room, which was cluttered with trinkets and books, hung about with rich throws and bright cushions. Black-and-white photographs lined the walls. The early days of our friendship we hardly slept, talked late into the night, explored the dark city together. He was eccentric and shy and trusting, his quiet voice lisped slightly and his long bony fingers fished for words as he spoke. And still the girls followed him, watched him in clubs as he danced in great spasmodic leaps, lost in the music, freed for a moment from his self-consciousness.


Edinburgh surged past in a parade of black-tie dinner parties and reeling balls and trips to magnificent houses in the Highlands. With Henry’s help I lied and sketched out stories that allowed me at least a weekend pass, a short-term ticket into the midst of this high-living crowd. Henry and I stumbled from lectures to the pub, from the pub to meet Vero at Montpellier’s, then drunken to dinner and dancing.


When Vero came into my life it was still Freshers’ Week, and Henry had gone for dinner with a friend of his father. There was a party for English students at the Voodoo Rooms. I was wearing a rented tuxedo with a clip-on tie; I felt awkward and out of place amongst the boys in their tailored dinner jackets and the girls in their silver gowns. The music was too loud, and I was bored of looking at the beautiful blonde girls stumbling gracefully across the dance floor to speak to boys they had known for simply years, the boys who had been at the local public school, the boys whose fingers had been the first to slip scratching under the waistband of their sensible white panties.


I walked out into the late September night. I remember the crowds heaving around the Café Royal, the glow of Princes Street reaching out before me like an arm heavy with jewelled bracelets. I lit another cigarette, unclipped my tie and dropped it to the pavement. I heard a noise, perhaps a voice, and looked up. On the balcony of a room at the Balmoral a girl was standing, watching me. She upended her glass and sent it spinning down to crash on the stones below. She blew me a kiss and turned back inside. I walked across the road and through the heavy revolving doors into the hotel.


I sat and drank a beer in the low-lit bar, chatting idly to the barman. He was a graduate student and we were talking about his research and the cold of the city in winter when he suddenly fell silent. I turned around and it was the girl from the balcony. She was half-turned away from us, standing in the entrance hall of the hotel. She wore a backless black dress and high heels and stood beneath the great chandelier. Under the intensity of the light it seemed as if she were captured in a black-and-white photograph. The light bore down on her very pale skin, her black hair, her dark brow. But then our eyes were drawn down her face towards red lips moist with champagne. She threw her head back and laughed to herself, then stepped out into the darkness.


The barman looked dazed and then motioned as if to shoo me out.


‘You have to go after her. Go! The beer’s on me.’


I went out into the cool night. A red coal glowed on the edge of the terrace, over towards the corrugated roof of the railway station. I walked over and found her there, smoking. She smiled as I approached, took me in her arms and kissed me, smoke and booze and a mouth dry from champagne. When she pulled away, I put my jacket around her shoulders, letting it fall gently down onto the bare, goose-bumped skin. With her cigarette gripped between her teeth she grinned at me and crossed her arms over her chest to turn the collar up.


‘Hello, I’m Veronique. People call me Vero. What’s your name? You’re very handsome.’


We walked back into the hotel arm in arm. She scampered over to the front desk and picked up a chocolate wrapped in foil. She unwrapped it, letting the foil fall shimmering to the floor, and placed the dark chocolate in her mouth, chewing thoughtfully as she walked back towards me. She was wearing high heels that would have rendered any other girl of our age hookerish but on Vero they seemed to confirm her sophistication. In the lift she kissed me again and I could taste the bitterness of the chocolate, could feel how it clung to her tongue, left a film on her teeth. I ran my fingers down her back and felt the tautness of her shoulders, the soft cartilage ridges of her spine. She spoke in a voice that was rich and deep and wicked.


‘I’m at a party some guy is throwing. He has rented the whole floor and a girl on my law course asked me to come with her. Boring people, but it’s free champagne and it’s more fun than the place I was at before. Shall we go in?’


The lift doors opened and music and cigarette smoke and laughter filled the air. Vero walked down the corridor first, trying the doors, looking for wine. A boy wearing tartan trousers and an untucked tuxedo shirt staggered towards us.


‘Vero. Thank God. I thought you’d left. So good to have you here. Everyone is getting stuck in down the hall. Come and have a dance with me.’ He tugged at her arm.


‘No thanks.’ I stepped forward, lifted the boy’s hand from Vero.


‘Who are you?’ He looked very drunk, his face reddening as he brought me into focus.


‘Charlie Wales. Friend of Vero’s. She asked me along. Hope that’s OK. Pleasure to meet you.’


Vero and I walked past him and into a room full of sweating bodies. We dodged through the crowd, picking up a bottle of champagne on our way, and out onto the balcony. We sat and talked and drank and discovered that we were living on the same staircase in halls, that she had been watching me for a few days, had seen me walking past earlier and recognised me more than she thought she should – like an old friend who hadn’t happened yet was how she described it. We kissed gently, curled up in the corner with my jacket over our legs. Days dyed golden.


I remember a dawn. October in our final year. Vero and I had broken up, made up, broken up again, started seeing other people. But still she and Henry and I were inseparable. We had flown down to a house in the South of France, excitement fizzing off us as we slouched onto the plane to Nice, feigning ennui but secretly glorying in the glamour of the invitation. We stayed up all night at a club in Cannes and rode back on woozy mopeds through the thickening morning air, beeping horns and accelerating up hills scented with rosemary and lavender and wild fennel. We lay like discarded plimsolls around the pool. The dawn sky was a conch, pink fading out to white in the heavens. Swallows flung themselves down low over the pool to catch insects, the water dyeing their tawny breasts turquoise. Vero trailed her feet in the water and I saw the fingers of the pool’s forgotten night-lights dance up her legs, becoming lost in the shadow where her thighs met under a denim mini-skirt.


One of the twins whose parents owned the house had rolled joints and we blew smoke skywards. Henry talked in a slow and lazy voice, describing cloud formations, the migratory patterns of birds. Vero laid her hand on my chest and I leant down and bit into the skin between her thumb and forefinger. She pushed the hand further into my mouth, wincing at the pain and then smiling at me. She rolled away into the pool and dived under the water, her black hair spread out like kelp behind her as she swam. Kicking off her skirt and turning a circle to remove her T-shirt, she lifted herself up on the other side of the pool wearing only her pants. The boys whistled and she turned and looked straight at me as the sun rose behind her.


I longed to live with the light touch that our friends at Edinburgh achieved, longed to move with the same soft padding foot through the world, unconscious and uncaring of the weight of a life lived pressed close against cold necessity. I wanted to offer Vero that existence, hold out to her the future of thoughtless spending and uncaring extravagance that I knew she coveted.


When she first left me, towards the end of our first term at Edinburgh, I burned with envy at the gifts that her flush-faced aristocratic new boyfriends heaped upon her. I liked to think that she was only playing with them until I was rich enough to keep up. I used to sit at the end of her bed as she told me about the break-up of another relationship; I would flick through the fashion magazines and interiors magazines on her desk as we talked, and I was certain that if I could buy her these glamorous dresses, take her to these sun-dappled hotels, furnish a home with these lavish objects, she’d be mine again. And when we moved down to London, I had but one desire – to become swiftly, splendidly rich.


Our entire social circle was going into the City. The stock markets had risen manically all the time we were studying, and the banks and brokers, insurance companies and law firms saw graduates as a source of cheap, hungry labour. The pact was clear – give us your twenties and we will make sure you don’t have to work in your forties. There were stories of recent graduates receiving million-pound bonuses. They’d come back to do the Milk Round, shooting their cuffs and talking over-loud in the pub where they’d buy us all drinks. But my friends had an advantage over me. Their fathers all worked in the City, or had close relationships with the banks that supported their property empires, shipping lines and chemical plants. In order to continue to exist alongside them, I too sent off the job applications, turned up at the recruitment fairs, bought books on accountancy and corporate finance. I would earn more in a year than my father had earned in his life, secure Vero and a gilded existence, buy my future with my youth.




*





One Wednesday night in December I came back to the house in Fulham from another failed interview. I held the CEO’s card in my hand until it was damp and Tube-grubby, letting it fall between the bars of a basement skylight as I walked up Parsons Green Lane. The card bore a leafless tree in raised silver. Silverbirch Capital was one of the aggressive credit hedge funds that had colonised the West End in recent years. They didn’t tell me in so many words that I hadn’t got the job, but the receptionist handed me my coat with a particular reserved sympathy that I had learnt to recognise and fear. We both knew that I carried the stink of failure about me. She held out my battered trenchcoat and gave me a gentle pat on the shoulder as I left. I placed a cigarette between chapped lips as I stepped out into the biting wind. Arabesques of unsettled snow blew up around me as I trudged along Berkeley Street and down into the Tube.


A grey-brown surgical glove lay in the road outside the house in Fulham. I searched for keys in the lining of my jacket, trying not to tear my pockets any further. The gate to the house squeaked its familiar greeting and I opened the door and, for once, Henry and Vero were both there. Vero had cooked cassoulet and the house was warm and fragrant and full of light.


As I walked into the dining room Henry popped the cork on a bottle of champagne he’d stolen from his father’s cellar and sipped off the foaming spume that tumbled down the green glass.


I threw my coat on a chair in the corner. ‘I didn’t get the job.’


‘Did they tell you that, Charlie? Bet they didn’t. Bet you got it.’ Henry leapt up, came over and hugged me, put a glass in my hand and I saw Vero standing in the doorway of the kitchen watching us and smiling.


‘Well, they didn’t say so exactly, but I know the score by now … Although I think the CEO liked me. But I just understand so very little about their world.’


‘You’ll be fine, darling.’ Vero’s voice was a purr, soft as the shawl that sat around her shoulders. ‘You’re so down on yourself. Look at you, eh?’ She took my chin in the fingers of her left hand and turned my face to the light. ‘We need you to stay happy. It’s such a shame to see you with your beautiful face all wrinkled up like that. I count on you, Charlie. Count on you to make things seem bearable. Remember that. Now we eat.’


Vero hummed to herself as she brought the steaming casserole to the table and served us and we sat around and talked and reminisced self-consciously nostalgic, our voices delightfully gnarled with cigarettes. It was a kind moment in a god-awful year. I leant over and planted a kiss into the pile of Vero’s thick, smoke-sweet hair.


Snow fell and began to settle. Henry opened red wine and we watched the snow build up around the French doors leading to our tiny concrete garden. We remembered scenes from our childhoods. In her husky voice Vero described the Normandy of her youth and her crippled father – a brilliant surgeon who had contracted polio working at a hospital in Sierra Leone.


‘… And we were so full, just staggering, walking along lanes after lunch. My brother and I would hang back, smoke cigarettes, my father surge ahead in his wheelchair. I remember the sun hitting the grass at such a low angle, just exploding off the dew… My papa would wake me sometimes, four in the morning, and drag me to his room to listen to a piece of Bach that had ripped him from his sleep, or to shout at news of American elections …’


Henry’s world was altogether more difficult. His parents lived between Chelsea and Suffolk, desperately grasping onto an image of old England. His sister, Astrid, had tried to kill herself. His speech, like his eyes, seemed to approach things hesitantly, worried that things might move before he got there.


‘… My father wrote a piece on, well I suppose it was on difficult teenagers, but it was really just about Astrid. For the weekend section. Astrid was poleaxed by the thing, poor girl. So ashamed to have it all out there, public. I think perhaps it was after that my mother decided to put her in the home. If you … Maybe you’d come and visit her some time. It would do her good. I noticed that my parents seemed to give up on each other once Astrid had gone. As if they had been trying for her sake …’


My own story was terribly mundane. A childhood of various shades of grey. Some name-lost girls and dabbling in drugs, but this only made it more depressingly similar to every other kid growing up in a seaside town listening to music that spoke of the glitter and thrill of the city. I longed for escape and Edinburgh had provided that – as far away from the dismal south-east as I could get. I had written plays for my tiny school theatre, dreamt of becoming a playwright or a theatre critic, and Edinburgh with its Festival and an English course centred on Shakespeare had seemed perfect for me. Of course when I got there the parties and the coke and the glamour took over and the theatre was something we attended only occasionally, always drunk, and left in the interval.


We were silent for a time as the snow continued to fall and the air above us grew blue with cigarette smoke. I watched Vero fiddling with a strand of hair, wrapping it around a finger. It almost caught in the end of her cigarette and she moved backwards, surprised, saw I was watching her and cast me a swift, shy smile. I cleared the plates as Henry put his feet up on the windowsill and sang softly to himself, his voice coming through the smoke-filled air in whispered bursts. Vero joined him when she knew the words. They both laughed when she got them wrong. They were singing nursery rhymes and Christmas carols and I felt breathless and tired and happy.


Then Vero went off to bed, and Henry and I opened another bottle of wine and he spoke in his gentle voice, all angles as he sprawled in his chair trying to get comfortable. He leant backwards and stretched out his fingers, plucking words from the air as he spoke. His lips were purple from the wine and his cheeks had a high colour, but his eyes were always cool and distant.


Henry was taking photographs for a book about London’s homeless for a publishing friend of his father. He took pictures of grey-eyed tramps under grey bridges above the grey-watered Thames. He spread out some of these pictures on the table. I saw a man holding his child up to the camera as if trying to ward off some evil, an old woman wringing her hands above a fire in an oil drum. I felt that Henry somehow felt himself to be safer behind the lens of a camera. It was his way of approaching the world head-on. Henry continued to look down at the pictures as he swirled wine in his glass. His voice came quickly.


‘Do you … do you still love her, Charlie?’


I looked across at him, sighed out a stream of smoke.


‘Of course I do. I think I might always love her.’


Henry put his fingers down on the table so that their tips turned white. His eyes filmed over for a moment, then rose towards me out of the dim light.


‘I remember seeing the two of you when we were first at Edinburgh, looking to the two of you as, as I suppose some sort of representation of how things could go right. How things might work out for the people who deserved it.’


I laughed hollowly.


‘Christ, Henry, I don’t call this worked out. I’m a member of the long-term unemployed, she’s doing a job she hates, and all I can think about is how to earn enough money to get back with her. That if I was able to whisk her away to the sun, away from London, it might reignite something. Tragic, isn’t it?’


‘No. No, I really don’t think it is tragic. It’s a bit sad for the moment. But things will work out for you two. And at least you have each other.’ He lifted his hands from the table and held them out in front of his face, examining his fingernails and the skin of his knuckles in the flickering light. I took a sip of wine.


‘I did something very strange last Thursday, Henry. I had been to an interview at an insurance company on the Strand, a middle office job. Not amazing pay, but I’m slowly losing my previously exacting requirements. I just want any job now. Anything that wouldn’t be a complete humiliation. I only had £20 to last me the week, and so I decided to walk home. It was five in the evening and I figured it would take me an hour.


‘It was raining very gently but insistently – you know the sort – and soon my shoes were slopping and my trouser-legs soaking up the puddles. I was standing outside the Ritz and a cab passed and sent up this great wall of water that drenched me, and I knew I’d have to dry-clean my suit again. At first I was furious and then just crestfallen. I decided – fuck the money – I’d go into the Ritz for a drink. I walked in and it’s all so gold, and I stood there dripping, steaming, as fur-lined women waddled past me towing their fat husbands. I must have looked lost because three porters came scurrying over to ask how they could help.’


I leant over and filled Henry’s glass, then refilled my own. I moved to sit alongside him. We both faced out of the window into the dark where the occasional flurry of snow was caught by candlelight.


‘I was shown through to the bar and, of course, the cheapest beer was seven pounds, and I had been hoping that it would be glamorous and thrilling. I think I went in there to remind myself why I was after these City jobs in the first place. But it wasn’t thrilling at all. There was a table of middle-aged women who had been up to London shopping and were drinking ridiculous cocktails with umbrellas and glacé cherries. But otherwise the bar was empty.


‘I sat for a long time over my beer, listening to the terrible jazz and the sound of cars tearing through puddles outside. Then a girl I recognised came in. Suzie Applegarth – do you remember her? She was in the year above us.’


‘Yes, of course. I think our parents are friends. She’s … she’s very pretty. Rather thick, but lovely to look at.’


‘Well, she sat at the bar and ordered herself a drink; she didn’t notice me sitting there with a thimbleful of beer left in my bottle. She ordered a glass of champagne and perched there at the bar, very still, and she looked terribly happy. After a while Toby Poole came in, looking slightly older than he did at Edinburgh. He swept Suzie up off the stool, and they hugged for what seemed like ages before he ordered himself a beer and they sat very close together, touching each other as they spoke. I caught some of what he was saying. All about his job, and a fund he had been asked to manage. He loosened his tie, and she insisted that they have another glass of champagne to celebrate.


‘When they left, I waited a moment, paid my bill and followed them. I scooted across the road and stood in the shadows. But they weren’t going far. Only down to Le Caprice, where they sat at a table in the window, and ordered more champagne. I stood in the rain, watching them from the shadows across the road, envying both of them so much. Wondering why that kind of easy success didn’t come my way. I left after an hour or so and walked home feeling terrible.’


Henry was still staring out into the darkness. I could see his ghostly reflection in the dim light. Then he turned towards me and clutched at my hand, his eyes suddenly bright, his voice jagged.


‘You shouldn’t feel jealous of people like that. They … they haven’t got a patch on you. Bloody Toby only got his job in the first place because his father is a non-executive director of the bank. As soon as you get a job, I know you’ll do better than these oafs. Charlie, you … you shouldn’t be hiding in the shadows. You weren’t made for that. What about giving up on the City? I know the money is crazy, but you won’t enjoy it. That work does nothing for the soul. Look at poor Vero. She hates her job, completely miserable. Why do you want to be like that?’


I lit a cigarette and thought for a moment. Henry swirled his wine in his glass.


‘It’s hard for you to understand, Henry. You’ve always had money. You’ve always moved in that world, the world of our friends at Edinburgh. For me, it was something very new, painfully different from what I had known before. I spent my childhood watching my parents worry about money. It wasn’t that they were very poor. They were just middle-class, I suppose. But they never had enough cash, and it just ate away at them. They used to tell me how everything they spent on me was such a great sacrifice for them. For me to have piano lessons, a new football kit, whatever toy was a playground necessity. And going shopping with my mother, I’d watch her agonise over every purchase, wringing her hands in the middle of Safeway. So even as a very little child I had this sense of money as something vastly important, crucial to a happy life.’


I felt myself growing angry, stood up and began pacing, conducting my words with my empty wine glass like a baton.


‘Then I came to Edinburgh, and suddenly there were all these people who had never worried about money. And they lived these glamorous, spectacular lives. You and Vero both seemed so extraordinary when I first met you. Like something out of a novel. I had always done well – admittedly in the very small pond that was Worthing High School – but I was a success at everything I tried. Schoolwork, the plays I wrote, cross-country … So I just presumed that if I tried hard, I could make sure that I never had to worry like my parents did. And as I saw more of the lives that you people lived, I wanted to be one of you.’


I sat down again, lit another cigarette. Henry took one from the packet and held it unlit in his mouth for a moment, then turned towards the black window and I saw the flare of the match die down to flicker against his face.


‘You’re a strange chap, Charlie, so worried about the future. I try not to think about the future at all. I’m … to be honest, Charlie, I’m absolutely terrified of growing old. There’s the problem with having a gilded childhood. You never want to leave it. I think it’s maybe why I take photographs. They give me the sense that I can pause time. Slow things down and not have to face the ghastly idea of responsibility and getting old and ill. I’m only twenty-three and already so much seems to have passed …’


I fell asleep with him still talking, my face pressed into the table; I was vaguely aware of him ruffling my hair and then I was alone.


I sat up suddenly and picked crumbs from my cheeks. It was still very dark outside. I heard Vero’s alarm going off. It was this that had woken me. Her hand fell down upon the clock heavily. She sighed, padded down the corridor to the bathroom coughing. She was at one of the big law firms, was specialising in corporate debt restructuring. She had wanted to work pro bono at Amnesty or Liberty but got sucked in by the slick machine of the Milk Round, snared by the salary.


So many of our friends had fallen into the same trap. Laura and Mehdi were two of our closest friends from university, a couple who had stuck with us when we stopped calling anyone who didn’t have a title and a trust fund, a couple whose solid and unspectacular love had encompassed us even in the foolishness of those starstruck days. Now they lived down the road in Fulham.


They had been persuaded that an accountancy qualification was just what two idealistic anthropologists needed to get under their belts before they went off and explored the world. And they bought into it – the idea that they could work hard for a few years and then leave to research tribes in the Kalahari, early civilisations in Java, fossilised femurs in the foothills of the Andes. But the exams and the drudgery and the grey misery of figures and spreadsheets and inventory levels and accounts receivable were taking their toll. They knew they were eating into their future with every day that they didn’t dare to set off into the great uncertainty of the world; they were paid just enough to live in London but not enough to save, and already they looked defeated, already Mehdi had the air of a man at forty-five, hair thinning, friends gone, wondering where the fuck it all went. All of that hope.


That December morning I ran to the window in the front room at six and watched them pass by as they did each morning, walking down the dark street together, hand in hand. I could see that they walked in silence, heads down against the cold, Laura’s scarf streaming out behind her like smoke from a chimney. I made my way upstairs. We were all stranded, all of us trapped by London and money. All of us waiting for life to begin. I flung myself through the door of my room and into a grumpy sleep.


The clock read ten minutes to eleven when I crawled out of my duvet. My room was the smallest and sat next to the bathroom at the back of the house, perched above the kitchen like an afterthought. It had been tacitly agreed that I wouldn’t pay rent until I found a job. I felt bad about this, but my friends were generous in all things, and I loved them for it. My phone was ringing somewhere in a pocket.


‘Hello? Yes? What!’


I had got the job. It was the CEO of Silverbirch, an institution I had heard about even at Edinburgh. Sharp and violent moneymakers who were paid bonuses that read like telephone numbers. The CEO said that he had liked my anarchic approach to the markets. Thought I would be a useful contrary voice on the team of analysts. My maths and accountancy would need some work, but they’d train me up. I would start on £22,000 a year plus benefits. Could I be there on Monday at eight? Yes, yes, of course I could. Of course. I hung up and drew back the curtains to reveal a world new-made by snowfall. The brightness stung my eyes and my tears carried on flowing as I shouted, jumped onto my bed and bounced up and down and laughed. Henry came in, his hair pointing straight upwards, a kimono worn over a pair of striped boxers.


‘You got the job? I always knew you would. Let’s celebrate.’


He threw his arms around me and wouldn’t let go even to descend the narrow staircase. We flopped onto the sofa and Henry opened a bottle of Scotch and poured it in a golden stream into my mouth. It spilled down from my lips onto my chest and Henry took a long swig and passed the bottle back to me. The sharp liquid stung my chapped lips as I felt the warmth hit my belly. We spent the day drunk watching television and it slowly settled in that I had a job. That I would be able to afford the rent. Start paying off my student loans. Answer the phone to anonymous numbers without the worry that they’d be heavies hired by American Express. I called Vero first. Before my parents, before anyone. Her happiness confirmed my own. Her voice was hushed at first – she was in the law library revising. Then I told her and she shrieked and I could feel the stares of her colleagues down the line and pictured her jumping up in delight.


‘Oh Charlie … That’s so wonderful. I’m so proud. God, everyone wants to work at Silverbirch. Trust you to get a job there of all places. I knew we had something to celebrate last night. I love you.’


She told me she loved me a lot. I didn’t like it because she had never said it whilst we were a couple. Only when our relationship had become broadly platonic did she start using the words of love. I heard her come tiptoeing, very late, into my room that night. She muttered something under her breath, laid a soft kiss on my forehead, and edged the door quietly closed as she left.



















CHAPTER 2


Silverbirch





I was late for my first day of work. Yellow tie on blue shirt or red tie on white took up more time than I had expected. An old man slipped at the top of the escalator at Earl’s Court and I helped him up; his shaky hands pushed down hard on my shoulders as he leant against me to regain his breath. It was twenty past eight when I walked into the grand office on Berkeley Square. The receptionist recognised me and smiled, took my careworn coat and pointed me towards a corridor that opened out into a large room. It was a long open-plan office with desks sat in groups of four separated by filing cabinets. The walls were hung with antique maps showing the evolution of geography. From a flat world defined by the steps of Alexander, Marco Polo and Magellan to the age of empires to the great red mass of the USSR. I walked past these faded attempts to pin down the shape of things and knocked on the CEO’s door.


He was a tall, white-haired man with a tan that matched his leather desktop. His name – Aldous Stringer – was engraved upon a single gold bar that sat on the desktop. His eyes were bright and penetrative; there was something of the wolf about him. He lacked sincerity, but wore this lack as a badge. He looked like a successful Midwestern businessman-turned-politician. Or like a bad actor playing that politician in a TV soap. He drank fine wines and kept a mistress and lived exactly as I imagined a high-powered banker would. He always blazed one lap of Berkeley Square in his Porsche before plunging into the underground car park in the mornings. He wore red braces in some double-bluff ironic reference to the eighties; nothing about him was wholly serious, nothing sat on solid ground. Books lined the walls of his office. And not just works on finance. I saw a red leather set of Shakespeare, some Defoe and Swift, some serious philosophy. Khalil Gibran lay face down on his desk, but I didn’t hold that against him. Better than the Bible or The Art of War.


He smiled at me, nodding to some internal music, and pointed to a chair. A green-shaded lamp sat on his desk and more maps on the walls. A certificate from Harvard hung above his huge chair. Screens jostled for position on a side table – Bloomberg and Reuters – and on every surface photographs of a blonde woman and beautiful blond children and the CEO holding a fish the size of a Shetland pony. His speech had the depth and poise of an acquired accent, clipped and slightly austere. I imagined him as a child, his voice breaking late, trying desperately to thrust aside any traces of his Estuary roots in some second-rate public school.


‘Welcome to Silverbirch. That’s not a phrase we use with great regularity. A lot of people want to work here. You’re an English graduate. You know nothing about finance. We’re taking a risk on you. But I like taking risks. It’s how I got all of this.’


His gesture encompassed not only the office and the company and the Mayfair address, but also holidays on palm-fringed beaches and shooting parties with titled playboys and beautiful women.


‘You will make a fortune here. Let me make that clear. It’s not a question of which Porsche but how many, got it? We work hard, we play in moderation, we dress sharp – I see you’ve made an effort, but please get down to Jermyn Street and buy yourself a proper suit because we bloody impress everyone that works with us and you look like a professor in a provincial polytechnic. Now get settled in, introduce yourself to the team, and make a success of yourself. I like you, Charles. You’ll do well here.’


He turned back to the wall of screens and, with a few clicks, graphs started to appear and I backed out of the room into the main office. My desk faced down Curzon Street and I could see policemen outside the Saudi Embassy and Hyde Park at the end; the snow had begun to melt, leaving grey gravy sloshing at the feet of the businessmen who strode purposefully to meetings and dazzling ladies setting out with the nimble, nervous steps of sandpipers for their shampoo and pedicures.


Silverbirch invested in bonds and loans issued by corporations and banks, and also complex financial structures that were somehow quite beautiful on the page. I marvelled at the charts showing a multitude of dancing bright arrows describing the flow of cash from a group of mortgages into a special-purpose vehicle and then into a further structure combining these asset-backed securities, then back to the investor via a series of Caribbean tax havens. My eyes swam at the complexity and exoticism of it.


I was to be an analyst. The analysts dealt in figures, scanned weighty reports and legal documents and sifted through the rumours that flowed onto our Bloomberg screens and then, when we had distilled this down to one of three simple words – buy, sell or hold – we made our recommendations to the portfolio managers.


The PMs sat at the opposite end of the room, the partitions surrounding their desks higher, their chairs of real leather, the silver-framed photographs on their desk a representation of their aspiration – to be like the CEO, to live his life, to earn his money. They were all in their mid-to-late thirties, all violently demonstrative of their superior knowledge, wealth and status, scornful of the miserable analysts whose reports lay unread on their desks for weeks as they practised their golf swings and spoke in loud, knowing voices about their holidays in New Zealand and their racehorses and bonuses. The tone was identical to that of the loudest, most cocksure of our group at Edinburgh, and I looked upon the portfolio managers with the same muddle of envy and admiration. Just as at Edinburgh, I longed to sit alongside these people, ached to count myself one of them, watched and mirrored their gestures, their clothes, the cruel sneer of their lips as they barked into their BlackBerries. They carried about them the inviolability of wealth. They were led by David Webb and Bhavin Sharma – two former government bond traders who were violently competitive and sought at all times to outshine each other in the eyes of the CEO and the market.


My desk was next to the head of the research team, a man with the colossal beard of some ancient Russian sea captain. He coughed into a handkerchief that was spotted with blood. He spoke rarely, occasionally choking whispers down the telephone to his wife and his doctor. His name was Colin but he was called Beardy. In our team of analysts there was a Greek boy, Yannis, who had no volume control and carried out every conversation as if he was on the deck of a busy aircraft carrier. He waved his arms as he spoke; even if one hand held a telephone, it moved in frantic tiny circles, spinning away from his mouth and then back towards it, bestowing a strange Doppler effect on his listener.


Also in the team was a portly older man who played the euphonium. He had to leave early on Wednesdays for band practice. He had a florid face with the burst nose of a winter-drunk tramp. His grey hair was feathery and he smelt of old books and root vegetables. Finally, an American girl with big brown eyes and nasty brown suits called Madison. She drank a lot of coffee and over the day her large teeth would stain to match her suit and eyes. She was bright and thoughtful and reserved. She pulled her hair back tightly with a black Alice band, save a few strands that escaped and danced over her face and in her eyes. The severity of the hairband stretched the skin upwards on her face, giving her the look of a startled lemur peering out through foliage.


Beardy gave me Daniel Yergin’s The Prize to read on my first day and I learnt about the oil business, began analysing pipeline companies in the Caspian Sea, daydreamed about night flares seen from a hotel window in Baku. The analysis itself was stultifying, poring over financial documents and cashflow statements deep into the night. Looking back over five years of annual reports, I’d run my hands through my hair, unable to make out the meaning of the relentlessly upbeat doublespeak of the Chairman’s Message that always opened the publication. How the business was going from strength to strength one year and then, the next, everything had fallen into shit, but the brave and noble oligarch was remaining at the helm to steer the company through the time of turmoil. The operational updates from projects in the Congo and Surinam and Indonesia spoke of unfortunate explosions and collapsed pipelines in terms of their economic impact, didn’t consider the hollow-stomached wives waiting, choking back tears, at the gates of the refinery, beaten back by guards as they sought out news of their husbands.


Silverbirch believed very firmly in face time. As evening approached on my first day at the office, I had begun to collect together the papers on my desk, turned off my computer as the clock in the bottom right-hand corner crept towards seven o’clock. Beardy looked over his half-moon glasses at me. He spoke in a quiet voice, wheezing his words towards me.


‘Something on tonight, Charles? Do you want some more reading? We tend to stay at least until the CEO pushes off. If you want to look at Shell’s accounts for me, I’d appreciate a note on the latest figures. Seemed that last I looked they were missing out on a substantial amount of growth in the Gulf. Go and grab a coffee if you’re flagging.’


I sat at my desk until ten, when Beardy left. I gave him a five-minute head-start and then made my way bleary-eyed to the Tube.


During lunch-breaks and throughout those long evenings when I sat at my desk, enough work done for the day to justify my employment, but too tired to start something new, I’d plan how to spend my bonuses. In those early days my lust for money was limitless, for the trappings of wealth, for the cars and the houses that would show people that I had really made it. I would spend hours logging onto property websites – Knight Frank and Harrods Estates and Hamptons International. I’d set the minimum at a million with no maximum and prowl around the country houses with their squash courts and polo paddocks and follies and walled gardens. Then I’d stroll around Berkeley Square smoking cold-fingered cigarettes and stare into the window of Jack Barclay and picture myself pulling up at parties in my black Bentley Continental, with Vero on my arm, and our friends from Edinburgh forming a tunnel of applause for us as word got around of my latest financial success. Those dreams of material gain were so sweetly addictive, the picture of myself as the lord of those honey-bricked manors so seductive, that it began to seem only right that I should stay at my desk well into the night.


I watched David Webb as he worked, hung around the printer that sat behind his desk and listened to him striking deals and closing out trades, heard the acid in his voice. I wanted to be able to speak like him, command traders with ruthless precision, send investment bank salespeople scuttling with the threat of my wrath. I stood at the printer as he executed a trade that would make the company ten million pounds.


‘What? Don’t go back on me now. This is a fucking good trade for you. I don’t need to remind you about the amount of business we’ve done this year. The importance of this relationship to your fucking career. Now step up to the price you quoted last night, do the trade and we’ll celebrate over dinner tonight. My treat and you can bring the wife. We’re done. Great. That’s fucking great. I was getting embarrassed for you there, Danny, but you’ve got balls. I always knew you had balls.’


The dream of becoming a portfolio manager, of living like them, building possessions like a carapace around me, drove me on to finish one more write-up, to put together one more spreadsheet, analyse one more deal before going home.


We were all working hard. Even Henry, who seemed to be out every night taking pictures. His eyes had taken on a hollow stare and his cheeks seemed to be emptying of flesh in sympathy. Vero was never back before midnight; she always stuck her head in the door of my room when she came in, always smiled with weary eyes and a tiny lip-quiver that betrayed how much she was hating it. She would sit on my bed sometimes, lean back against my raised knees and choke back tears of tiredness and defeat. I’d reach over and hold her, pressing her head against my chest, massaging thin shoulders through her blouse and she’d speak in a tiny voice, a heartbroken voice, the voice of one who can no longer bear to look in the mirror.


‘I’m so tired, Charlie. So bored. I just … I just bloody hate them. The partners who wait around all day doing fuck-all and then dump a pile of documents on my desk at seven-fifteen just as I’m thinking of sneaking out. And then I have to eat pizza or Chinese – which I hate, it makes my heart race, I can feel it in my veins all fatty – and work until the lights begin to flicker, and I’m so tired and I start crying and the other trainees look at me like I’m crazy, but I just don’t care.


‘I was working with one of the older associates today. She’s a really sweet woman, big eighties hair and everything. Has helped me with the stuff I don’t understand. She has two little boys – her desk is covered in photos of them and the wall of her office has their paintings stuck all over it. It’s the only bloody office that has any colour in it. I was sitting with her working on this bond deal when her email pings and it’s a brief of what we have to deliver for Monday. I read it over her shoulder and it was so much work. We had to prepare a whole offering circular over the weekend and I looked down and suddenly I could see she was crying. She hadn’t seen her boys the weekend before and now she was going to miss them again. She told me to leave the office and just sat there with her head in her hands for an hour.’


I opened my window a crack and we smoked out into the dim glow of the night. Vero finished before me and I watched her cigarette butt dance downwards into the darkened garden.


‘I’m so lonely, Charlie. Sometimes I wish that we were back together. Just so I had someone to be with. Look at your eyes tonight. They are so beautiful. So shy and beautiful. No wonder so many girls loved you at university. No wonder I did.’


There was a pause; I reached out for her, slid my hand along the fragile curve of her stomach, brushed hair from her face and kissed her, felt the pulse of her lips beneath mine hot and desperate. She laid her head on my shoulder and hugged me tightly. I tried to slip my erection up into the waistband of my boxer shorts so she wouldn’t feel it. I held her and poured all of my love into the embrace. Then she pulled away.


‘I love you, Charlie. We’ll be together one day. I’m sure of it. Sleep tight, darling boy.’


And I drifted off to sleep with her words folded like a note in my mind, at the top of a special drawer where I put those things that I wanted a little too much, things that burnt me if I looked at them directly.


Vero had to go away for a while just before Christmas to work on a deal for a chemical company in the Midlands that wanted to issue a bond in the New Year. She had to cancel her Eurostar ticket home. She’d be spending every day until Christmas Eve working on the deal. She called from a Travelodge in Derby and we laughed together at the ridiculousness of it all, our laughs rising into that realm where tears and screams threaten and the laughs have to be clamped down before they spill into other, darker emotions. She told me that she was pretending that she was in prison, she had to do her time but then she’d be out. She started crying and the phone was dropped against a wall and I called out her name but heard nothing.


In retrospect, it didn’t seem like a terrible time. It felt at least that we were working towards something tangible. That in a few years we would be settled and qualified and wouldn’t have to work so hard and would maybe have time to have dinner together and laugh and go partying and not worry about money or whether Vero was eating enough or where Henry was at five a.m. on a Tuesday night. Things were about to get so much worse, that looking back on that period of apprenticeship I can get bleary-eyed. At least there was hope back then. At least we had each other.



















CHAPTER 3


Friends Fall Apart





Henry had been spending time away from the house. Every two or three nights his door would stay open and the darkness of the interior was like a shadow on my conscience as I walked up the stairs to bed. It was the worst time of the year. Late January and the world felt leaden. Vero was painfully thin and I had to stand over her to make sure she ate. But I couldn’t watch her at work, or in the bathroom after meals, and she got increasingly emaciated until she bore her breasts before her like a burden on her chest. Her clothes were still immaculate, her make-up perfectly applied, but she had begun to cough late at night, she smiled rarely, stared off into nothingness over dinner.


Henry walked into my room one night as I sat, knees pulled to my chest, trying to make sense of a series of documents explaining the functioning of the credit derivatives market. Hedge funds were being set up to speculate in these instruments. The PMs discussed the complex structures one could forge from derivative contracts in eager voices, spoke of the revolution in risk-taking that would follow. I had asked Bhavin Sharma for some background reading on this new market and he emailed me the documents that I now sat staring at through tired eyes. I was surprised to see Henry in the house. My bedside light flashed along his cheekbones as he stood over me.


‘I was thinking … maybe we should have an evening out. The three of us. Spend some time together. I haven’t danced for a while, haven’t watched you and Vero dance together. I thought it might be fun, might help us all. Christ, I hate January.’


‘Sure. I’d love that. What about tomorrow? Shall we go to Boujis? Pretend we’re still young and have money? All the Edinburgh crowd will be there.’


‘Yes. Let’s do that. I’ll speak to Vero.’


He stumbled from the room and I turned back to the documents, rubbing my eyes until they stung to keep myself awake.


I was in a good mood as I strolled into the office the next morning, hung my jacket on the back of my chair and wandered to the kitchen to make breakfast. Beardy was taking more sick days. People were worried about him. I was working with Coffee Teeth and Yannis on a trade receivables securitisation; it was complicated and the documents were constantly referencing other documents that we didn’t have, or that were only available in Portuguese, which none of us spoke. But my good humour endured. And Coffee Teeth’s breath didn’t bother me, and Yannis’s voice seemed positively melodious as he commented on the rising price of oil and the leaping stock markets and the vast inflation in property prices.


‘Oil’s getting crazy, baby. Oil’s going rocket high. Fuckin’ oil, man. Fuckin’ OPEC. You’re long you’re strong, you’re short you get caught. Greed is good, baby. Greed is good.’


I walked out under grey skies at lunch to buy a soggy sandwich from Pret A Manger. A Lamborghini was parked outside the office and I could see David Webb gently running his fingers over the steering wheel, caressing the leather and then moving his hands downwards to the gearstick. I stopped at the cashpoint to withdraw money for the evening ahead. My card was returned at the first attempt. I checked my balance and felt sick, leaned forward against the cold metal of the cash machine. My rent, student loan repayments, the travelcard. I had just been paid and already I was deep into my overdraft. I stamped back past the Lamborghini which Webb was now revving loudly, sending pigeons up in a spiral above him as he pulled away with screeching tyres.


In the office I searched through drawers and pockets and gently edged a pound coin from Beardy’s otherwise bare desk and I found that I had £12.50 to last thirty days. Poverty made me feel dirty and shameful. I nervously picked at the raised silver numbers on my cash card with a thumbnail, scratching off the paint to reveal blackness beneath. I waited until Coffee Teeth had gone down to Starbucks and Euphonium was lost in a research paper and Yannis was in a particularly intense bout of self-interrogation, then picked up the phone.


‘Mum. It’s Charles. How are you? How’s Dad?’ I spoke to my parents so rarely I found her voice surprising, soft and somehow more loving than I remembered it.


‘Charles, darling. How’s my little banker? How’s the job? Oh I wish Dad was here. He’ll be sad to miss you.’


‘The job’s fine, Mum. It’s all going really well. It’s just … I’ve got a temporary cashflow problem. I know what we agreed, but could I – just this once – borrow a few quid? Just until my next pay? I’m so sorry, Mum. Please don’t tell Dad.’


The pause was awful. I could hear her sucking her teeth and pictured her rolling her shoulders back the way she did when anything caught her off guard. Then she spoke.


‘Charles, darling. I’ve … I’ve got about a hundred pounds I can send you. I just haven’t got any more at the moment. You do need to be more careful, darling.’


‘I know, Mum. I promise I’ll try. Can you send it now? Before the post office shuts? I’ve got to go. Bye, Mum. Thanks.’


At nine-thirty I stood in the rain outside Boujis. I was still in my suit and felt awkward and shop-soiled and old. There was a long snaking line of young people with their collars turned against the wind. Vero and Henry were yet to arrive and I stood self-conscious, half-recognised by the girls who strode from taxis and up to the doorman and were ushered through the crowd in a haze of perfume. Their scent hung in the air long after they had passed. I was soaked through when Henry and Vero appeared from the Tube station and threw their arms around me. Vero was wearing a black dress of tiny sequins that was cut very low in the front and clung to her body. A silver necklace glittered in her cleavage. Henry negotiated with the doorman who finally allowed us down the stairs and into the club.


We sat at a table at the back of the room and Henry ordered a bottle of vodka. I had loosened my tie and removed my jacket and caught the scent of my own hot body every so often. We downed shots, refilled and downed more. We were all very quiet even though the music was, this early in the evening, not much more than a background thump of bass. Vero was wearing very dark nail varnish. In the dim light of the club her fingernails looked black. I watch her tear a credit-card receipt into tiny pieces, and the scuttling black nails looked like beetles on the table. She collected the squares of paper into a small mound and laid her hands down flat. Then she leant forward, her voice tired and harsh from the alcohol.


‘Why are we here? I mean look around us. Look at these people, these people who resolutely live their life in the key of C – no invention, no subtlety. Why are we constantly hanging on the coat-tails of these stupid millionaires? Is it your fault, Henry? Because you have money. You move so easily amongst them.


‘Or is it you, Charlie? You were so bright and cynical about all of them; I never felt that it was anything more than a joke for you. That it was some kind of cultural tourism trip for you. Not something you’d spend your life chasing after. Because none of them are happy. And none of them love us. And I’ve lost respect for both of you because of it. I feel so empty.’ She turned away, and then she took a deep breath and gathered herself up. She leaned over to me and I felt her hot moist breath on my neck.


‘I’m sorry, Charlie. I just started thinking today about how I should be studying for a doctorate or working in Africa for some charity. That I should be anywhere but here. I think of my papa. What he did with his life and how ashamed he’d be of what I am now. I’m trying to blame both of you. But it’s my own fault. It’s my own bloody fault. I want the Marc Jacobs coat and the Balenciaga bag and the wallet from Mulberry. I want that more than I want to help people, more than I want to stay up all night trying to catch out Nestlé in a complicated legal battle. My papa would be mortified.’


I poured us another drink and put my arms around Vero. I spoke quietly, so that Henry had to move forward to hear.


‘I don’t know how to answer you, Vero. Because I’m as confused about it as you are. I don’t know how we fell in with that bunch. I was thinking about the wonderful people in halls – Laura and Mehdi and all the others. And how we’d left them to spend time with people who were less intelligent, less human.


‘I’m sorry if you aren’t where you want to be; that it’s all so shit and cheerless here. And I’m sorry that I’m not planning a play for the Festival or writing reviews for a highbrow theatrical website, but we all made those choices, and it’s trite but true that it was a long chain of little decisions, a series of mistakes and ill-chosen priorities and … and we ended up here. We had so many ideals, so many dreams, and we ended up settling for money.’


I still had my arms around Vero, stroked her hair, ran my fingers over the sequins of her dress, watched her necklace move within her cleavage as she breathed. She shuddered and spoke.


‘We’re twenty-three. We’re so young. But time is passing. I want to be having fun. I want to make the most of my youth. Ah, fuck you all.’ She smiled. ‘I’m sorry for bringing it up. I’ve been feeling so emotional recently. Missing my parents’ house in Normandy, missing the sight of my mother feeding the geese in the garden, my papa wheeling through the gate in the evening with his cigarette and his briefcase. I miss bloody pastis and good croissants. I’m like some parody of a Frenchwoman, eh? Santé, mes amis. Bottoms up, eh?’ She drained her glass in one gulp, smiling, something mad in her eyes. Arms in the air, she strode onto the dancefloor, shouting along with the music.


I danced with a girl with an expensive-looking smile called something Victorian like Elspeth and we grew increasingly drunk; Henry had a wrap of coke, and we took turns to go into the loos and came out with everything burning brightly around us and the music quickening in our blood.


Vero was kissing a blond boy on the dancefloor and I sat on the sofa and watched her with a knot in my stomach. Elspeth came and sat in my lap and we began to kiss and then it was three a.m. and I couldn’t find Vero. Henry had seen her leave with the same boy. He was sweating as we made our way out into the night where drunken young and beautiful people stumbled slowly, like insects on their long legs, through the downpour.


‘I want to show you somewhere, Charlie. A place I’ve been going to. It’s … it’s kind of amazing. I think you’ll like it. There’s a cab!’


We made our way through the shining streets down to the Embankment and then along to Vauxhall Bridge, over the river which was ruffled with rain, and then down a small one-way street to a long, dark row of railway arches. The taxi slowed, the cabbie muttered something about not wanting to go any further and so Henry paid him and we got out and walked. The rain fell like bicycle spokes in the pools of light from flickering streetlamps. There seemed to be nothing in the world but the grey violence that roared down around us. A skip stood in the road, blocking cars; we made our way around it and saw the reflection of flames burning under one of the arches further along to our right. The faint sound of music and low voices, the rain falling into the sludge collected in the skip. We were soaked through, the white shirt I was wearing lay transparent against my pebbled skin and my jacket was heavy like a pelt around my shoulders. Henry’s hair, pushed back from his eyes, fell in waves around his ears and down the back of his neck.


When we reached the arch, I saw fires lit in oil drums either side of the entrance. Another fire was burning in the middle of the arch’s cavernous interior, the flames throwing shadows onto the grey and red brick. At first I thought that there was only a handful of people within, but as I learnt to read the movement of the flames, as my eyes became accustomed to interpreting the forms that were grouped on the earthen floor, I realised that there were perhaps thirty people crouched around the fire, huddled in sleeping bags in the corner, sitting around a battered tape machine that was spitting out some old-school trance music. Some were fucking in the back, writhing under blankets, rolling backwards and forwards like landed fish. Someone was perched on a stepladder reaching down into a pot of paint, marking out a pattern of white spots on the ceiling, frequently consulting some sort of a chart. Two girls danced to the music; turning like dervishes they spread out their fingers like the fingers of concert pianists. Two more painters were working along the back wall, moving carefully over snaking bodies. Lamps lit their work and it looked like Guernica, black and white and skulls and gunmetal.


One of the girls sitting around the fire caught sight of us, rose and greeted Henry with a kiss on the lips. Her brown eyes were shadowy and her skin bore the traces of a tan from long ago, now she was just sallow. Her short golden hair was pushed back into a halo above her head and her smile was jagged and knowing, set in a face with small, pointed features. She had a cultivated kookiness; was the kind of girl who’d sit on the floor at parties even if there were plenty of chairs.


‘Jo. Thought we’d stop by, if that’s ok? This is Charlie. He’s a friend of mine.’


She looked at me with quizzical eyes, ancient eyes, then turned to the group sitting around the fire. All of them were white-skinned and hollow-eyed, but at the same time their complexions were clear. Their clothes also gave the impression of bedraggled cast-offs, but were betrayed by the quality of the material and the recherché detail. They wore jewellery in their ears and eyebrows and noses, all glittering silver and diamonds. Jo smiled at the group wickedly, then turned towards me.
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‘A moving and powerful debut . . . The best

evocation of the despair of materialism so far. ﬁ

Oli James, author of AFFLUENZA






