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         So, decision time.

         Press the button.

         Just press it.

         Joseph Ashcroft, Big Beast at Airdeen Clore, digs his fingernails into the leather inlay of his Square Mile desk. He feels lightheaded, giddy. No hurry. It’s a big step, after all.

         He takes a breath. Looks away from the screen. Looks instead at the photographs on his filing cabinet. There’s Lara, his beautiful daughter, upside down in the little silver frame, dangling from a swing, hair scraping the wood chips. Remember that park? The one with the coffee stand and the squirrel. It stole Zac’s ice-cream cone while he, Joseph Ashcroft, fielded a call from Boston. Cheeky bastard squirrel! And in the next picture there’s his wonderful son, Zac, very young and bright orange in his little NASA suit. He loved that outfit so much when he was small. Naomi didn’t, though. ‘A bit Guantanamo,’ she said. Possibly she was right. It wouldn’t be the first time, would it? Naomi. Naomi and Lara and Zac …

         Jesus, he’s overheating. The little red dot up by the ceiling reckons it controls the temperature in the room, but … Joseph runs a finger round the rim of his Jermyn Street collar and blinks at the ‘Enter’ key.

         Press it.

         One keystroke and we’re done here.

         The screen is indifferent, backlit, daring him not to do it.

         Bar a fortune, he has nothing much to lose.

         The kids – his excellent kids! – are already ring-fenced by their mother. He could insist, but she has a way of insisting harder. And anyway, despite all her cod-psychological ultimatums – post-traumatic stress disorder, please – he still loves Naomi. Her straight black oil-slick hair. The concentrating face she has when choosing gifts. And the way she walks, as if off to build a wall. These thoughts of Naomi send a deep regret-pang, painful as chilblains, right through him.

         His finger is hovering over the bent arrow key.

         Press the bastard.

         Get it done.

         But he can’t.

         Not yet.

         Because a shape has appeared in the doorway.

         It’s Rafiq, one of the senior juniors. At what, eleven twenty on a Tuesday evening, still here. Of course he is. Because here, at revered investment bank Airdeen Clore, it’s up – meaning here the whole time, beavering away money-wise – or out.

         ‘Joseph.’

         ‘Rafiq.’

         ‘Anything need doing for tomorrow that you can think of?’

         ‘No. I’d just touch base with Zuckerman and Hong Kong early doors. Hold hands. Dot stuff, et cetera.’

         ‘Sure. We’re sorted with all that.’

         So competent.

         ‘Night.’

         ‘Night.’

         ‘Night, then.’

         ‘You take care, Joseph.’

         The way Rafiq does a mock salute, then pushes his hand through his hair. He’s what, twenty-nine? The team’s star player. A star folding into a black hole tomorrow if … no, when. Regret-pang number two: imagine the effort poor Rafiq put into getting here. All those exams, the revision at his parents’ kitchen table in Solihull, dinner plates cleared to one side, a television on a sideboard showing the regional news or some such. Joseph bets Rafiq’s mum makes good food. Pakora, possibly. He imagines Rafiq’s mother rolling the little balls of vegetable and spice full of love while her thirteen-year-old son rivets the maths into his top-set book. All for …

         Just press it.

         What’s the worst that can happen?

         Well, other than the inevitable police manhunt, there’s …

         Lancaster.

         Head of Airdeen Clore’s security team on the one hand, old friend on the other.

         Joseph thinks of a shark’s fin slicing through the water. In Zanzibar he and Naomi swam with turtles. They sort of fly underwater, pulsing kindness. Lancaster, by comparison, is uncompromising as a hammerhead. Still, Joseph is prepared for him, pretty much, has a plan, of sorts.

         To prove it he gets up from his seat, unlocks the big filing cabinet, retrieves an envelope containing ten thousand pounds in cash, sits it in the middle of his desk. Not a great deal of money, peanuts in the Big Beast scheme of things, but his money, withdrawn from his current account. It’s enough to get by on. They’ll freeze all his assets as soon as they work out what’s happened, and that will hardly take them long, but this cash will see him through.

         He looks at the door, longing to be out of it. There’s just the small matter of pushing the button first. Beneath the ‘Enter’ key, with its bevelled edges, lies an intricacy of springs. Joseph takes a deep breath. Grips the ___.

         The what?

         He’s gripping it, for God’s sake.

         The ___.

         Desk.

         That does it.

         That being the word hole.

         So what if he filled it quickly?

         The damn gaps and slips have been getting worse and worse.

         Has to be a sign.

         Is one!

         The screen has gone black, but it comes to life instantly as he pulls the keyboard close.

         There, now, it needs to be done.

         He knows so, because he’s thought of little else for months.

         So get on with it.

         He does.

         With one quick tap he changes everything.
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         That’s that, then. One in the eye for the Man. A roundhouse punch, administered by … the Man! – Joseph Ashcroft. He leans back in his chair and spins in it, a full seven hundred and twenty degrees, feeling what? Munificence? No, something more like relief. Plus, admit it, fear. A shivering down below. Well, that’s only natural. It’s a big old dollop of the bank’s assets he’s liberated, after all. Had to be. As Dad always said, if you’re going to do something, do it properly, meaning use the right tool for the job and give it all you’ve got.

         Dad.

         Mum.

         He misses them.

         What would the old boy make of this, then?

         ‘You’re a disappointment to us, son.’

         No, no, no: except yes.

         Joseph hasn’t much time. Still, he allows himself a moment, shoots his cuffs, stares at his watch. The unflustered sweep of its second hand. Brushed steel, diamond glass. Marvellously Swiss. Well, you have to look the part. Or had to, at least.

         Ha.

         He’s done it.

         A hundred thousand lives – give or take – made marginally easier.

         His own … quietly undone.

         On the computer screen it’s just numbers.

         There’s no tidal wave ripping through the palm trees, no shuddering of buildings upon their foundations, no sweeping curtain of fire.

         Numbers don’t make much noise on their own. But what he’s done will be seismic in its own terms. Money is shivering through the system, digits flickering like wind through the forest canopy. The same cleverness Joseph made use of to mask the bank’s position – when necessary – will now compound its problem. The money was already tethered offshore. He’s just unmoored it, sent it swirling into a hundred thousand unsuspecting accounts. $20,120.14 here, $14,306.98 there, $7,449.08 there. A mere $576.77 here. But $209,990.65 there.

         Random strangers.

         These people – or those like them – were not persons for whom the bank generally went in to bat.

         Beached, sidelined, stymied, whatever, they were in need of a helping hand.

         And what did Airdeen Clore do, down the corridor, at its sharp end? What any self-respecting bank would. Took that neediness and forced the punters to buy it back in the shape of unserviceable loans and inflated premiums.

         So what? That’s the system. There to be played. Win, don’t whinge! Re the losers: who cares?

         Him.

         Joseph Ashcroft, that’s who.

         He didn’t, but now he does.

         At least it looks that way.
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         Best get going. But before he does Joseph takes the kids’ photographs off the filing cabinet. It feels wrong leaving them marooned here. There’s a problem, though: the silver frames are too bulky. He removes the photos and slips them inside his briefcase. It’s more of a satchel, really, a gift (well chosen, as ever) from Naomi way back when she was still holding out for him to change his mind, bank-wise. ‘You’re what, now, some corporate big shot?’ A bit tattered, but the leather looks good that way. He adds the envelope containing the cash to the satchel as well. It nestles next to another, slimmer one, addressed to him at home.

         St Thomas’ Hospital’s logo in the top corner.

         Joseph’s not quite managed to open that envelope yet, but he will.

         Soon.

         He puts on his coat and strides into the corridor. There’s no light switch to extinguish: sensors do all that. He doesn’t even need to swipe his security card for the lift these days. It just knows he’s him automatically. Look at those cameras, high in the corners. Lancaster will watch all this in black and white tomorrow morning. Wind the footage back a bit. There he is, at a quarter to midnight, leaving the office. Nothing unusual in that. Except there is.

         Goodnight, Joseph.

         The lift door sucks back. It’s empty. In he gets. His heart is revving in his chest. It takes a hell of a time to reach the ground floor, this lift. Almost like it’s toying with him, on an intentional go-slow. Joseph keeps his eyes on the crack between the two doors.

         Icecaps shrink, tectonic plates shift, planets realign.

         Finally the doors part, revealing the lobby.

         Super calmly, as if gliding on a rail, Joseph crosses the marble foyer of the bank. He nods goodnight to the graveyard shift receptionist, even manages a smile for the security guy on the front door. And he keeps on going, out of the building, down the front steps, into the London night.

         Now what?

         Take some steps.

         Ordinarily – or at least sometimes – there’d be a driver waiting, but not today. Joseph strolls down Gresham Street, jinks into a narrow lane and pulls out his Blackberry. Ejects the SIM card, bends it in half.

         Why?

         Because it feels right.

         As does dropping the lot through a drain grate. There’s no splash that he can hear but something oily shifts down below. He straightens and sets off at a brisk pace in the direction of King’s Cross. Not because of the train station there, despite its handy Eurotunnel link, because that’s not the plan.

         What is the plan again?

         He’s headed for a small hotel he knows, having used it once for a meeting with a Cypriot investor back in 2011. So, not well enough to be known there, making it a good place to lie low.

         Lying low.

         That’ll take him back.

         To where?

         Northern Ireland in 1993, or was it ’94? Either way, staking out that farmhouse in the snow was a lot tougher than this will be. His first real soldiering, more or less, snooping around in search of the IRA. No soft sheets, then. Just a ditch full of slush. Remember that robin teetering along the barbed wire? He’d hoped it would perch on his gun barrel but it never did.

         In going to ground like this isn’t he deserting his children, his wife, his family, the very thing he wants back?

         No, because Naomi’s sidelined him already, so it’s not his fault, it’s hers, except that possibly she was justified in suggesting he leave.

         Either which way, this grand act, while an important kick in the teeth for the bank, plus a helping hand for the deserving poor, may in fact help her see who he is again.
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         The concierge at the hotel is what, twenty-five? He has a long fringe, and peeps out from under it like a child, at odds with his having to be a grown-up, as the job of concierge requires.

         He reminds Joseph of somebody. Uncanny resemblance to …

         Who?

         He can’t think, not until safely in his suite upstairs. Puts it down to feeling so jumpy, what with the crime of the century and everything.

         Joseph unlaces his handmade shoes (the chap in the shop convinced him they’d last a lifetime, properly looked after) and pairs them at the foot of the bed. Then it comes to him. The policeman, back in 1991, the one the store detective turned him over to down at the station.

         For this theft isn’t Joseph’s first crime.

         He started pretty small: the incident with the books. Very shameful. Good books, though: Nineteen Eighty-Four and The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole. He’d stolen them for a dare. Regretted it first, read them second, and buried them in the garden under the conifer hedge third. Out of sight, but not out of mind. His mother’s face, when he confessed. Dad’s, too. Deep creases in his brow.

         ‘Son, we are disappointed in you.’

         They made him tell the bookshop lady, who told the police (‘shop policy, my hands are tied!’), who went through the motions. Formal caution. The folks hadn’t banked on that, had they? Wished they hadn’t pressed the point, possibly. After all, he’d turned himself in.

         Well, he vowed, he wouldn’t make that mistake again.

         And he hadn’t. Not with the light bulb when he was a student. Mind you, he hadn’t needed to then. Damn store detective. But at least they – Mum and Dad – never found out about it. He, forty-four-year-old Joseph Ashcroft, Big Beast at revered finance house Airdeen Clore, having just robbed his own bank of $1.34 billion, is still mighty pleased his mother and father never found out a store detective stopped him for pocketing a £1.49 light bulb in 1991.

         There were mitigating circumstances. It was Boxing Day or thereabouts. His parents had people coming round. And his mum needed a light bulb. ‘Don’t forget!’ she’d said, lending him the keys to her Ford Fiesta. Yet the queue in the department store was just so boringly long. It snaked all the way back into the Turkish rugs. So he’d returned the album – Live Rust – his reason for going to town in the first place – to the Y shelf. But somehow the light bulb found its way into his coat pocket en route to the exit.

         Filial duty.

         Not an excuse fit for the store detective.

         He was a small man with strong hands, and he stank of aftershave.

         ‘So you forgot to pay for it, did you?’

         ‘I must have.’

         ‘Well, that’s a shame.’

         ‘I’ll pay for it now.’

         ‘I’m afraid it’s a bit late for that.’

         Sanctimonious prick.

         It was all Neil Young’s fault. Live Rust. He bought the album later in HMV. But that day was all about the light bulb, the one he’d, er, forgotten to pay for. The policeman – that’s who the concierge brought to mind – was only a couple of years older than Joseph, but pretended he was about a hundred and ten. What have we here, then? He made Joseph turn out his pockets. Car keys, beer mat with Tanya’s number on it, plus wallet, in which: £70. Money his dad had given him for Christmas, but he wasn’t about to tell the baby-faced desk sergeant that.

         ‘One light bulb, price one pound forty-nine,’ the policeman said. ‘Yet you had all this money on you?’

         ‘As I say, I forgot.’

         ‘Not very bright, was it?’

         He didn’t intend it as a joke, or realise that it was one, in fact. Not a flicker.

         ‘Occupation?’

         ‘Student.’

         ‘I see. Whereabouts?’

         ‘Cambridge.’ The word sounded ridiculous, as if he’d laid a truffle on the desk. ‘Studying what?’

         ‘English literature.’

         The police-boy filled out another section, his handwriting comically neat and slow, and looked up from under his fringe.

         ‘So, English literature,’ he said eventually. ‘I suppose that will be good for telling stories and suchlike.’

         The colour rose in Joseph’s cheeks. ‘I suppose,’ he said.

         ‘Well, this is all good material,’ the policeman said, looking round the room. Joseph looked too, saw posters of syringes and crashed cars, plastic chairs bolted to the lino-covered floor, and a door with safety-mesh glass.

         ‘Promise me one thing,’ the policeman said.

         Joseph waited.

         ‘That if you ever choose to write about this, you leave me out of it!’ He grinned.

         ‘I promise,’ Joseph said.

         Promises, eh. He’d kept that one. Not that it mattered. Where might the policeman be now? Had he risen through the ranks, become the head of something or other police-wise? Possibly. Could he even be the man for the job? Track that thieving bastard Ashcroft down! He’s got form. The light bulb, et cetera. No. Not with handwriting like that. They don’t put you in charge of anything serious if you can’t join up your ‘w’s, ‘v’s, ‘m’s, and ‘n’s. Police, detectives and so forth: not Joseph’s biggest worry anyway. Swim forward hammerhead Lancaster. Sharks can smell blood half an ocean away. When he picks up the scent he won’t let go.

         With that cheery thought Joseph takes off his suit, selects a hanger from the wardrobe, ___s it up.

         ___s?

         What’s the word?

         Damn, these tiny holes, gaps, blanks. He’s sure they’re getting worse. The same happened to Dad, an early symptom of the bastard disease, but that’s just a coincidence, because it has to be.

         Hangs.

         That’s what hangers are for. His suit looks lonely in the wardrobe, though, doomed. Joseph sticks it on the back of the door instead. There’s a hook for the job. Naked, the smell of himself rises up. Best take a shower. Why not a bath, in fact? Look at all the little bottles of conditioner and whatnot. Always used to stash such miniatures in his washbag to take home for the kids after work trips abroad. Another pang. Lara loves having her own bubble bath. Joseph pauses, then tips it beneath the hot tap. Cue froth. The little bathroom fills up with steam. Baths are a homely thing: at boarding school and in the army it was always showers. Run the thing hot, just bearable to step into, sit down in, and lean back. A moment or two passes. It’s quiet in here, but not quiet enough. Slide beneath the surface. The water zips itself shut over Joseph’s face. He opens his eyes, sees nothing but the blankness of bubbles on the surface. It’s like lying in a snowdrift except that it’s not. Why not? Because it’s hot.

         Up next: bed.

         You’d think it would be hard to sleep, with the world about to hunt him down, et cetera, but as Joseph climbs in he enjoys a long, lion-on-the-savannah-style yawn. That has nothing to do with the Egyptian cotton sheets, either. He closes his eyes and sees numbers.

         Very soothing.

         It’s not night everywhere.

         Some people are just getting up. Complete strangers, buttering their toast, pouring out cereal, or eating whatever they eat for breakfast in St Petersburg, Cape Town, Kolkata, wherever it is in fact morning just now: in for a pleasant surprise.

         No, the right word isn’t pleasant; it’s transformative.

         Some of them may try to give the money back, but he’s generated too much electronic mist for that. Him and the bedroom-based boy-genius in Milton Keynes. They bounced the takings through enough offshore shell company accounts – it took some doing – from the Bahamas to the Caymans to Beijing to Switzerland and back again, to make sure they forgot where they came from.

         Wondrous technology.

         Joseph: masterful un-maker of universe.

         The sheets smell so clean.

         Let them come.

         Lancaster too, why not?

         Let him.

         Come.
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         He opens one eye.

         It’s six fourteen.

         He feels: less gung-ho.

         He checks the news channels but the story hasn’t broken. They’ll be putting two and two together to make $1.34 billion at the bank, but nobody’s after him yet.

         He goes down for breakfast at seven thirty. Checks out the other guests as he takes his seat. There’s a Japanese couple at the next table, each wearing a set of headphones. Across from them sits a man in a golfing sweater and yellow corduroy trousers. The only other people in the room are three suits intent upon an open laptop.

         Nobody pays any attention to Joseph.

         He orders smoked haddock and poached eggs on toast, follows it up with a bowl of porridge, plus orange juice and black coffee. Always had an appetite on him before an exercise, operation, or the close of a deal. Unnerved everyone else, the amount he could put away when they were puking with nerves. No reason to doubt he’ll find lunch later, but this morning feels like the run-up to time in the field.

         A driver and car could well be waiting beneath the plane trees in Cleveland Square, but he’s not there, he’s here. Thankfully, nobody is waiting outside the hotel. He needs to sort out some new kit, so heads towards Oxford Street and John Lewis. Office workers with their heads down, late for work; a cyclist mounting the kerb to skirt a rubbish truck; fogged-up bus windows; a queue in a coffee shop: normality is stunning.

         And here he is, amongst the department store’s first customers.

         What does he need? He doesn’t exactly know, but sets off to find it. Naomi used to help him clothes-wise. She stopped offering after he came home with his first made-to-measure suit. She rolled her eyes when he explained, but deep down she must have known he was right.

         For everything off-the-peg, there’s the internet. Underwear, gym kit, condoms, ski helmets: all delivered straight to the office. So it’s strange to pick up packs of boxer shorts, socks and T-shirts in an actual shop. He needs some jeans. A couple of shirts. This hoodie. That coat. Another shirt. He doesn’t want to be doing much laundry, so a couple of these other ones can’t hurt. And a pair of boots, too. Takes the lot towards the changing room to be told there’s a six-item limit. This flummoxes him for a moment. The shop assistant, homely, fissures in her makeup, offers to hold the extra items for him.

         The confusion must show in his face.

         ‘Just shout and I’ll hand them in.’

         So there he is, undressed in the mirror, curtain drawn, suit on the chair. Flecks of grey show in his chest hair and he’s thickened around the middle, no doubt about it. He sucks in and tenses up to see muscles shift beneath. The lighting in this cubicle makes his hair look thin.

         ‘Okay in there?’

         ‘Yes, thank you. If you could …’

         He hands the shirts through the curtain. Fingers with plum-coloured nails offer him jeans in return. It’s oddly intimate. He catches sight of the shop assistant’s watch. Ten fifteen. Here he is in his underwear in the cubicle of a department store off Oxford Street, bathed in mood music, trying on clothes offered up by a manicured hand, and meanwhile, just a couple of miles away, within Airdeen Clore’s fortress walls, proper end-is-nigh wailing. Yes, by now it will be rippling through all of the bank’s fourteen floors. The crisis team will try to contain things but they’ll fail. Everyone – the board, traders, analysts, deal teams, secretaries, caterers, cleaners – will know by lunchtime.

         Excellent.

         He gathers his soon-to-be new clothes into a pile, thinking about the number 1.34 billion. It’s a big, handsome number. Still, 1.5 trillion dwarfs it, and that’s how many dollars the richest 0.001 per cent will shift offshore this year. Roughly 5 per cent of annual global output. Meanwhile, some 25 per cent of the world’s population will live on less in the same period. Joseph knows these stats because knowing them is slash was part of his job. Whereas giving a shit about them wasn’t, because such shit-giving was definitely up to somebody else. He wished them well, but his job was to help make the money in the first place. He’d told Naomi this many times. Normally she put her fingers in her ears before he finished.

         Well, she’d surely listen now, right?

         Because now, having done something pretty massive, he definitely cares, poor people-wise.

         Doesn’t he?
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         Joseph picks out a leather holdall in the luggage concession and convinces the younger, prettier shop assistant on the till to pack his new things directly into it. No point in putting a bag in a bag. He pays cash for the lot because he has to, doesn’t he, but a man kitting himself out so thoroughly and paying for it all in used notes is a bit suspicious, isn’t it? Joseph hears himself explaining that he’s visiting London, that the airline has lost his luggage, all the while thinking: just shut up. She tells him that the same thing happened to her on her trip to Lanzarote last spring, how annoying it was, she totally sympathises, what with her having to borrow her friend’s bikini for the first two days.

         ‘But you’ve got some lovely new stuff here.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I know it’s not the same, though. Your own things are important.’

         ‘No. I mean yes.’

         ‘They’ll catch up with you eventually,’ she says. ‘Mine did anyway.’

         He nods and thanks her, thinking: they?

         If he’s going to keep himself hidden – that being the plan, if you can call it a plan – he’s got to avoid drawing unnecessary attention to himself.

         He did in fact consider dashing straight from the office to the Eurotunnel with his real passport, but they’d check it, and even if he had made it through before the bank alerted the authorities he would have left electronic breadcrumbs for whoever to follow.

         Whoever: Lancaster.

         So the plan is to hide close. In the city, for as long as possible. Thenceforth to the countryside. Last long enough in the field and they’ll slacken the search, won’t they? Possibly. And, in the meantime, news-speaking, in terms of what he’s done sinking in, well, Naomi will have a chance to see he tried.

         Tried what?

         To redress things, balance-wise.

         There may even be an opportunity to see the kids – his beautiful kids – before.

         Before what?

         The end.

         Don’t be melodramatic.

         We all wind up there sooner or later. The trick, he’s long thought, is to be the one who gets to say when.
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         Joseph walks back to the hotel. Surely he should take a circuitous route? He does. Finds a phone shop on the way and buys a pay-as-you-go smartphone from a teenager with a beard. Spots a chemist as well, and ducks inside to buy the basics. Arm & Hammer toothpaste, always. A new razor, shaving gel rather than foam, because that’s what Naomi got for him. He also buys a set of hair clippers and a crepe bandage.

         The concierge is out from behind the reception desk in the foyer, positioning a massive vase of flowers. They look like lilies. Yes, those ones with the orange bits in the middle. Careful, it’s a bugger to get that pollen off cloth. Remember at the wedding? And yes, the concierge has got some on his shirt, poor bloke. Joseph watches him set the vase down and stand back. Presumably he gets to use the hotel laundry? Still, it probably won’t come out. The lilies smell a bit cloying. They are open-mouthed, predatory. Joseph doesn’t point out the stain. He offers the concierge a stick of chewing gum instead, then takes the stairs two at a time. Got to shift that midriff somehow.

         He hangs the little ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on his door, locks it from within, and drags the chest of drawers a couple of feet to the left, so that it sits nicely under the door handle. Overkill, no doubt, but better safe than worry. Sorry. Time to check the television. There’s a lightness in his stomach as he turns it on and scrolls through to the news channels. But the story still hasn’t broken: there’s no mention of the bank, either there or – once he’s struggled with the wifi code – online. Share price intact. Nobody declaring any windfalls.

         Hmm: that’s almost a let-down.

         No, no, no, give it time.

         He can’t undo what he’s done. Nobody can.

         That thought hits home and he’s suddenly very tired. It’s an odd – and old – reaction. Ever since school, nervous dread has made him fall asleep. For most people it does the opposite. Makes them alert. But maybe for him the sleep impulse is some kind of defence mechanism.

         Anyway, the dread-sleep first hit him when he was about twelve, with a three-month stretch of boarding school looming ahead like three years, and the hype and aggravation of twenty other boys not yet asleep in the same big room, that first-day-of-term nervous buzz, the panic rising, the false bonhomie, nobody able to settle, nobody except him, because his response was to shut his eyes and switch himself off, completely, just like that.

         Wake up, Joe!

         Impossible: Joe’s not home.

         He’s done it time and again since, too. Lying in that ditch on the Derry milk farm. As soon as it was his turn to get some kip: wham, lights out. Ditto in that breakout room in Houston, waiting to negotiate the refinancing of a drilling company worth tens of millions, with the terms already horribly set against them. Job on the line. Funny to think of that now. Still, then, he’d simply lowered his head to the cool tabletop and … slept. Now he does the same. Mutes the television, lies back on the queen-sized bed, lets the mattress take his weight, and within seconds he’s in a half-state, free-falling.
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         They serve a mean club sandwich in the hotel. Joseph orders three over the next day. They come with a sort of mustardy mayonnaise: it sets the thing alight. Must keep fed up. For no particular reason, he collects the little toothpicks they use to stab the sandwiches together. Puts them in his new washbag. Imagine getting one of those things stuck in the roof of your mouth. There’s a trick with toothpicks his father once showed him. Something to do with making a rectangle within a square. Possibly it was matchsticks …

         It’s quite boring, this waiting, but wait is what he does, wait and watch, monitoring the television and the news sites on his phone screen.

         When will they break the story?

         Not yet.

         Frankly that’s pretty impressive. Holding off this long. Well done Cooper, Hemmel, Toole-Jones and the back-room boys. But even they can’t whitewash the thing indefinitely. Sooner or later the numbers will give. They always do.

         Joseph paces his hotel room, which is actually two rooms, substantial en-suite included, knowing how it will play out. There’ll be an unexplained dip in projected profits first, followed by an immediate share price wobble, and then the full crash. As soon as that’s inevitable they’ll give the jackknifing truck of the bank a rogue driver: him!

         Which headshot will they use?

         The most recent one, off the website, probably, taken by that Czech woman with the suspiciously big lips. You’d think trying to make other people look good all day would create some insight. She was all right, though, understood that he wanted to angle his head to the right, so as to hide the neck scar. It’s what, twenty-one years old, good and faded now, though it still goes a bit livid in cold weather. She took a passable photo in the end. It showed him at his authoritative-but-approachable best. Hint of a smile eye-wise, jaw nice and firm. And his hair – well cut, still sandy – looked positively vigorous in that light. He’d visited the barber especially. ‘Your hair is good,’ the photographer had said. Actually, yes, she was a nice woman, bee-stung bits aside.

         And her work will soon be popping up everywhere, Hydra-style!

         Might as well take precautionary measures now, he thinks, and retreats to the bathroom. The clippers are fully charged. He sets them going, leans forward over the sink and eases the blades through his fringe up over the top of his head, but the clean swathe-stripe he’s hoping for doesn’t quite materialise. It takes two or three passes to clear a fire-track front to back. Bit more chiselling, temple to temple, forward and back, and yes, he’s pulling a convict into the mirror. That or an ageing squaddie. He keeps going until his scalp is all stubble. When he turns the clippers off the vibrating doesn’t stop immediately. It’s somehow worked its way into his skull. Bzzzzz. A head full of ___.

         ___?

         Oh, please.

         Bees.

         Thank you.

         His face looks sort of lopsided now. And wow, his ears. Do they keep growing with age, or is that noses? Two days of unshaven beard runs raggedly into his sideburns.

         He scowls.

         Naomi always hated it when he left stubble in the sink after shaving. Iron filings. Evidence, in fact. He swills water right round the rim to catch all the cuttings. Down the plughole they go. Let the hot water run a while, just to be sure. And now, pack the clippers into the new bag. Ditto old good suit and brogues. He sets aside some of the new clothes while he’s at it. Time to get dressed in civvies. On go the jeans, a plain T-shirt and the charcoal hoodie. Nondescript. In this light the blue of his new jacket looks a bit purple. Oh well. He puts that on, too. Might as well finish the job off, he thinks, and takes the crepe bandage from his washbag. So soft, crepe. Silent. He unspools a length of bandage and carefully wraps it diagonally across his head. Like that. Yes. It covers his left eye and ear. He uses the tiny scissors in the hotel sewing kit to cut off the flappy bit of bandage and tucks the end in under the tightness at the back of his head. Tape would be good, but this will have to do.

         He looks nothing like himself.

         The first thing anyone will notice is this big slice of white. The bits of face either side of the bandage, shorn of hair, bristling with new beard, look nothing much like the Czech woman’s photo of him now.

         Good job.

         He reaches to unwrap himself but his fingers stop short of the bandage. Feels odd: sort of calm and ready and jittery all at the same time. Something’s telling him to go through with it straight away. Waiting equals risk. The bloke downstairs, well, he could in theory see the news when Joseph does. He might put two and two together and make $1.34 billion himself. Why not scoot now? Check in at the next place in disguise. Come to think of it, right this moment downstairs they might well be wondering why he hasn’t left his room in two days. That’s a bit suspicious, isn’t it? What’s he doing up there? Hiding? Let’s go and see.
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         Pausing before the door, Joseph hears a noise. It sounds like a squeaking wheel. Yes, somebody is pushing a trolley down the corridor. They want to put a bit of WD40 on that. Lovely smell, WD40. He remembers the time he went for a swim in the sea off Morte Point, forgetting his car key was in his pocket, and wanted to blame Naomi because she’d suggested he go in.

         ‘You were a bit insistent: where was the rush?’

         ‘Really?’

         The RAC man rescued them then by dropping the waterlogged key in a little pot of WD40.

         Said squeaking halts for a moment. Then it starts up again, grows louder, and seems to stop just outside his door. Joseph stays very still. Thinks of the farmer, if that’s what he was, taking a piss a few feet beyond the snow-filled ditch. Joseph held his nerve then and holds it now: in time the squeaking moves on. He shuts his eyes and listens to it go. A white dot, shrinking to nothing, like on Dad’s old TV, the one in his study.

         Time to leave the capsule if you dare.

         He pulls the chest of drawers back into position, careful to align the little feet with their original dents in the carpet, and takes one last look around the room. Nothing to see here. All square. He cracks the door and peers out into the corridor. Again, nothing. Just the sigh of the lift doors shutting. If the lift has gone, it can’t return for a moment or two, meaning now’s the moment. He shoulders his bag and heads for the stars.

         Christ: stairs.

         Drops down them two at a time, slows before hitting the lobby, cuts across that with his head bent, ready to shift gear if a ‘Can I help you, sir?’ comes from any angle. Which it doesn’t. Because fact is, he’s not the centre of the universe, at least not yet. But boy those lilies still smell wrong. Possibly a heightened slash distorted sense of smell is one of the symptoms. Can he not remember because not remembering stuff is also a free gift, part of the package? He doesn’t know. He slips past the flowers, out into the street, his one eye blinking double time in the sunlight.
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         Joseph cuts south, ducks into a Tube station, Holborn it is, and woah, there’s a bit of a crowd. Something wrong with the line. He waits. Having a driver and car at your disposal twenty-four seven takes the sting out of London. Ah, Cleveland Square, the big silver Merc tight to the kerb. And the espresso machine on the melamine kitchen surface, the Bang & Olufsen entertainment system, the picture of an otter Lara drew at London Zoo, hung in the brushed-steel frame. History. He can’t squeeze on to the first train that arrives, makes the next, and of course it’s rammed. The suits in his walk-in wardrobe have more room.

         Christ, Joseph’s chin is pretty much resting on this short bloke’s head.

         He grips his holdall tight.

         The chap to his right has a magnificent red beard, part pirate, part landscape gardener. Smells of tea tree oil, though. Left-leaning sociologists generally had beards in the 1980s. By contrast, Dad looked like Cary Grant. Though there was the pipe, to be fair, and those little tools for shoving the tobacco into it. All that paraphernalia was more true to academic type. Or was it? Either way, Dad resisted typecasting: when they were packing food parcels for the miners Dad insisted on including those little tins of Gentleman’s Relish.

         Joseph ‘excuse me’s onto the platform at Liverpool Street, works his way to a less crammed westbound Circle Line train and surfaces at Baker Street, not far from where he started out. Hide close. Exhaust fumes hang in the canyon of the Marylebone Road; the traffic burbles to itself. He’s headed for Dorset Square. Walks a quick circuit of the nearby streets and chooses a pompous little hotel whose glossy black front door is framed with overstuffed hanging baskets, brass plaques and rating stars.

         This’ll do.

         The woman behind the desk glances up and clocks his bandaged eye. Does an obvious double take and immediately looks down at her screen. Tiny thing, but still, it suggests what Joseph has long known, or suspected, or at least hoped, namely: most people are in fact nice.

         Even the ones who apparently aren’t.

         Bankers, say.

         Anyway, this woman here, insensitive double take aside, is clearly good at heart. He asks her about room availability and the rate card and she answers in a very bright sorry-about-that-it-won’t-happen-again voice. Even so, she has to look up again sooner or later.

         ‘I had an accident at work,’ he hears himself say when she does.

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘Working a lathe without goggles. A chip of metal hit me in the eye.’

         The woman winces and puts her hand to her mouth.

         ‘It’s not too painful now,’ he reassures her.

         Her hand comes away.

         ‘And anyway, the eye doctor reckons it will mend in time. They have this new procedure.’

         ‘Ah. Moorfields,’ she says, gesturing with her thumb. Not, in fact, in the direction of the renowned eye hospital, but that doesn’t matter. Seed planted.

         ‘Yes. I’m up for tests.’

         She’s pleased to hear this. Cue big smile. Unprofessional half-stare well behind us now, forgotten. She shows him to his exorbitant little room. Noticing the cost, now, is he? So he should be. It’s not just pricey, this hotel, but shonky, too. They’ve cut the place up with thin partition walls. Later that day a couple check into the room next to his, have farmyard sex, head out, and return an hour and a half later in the middle of an argument. He turns up the television but the chat shows and dance-offs can’t compete with the spite broadcast next door. The man keeps shouting, ‘That’s what you always say!’ and the woman repeats, ‘Because I’m fucking right!’ on a loop.

         Naomi: the angrier she got with him the more quietly she spoke. Late home again: murmuring regret. And that time she found out about the intern: woollen violence.

         Silence.

         Woollen silence.

         Not a tactic favoured by this pair. Eventually someone down the corridor bangs on the wall, but that only works to quieten the noise for a few moments and soon one of the hotel staff is appealing to the couple in the hall. What does it matter: attention focused elsewhere has to be a good thing, right? Of course. But his room feels claustrophobic now. That claw-footed bath in the corner on its little island of tiles: it’s an absurd waste of space! He lifts the blind. Dark outside. And still no news on the television – or internet. Making this a miraculous cover-up, spearheaded by Lancaster, no doubt.

         Suddenly he’s got to get out.

      

   


   
      
         

            11

         

         The bandage is in place. It’s his shield. He takes a walk across Regent’s Park, up onto Primrose Hill, nobody paying him any attention at all. Wow, German lager tastes good through one eye. He knocks back a pint in a pub overlooking the park and raises a second to the picture of a fish hung slantwise on the pub wall. We’re relaxed here, the slant says. Any angle is fine picture-wise. He agrees. Possibly he’s not eaten enough today: the beer feels kickingly strong. No! It’s him that’s strong! Big Beast? He is now, for sure! They’ll be chewing each other’s heads off in the bank, even as he considers a final drink. Just in time for last orders. Fair enough. Everybody has to go home some time.

         This here bit of the park is nice and dark, though. With the lamp posts all spread out. Look up at the night sky. It’s beautiful. Orange sub-glow aside, those are actual stars. Galaxies of them! All up there, making him feel real, as in … small. Less Big Beast as was, more speck of nothing. Go easy on yourself, man! It’s not just you. We’re all tiny.

         What must Lara be thinking now? Does she even know? She will soon. She’s twelve, not four. You can’t just disappear and expect a girl like Lara simply to roll with it. He’s not done this sensibly at all. Why didn’t he explain? Why doesn’t he? He shouldn’t, not now, but yes, he must. He pulls out his new phone and keys in her number.

         Ring ring.

         Ring ring.

         Ring.

         Crap. She’s not there. But hold on: here she comes. Her own sweet voice. There’s no faking it! ‘Hello it’s me, Lara, or rather my phone so why not leave—’

         He listens a moment, cheek to cheek with her – so to speak – through plastic.

         Jesus! What is he thinking?

         He jabs the call dead, stares at the phone a moment.

         But the sound of her voice!

         He could well be about to cry.

         He doesn’t.

         Instead he dials again just to hear her sweet mock-worldly voice.

         ‘Hello it’s me, Lara …’

         And again.

         ‘Hello it’s me.’

         Again.

         ‘Hello.’

         And …

         Each time he hangs up before leaving a message, and each word, each syllable, even the intake of breath before she speaks, well, it’s like a mini hit of Lara to him. Realistically hit-like, in fact, because as with hits of everything he’s ever tried there’s an immediate and horrible law of diminishing returns at work, with each mini hit somehow less effective than the last even as it makes the next one inevitable.

         No!

         Be strong.

         He stops dialling her number and just stands there looking up. There’s a mineral taste in his mouth and the cold night air is laced with exhaust fumes. Despite the city glow sucking some of the brightness out of the stars he can in fact recognise one or two shapes he knows: Orion’s Belt, the Plough, a smear of Milky Way. They taught him this stuff in the army, but he was never very good at it. Where’s the North Star? No idea. And no moon that he can see, either. He swivels on his heel in search of it, steps backwards into the path and starts as he catches sight of something blinking quickly towards him. A cyclist skids to a halt, blowing hard in his face, a skeleton of luminous strips.

         ‘Careful, mate!’ the cyclist says.

         ‘Surry.’

         The cyclist blinks at him, comes to some sort of not-worth-it decision, kicks a pedal to the top of its arc, and starts off again, strobing to a dot down the path.
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