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            PART I

            FIVE DAYS IN LONDON8

         

      

   


   
      
         
9
            CHAPTER 1

            Monday 30th July 2018

         

         Mr Phipps was in the gym.

         It wasn’t one of the best. He had memberships in different parts of the city because he always liked to work out before a gig and all he’d heard about that so far was that it was in North London. So he knew good gyms from bad. This one wasn’t serious, more an add-on to the squash club. Basic machines, one rack of free weights. Still, that meant it wasn’t busy, not just after it opened at 7 a.m. No one there, so he could play the CD he’d brought – they still had a stereo, crappy old thing but one plus to the place. He didn’t like wearing headphones. He liked to hear when a door opened.

         Lenny Kravitz sang about an American woman. Mr Phipps checked his stance in the floor-length mirror and slowly raised the twenty-pounders towards his reflection. One. Two …

         A phone rang. Playing ‘Blue Rondo à la Turk’. The phone he’d bought last night didn’t play tunes so this call wasn’t the one he was waiting for. This call was Sharon. The Ex. Always up early.

         ‘’lo?’10

         ‘Is that you?’

         ‘Since you called me, I suppose it must be.’

         ‘What? I can’t hear you. Can you turn that racket down?’

         Racket. What she’d always called his music. He went to the stereo, lowered the volume. ‘Better?’

         ‘What time are you picking Meaghan up?’

         ‘Not sure. Afternoon.’

         ‘Can you be more specific? Malcolm and I need to go to IKEA and we don’t want to leave it late or the North Circular will be chocka.’

         Chocka. IKEA. Malcolm. What had he ever seen in her? ‘No. I’m waiting to hear about work. Early afternoon, I’d say.’

         ‘Fine.’ The way she snapped it meant it wasn’t. ‘Early as you can, please.’

         She hung up. He looked at the phone. He didn’t like minding Meaghan the same day he worked. But this gig, wherever it was, had come up sudden and he’d missed his day with his daughter for a gig the week before. He’d make it up to her, take her to the pictures, sit through some princess thing. Afterwards, over ice cream, he’d show her the hotel website in Mauritius. He’d promised to take her in February. Now she was five she could learn to snorkel. He’d cheer her on from the poolside. If the work kept coming this regularly, he’d upgrade them to business class. She’d like that. Took after her mum. Liked her luxury.

         The door opened. He looked. A man came in. Ginger hair and beard, late thirties. No bag, and nothing in his hands. The man smiled, waved at the stereo. ‘Mind if I turn this up?’

         ‘Sure.’11

         Carrot Top went to the stereo, turned the knob. Not as loud as before. Fuck, thought Mr Phipps, please don’t let him be a talker. 

         The man was nodding at the stereo. ‘I know this. Bachman–Turner Overdrive.’

         ‘Lenny Kravitz,’ Mr Phipps replied, then rolled his eyes – he was the one continuing the conversation.

         The man didn’t see the eye roll. ‘Oh yeah. Good, isn’t he? Saw him in—’

         Mr Phipps ignored the drone that followed. When he didn’t reply, just picked up his weights again, Carrot Top licked his lips and went to the treadmill.

         One, two, three, four … 

         His phone went again. Still not his new one. Another tune. ‘Für Elise’. Paula.

         He picked it up. ‘’lo?’

         ‘Where are you?’

         ‘Gym.’

         ‘Noisy. Can you turn the music down?’

         ‘Not really. Other people here.’

         ‘I see.’ There was a pause. ‘You promised to call.’

         It was said sulky. Mock miffed. Except recently he’d been finding it hard to tell how mock it was. ‘Been busy.’

         ‘I’m sure.’ A miffed pause, then, ‘You coming over?’

         ‘Can’t. Working.’

         ‘After?’

         ‘I’ve got Meaghan.’

         ‘Come when you’ve dropped her back.’

         ‘I’ll see.’12

         ‘Yes, well, why don’t you do that?’

         She hung up. Two in two minutes, he thought. Posh birds hanging up on him. Why did he get involved with hoity-totty? He supposed it appealed to the lad in him. Their educated voices. Their expensive scents. And he appealed to them. A bit of rough, Sharon had called him soon after they’d first met. Funny, he didn’t think of himself as rough. He read, he worked out, he didn’t drink. Even listened to Beethoven sometimes. But he could put the voice on if he needed to, along with his white plumber’s overalls.

         Another phone rang. Not the one in his hand, no tune. Dropping the one in the bag, he picked up the other. ‘’lo?’ He spoke while crossing the gym, exiting.

         ‘Severin. Joseph.’

         ‘OK.’

         ‘54 Allingham Close, N3.’

         ‘OK.’

         ‘Know it?’

         ‘I’ll find it.’

         ‘The daughter leaves for school at eight-thirty. Wife takes the baby and goes for Mums and Babies Pilates at eight forty-five. So he’ll be alone.’

         ‘OK.’

         ‘There’s something else.’ A slight pause. ‘We need you to collect something from him first.’

         Fuck. ‘Yeah?’

         ‘There’ll be a bonus.’

         ‘How much?’

         He heard muffled voices, a hand half covering the other phone. ‘One thousand?’13

         He heard the question in it. Thought of upgrades to Mauritius. ‘Two.’

         ‘Mr—’

         ‘Oi!’

         ‘Sorry.’ More muffled talk. ‘Very well. It’s the books. He’s an accountant. Get the books from him. He’ll know what you mean.’

         ‘OK. Drop ’em where I collect?’

         ‘No. We need to see you. Let us know when you’ve got them. We’ll tell you where.’

         Unusual. ‘Anything else?’

         ‘Mr.’ He didn’t need to interrupt him this time. The caller wasn’t going to say his name. He continued. ‘My colleague asks: will you take a cheque?’

         He hung up on soft laughter. Very funny, Posh Boy, he thought.

         He went to the toilets, broke the phone up, flushed the pieces down the bog. As he watched to see if any floated back up, he thought, Allingham Close? He hated closes. And cul-de-sacs. Only one way in and out.

         There was a half-decent Italian caff opposite the Tesco on Ballards Lane, so he picked up a skinny decaf latte, then crossed to the shop. Put on his overalls in a toilet cubicle. They were new, but he’d dirtied them up, washed them a few times. Slipped a red baseball cap on and kept his head low for the CCTV until he got back into his Mazda, parked where there were no cameras on Nether Street. Drove the five minutes to Allingham Close, found a space facing the close’s entrance about fifty yards past the house, getting there just 14before eight-thirty, so he could watch the daughter leave.

         She did, in a uniform, five minutes late and running. The wife followed ten minutes later. Not with a baby, as Posh Boy had said. With an infant, nearly two he looked. The kid wanted to walk but his mum was in a rush so she snatched him up and he started howling and kicking her. The terrible twos. Meaghan hadn’t been so bad but even she’d had her moments. As the mum bent to strap the child into his seat, Mr Phipps noticed that she was pregnant. She was a big girl, but the bulge was prominent. When she climbed into her Sentra and drove off, he looked at the house again. Semi-detached but nice. Owned by the sort of people who would have full life insurance. Two kids and one on the way, she’d need it.

         He finished his latte, got out of the car, opened the boot. His canvas tool bag was under some of Meaghan’s rubbish – stuff he’d won for her at the May bank holiday funfair on the Heath. Two months and she still wouldn’t let him chuck them. A giant stuffed alien. A white felt bear. Thank God they didn’t do goldfish any more.

         He pushed the shit aside, unzipped the duffel, reached beneath the pillow. He’d checked the Glock before he set out but he bent into the boot, checked it again. Round in the breech. Full mag. Putting it back under the pillow, he left the zipper open, picked up the bag, closed the boot, looked around. No one about. Pocketing his keys, he marched up to number 54, and rang the bell.

         He heard Severin coming because he was talking loudly. Had they cocked up? Was there someone else? People in houses like this often employed Romanian or Albanian 15cleaners. There were extra payments for bystanders – one fifth, usually, of the hit itself. He did ’em, but he didn’t like it. The gig, the mark, he deserved it, but passers-by?

         Then he heard words through the door, could tell they were being spoken loudly into a phone.

         ‘No, please. Please, Lottie! I have to see you. Yeah, those as well, but I just really want to. I have to. Look, hang on, will you.’

         The door opened. Mr Severin. Medium height, dark, Jewish, even had the cap thing. What was that called? He’d look it up, sort of thing that came up in crosswords. ‘Morning, sir,’ Mr Phipps began.

         Severin held up a finger. ‘Just a second.’ He beckoned the man before him into the hall. Waved the phone at him, eyebrows raised, then turned away. ‘Listen, I wanted to tell you—’

         The man was speaking too softly to hear now. Mr Phipps went in. Always better but didn’t often happen. Some rag, Sunday Sport or something, had called him ‘the doorstep killer’. But they’d allotted about five gigs to him that had been down to others. Ridiculous. Besides, everyone killed on doorsteps if they could. It was like back in Helmand. Stand in the doorway. ‘Shoot and scoot’, they called it. Take out the bad guys, then crack on. All sorts of nasty things could be waiting inside.

         He couldn’t shoot and scoot today because of the collection. That’s why the gun was in the bag not in his hand. He stepped inside, shut the door behind him.

         Mr Severin was still murmuring into his phone, but the whine had gone, since now there was a bloke in overalls 16standing in his hall. ‘Look, just ten minutes, OK? There’s … no, listen … there’s something I need to … yes, tonight. Not sure, I’ll call. OK. Thank you. No, really, I’m—’ He looked at Mr Phipps. ‘Um, gotta go. The plumber’s here. Yeah, I … well, you know. Me too.’ He hung up. ‘It’s the kitchen one.’ He gestured through a door at the end of the hall, to the back.

         He’d had this once before, with another couple. Wife thought the husband had called the plumber or electrician. Husband thought the wife had. These houses, built forty-odd years ago, always something going wrong. ‘Would you mind showing me, sir?’

         Severin had his thumb on his phone, about to make another call. He sighed. ‘Only one place for a kitchen sink, isn’t there?’ Still, he led the way past a telly lounge on the right into a long room with primrose walls. Cabinets and cookers this end, breakfast bar, a dining table and chairs the far end. French windows onto a long narrow garden. He crossed to the sink, which was full of half-scraped plates and some dirty pots.

         ‘Oh, look, sorry,’ Severin said, ‘Aurelia’s not in till ten. Could you just … shove ’em onto the side. I have to …’

         He waved the phone, took a step back towards the hall. Mr Phipps let him get to the doorway. ‘Kneel down,’ he said.

         Severin turned, blinked at him. ‘What did you say?’

         ‘Kneel the fuck down,’ he shouted, stepping closer and pointing the Glock.

         ‘Oh, Jesus. Please no, I—’

         Severin dropped the phone and it bounced to Mr Phipps’s feet. He kicked it away, stepped forward and put the muzzle 17to Severin’s head. The man dropped hard, arms going wide, knuckles banging into the door frame. Mr Phipps followed him down, gun to head, and held out his other hand. It had a hessian bag in it. ‘Put this on,’ he said.

         ‘I beg you, I—’

         ‘Put it the fuck on,’ he shouted, putting weight behind the muzzle.

         Severin obeyed. But he kept talking, his words soon muffled by hemp. ‘Look, don’t do any … I can help. I know who sent you. The Shadows, right?’

         The Shadows. Mr Phipps shook his head. Fucking public schoolboys with their comic books, their Marvel Universe superheroes. Or maybe it was their retro geekdom? His father had had a 45 by a band called The Shadows. The song title was … some American Indian tribe. Twangy guitar shit anyway. His youthful employers probably had it too, since vinyl was so now. He’d preferred it back in the day when he was employed by old toffs with dandruff on their collars and numbers for their department name.

         ‘You have something we want,’ he said softly, putting the gun back.

         ‘What? I can’t hear—’

         He took the muzzle away, moved around behind Severin then barked, ‘You have something we want.’

         ‘I do. Yes. I do but they, they’re …’

         He could almost hear the man’s mind whirling through the bag. He had to know this wasn’t good. That perhaps all that was keeping him alive was the fact that he still had something to sell.

         Severin continued. ‘They’re … not here, though.’18

         ‘Don’t lie to me!’

         ‘I’m not, please. Please, don’t … They’re … they’re with a friend.’

         When he’d been with 3 Para in Belfast, he’d learnt to listen for nuance. For emphasis. Even if the Mick was blubbering under sacking in that fucking stupid accent, he’d listen, he’d hear. He’d been good at it. Now he heard the way this man said ‘friend’. After a pause. He meant a woman. He meant a lover. He probably meant that girl he’d been blabbing to when he’d come to the door. What was it? Laura? Lorraine?

         He believed Mr Severin. Civilians rarely lied in this sort of situation. The Shadows would know who she was. Or they would find out.

         Mr Phipps moved around to where he’d started. He’d kept his finger off the trigger and along the frame the whole time. His first gig, he’d used a Smith & Wesson semi, took the safety off straight away and because he was a bit jumpy, the gun had gone off by mistake, took the fucker’s ear off. The noise was horrendous. The Glock’s safety was set into the trigger, one of the reasons he liked the gun. Now, he pressed it with the pad of his finger.

         Maybe it was Severin’s low babbling, lost to hessian, but Mr Phipps hadn’t even heard the door. Just the voice. ‘Forgot my mat. Now Reuben’s decided he needs a poo. He—’

         Mr Phipps looked at the wife at the front door. He saw what she was seeing: a man in white overalls and a no-logo red cap in the kitchen doorway with a gun in his hand, the man at his feet with the sack on his head in her husband’s suit. She wouldn’t believe what she was seeing, would look for some normal explanation; it’s what people did. So he had 19a moment to think about it, before the screaming started.

         There were those small payments – for collateral damage, as the Yanks said. He’d taken them, when he had to. But the kid in her arms, tears forgotten as he stared at the gun? It wasn’t much fun, being an orphan. He knew.

         He made up his mind. Pointed the Glock at them. Shouted, ‘Down on the floor. Faces on the floor. Eyes shut. Now. Now!’

         To her credit, she obeyed fast. The kid started yelling but she grabbed him and shoved his head into her armpit. Then Severin started shouting too. ‘Vicky! Help me. Help! Help!’

         Mr Phipps reached into his duffel and pulled out the pillow. He shoved it onto the man’s head, and fired twice. When the body was on the ground, he dropped the pillow onto his chest and fired twice more. He'd always had a knack for keeping track of ejected casings. Found the four fast, pocketed them. Then he put the gun back in the duffel, picked it up and walked from the kitchen. As he passed the woman, her face still to the floor, her son trying to squirm out from under, he said, ‘If you move, or open your eyes, I will kill the boy.’

         He left the front door open. He hadn’t touched anything inside except for the bag and the pillow, and you couldn’t lift prints from cloth. The woman might lie there for a minute or two. A mother’s instinct, he thought.

         He drove carefully. Despite it being his trade, his pulse always accelerated after a gig. Last thing he needed was to be caught on a speed camera.

         Down Hendon Lane, joined the North Circ, headed east. Morning rush but he was in no hurry. He flicked on Magic FM. 20Couldn’t believe it when the third song up was … ‘Apache’. Apache, that was it. Twangy guitar shit indeed.

         Fucking Shadows, he thought, and laughed. Then spent from Henlys Corner to the A11 trying to remember the friend’s name.

         Laura? Lorraine?
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            CHAPTER 2

            Five days before … Wednesday 25th July 2018

         

         ‘No, three o’clock. I’ll give it till twenty past. I know what she said, Oliver, but tough, she’ll just have to come into the office like normal people. Yeah, I’ll pop back, but later. I have to pick up Rachel at four so … no, that’s OK, I’m done, you take it.’

         Joe Severin hung up, put his phone next to the cutlery tray, picked up the inventory. Everything in the kitchen on the list was laid out on the counter so the leaving tenant could check it over, and the new one – Oliver was showing a few people around early evening – could see it was all there. Pots, pans, knives, forks, spoons. Electric frying pan. He couldn’t believe that still worked; he’d bought it at Argos along with everything else needed to kit out his first rental property. This one, this one-bedroom in Tufnell Park, together with the two-bed above and the shop below. The beginnings of empire.

         He looked around then shook his head. He so rarely came to this place, left nearly all the check-ins and check-outs to his employees. But actually it was kinda nice to be back because 22this one was special for sure. Seventeen years ago, when he’d come back from the States, his dad was so stunned that his fifth child was finally going to settle down, he’d broken a lifetime of ‘I had to make it on my own, son, and so do you’, by actually lending him the money to buy the building.

         Seventeen years, and from this little acorn …

         He owned five more buildings divided into flats – Finchley, Hendon, Golders Green – much like this, plus the one fancier one near Portobello he’d bought on a whim in the last financial downturn. Empty now, and too much left on the mortgage; he’d have to get someone in there fast, pay the exorbitant rent. Seven properties, and the twenty he managed for others. Hence the office, hence Oliver and Stacey and Max. But Stacey was seeing someone else into Hendon Central, Max was on paternity leave – Jesus, how his father’s eyes had rolled when he told him that! – while Oliver was manning the office. He’d begged Joe to swap, let him check this tenant – what was her name? Joe glanced at the inventory form she’d have to sign and initial, made out to one ‘Lottie Henshaw’ – let Oliver check her out as he’d checked her in. ‘Chaos on two legs,’ he’d called her, adding, ‘but what legs!’

         It was the main reason Joe was there, not Oliver. Joe didn’t like his employees flirting with the tenants. It was unprofessional. And in this day and age? Companies were being sued for such shit, and he had a reputation to preserve. Besides, the office was in Kentish Town so Tufnell Park made it easier for Joe to pick up Rachel at her school in Highgate and take her to meet her mum at the florist’s in Hampstead. Choosing flowers for the bat mitzvah. Though why Vicky couldn’t pick their daughter up he didn’t know and hadn’t 23asked. His wife’s daily rounds were a mystery to him and he found it was best to just nod and pay off the Visa bills.

         Joe looked at the counter. There was only one thing out of place – a plastic bag that the inventory clerk had apparently found wedged up the ornamental fireplace. Joe had peered inside when he’d first seen it. Papers. No, letters. He could see handwriting and a ‘Dear …’ someone. Who wrote letters these days? Well, this Ms Henshaw apparently – he could see her signature on the bottom of one, a mad scrawl of ‘Lottie’. Odd, why did she have her own letters? Did she write them to herself?

         None of his business.

         He looked at his phone. Tsked. Three-fifteen. He’d give her five minutes and then he’d go. She’d have to come to the office in the morning. They were already doing her a huge favour by giving her the cheque today, rather than making her wait a week because Oliver was horny and she’d said she was desperate. Well then, she needed to learn to be punctual.

         Since he had his phone out, Joe thought he might as well check his stocks. He usually only allowed himself to check at mealtimes because it could become obsessive – it was just too easy, pulling it up on his app, seeing how much he’d made that hour, or not. He’d done some trading while he was still at school, with two of his brothers, a little bit before he dropped out of college. But it had been so cumbersome then – studying the FT and Teletext, ringing his broker. Now, with a few flicks of the thumb …

         His finger hovered. He burped. It was obsessive – yet it also made him slightly nervous. Gassy. He knew he shouldn’t be doing this. That he was simply meant to be the bookkeeper 24for these people, setting down the figures: old-school double entry on paper. He knew he should have been content with the extra money this work brought in – monthly, cash – which was helping him pay all the bills Vicky was running up.

         However, once he’d figured out where the money was coming from, where it was going – because his employers barely disguised the names of the companies they were investing in – it didn’t take a genius to track them down, note their growth … and invest himself. Not too much – some of the Shadows’ laundered cash. With a bit more borrowed against his properties. Ride the wave, he’d thought. It was little different from property speculation and he’d learnt that at his dad’s knee.

         He tapped, flicked. His portfolio was small. Three companies.

         Phoebus Logistics, out of Limassol, had dropped slightly. Lynn Apparel, Manchester, had risen a little. But Bulawayo Prospecting and Mining P/L’s shares had risen eleven per cent overnight. He’d read in the Telegraph only that morning that the world was short of coltan again. The South African company must have found some.

         Three more flicks … and he’d sold some of the first two’s shares and bought a lot of the third, adding some cash from his bank account. He belched again, but smiled.

         He went down the corridor into the living room/bedroom. Hot in there because it faced the afternoon sun and July was baking this year. Shaping up to be the hottest since 1976, they were saying, which he didn’t remember since it was the year he was born.

         It was a nice room now, after a lot of work over the years. 25Double glazing kept the worst of the high-street traffic noise out – and the heat in, he thought, feeling the prickle of sweat on his forehead. Freshly painted only last year. The fireplace was faced in faux marble. He’d done that himself, learning from manuals, and it still looked good. Faux was very big when he’d bought the place in 2001.

         2001. That year he did remember well. Coming back from California, where he’d gone in doomed pursuit of Cassidy. Tall, blonde, impossibly American Cassidy with her perfect teeth and flawless skin. ‘Goy goddess,’ his mate Sol had called her when she first jumped down from the truck at the kibbutz outside Hebron the year before. ‘Dull as ditchwater in bed, brother,’ he’d added. And boy, was Solly wrong.

         Cassidy had been carnality incarnate.

         Joe heard horns outside and went to the window, watched a battered red MG trying to park in an unsuitable space right in front of the building. It went too wide on entry, pulled out, tried again. Cars backed up and a white van driver was leaning on his horn. Joe saw it all – but he was still thinking of Cassidy.

         Full moon, and how they’d snuck past security at Masada, climbed to the top of the monument where, after a bowl of hash, she’d given him the best blow job of his life. Afterwards, feeling a bit guilty he’d said, ‘You do know that my people sacrificed themselves here, don’t you?’

         ‘Well,’ she’d replied, that grin on her face, ‘so did I.’

         The MG had made it in, though there was some bumper bashing. The driver stepped out. White Van Man paused to yell something. All Joe caught was, ‘… legs, darlin’.’ He glimpsed long blonde hair, almost Cassidy length, a fur 26jacket – in July? – a blouse and a skirt that reached mid-thigh.

         It appeared that Oliver’s chaos on two lovely legs had arrived.

         His phone went. He’d left it back on the counter in the kitchen. He headed there, as the buzzer sounded. That annoyed him, because it meant she must not have her keys, which she should be handing over. Well, he thought, she’s not getting her cheque without them. He pressed the button.

         ‘Sorry, I’m—’

         ‘Come up.’

         He buzzed her in. Went into the kitchen. It was Vicky on the phone.

         ‘Joe? Where are you?’

         ‘Flat. Doing a check-out.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I told you. I—’

         Vicky started. The closer they were to the bat mitzvah, the more wound up she got. Which was not good for the blood pressure. A concern for her, pregnant at forty-two. Again. How they’d managed that – two years after Reuben, and him eleven years after Rachel, who they’d long assumed, after years of nothing, would be their only one – baffled him. Considering they only fucked on birthdays and the occasional high holiday. God’s joke, he thought. Now, as usual, he let Vicky go on – she only needed to be heard, really.

         He hadn’t realised how competitive the bat mitzvah business was. Ever since they’d attended the one six months ago, for Suki Jacobs, Vicky had a look in her eye. There’d been a band, a sushi bar, along with jugglers, a fire eater, a mini trapeze, a close magician – it had been like fucking Cirque du 27Soleil in that marquee off the Heath Extension. Ben Jacobs had told Joe that it had set him back twenty grand. Vicky was pushing him to go bigger so he wouldn’t see much change from twenty-five. And with the Portobello flat still vacant after three months, fees at Channing for Rachel, Reuben about to go into Montessori crèche, he’d been a bit strapped.

         So when, six months before, that bloke Nate who he barely knew at the synagogue had found out that Joe had been an accountant and had offered to put some work his way, he’d taken it. Old-school, like he’d been trained. Double entry … but only on paper, nothing electronic. Two ledgers, always kept together. He knew it was dodgy, the fact that he worked on paper and was paid in cash. But it was such lovely cash. The only problem was how to launder it. The business helped, but it was getting harder. Still, since Vicky appeared to be telling him that Naomi Jablonsky had told her that the caterers they’d settled on were in fact rubbish, and they needed to step up, cash would be very necessary. Again.

         ‘Alright, love. Alright. I—’ He heard clumping in the hall. ‘Go through, Miss Henshaw,’ he called. ‘I’ll be with you in a moment.’

         Then he was back with Vicky, going, ‘yup, yup, yup’, agreeing to it all. While she talked, he tucked the phone against his shoulder, put his hand into the plastic bag, pulled out a letter. Read:

         
            Dear Fuckface,

            So you just get up and walk out with your cum running down my thigh …28

         

         He dropped the letter back in the bag like it was burning him. He didn’t know what Vicky was saying to him. Maybe he hadn’t made enough supportive noises because he heard her say, ‘Joe? Joseph? Are you listening to me?’

         ‘Uh, yeah, sorry. Look, tenant’s here, I have to go if I am going to get Rachel to you in time. We’ll talk then. No, then, love. Bye. Bye bye bye.’

         He hung up, pocketed the phone. Then he picked up the inventory and, as an afterthought, the bag of letters, carrying them out of the kitchen and down the hall.

         He wasn’t sure why he took the letters. It was like a guilty reflex. If she knows I was alone with them, he rationalised, she’ll suspect I read them. So I’ll brazen it out. Be casual. ‘Oh, I, uh, found this bag, don’t know what’s in it, some papers. Here …’

         He stopped in the doorway. He didn’t see her at first, partly because the sun was full-on streaming through the window now and dazzled him. Partly because she wasn’t on the sofa bed, nor one of the chairs by the table. She was opposite it, by the fireplace. Kneeling before it, halfway in it, looking up the chimney.

         He took in her legs below the short skirt. Saw her scuffed boots at the other end, Blundstones, no socks. But what he really saw, what he couldn’t take his eyes off, what stopped the sentence he was going to casually speak about the bag – ‘Looking for this?’ – was the small of her back.

         Her blouse, her short fur coat, both had ridden up because she was reaching up into the chimney and that stretch revealed … a shallow valley, sunbeams striking it, flaming the little hairs within it, golden against the tanned brown of her skin.29

         Without even thinking about it, Joseph Severin turned and threw the plastic bag down the corridor.

         ‘Ow!’

         He turned back. She’d come onto her knees, was holding her head and looking at him. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said.

         ‘You made me jump,’ she accused, rubbing her head.

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ he repeated, stepping into the room.

         ‘’s alright.’ She stood, pushed down her skirt. ‘You’re from Severin’s, right?’

         ‘Yes, in a way. Actually, I am Severin. Joseph Severin.’

         ‘Cor, the man himself.’

         She had one of those London accents, not her own, not the way she’d said ‘you made me jump’, which was like she was from a Winnie-the-Pooh story. So she was not London but from somewhere near outside, somewhere posh.

         She stepped forward, offered a hand. ‘Lottie Henshaw,’ she said.

         She came up to his mid-chest, and he was not that tall. When he took her hand she gripped him, hard. He must have winced because she laughed. ‘Sorry. Pianist’s fingers. Will you live?’

         ‘Somehow. Joseph Severin. Oh, I told you that. You can call me Joe.’

         ‘Oh, I think I shall call you Mr Severin. I mean, you’re the big boss, aren’t you?’

         He shrugged, not sure if he was being flattered, flirted with or mocked. She glanced back to the fireplace. ‘I was looking for something. Did your cleaners happen to find a, uh, a bag? Of papers?’

         ‘I … don’t think so. They would probably have made a 30note on here.’ He waved the inventory at her. ‘I mean if it was on the fireplace they may have thought it was rubbish.’

         ‘It wasn’t … on it.’ She tipped her head, and blonde hair fell over her left eye like a veil. The other, green like patterned jade, peered up at him.

         ‘I … I can contact the company we use. Ask. For you.’

         ‘Whatever.’ She tipped her head the other way; the veil switched to her right eye. She reached up and wiped her hand under her small ski jump of a nose. ‘Nothing vital anyway.’

         She’d come close to shake hands – since her arms weren’t very long, he supposed. She hadn’t moved back – and now he could smell her. Scent of skin, it was a hot day and she had that fur on, which had seen better days – faux like his fireplace. There was a hint of coconut, tanning lotion, which accounted for her brownness. Tobacco, unusual these days and … leather, like the interior of an old car. Which she’d arrived in, of course, the MG outside.

         His phone rang. He didn’t take it out of his pocket. ‘I should get this. Could you check that all’s well in here?’ He handed her the inventory and without waiting for a reply, pulled the door slightly to behind him and headed down the corridor. The bag of letters was halfway down it and he stooped to snatch it up. In the kitchen, he looked at his phone. His daughter. He let it go to voicemail and looked around, then opened the cupboard under the sink, knelt and shoved the bag into the cleaned, empty bin there, putting the lid, which had been to the side, back on top.

         What are you doing? he thought, closing the cupboard. What the fuck are you doing, Joseph?

         He stood as he heard her coming down the corridor, heavy 31in her boots. She may have been gorgeous but she wasn’t especially graceful.

         ‘All good in there.’

         ‘And in here.’ He took the list from her. ‘I, uh, checked before. You can go through it if you like.’

         ‘No, Mr Severin. I trust you.’ She waited, looking at him expectantly.

         ‘I need the keys,’ he said.

         ‘Shit, yes, sorry, I left them at my friend’s. Can I bring them round later?’

         ‘Well, you could. But I’m afraid I can’t give you your cheque till I get them back.’

         ‘Shit,’ she repeated, did the veil over the left eye thing again. Her voice dropped a bit lower, and she took her lower lip between her teeth briefly before she spoke. He recognised the look. Cassidy from Santa Cruz had been a master of it. The ‘be a good boy and roll over’ look. So he wasn’t surprised when she said, in her normal voice, not her London put-on, ‘I really need the money today, Mr Severin. I have … bills to pay. Your man said he’d make it to cash.’

         ‘He did. We did. Hmm.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Look, I’ve, uh, I’ve had a thought. Where are you moving to?’

         If she was surprised by the question, she didn’t show it. ‘My mother’s. For a few days at least. Buckinghamshire.’ She pronounced ‘shire’ like it was from The Hobbit.

         ‘You don’t sound very happy about it?’

         ‘Happy? I’m delirious.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘What twenty-six-year-old doesn’t love to be moving back in with Mummy?’

         From the moment he’d seen the small of her back, he’d 32only been thinking one step at a time. Throw the letters. Hide the letters. Keep her talking. Keep her … somewhere near. And then it hit him. A solution, as it happened, to several problems. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘if you’re looking for another place, I have—’

         ‘I can’t afford another place. I haven’t got the deposit, or a month’s rent.’

         ‘You will have when I give you the cheque.’

         ‘Nah, mate. Bills, I told you.’

         She’d gone London again. ‘Listen, I have a place. Near Portobello Market. Been empty a while. Two-bedroom. You could—’

         ‘Two-bedroom? In Notting Hill? You’re joking, right? How could I ever afford that?’

         ‘Well, I could … could …’ He reached up, scratched under his yarmulke. ‘How about no deposit, and I let you off the first month’s rent.’

         ‘Hmm.’ She took her upper lip between her teeth this time and studied him. There was laughter in her eyes. Curiosity too. ‘Now why would you do that, Mr Severin?’

         ‘Joe.’

         ‘Why, Mr Severin?’

         ‘Honestly?’ He swallowed. ‘You’d be doing me a favour.’

         ‘Really? And would it be the only … favour I’d be doing you?’

         ‘Oh. No, no. I don’t mean … it’s nothing like that, honestly.’

         ‘Mr Severin, you’re blushing.’

         ‘I am not!’

         ‘You are. No, it’s cute. In fact, under all that’ – she waved – 33‘Jewish paraphernalia, you’re quite a sexy man, aren’t you?’

         Two thoughts. Sexy? No one had called him that since … a very long time. But also … ‘You know you’re not meant to say things like that, right?’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘Pointing out my religious—’

         ‘Why? I’ve never been much on what I am allowed to say or not. Besides, it was an observation, not an insult. And, in case you hadn’t noticed, a compliment.’

         He had noticed. And he felt like he was about fourteen. He thought his palms might actually be sweating. Which was ridiculous. He was the old hand here, the businessman. He’d been around.

         He took a breath. ‘There are no strings to this. And you would be doing me a favour. Have you heard all this talk of taxing vacant properties?’

         She shook her head.

         ‘I need the place occupied, starting tomorrow or I’ll get clobbered.’ He’d almost convinced himself. ‘You can stay … till the right renter comes along. May only be a month. You interested?’

         It was bollocks, but he’d said it confidently. He was the businessman once more.

         She studied him again. Really looked him over, from his yarmulke down to his chest, level with her eyes. Finally she said, ‘Yes, I am very interested.’

         It was quickly sorted. He texted her the address, and they arranged to meet there at eleven the next morning; they’d swap keys then. She signed the inventory; he made a thing about making an exception when he gave her the cheque. 34She left with a smile, clumping down the stairs.

         He waited in the kitchen till he heard the MG start up – followed by lots of car horns when she must have pulled out. Then he got the bag of letters from under the kitchen sink and took it through to the living room. Sat at the table, and thought about how he would use the Portobello flat to channel £5,000 of the Shadows’ cash per month. That would pay for a lot of jugglers.

         He reached into the bag, pulled out the stack of letters. Each was addressed to the same person, Patrick, though sometimes he was ‘fuckhead’ and once ‘you total cunt’. He wondered again why she had them. Had this Patrick returned them or … or what if they had never been sent? He had a few ‘letters never sent’ in his past. His one to Cassidy in Santa Cruz had been a classic. He’d burnt it, of course, when he married Vicky

         He didn’t start to read for a bit, though, just stared at the faux fireplace and remembered what he’d seen there. Brown skin, golden hairs, a cleft like a stone basin in some ruined Greek temple. And then he suddenly realised what he’d most like to do, more than anything in the world, was suck a shot of tequila out of it.

         He’d set his phone to vibrate. It kept shaking on the table but he ignored it as he began to read. It would be his daughter, his wife, both. They’d figure it out.

      

   


   
      
         
35
            CHAPTER 3

            A few moments later …

         

         Lottie pulled out as she’d pulled in, stopping the traffic, with angry drivers leaning on their horns. Daphne protested, not at the insults that followed, but just ’cos the old girl was not well. It was why she needed to cash the cheque, and get her to Dermot, who worked from a former coach alley in Belsize Park. The little man from Munster would work his magic and keep them on the road a little while longer. He might even fudge the air quality test for a smile and one of her special roll-up cigarettes.

         But after she dropped Daphne? She’d planned to train it out to Bicester, get her mum to pick her up and whip her back to the manse at Barton Hartshorn; but that was more from necessity – being flatless and broke – than any real desire to see Peggy. They’d get into the gin, never her favourite method of inebriation. It would be fine up to a point – the point where her mum went from giggly to squiffy to maudlin to vicious in rapid succession. Some people shouldn’t touch gin; it was a funny drink. Her mum was one of them. She’d start in on Dad, which was fair in one way seeing as how he’d 36dumped her for the ‘floozy’. But Mum had had a gin problem long before he’d met Dorothea. Really, she was surprised Keith had stuck it out for as long as he had.

         Besides, now she had to be in Notting Hill tomorrow at eleven and getting Mum with a hangover to drive her back to the station by 9.31, for the cheap ticket, was never a good idea. No, she’d have to find a place to crash tonight, to make her morning … what was it? Rendezvous? Assignation?

         What are you about, Mr Severin?

         She could guess the half of it. He’d been odd when they talked, disconnected, half looking at her, half not. She knew that look. But she’d meant what she’d said – he was quite cute. And ever since she’d lost her virginity to a Jewish lad – Israel Muzzet, one of the few boys in the sixth form at her boarding school – she’d had a fondness for them. ‘Israel’, she’d learnt from Izzy, wasn’t just a country; it meant ‘he who wrestles with God’. He’d certainly wrestled with her, the two of them just sixteen, and he’d often called on God, and even his son, towards the end of each round.

         Stuck at traffic lights in Kentish Town, she leant down and said, ‘Siri, how are you today?’

         The man’s voice came back. ‘I’m very well. How you doin’, Lottie?’

         Lottie smiled. She’d switched to Australian Siri only that morning. ‘Play my voicemail, please.’

         ‘Certainly,’ came the perky response.

         The phone had rung when she’d been parking the car outside the flat. She was late enough so she’d let it ring. Besides, she’d seen it was Patrick; and she wanted to be calm before she spoke to him again, not super stressed.37

         ‘Hello, baby,’ he began.

         The voice was dark brown. When she’d called it that, first time they met when she played for him at his audition, Patrick had bristled, like Mr Severin had just bristled when she’d pointed out his Jewishness. But they were only observations, they were true and she meant them kindly. Her former landlord – and future benefactor – was Jewish. Patrick did speak – and sing – in the voice that went with his Ghanaian blue-blood background.

         ‘How are you, baby? I’ve been missing you,’ he purred on, like the great big black panther he was and she shivered, as she always did when she heard his voice again after a while. After a month, actually, since she’d told him she’d had enough of the games – the sex games, the drug games, the sex ’n’ drugs games – that this time it really was over, this time she was done. She’d taken the letters she’d written him when he was in Los Angeles, and the three she’d written him when she was away playing with the jazz orchestra in Prague and he was back in London fucking who knows what. Taken them, and the few things she’d kept at his place in Stokey and gone back to her flat in Tufnell Park.

         The purr went on. ‘Listen, I’m sorry’ – yeah right – ‘and I want to make it up to you. So I did what you asked. I’ve invited her.’ There was a little breath of excitement. ‘Sonya that is. Remember? Her from the bar? It’s on. Tomorrow night. You in? Gi’us a call, ’kay?’

         He hung up. The Australian said, ‘That’s all your messages, Lottie. Can I do anything else for you?’

         ‘That’s it,’ she replied, overtaking and accelerating through an amber, to more horns.38

         ‘G’day, Lottie,’ he said.

         As she turned onto Prince of Wales Road, she shivered again. This time, though, she was thinking about Sonya.

         Oh, she remembered her alright.

         It was a week before she’d walked out. They’d met her at Soho House, on Greek Street. She remembered the first sighting, walking in and seeing Patrick on a barstool, this absolute stunner on the one next to him. Had to be six foot, which usually would make Lottie hate her. As pale as he was dark, with a voice that was as rich as his, though not chocolatey, more … borscht, she’d thought at the time, which didn’t do it justice. She had close-cropped auburn hair, grey eyes, cheekbones for eons – Slavic, she’d guessed, which was true since Sonya, it turned out, was from Russia. Lottie had her pegged as a model, which she sometimes was. What Sonya mainly was, though, what Patrick had established fast over his second, appropriate Moscow Mule, was an escort. As high-end as you get, he’d told Lottie in excited whispers when Sonya went off to the washroom. One thousand quid a night, more if you wanted extras. The way he’d said ‘extras’ made Lottie think, Fuck, ’ere we go.

         When Sonya had returned, Patrick had asked the question, how much would it be for the two of them? Fifteen hundred she’d said. ‘Less than usual,’ she’d added, turning to Lottie, ‘because you are so beautiful.’

         But Patrick didn’t have the money as he was between gigs, waiting to hear about a big movie. So he certainly wouldn’t have the extra he’d need for coke, an essential accompaniment since his LA venture. He tried to sweet-talk Sonya into a discount but she just patted his cheek and whispered, 39smokily, ‘You call when you have the money, sweetheart,’ then finished the sentence looking at Lottie, ‘because it will be beyond your dreams, trust me.’

         Lottie had shivered then, and she shivered for a third time now, thinking about that look. Especially as, from his message, it appeared that Patrick had scored the role in the movie, and was flush again, or would borrow against the promise of it.

         Lottie chewed at her lower lip. Though Sonya’s breathed promise had excited her, their track record on threesomes wasn’t stellar. The first time it had been boy-boy-girl and Patrick had got all territorial and hetero, even though he’d been the one who’d invited the young man back from the pub. Barely let the poor lad get a touch of her. The second time, girl-girl-boy, the other girl had freaked out and left. Which was alright by Lottie, actually. Despite the usual dormitory fumblings at Epsom College, she’d never been that into girls. Though she was reconsidering, remembering the way Sonya had looked at her.

         ‘Move your bloomin’ arse!’ she yelled, at a zebra crossing on Prince of Wales Road, where the woman driver ahead wanted to wait for every school kid on the pavement to pass in case any of them suddenly decided to dart across the road. It made her think of Patrick again, ’cos it was a line from the show where they’d met, in the road company of My Fair Lady, him a colour-blind casting choice as Freddy, her on keyboards in the pit.

         Then, they’d been all each other needed – and what a laugh it had been. Seedy digs in northern towns, thin walls, people shouting at them for all the noise they were making, 40only some of which was sex, most of which was laughter. She’d even thought, Fuck, is this it? Or is it just a road thing? But they’d laughed as much back in London. Until he got the indie gangster thing, which led to a bigger agent and the invite to Hollywood, coinciding with their two-years-but-still-not-living-together anniversary. In LA, his tastes had … broadened. She’d gone along with it all for a while. But they didn’t laugh as much and she’d finally said, last month, no more games. It wasn’t like she hadn’t given him fair warning. Those letters?

         Speaking of … where the fuck had they gone?

         No more games, she’d said. Though Sonya? She saw them, the three of them, Patrick melded into the Russian, chocolate on … no, couldn’t be borscht, that would be disgusting. Chocolate on … homemade vanilla ice cream! That was better; she’d like to watch that for a little – but not for long. Only until Sonya reached for her …

         As she drove up Haverstock Hill, she said, ‘Siri, call Patrick.’ The rings came but after three there was the click. ‘Hey! Good to hear from you. I’ll get back to you.’

         ‘Hey, P, ’s me. I am in, actually. But not at yours. Can you spring for a nice hotel? Or’ – she paused – ‘tell you what, I’m moving into a new place tomorrow. Portobello. I’ll text you the address, you text me the time.’

         There was surprisingly little traffic. After a pit stop to cash the cheque at her bank in Hampstead, she made for the alley in Belsize Village. How Dermot could afford the rent in that neighbourhood was beyond her. Though she had a clue when she saw him, staring disconsolately at the engine under the 41hood of an Aston Martin. There was a Roller in the garage behind him.

         ‘Ah, look there now. If it isn’t Princess Di.’

         She got out. ‘I need it tomorrow morning, Dermot.’

         ‘No fucking chance, lady!’

         ‘Afternoon, then?’

         ‘Still none.’

         ‘What?’ She reached into her bag. ‘Not even if I roll you one of these?’

         She stayed and smoked two with him, until he said yes. Then she walked to Swiss Cottage station to catch the Tube to Dollis Hill. She’d go to Sarah’s. A swift text and a thumbs up back and she was set. Saar always let her crash at short notice on her couch. A trawl through memories from Epsom Sixth Form over a take-out biryani and a couple of bottles of pinot grigio was a small price to pay.

         Her mind jumped again when she stepped onto the escalator, going down. Sonya, Sonya, she wondered, I wonder where are you right now? Who are you with?
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