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Chapter One: The Lobby
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The lobby of Mercer Tower smelled of floor polish and old money. Not the new kind, not the kind that came in and made noise and bought rounds. The old kind. The kind that had been here so long it had soaked into the marble and nobody remembered where it came from anymore.

Reuben Madden crossed it every weekday morning at half eight, and every weekday morning he noticed the same things. The security guard, Phil, who had a moustache like a dead caterpillar and read the Echo behind his desk. The brass letterbox on the far wall that nobody used because everything was email now. The lift doors, ornate, art deco, polished to a shine that belonged in a museum, not an office building on Water Street in the middle of Liverpool.

He noticed these things because noticing things was what Reuben did. He had done it since he was small. His mum said he was born looking over her shoulder, checking what was behind them. His dad, before he left, said he was nosy. Same trait, different framing.

Reuben was nineteen. He had turned nineteen in April, during a week of rain so relentless that the Mersey had turned the colour of milky tea and the seagulls had given up and sat in rows on the Pier Head like fat, wet mourners. He celebrated by buying himself a kebab from the place on Bold Street and eating it on the bus home to Walton, which was not glamorous but was honest, and Reuben preferred honest things.

He was a sophomore at Liverpool John Moores, studying computer science, though he told people it was computer engineering because it sounded harder and he wanted them to think he was clever. He was clever, but not in the way he wanted to be. He was clever at reading rooms. At knowing when someone was about to kick off, or cry, or leave. He was clever at silence and at waiting. These were not skills that translated well to a CV.

The summer job was his grandfather's doing.

Arthur Giordano, Reuben's maternal grandfather, was one half of Giordano and Ellefson, an interior design firm that had been operating from the thirty fourth floor of Mercer Tower since 1987. The firm had dressed the lobbies of hotels in Chester and the dining rooms of manor houses in the Wirral and, once, famously, the private quarters of a Saudi prince's yacht. That last one had got Arthur his photograph in the Financial Times, which he had framed and hung in the toilet of his house in Aigburth, because Arthur Giordano had a sense of humour about exactly one thing, and that was himself.

Arthur was seventy three. He had hands like shovels and a voice like gravel rolling in a drum. He wore the same grey cardigan every day regardless of the temperature and he drank espresso from a cup so small it looked like a toy in his grip. He had come to Liverpool from Naples in 1969 with his mother and two sisters and a suitcase held together with tape, and he had built something from nothing, and he would tell you about it at length if you let him. Which Reuben did, because he loved the old man, even when the stories went round in circles and ended up nowhere.

"You need structure," Arthur had told him in May, pointing a thick finger across the kitchen table. "You need to get up in the morning and go somewhere and do something. Not sit on your arse playing them computer games."

"I don't play computer games, Grandad."

"Whatever it is you do. You need a job. You can work for me. Filing. Errands. Whatever Sandra needs doing."

Sandra was the office manager. She was fifty one and she ran the firm with the quiet efficiency of someone who had long ago stopped expecting competence from anyone else. She gave Reuben a desk in the corner, a key card, and a list of tasks that she printed out fresh each morning in size fourteen font because she refused to use the shared digital calendar that Reuben had set up in his first week.

"That thing's a trap," she told him. "First it's calendars, then it's tracking your movements, then it's reading your thoughts. No thank you."

Reuben liked Sandra. She reminded him of his mum in some ways, the practicality, the suspicion of anything that required a password. She was good to him. She let him take long lunches and she never asked why he came back from the bank run with his cheeks flushed and his breathing slightly off.

The bank run was a twice weekly errand. Arthur, who did not trust online banking any more than Sandra trusted shared calendars, insisted that cheques be deposited in person at the Barclays on Castle Street. It was a fifteen minute walk each way, which gave Reuben half an hour of freedom in the middle of the morning, and he used it. He walked slow on the way there, looking at the buildings and the people and the sky over the river, and he walked fast on the way back because Sandra would notice if he was late and she would not say anything about it, which was worse than if she did.

This morning, the Tuesday of his ninth week, he had dawdled. There was a busker on the corner of Dale Street playing Fleetwood Mac on a battered acoustic guitar and Reuben had stopped to listen because the bloke was good, properly good, his voice cracked in the right places and his fingers moved on the frets like they had been born there. Reuben had put a quid in his case and got a nod in return, and then he had walked on, and then he had realised he was going to be late.

He ran. Not full sprint but close enough. Through the revolving doors, across the marble lobby, Phil glancing up from the Echo and back down again, past the brass letterbox and the potted ferns to the lift.

The doors were closing.

"Hold the lift!"

His voice bounced off the marble and came back to him, too loud. Phil looked up again. Reuben kept running.

A hand appeared between the doors. They shuddered and reopened.

The lift was occupied by a single person. A man, older, standing in the back corner with one hand on the button panel and the other resting lightly on the handle of a leather briefcase. He wore a suit that was the colour of dark honey, cut close to his body in a way that suggested it had been made for him and only him. His shoes were brown and polished and they matched his belt, which was thin and had a small gold buckle. His shirt was white, open at the collar, and above it sat a face that Reuben had seen before but never this close.

Strong jaw. Greying at the temples. A moustache, full and waxed to gentle points, the kind you saw in old photographs of Italian men standing by motorcycles. Eyes that were brown and steady and currently fixed on Reuben with an expression that was hard to place. Not irritation. Not patience. Something between the two.

"Thanks," Reuben said, stepping into the cab. He was breathing hard. His cheeks were hot. His trainers, still muddy from the weekend, left faint prints on the lift floor.

The doors closed behind him. The cab was small. Smaller than he'd thought, being in here with another person. The man smelled of something Reuben couldn't name, not cologne exactly, more like soap and leather and something warm underneath, like the inside of an old bookshop.

"You're welcome." The voice was low. Accented. Italian, Reuben thought, but worn smooth by years of English.

A pause. The lift hummed.

"Thirty four, please." Reuben nodded toward the panel. The man was standing in front of it and Reuben would have had to reach past him to press the button, and there was something about reaching past this man that felt like it would be trespassing.
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