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SOUTH BANK, LONDON, 2005


Eleven thirty at night, sweaty in his evening suit and shattered after a heavy night playing Rachmaninov, Mel Farran plodded out of the artists’ exit on the south side of the Royal Festival Hall. Good thing his legs didn’t need telling the way to Waterloo station and the tube. He’d done it a thousand times. Rachmaninov was said to be the ultimate romantic – miserable old git. The six-foot scowl, as Stravinsky called him, had been a pianist through and through. He worked the string section like galley slaves to show off the joanna man, and Mel Farran was a viola player, so thank you, Sergei. 


The moon was up, spreading the shadow of Hungerford Bridge across the paved square called Beacon Market Place.


He was forced to stop. A young woman was blocking his path, one of those situations where each takes a sideways step the same way. It happened twice and they were still face to face. 


She said, ‘Do you mind?’


Mel took it as a statement of annoyance. He was annoyed, too, wanting to move on, but what’s to be gained from complaining?


Then she surprised him by saying, ‘Please.’


How dense am I, he thought, not realising she always intended to stop me. Something glossy and flimsy was being waved under his nose. The concert programme. She was holding a pen in the other hand.


Mel forced himself out of his stupor. She wants my autograph, for God’s sake. She can’t have confused me with the pianist, else why does she think I’m carrying an instrument case?


Quick impression: she was the typical music student, bright-eyed, intense, dark hair in a bunch tied with red velvet. It wasn’t that long since Mel had gone through college himself, passionate about all things musical. He’d queued through the night for the proms, cut back on cigarettes to buy the latest Nigel Kennedy, busked in Covent Garden to pay for a trip to Bayreuth. But he’d never understood the point of collecting autographs, still less the autographs of mere orchestra members.


She pleaded with her eyes. Almond eyes. Nothing remarkable in that. Every college has a large quota of students from the Far East.


He succumbed. ‘Are you sure it’s me you want?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘I’m only one of the orchestra.’


‘Principal viola. You were wonderful.’


‘Get away.’


‘Truly.’


Well.


Maybe I was, he told himself, and his self-esteem got a lift. I’m good at what I do and some people appreciate my playing, even when ninety-nine per cent are there to hear the pianist. This well-informed young lady knows who I am, so I’d better sign and be on my way.


He tucked the fiddle under his arm to free his hands. ‘Where are you from?’


‘Tokyo. Have you been there?’


He shook his head. ‘One day, maybe. Just my signature?’


‘Whatever you want to write.’


That was a facer. At the end of a long concert he couldn’t think of two words together. ‘May I make it personal and put your name?’


Instead of the gasp of pleasure he was expecting, she curled her lip.


He was thrown. Had he said something wrong?


She gave a laugh – a throaty, mocking laugh, meant to hurt – and took a step back. ‘You don’t know who I am, dumbo.’


At the same time Mel felt a sharp, strong tug from behind. He flexed his arm. Too late. His viola had been snatched.


He swung round in time to see a young guy on a bike in baseball cap, T-shirt and jeans pedalling away across the square. He was riding one-handed with Mel’s instrument case in his free hand. It was a set-up. He must have sneaked up behind while Mel – shit-for-brains – was being soft-soaped by the girl. He’d been mugged.


Life was unthinkable without that viola. It wasn’t a Strad. It was not particularly valuable, not even old in instrument-making terms, but it was Mel’s voice, his art, his constant companion, his living. You’d need to be a professional musician to understand how he felt.


Hell, he decided, I won’t allow this.


He was no athlete, but he started running. Later he realised he should have chased the girl, who was clearly the accomplice. She would have been easier to catch than a bloke on a bike. Instead, all of Mel’s focus was on his viola and the thief himself, fast escaping along the side of the Festival Hall.


The concert audience had long since dispersed. At that time of night people were keen to get away. The great palaces of culture along the South Bank are locked, impenetrable, but all around – for those who know – are places of refuge, arches, stairwells and underpasses. The whole area becomes a haven for dossers and derelicts. 


Mel doubted that the thief was a down-and-out. For one thing, he’d grabbed the fiddle, not his wallet. For another, he was working with the girl, who looked and sounded Royal College of Music. And he was on an expensive-looking bike.


Spurred by a degree of anger he didn’t know he possessed, Mel kept up the chase. The thief was faster, but one thing was in Mel’s favour: they’d turned left towards the Thames and he couldn’t cycle across.


No use shouting. There wasn’t anyone else in sight. Taking increasingly shallow gasps, Mel sprinted the length of the building as well as he could, resolved to get the thief in sight again. He turned the corner by the main entrance, already in darkness.


The guy was there, up ahead.


Mel’s legs were heavier with each stride and a band of pain was tightening across his chest. He was slowing, for all his strength of will. The buildings were a blur when he started. Now he could see them clearly.


But the thief would have a problem. The riverside walkway was at a higher level and a set of about a dozen steps formed a barrier ahead of him. He’d need to dismount. It wouldn’t be easy carrying both bike and viola up there.


Mel urged himself into another spurt.


He was running in the space between the front of the Festival Hall and the side of the Queen Elizabeth Hall. No one was around to help. It’s me and him, Mel thought. If I keep going I may catch up before he gets up those steps.


The guy’s head turned, checking, Mel guessed, whether he was still in pursuit.


Then he surprised Mel by veering to the right just before the steps, straight towards the QEH. What was he doing? Mel had been assuming the high wall was solid concrete like the rest of the building. 


He appeared to cycle straight through and vanish.


Disbelieving, in despair, at the limit of his strength, Mel staggered along the remaining stretch and discovered how it had been done. There was a hidden ramp just before the steps, obviously meant for wheelchair access. The thief must have skimmed up there without breaking sweat. 


Suddenly he was back in view on the walkway, pedalling across Mel’s line of vision as if to mock him. But he stopped just to the right of the gated entrance to the Festival Pier, still astride the bike, with his feet on the ground.


He was up against the railing by the water’s edge. He swung the viola case back to get momentum. Jesus Christ, Mel thought, he’s about to throw it over.


‘No!’ he yelled. ‘For God’s sake, no.’


He was powerless to stop it. The thief couldn’t hear him this far off. 


There was a freeze-frame moment as if he was having second thoughts. Then Mel’s precious fiddle was hurled over the edge.


Water is the worst enemy. No stringed instrument will survive immersion. The canvas case wasn’t waterproof. It would fill with filthy water. Whether it floated or got dragged down was immaterial.


To Mel, what had just happened was akin to murder. Anyone who has listened to music, who has heard a violin or a viola sing, must know it has life. It’s a unique individual with the power to speak directly to the soul, to calm, heal, inspire, uplift the spirit in ways beyond man’s capability. Mel would defy anyone not to respond to the purity of legato bowing, the eloquence of the flowing tone. Each instrument has its own voice. 


He’d stopped running. His muscles were refusing to function, his brain spinning between disbelief and panic. 


Why? What malice drives anyone to such an act?


‘Bastard!’


Already the cyclist was moving off left. And now Mel saw he’d get clean away, under the bridge and past the London Eye. All day there is a queue outside the huge observation wheel. But the place closed at nine thirty. Nobody would be there to stop him at this hour. 


In reality his attention wasn’t on the thief any longer. He could go. Mel wasn’t thinking about justice or revenge. He wanted the impossible: to put the last five minutes into reverse and undo what had happened. Real life isn’t like that.


He’d got the shakes now. The shock was consuming him.


He knew he should mount the steps and look over the edge. It was too late to leap over and recover the poor, damaged thing. The only reason for jumping would be suicide. He was almost of a mind to do it.


He forced himself upwards, stiff-legged, still shaking, right up to the railing, and peered over. It was too far down and too dark to spot anything floating there. All the filth of the river spreads to the banks like scum in a sink. The black water caught some ripples of reflected light from the ornate globe lamp-stand and that was all.


Out in the middle there were lights. A small vessel was chugging past the pier towards Waterloo Bridge. A police launch? No such luck. It was more like a powerboat moving sedately because of the conditions. Too far out to hail.


He heard water slurping against the embankment wall below him. The boat’s backwash had reached there. He stared down and saw nothing.


Hours later, in his flat, he drank coffee and replayed the scene in his mind. He’d recalled it already for the police, given them such descriptions as he could – the Japanese girl with the red scrunch, the guy on the bike, and his poor, benighted instrument. The constable taking the statement hadn’t understood his desolation. He hadn’t even promised to pursue the thieves. ‘Look at it from our point of view,’ he’d said. ‘Where would we start? I don’t suppose they’ll try it with anyone else.’


Obviously they had conspired to rob Mel and it wasn’t an opportunist crime. There had been planning behind it. But what was the reason? Surely not malice alone? They don’t know Mel, so why should they hate him? There was no profit in it. A good, much valued instrument was destroyed and his livelihood put at risk. They couldn’t know if he had other violas.


Senseless.


Or was it? His memory retrieved an image, the powerboat he’d noticed out in the middle of the river. Could it have come close enough for someone aboard to catch the viola as it was slung over the railing? This would provide a cruel logic to what had happened, a well organised plan to rob him.


Now that the finality of his loss had come home to him, he was discovering dark places in his psyche that he didn’t know existed. He believed he could kill those two if he met them again.


Would he recognise the girl? He thought so. The light hadn’t been good, but he’d seen her up close. He could remember the eyes wide in appeal when they’d first met, catching the light of the streetlamps, yet shot with scorn when she was sure he’d been suckered. He had a clear, raw memory of how her mouth had opened to mock him and most of all he could hear the cruel glissando of her laughter. Was he right in thinking she had been a music student? If so, the mugging was even harder to understand.


Of her partner in crime he could recall only the clothes. He hadn’t once seen his face.


Did it matter any more? Did he want to hunt them down? He could search the common rooms of all the music colleges in London and maybe find them, but he wouldn’t get his viola back.


Anger didn’t begin to describe his state of mind.
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VIENNA, 2012


‘How much longer does it last?’ Paloma Kean asked Peter Diamond.


‘Aren’t you enjoying it?’


‘I’m trying not to breathe.’


Diamond felt in his pocket and produced a tube of peppermints. ‘The man who thinks of everything.’


‘Thanks, but an oxygen mask would be better.’


There are days when the Vienna sewer tour is more odorous than others. Wise tourists take note of the humidity before booking. Diamond and Paloma, on their weekend city break, had no choice, Saturday afternoon or nothing. It happened that this Saturday in July was warm, with a thunderstorm threatening. Even Diamond had noticed that the smell was not Chanel No. 5.


‘After this, you’ll appreciate the Ferris wheel,’ he told her.


She was silent. She’d brought this on herself when reminding him that his favourite film, The Third Man, was set in Vienna. At the time, she’d congratulated herself for thinking of it. Otherwise they wouldn’t have been here.


The adventure had begun back in April with a scratch card she had found on the floor of his car. Diamond hadn’t bothered to check it. He’d said they were giving them away at the petrol station.


She’d revealed three matching symbols and told him he was a winner. 


‘Everyone is.’ 


She had insisted on phoning the number on the back of the card. 


Deeply sceptical, Diamond had told her, ‘That’s how they make their money.’


But it had turned out that he really had won a weekend break for two in a city of his choice: Paris, Amsterdam or Vienna. True to form, he’d dismissed Europe’s historic capitals with a dogmatic, ‘I don’t do abroad.’


‘Come on,’ Paloma had said. ‘Lighten up, Peter. This could be so romantic.’


‘I’m too busy at work.’ Work for Diamond was heading the CID section at Bath police station. There were always matters to be investigated.


Then Paloma had remembered The Third Man and whistled the Harry Lime Theme.


‘What did you say those cities were?’ he’d said, looking up.


And here they were trudging through a reeking sewer with a bunch of elderly tourists carrying flashlights. At intervals everyone stopped to be shown a clip of the film projected on to the brick wall opposite. Paloma could see Diamond’s lips move silently in sync with the soundtrack. ‘It’s the main sewer. Runs right into the blue Danube.’ So obviously was he relishing the experience that it would have been churlish to complain.


The day had started agreeably enough in the Café Mozart, another of the film locations. The coffee and Sachertorte were expensive, even for a couple used to Bath prices, but Diamond had basked in the ambience and said the experience was worth every Euro, and talked about Graham Greene being a regular there in 1947 when he was researching the story. From there they’d moved on to a side street off the Naschmarkt and he’d stressed how fortunate they were to be here on a Saturday, the only day of the week the Third Man Museum opened. Displayed along with countless stills and posters was the actual zither Anton Karas had used to play the haunting theme. You could select from four hundred cover versions of the tune. Paloma had left the place with a headache that Diamond said was surely something to do with the weather. A short walk had brought them to Esperantopark and the brick-built spiral staircase down to the oldest part of Vienna’s sewer system. Proceedings underground had begun with a film explaining how the cholera epidemic of 1830 had made a better sanitation system necessary. Then, after warnings to watch their footing, the guide had led them into the glistening brick-lined drains.


Atmospheric? Paloma couldn’t argue with that. She just wished every film clip wasn’t punctuated with another head-numbing burst of the zither music.


‘Are you enjoying this?’ she asked Diamond in the faint hope that he’d had enough.


‘Brilliant.’


There was no opting out. This was not the best place to get lost if she tried returning to the stairs.


‘How’s your head now?’ Diamond asked.


‘About the same.’


‘I think I should warn you that at the end of the tour a man dressed as Harry Lime steps out and fires a gun at us.’


‘I can’t wait.’


That evening at the Prater they rode the Riesenrad, the giant Ferris wheel that had featured in the film. The worst of the clouds had rolled away to the south and Paloma’s headache had departed with them. She was actually enjoying the ride in the rickety old cabin. They were definitely cabins and not pods or capsules. Each was a little room like a railway compartment with a curved roof and windows. They shared theirs with an elderly man in a brown Tyrolean hat with a feather trim who was at the far end surveying the view with a benign smile. Below, ribbons of light stretched to infinity. The wheel itself periodically flashed silver and gold.


‘I don’t really mind hearing it again,’ she told Diamond with a smile.


‘What’s that?’


‘The Harry Lime speech about Switzerland, five hundred years of brotherly love, democracy and peace producing the cuckoo clock.’


‘I was going to spare you that. It wasn’t in the original script, you know.’


‘You tell me that each time.’


‘Orson Welles—’


‘That, too.’


He placed a hand over hers. ‘You’ve shown the patience of a saint all day.’


‘If I’m honest, I haven’t been feeling that way,’ she said. ‘But I can see how much it means to you, reliving the film.’


‘The old black and white movies have got it for me.’


‘I know. Giant shadows, sudden shafts of light.’


He took a deep, appreciative breath. ‘Like the night scene when Lime appears in the doorway.’


‘With a blast of zither music just in case anyone in the cinema isn’t paying attention.’


‘Er, yes. Well, it is called the Harry Lime Theme.’


‘And you grew up with it.’


He baulked at that. ‘The film was released before I was born. Orson Welles was old enough to have been my grandfather.’


‘Sorry.’


‘But that scene gets to me every time.’


‘Strange.’


He frowned. ‘Why do you say that?’


‘Harry Lime was the villain, selling adulterated penicillin. You’re supposed to be on the opposite side. You should identify with the Joseph Cotten character.’


‘But Welles had all the charisma. The film is clever, playing with your loyalties.’


She tried to see it from his point of view. ‘I suppose as a policeman you have to get inside the minds of bad people.’


‘Sometimes – but you aren’t supposed to admire them. Each time I see it, I really want him to stay at liberty. And today we walked in his footsteps.’


‘With great care, watching where we trod,’ Paloma said.


There was a movement at the far end of the cabin. The elderly man turned from the window and raised his hat. He may even have clicked his heels. ‘Excuse me. I heard what you said. You were talking about the sewers, am I right?’


‘You are,’ Paloma said. ‘We did the tour this afternoon.’


‘It wasn’t Orson Welles.’


There was an awkward silence.


‘Believe me, it was,’ Diamond told him. ‘I’ve seen that film more times than I care to count.’


‘Mr Welles took one look and refused to work in such a place,’ the old man said.


Diamond was speechless, shaking his head.


‘Most of the scenes featuring him were filmed with a double, or in Shepperton studio in England.’ The old man seemed to know what he was talking about.


Paloma laughed. ‘Do you mean we traipsed through all those dreadful-smelling tunnels for no reason at all?’


‘I wouldn’t say that,’ the old man said. ‘They did hours of filming down there, but little, if any, with Orson Welles.’


‘Why not?’


‘He was being difficult at the time, playing – what is the expression? – hard to get. He had an agreement with Mr Korda, the producer, to star in three films, but nothing much had come of it and he was annoyed. This was only a cameo role. He is on screen for less than ten minutes of the entire film. I believe he was taken down to the sewer once to see a place where water cascaded from one of the ducts. Harry Lime was supposed to run underneath and get drips running down his face. Welles absolutely refused.’


‘You seem to know a lot about it.’


‘I’m a Viennese. It’s part of our city history.’


‘So they built a studio mock-up of the sewer?’ Paloma said, and she seemed to be leading him on.


‘That is my understanding.’


Determined not to have his day spoilt, Diamond rubbed his hands and said with conviction, ‘Well, at least Orson Welles did what we’re doing now – rode the Ferris wheel.’


The old man turned and looked out of the window again. ‘Have you heard of back projection? Look carefully next time you watch the film.’


Back in their hotel room, Paloma saw how deflated Diamond was and said, ‘We’ve only got his word for it.’


‘He seemed to know what he was talking about. I did read once that they shot parts of the film at Shepperton.’


‘Bits, I expect. It was the way they worked. It’s still a classic.’


‘You’re right about that.’


‘Silly old man. I bet he rides the damn Ferris wheel for hours on end lying in wait for fans like us.’


‘Do you think so?’


‘Destroying people’s illusions – that’s his game. Don’t let him ruin our day, Peter. We did the tour. We visited the right places. You’ll spot them next time you see the film.’


He was grateful for her words. Paloma was a terrific support. She knew how his pleasure in the day had been undermined. And the weekend hadn’t offered much for her to enjoy. He’d been planning to fit in a visit to another of the film locations – the cemetery – next morning and now he changed his mind. ‘I’m going to suggest we do something different tomorrow. Our flight home isn’t until the evening. Let’s make it your day. How would you like to spend it?’


She took off her shoes and flopped back on the bed, hands clasped behind her head. ‘That’s a lovely suggestion. Let me give it serious thought.’


‘There’s some wine left. I’ll pour you a drink while you decide.’


‘Now you’re talking.’


But when he returned from the bathroom with the two glasses, Paloma’s eyes were closed and she was breathing evenly. It had been an exhausting day.


Over coffee next morning in a small shop near the hotel with a display of irresistible fruit tarts, they debated how to spend their last hours in Vienna. ‘Knowing you,’ she said, ‘and I don’t mean to sound offensive, you may not be too thrilled about this. So many great musicians lived and composed their masterpieces here. Could we find Beethoven’s house?’


‘Why not?’ he said, doing his best to sound enthusiastic. ‘Where is it?’


They opened their map and asked the waitress, but she didn’t seem to understand.


‘We need a phrasebook,’ Diamond muttered.


From behind them a voice said, ‘If it’s Beethoven’s house you want, you have about forty to choose from in Vienna. He was constantly on the move.’


‘Excuse me?’ Diamond turned in his chair, peeved that somebody had been eavesdropping.


The speaker wasn’t the old man from the Ferris wheel, but he could have been his brother. He had the same gnomish look and a voice like a scraper stripping wallpaper. Probably a Tyrolean hat was tucked under the table on one of the other chairs.


‘There are two of any note,’ the man went on. ‘The first is the Beethoven Memorial House, but you are too late for that. It is closed this month. The other is the Pasqualati House where he composed his fourth, fifth and sixth symphonies and the opera Fidelio.’


‘That’ll do us,’ Diamond said. ‘Is it open?’


‘I believe so.’


‘Where exactly is it?’


‘Before you dash off, I think I should inform you that Beethoven didn’t actually live there.’


‘I thought you said he did.’


‘The rooms open to visitors are furnished to look as if Beethoven was the tenant, but in reality his home was in the adjacent flat – which is privately owned and not open to the public.’


It was like being told Orson Welles hadn’t run through the sewers.


‘I give up,’ Diamond said. ‘Where do we go to see something authentic in this city?’


‘Some of the exhibits are authentic. The salt and pepper pots unquestionably belonged to Beethoven.’


‘Big deal,’ Diamond murmured to Paloma.


‘You asked where it is,’ the old man said. ‘You’ll find it west of Freyung. This is an old part of the city. You go up a cobbled lane called Schreyvogelgasse to the Mölker Bastei and the Pasqualati House is there. I’ll show you.’


‘Is it worth it?’ Diamond asked Paloma, but she had already passed their map across.


‘Here.’ A bony finger pinned down the map. ‘At the western margin of the Innere Stadt.’


‘Some way off, then,’ Diamond said. ‘Maybe we should choose another composer’s house.’


‘This is Schreyvogelgasse. As you pass along, you may wish to glance at number eight. The doorway is famous. It’s where Harry Lime first appears in that film, The Third Man.’


Diamond’s eyes widened.


‘It looks as if we’ll be going there after all,’ Paloma said. 


In the taxi, Diamond said, ‘I’m beginning to understand. They post little old men all over the city to bring innocent tourists down to earth with a bump.’


‘He was trying to be helpful.’


‘So was the guy on the Ferris wheel. There are some things I’d rather not be helped with.’


‘That’s rich – from a professional detective.’


‘A secret romantic.’


Her eyebrows popped up.


In the cobbled street she told him to stand in the doorway of number eight for a photo.


‘I can’t. It’s so cheesy.’


‘But you want to.’


He didn’t need any more persuading. He took up the pose, even giving his straw hat a rakish tilt.


The Beethoven house pleased Paloma. There was a good atmosphere and enough genuine relics to make the old man’s criticisms unimportant. ‘To think Fidelio was created here,’ she said.


‘Next door.’


‘It doesn’t seem to matter any more. Are you impressed? I’m sure I can feel his presence.’


‘It’s not my strongest suit, classical music,’ he admitted.


‘What is, apart from the Harry Lime Theme?’


‘Queen’s greatest hits, I suppose.’


‘I can see I’ll have to work on you.’


‘You can try. It’s still your day. How shall we spend our last couple of hours here?’


‘Let’s take a look at the Danube. Is it really blue? We haven’t seen it by daylight.’


The nearest bridge wasn’t far from their hotel. They packed, cleared their room, left the cases in a storeroom and strolled down Schwedenplatz.


‘You’re not going to believe this,’ Diamond said, studying the map. ‘It isn’t actually the Danube.’


‘Get away.’


‘It’s the Danube canal. The river is way off to the north-east.’


‘Second best as usual, then.’ 


Blue the water was, under a clear sky. They walked to the centre of the bridge and watched the shipping gliding underneath. A breeze ruffled Paloma’s hair.


‘This has been a treat,’ she said, linking her arm with his.


‘All of it?’


‘Every minute, now I look back. We got you out of the CID room for a whole weekend. Go on, admit it, you needed the break.’


‘It’s done me good,’ he said.


‘And all because of that scratch card. Next time we shouldn’t rely on a piece of luck. I’ll try persuading you to look at a travel brochure.’


‘Don’t push it.’


With more time in hand they bought ice creams and took a walk along the embankment.


‘Look, someone’s dropped some flowers,’ Paloma said as they approached a point where some steps led down to a mooring. A bunch of pinkish-white flowers wrapped in paper was lying on the pavement. When they got closer, they saw more flowers pressed into the lattice mouldings in the wall. Most were dead carnations. ‘It must have fallen out.’ She stooped to lodge the fresh flowers back into a space in the stonework. They were star-shaped with long, yellow-tipped stamens. ‘The scent is powerful. Must be some type of lily. The place has been made into a little shrine. Do you think someone drowned here?’


‘Hard to say,’ he said, wanting to lighten the mood. ‘Where are the little old men of Vienna when we need one?’


‘There’s a card with one of these dead bunches, some kind of message. But it isn’t in German. I think it’s Japanese.’ 
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ACTON, WEST LONDON, 2012


Temptation arrives in many forms. For Mel, it was cued by the opening notes of Beethoven’s Fifth, the ringtone on his phone.


‘Yes?’


‘Mr Farran, the viola player?’ A male voice, educated, middle-aged and as imperious as Sir Thomas Beecham’s in rehearsal.


‘That’s me.’


‘Do you have a moment?’


‘Depends. Are you selling something?’


‘Certainly not. This is a serious call.’


A rap over the knuckles. Mel should have cut the call immediately and saved himself from the wrecking ball that was swinging his way.


‘Who are you?’ he asked.


‘That’s immaterial at this juncture. Call me Ivan, if you wish. I have a proposal massively to your advantage.’


‘You are trying to sell something.’


‘Pay attention, please. This is about your professional career.’


‘As a musician?’


‘Naturally.’


‘A gig?’


A pause. Ivan was plainly unhappy with the expression and considering whether to hang up. ‘More than that, much more – if you’re prepared to cooperate. But this is too important to discuss over the phone. Are you free tomorrow evening?’


‘Free for what?’


‘For a drink and a chance to discuss the opportunity. I’ll send a car at seven thirty.’


‘You know where I live?’


‘This isn’t spur of the moment, Mr Farran. I’ve heard you play, or I wouldn’t be bothering.’


Let’s admit it – flattery is a sure-fire persuader. ‘Where are we having this drink?’


‘At my club. There’s a dress code, by the way. Lounge suit and tie. You do possess a suit?’


Irritated by the patronising tone, sceptical, yet intrigued, Mel switched off and pocketed the phone. In truth, he was in no position to turn down the invitation. A life in classical music is precarious. His income from orchestral work and teaching was barely a living wage. Yet he was good at what he did. He’d been gifted with perfect pitch and a mother hooked on Mozart. Handed a miniature violin at an age when other kids were learning to tie their shoelaces, he’d mastered the basics within days. He was taught by an elderly Polish maestro and within a year on his advice switched to a miniature viola. Really. They do exist. Violists, the maestro told him, were always in demand, whereas there was a glut of violinists. The old man had been right – to a degree. Mel had never gone for long without ensemble work. He’d survived. However, there wasn’t much prospect of advancement. Solo opportunities with the viola were rare. If he’d excelled at the violin – as everyone suggested he could have done – the repertoire is huge and he could have toughed it out with the army of East Asian players who came along at that time. No use complaining now. He could play both instruments to a good level, but it was the viola he was known for. He’d trained at the Royal College and filled in with some of the great orchestras of Europe. Violists are an endangered species. If he’d known just how endangered he wouldn’t have listened to Ivan. But he was an innocent. At twenty-nine, he needed an opportunity and this promised to be it.


Single, hetero, not bad looking, he was originally from Beaconsfield and currently living in a poky first-floor flat in Acton, West London. Fingis Street had never seen the like of the gleaming black limo that drew up outside at seven thirty. Good thing he didn’t keep it waiting or the local youths would have unscrewed the Mercedes logo in seconds and scraped a coin along the bodywork to see if it was real.


He was wearing an almost new pinstripe suit from Oxfam. You can bet the original owner had died, but you can’t get fussed about stuff like that when you’re skint and need to look respectable. All of his work clothes, evening suits, dress shirts and bow ties, black and white, also came from charity shops. Bargains, every one.


‘Where exactly are we going?’ he asked the driver.


‘Clubland, sir. St James’s.’


‘Which club?’


‘I was told it’s confidential.’


‘Well, I’m being driven there, so I’m going to find out.’


‘And I have my orders, sir.’


Mel didn’t press him. If Ivan wanted to make a cloak-and-dagger occasion out of the meeting, let it be, he told himself to calm his nerves. He hoped this wouldn’t turn out to be a huge let-down.


For all the man-about-town bluster, Mel couldn’t say he was familiar with the St James’s area of London. He’d never set foot in a gentlemen’s club, and when they drew up outside a set of white steps to a shiny black door with brass fittings, he forgot to look for the name.


The doorman had his instructions and waved Mel through when he said who he was. Carpeted entrance hall, grand staircase and oil paintings in gold frames. Mel couldn’t say who painted them, except it wasn’t Andy Warhol or Francis Bacon. A short, bald man appeared from behind a potted fern and extended his hand. The grip was firm, as if they were old chums.


‘So glad you came. There’s an anteroom we can have to ourselves. Have you eaten?’


‘Yes,’ Mel lied, not wanting to be treated to a meal before he knew what this was about.


‘In that case, cognac should go down well. Agreed?’


A beer would have been more to Mel’s liking, but he didn’t have the neck to ask for one. A club servant was sent for the cognac.


Bound copies of Punch lined the anteroom. Laughs all round.


‘I still don’t know your surname,’ Mel said when they were seated in leather armchairs either side of a marble fireplace big enough to park a car in.


‘Better you don’t unless and until we come to an agreement,’ his host said. ‘You will have guessed I, too, am a musician. Violin. You’ve heard me play.’


‘Have I?’


‘Possibly in the concert hall and certainly on disc.’


What do you say to that? If the guy was a soloist, Mel didn’t recognise him. He could think of dozens he’d heard in the last eight years.


‘In a well-known string quartet,’ he added.


‘Ah. Am I supposed to guess which?’


‘No.’ 


Be mysterious, Mel thought. See if I care. The cognac arrived in a cut-glass decanter and was poured into balloon glasses. Ivan waited for the flunkey to leave the room.


‘There could be a vacancy in the quartet,’ Ivan said.


‘Could be?’


‘Is.’


‘For a violist? And you have me in mind?’


‘In mind is a good way of putting it.’


Mel waited, but nothing else followed. ‘Is this an offer?’


‘Not yet. The others will have a say.’


‘Are they coming here to join us?’


‘No.’


‘Who are they?’


‘That’s not for me to say.’


All this stonewalling was hard to take. Ivan had issued the invitation. He should have been selling the deal. Instead he was swirling the brandy in the glass as if he was reading tea-leaves.


At last, he said, ‘It’s not straightforward.’


‘That’s getting obvious,’ Mel said. 


‘The others don’t know I’ve approached you. I believe I can persuade them. We play as a unit, but we’re all individuals, which is our strength. A quartet of yes-men would never make fine music. Playing in a quartet is all about dialogue, distinct voices that respond to each other, but not passively. There’s question and answer in musical terms, sharp debate, argument even. It isn’t all resolution and harmony.’


Mel felt like saying he wasn’t a total beginner. He’d played in quartets. ‘You said they don’t know about me. What if they don’t approve?’


‘I would expect to persuade them – if I’m persuaded myself.’


‘You said on the phone you’ve heard me play.’


‘But can you commit?’


‘Commit what – murder?’ A cheap remark. Something had to be said to lighten the mood.


Ivan didn’t smile. ‘Commit to a trial period of, say, a year? It would mean total loyalty to the quartet, rehearsals, business meetings, performances, recordings and touring.’


‘I’d need to know more.’


‘In particular?’


‘Who am I replacing?’


‘That I can’t say.’


‘Has he retired – or have you given him the elbow?’


‘Neither.’


‘Died?’


Silence.


‘He’s still playing? You’re plotting to dump him and he doesn’t know?’


A shake of the head. ‘We’re professionals, Mr Farran. We have our disagreements, but we’re not like that.’


‘Speaking of the professional part, how much would I expect to earn? I need to live.’


‘Enough for that, and more. We divide all the income equally and that includes our manager. As a new member, you’d take home precisely the same as the rest of us. Not as much as a bank executive earns, but better than you’re used to getting.’


‘How much approximately?’


‘Just under six figures in a good year.’


Yoiks. This was the first thing Mel had heard that he liked. ‘At some point soon, you’ll have to come clean about who you are, the name of the quartet. If you’re earning that money, you must be famous.’


‘The fame is immaterial. You’re single, yes?’


‘I am.’


‘So touring shouldn’t be a problem?’


‘I guess not.’


‘We don’t live in each other’s pockets. There’s no sharing of rooms, no forced mingling. All we would insist on is that you are there for rehearsals and concerts. If we take on a residency, as we may, that can involve some teaching. Are you comfortable with that?’


‘I’ve done some. I’d still want to meet the others before deciding.’


‘Naturally – and they will insist on meeting you.’


‘So will it be arranged?’


Ivan hesitated. ‘Possibly. In the fullness of time.’


The ‘fullness of time’ was presumably how long it would take to dump the current violist, Mel mused, wondering what the unfortunate musician had done wrong. Difficult to feel comfortable about this set-up, but he was willing to stretch a point for a hundred grand a year.


Nothing more of substance was said and he left soon after. It was clearly a ‘don’t call us’ situation.


Three weeks went by before he was contacted again. He was on the sundeck of a riverboat on the Thames playing in a string trio for someone’s wedding. This kind of gig was a steady source of income and he didn’t think of it as slumming, as some musicians did. The repertoire was undemanding, but the pieces were popular for a reason. Most were from the shows and it was no hardship to play Gershwin and Bernstein along with others who had written damn good tunes and never aspired to the concert hall. In a mid-session break for drinks Mel was cradling a tankard and leaning on the rail watching ducks and moorhens taking refuge in the reeds along the river bank when a nudge from behind almost sloshed the beer out of his glass.


‘Careful, chuck. You don’t want to wet your Strad.’


He turned and found himself staring into a cleavage threatening to give him vertigo. He’d noticed this large wedding guest in a lyre-shaped fascinator hat and a wispy, low-cut yellow dress whooping it up with several of the men. The hearty shove in his back had come from her and here she was telling him to be careful.


This lady’s had a few, he told himself. People do at weddings. Keep in the spirit of the occasion. ‘If this is a Strad,’ he said, ‘I’m putting it up for sale. What’s your best offer?’


‘My body,’ she said, ‘and there’s plenty of that, but on closer inspection it looks like a Chinese imitation. The viola, I mean, not me. I withdraw the offer. You’re Mel Farran, right?’


Caught by surprise, he said, ‘I am.’


She drew back a fraction, allowing him to get a wider focus on her physique. She was exceptionally large in all areas. Under the rake of the hat, blonde curls in profusion surrounded a face that was both pretty and pudgy. ‘I came specially to see you. I’m the cellist in the quartet you could be joining.’


He took a moment to absorb this. ‘Really? Which quartet is that?’


She wagged her finger. ‘I may look decks-awash, buster, but you won’t catch me as easily as that. I’m more sober than you think and that’s restricted information.’


‘Are you allowed to tell me who you are?’


‘I’ve told everyone else, so I might as well tell you. I’m Cat – known for obvious reasons as Cat with Kitties. Rhyming slang.’


Difficult to follow that. Mel summoned a faint grin.


Cat continued blithely, ‘You look the part, anyway, and apparently you can play a bit. Have you ever tried the cello?’


‘I know enough not to stick it under my chin.’


‘Don’t get modest with me. I bet you can play, and I could play yours if you’ll pardon the expression. At a pinch I can stand in for anyone.’


‘Useful.’


‘In the quartet we back each other up.’


‘Does that mean you get someone else to carry your cello?’


She laughed and everything wobbled. ‘Now you’re talking, kiddo. If that’s a genuine offer, you could have just sealed your place in the famous foursome. Mind if I handle your instrument?’


She had the knack of giving an innuendo to everything, and she had already picked up his viola.


Mel handed the bow across. Cat gripped the fiddle in a way that showed she was no beginner, tucked the chin-rest into her flesh and played a few bars of Elgar’s ‘Salut d’Amour’, inescapable at events like this.


‘Would I get by?’


‘You know you would.’ 


With a sure touch, she segued to the opening solo chords of the Telemann Viola Concerto. Much more demanding.


‘You don’t need me in your quartet,’ Mel said.


‘I’m a smart gal, but there’s a problem. I haven’t yet learned how to play my cello whilst holding the viola.’ In yet another smooth change of styles she knocked out some bars from one of the numbers the trio had performed, ‘Those Were The Days’, and did it with gusto. ‘Tell you what. Why don’t you get yourself another drink and I’ll sit in for you? The others won’t mind.’


They didn’t. She delighted everyone, including Mel’s colleagues in the trio, not merely coping with the music, but giving it some welly.


Mel looked on in awe from behind a cluster of guests bobbing to the beat. He was amazed that this boisterous woman belonged to the same quartet as the po-faced Ivan. How on earth did the pair of them relate to each other? Ivan had said something about the members all being individuals, but these two came from different planets. Perhaps the playful Cat was needed as a counter-balance to Ivan’s navel-gazing. Mel was in no doubt which of the two he’d rather have for company. What could the others be like? As yet he couldn’t picture a rehearsal. String quartets were sometimes known as the ‘music of friends’. His own experiences of ensemble playing told him this could be a long way from the truth, but there was an understanding that discussions must take place and agreement reached on fine points as well as the major issues of interpretation.


He still had no clue as to which quartet they were. He knew of many and had played in some. This wasn’t to say he was an expert. String quartets were legion, a surprising number top notch, plenty whose best hope was to get through a concert without people leaving, a humble majority who confined themselves to weddings like this and a few who were just abysmal. The high-flyers literally jetted around the world delighting audiences in distant places, so it was understandable that he’d not heard Cat in concert. He was sure he’d have noticed her.


They’d reached the end of a rendering of ‘Moon River’ that she’d embellished with trills the trio hadn’t heard before, all in waltz time, and now she waved the bow for Mel to take over. ‘Melly, my dear, I haven’t had my second slice of wedding cake. I’m through playing.’


She was given a round of applause and blew kisses to the audience. While changing places with Mel she said with a wink, ‘See more of you soon, eh?’


‘So I may be in with a chance?’


‘Don’t push it, ducky. We only met an hour ago.’


‘I meant the quartet.’


‘Oh, that. Better wait and see. Is this your best instrument?’


‘I do have another I keep for concert work.’


‘That’s a relief. This one isn’t fit to use as a doorstop. Promise me you won’t show it to any of the others.’ 


He wasn’t going to miss an opening like that. ‘I only show mine to girls, really lucky girls.’


‘Well, it didn’t get my juices going, honey. Keep it hidden.’


‘Does anyone else need to vet me?’


‘You bet.’ She blew a kiss. ‘Thanks for today. Wild.’


He didn’t see her again that afternoon. At the end of the river trip, when they were packing up, one of the ushers asked him who the woman in yellow had been.


‘That was Cat,’ Mel said.


‘Your girlfriend?’


‘D’you mind? We only met today.’


‘The reason I asked,’ the usher said, ‘is that no one seems to know who invited her. The bride’s people thought she was one of the groom’s family and the groom thought she was on the bride’s side. We decided in the end she must have come with you.’
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BATH, 2012


‘It was a suicide,’ Diamond told Paloma. ‘Want to hear more, or would you rather not know?’


Back in Bath, on an overcast evening with soft rain in the air, they were taking one of their walks along the industrial stretch of the river west of the city, crammed on the south side with warehouses and factories, a far cry from the elegant part of Vienna they’d stayed in, but there was a compensation: they were only five minutes, he judged, from the Dolphin in Lower Weston. Walking wasn’t a pleasurable activity for Diamond unless there was a pint and a pie when it finished.


‘Every suicide is a tragedy,’ Paloma said.


‘Of course.’


‘It’s been on my mind ever since I saw all those flowers people had left. I want to know the details – and yet in a way I don’t.’


‘Best forget it, then.’


On the opposite side of the river an InterCity train bound for Bristol enforced a timely pause, long enough for Paloma to come to a decision. 


‘I’m sorry. I know I shan’t stop thinking about it. You’d better tell me what you found out.’


‘Then we leave it and move on?’ 


‘Agreed.’ 


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I asked Ingeborg. She’s a whizz at winkling out information. Even so, it took her a while on the internet. Four years ago the body of a tourist was found in the Danube canal close to those steps. A Japanese woman in her twenties.’


Paloma’s sympathy now had more to latch on to. ‘A tourist? Poor soul. Was she travelling alone?’


‘Apparently.’


‘I wonder what drove her to do such a thing. Did they identify her?’


‘Months later, through her DNA. She’d been in the water too long to be recognised.’


‘How do they do that?’


‘DNA is unique to each individual, as you know. They take a sample from the remains and once they know of a missing person they can compare the profiles.’


‘What with?’


‘Traces found in the home – hair follicles, skin cells, blood, saliva. A comb or a toothbrush will often have DNA attached.’


‘I suppose the family reported her missing.’


‘Not immediately. She’d been away some time. Her travel arrangements were open-ended.’


Paloma took a sharp, pitying breath. ‘So easy to get depressed when you’re alone in a strange city.’


‘She must have known what to expect.’


‘Yes, but things can easily go wrong. You find you’re running through your cash, or you lose your credit cards, or you just get ill and there’s no one with you to share your troubles and laugh them off. The world can seem a hostile place.’


‘It would take more than that to make me jump into a canal.’


She didn’t take the remark as lightly as he intended. ‘We’re not all men of steel.’


‘Just trying to keep a sense of proportion.’


‘Not always so simple. You said she was Japanese. They think differently about suicide. It’s rooted in their culture.’


‘What – harry-karry?’


‘Hara-kiri, actually. No, that’s part of the samurai tradition and too gory to go into. I’m talking about the mass of the people, and the way they think. I’m trying to think of the name of the most famous Japanese dramatist. Anyway, he specialised in plays about lovers who commit suicide, and he was writing over three hundred years ago.’


Paloma’s knowledge of international drama had to be respected. She had her own company advising on historical costume for theatre, film and television.


Diamond said, ‘I heard somewhere that the Japanese are in the premier league for suicide. If you fail in your job, topping yourself is the honourable thing to do. Politicians, bankers, business managers. It wouldn’t happen here. You write a book about your failings and make another fortune.’


His efforts to raise a smile weren’t working.


‘Did this poor girl leave a note?’


‘No.’


‘Then how do they know she killed herself?’


‘They found something with the body that was almost the same as a suicide note. What are those little carved ivory things people collect? They have some sort of practical function.’


‘Netsuke?’


‘Right.’


‘They go with traditional Japanese costume, fixed to the sash of a kimono so that personal items can be suspended from them.’ 


‘Well, this one was found inside her T-shirt. She may have been holding it to her chest when she jumped. Two embracing figures in snow up to their waists.’


‘Chubei and Umegawa.’


His high opinion of Paloma’s expertise went up several more notches. ‘You know their names?’


‘They’re well known, almost universal characters. And now I’ve remembered the name of the playwright: Chikamatsu. He used them in one of his plays. It ends with the lovers going out into the snow to die.’


‘You’re way ahead of me. The point of this is that the police took the netsuke to be a suicide emblem.’


‘Symbolically, it does make sense,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen the story represented in woodcuts, paintings and netsuke. This poor woman may have been in love.’


‘Not just missing her credit cards, then?’


She finally produced a smile, more in charity than humour. ‘Probably not. Had she met someone?’


‘Couldn’t tell you. I don’t suppose the Vienna police could, either.’


‘Aren’t you interested in why she died?’


‘The “how” matters more than the “why”. If it happened here and it became obvious she’d killed herself, with no possibility of anyone else being involved, we wouldn’t go into all the possible reasons. The inquest will do that. It’s not up to the police to find out her state of mind.’ 


‘Peter, you probably don’t mean it, but that sounds so uncaring.’


Smarting from that, he justified his statement. ‘We’re not social workers or psychologists. We’d be wrong to try.’


‘But you’d try if she’d been murdered. That’s where your argument breaks down.’


He shrugged. ‘I didn’t think we were arguing. Besides, it’s not my case. The Vienna police dealt with it.’


‘And decided it was suicide because of nothing more substantial than the netsuke? Didn’t they go into it any more deeply than that? Someone could have stuffed the netsuke into her clothes and pushed her in.’


‘Murder, you mean?’


‘Or manslaughter, horseplay that went wrong.’


‘Unlikely.’


‘Why?’


‘If they used the netsuke to delude the police the killing would be premeditated. But it wouldn’t be a very reliable way of going about it. You couldn’t guarantee the police would find the thing. It was not much bigger than a walnut.’


‘So you agree with the official line – it was suicide?’


‘I’ve no doubt they looked at all the evidence.’


‘And this was how long ago? Four years? People still care enough to leave flowers.’


‘It’s a modern custom.’


‘And a nice one. Her family must be devastated. For this to have happened thousands of miles from home – that’s heartbreaking.’


He couldn’t prevent Paloma identifying strongly with the people involved. He’d hoped she would be satisfied knowing the main facts. She’d spoken of the temporary shrine of flowers several times since returning from Vienna.


He tried one more time to draw a line under the incident. ‘Nothing we can do about it. Bad things are happening every day in this world. It’s no good letting them get to you.’


She rounded on him with more passion than he expected. ‘That’s bloody typical of a policeman, if I may say so. Cut yourself off from reality. Develop the hide of a rhinoceros. This was a tragic suicide, a young life sacrificed and probably for love, if the netsuke means anything.’


‘Paloma, we didn’t know her. I haven’t even told you her name.’


‘It’s the offhand way you said it: “Nothing we can do” – as if she’s just a statistic. I know there’s nothing we can do. It’s up to the Austrian police. But I can’t forget we were there and I picked up the flowers. Someone obviously cares about her enough to place a bunch of lilies there four years after the event, even if you want to turn your back.’


He ignored the last remark. ‘Japanese friends, I should think, or local people with more sympathy than most of us, like you.’


‘There you go again, analysing, looking for explanations. I’m saying it’s a personal tragedy. It’s real.’ 


No question: the very thing he’d wanted to avoid was happening. Paloma was reliving the incident and more upset than ever. Worse, it was becoming an issue between them. 


She continued, ‘We spent most of our time in Vienna tracking that bloody film as if the events actually happened. It was only a story, but you seemed more affected by it than the real human tragedy we stumbled over. I tell you, that scene has been on my mind a lot since we got back.’


‘That much is obvious,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to keep telling me. That’s why I asked Ingeborg to find out more. Maybe I shouldn’t have done.’


She turned her head, as if talking to the river. ‘It’s better knowing, even if we can’t do anything about it.’


They walked as far as Weston footbridge before Diamond spoke again, trying to make peace. 


‘You had a basinful of The Third Man. Selfish of me. I should have given you more choice in what we did.’


‘I’m not complaining about that. What I find hard to stomach is that you can get emotionally involved in a film, yet cut off from a real death.’


‘My job. Simple as that.’


‘Being detached, you mean?’


‘Any professional will tell you the same – doctor, paramedic, fireman.’


‘Yet you’re a softie underneath. I’ve seen you in tears at the end of the film when the woman walks straight past Joseph Cotten and into the distance.’


‘You weren’t supposed to notice. I’m just the same in Casablanca. She was Anna, by the way.’


‘Who was?’


‘The woman in the film, played by Alida Valli.’


‘For pity’s sake, Peter, I despair of you. Yet you won’t name the Japanese suicide victim.’


‘If it mattered, I would.’


At Twerton, the river divides to accommodate a weir. They followed the towpath along the Western Cut as far as the small humpback bridge that takes its name from the Dolphin.


‘This is almost three hundred years old, did you know?’ Diamond said with a too-obvious shift in the conversation.


‘It can’t be.’


‘Most of it is. One side was bombed in the Bath Blitz and had to be rebuilt. The pub copped it, too. It’s said to be equally old.’


‘How do you know this?’


‘I live just down the road, don’t I? This is one of my locals.’


‘One of them. I like that.’


It was too damp to sit in the garden, so they found a table in one of the eating areas inside. He brought a pint for himself and a glass of Chablis for Paloma from the bar.


She was still tetchy with him, as if more needed to be said. He wittered on for a while, explaining that the Dolphin hadn’t got its name from a small whale that had strayed up the Avon, but an old word for a mooring post.


Only when their meal arrived did Paloma say, ‘When I called you a softie just now, it wasn’t meant as an insult. I don’t think it’s bad if you shed a few tears over a film. It shows you have emotions that are bottled up mostly. You keep them hidden in your working life and I understand why. What I can’t work out is why you don’t relax enough to let your feelings show when you’re off work, such as now.’


‘What do you expect? I’m a bloke.’


‘There you go again, putting up the shutters.’


At a loss, he stared across the room. He could think of nothing to say. He’d never been comfortable talking about what he thought of as personal. Even with his beloved wife Steph he’d rarely opened up and after her sudden and violent death he’d confided in nobody, preferring to endure the unimaginable grief in isolation. The wound would never heal and he was certain that no one, however well-meaning, could assist. He’d put the shutters up – as Paloma had expressed it – for a reason. He couldn’t predict how he would react if she were to probe his hidden emotions. Paloma was a valued friend and an occasional lover. Up to now she’d been willing to conduct their relationship on those terms. Unless he was mistaken she seemed this evening to be demanding a change in him that he didn’t think he could make.


When it became obvious Diamond wasn’t going to speak, Paloma said, ‘I know what you’re thinking. Let me remind you that we’ve both got painful areas in our lives – totally different, but hard to bear. My ex-husband, my son. I’ll never come to terms with what happened, just as I wouldn’t expect you to get over your personal tragedy. We’re scarred for life, both of us. But we still have a life. Surely it helps to share joys and sadnesses?’


‘I prefer to keep my sadnesses to myself,’ he said.


She looked surprised. ‘But a trouble shared is a trouble halved – or so they say.’


‘Claptrap.’


She didn’t speak for a moment, but her face drained of colour. ‘I beg your pardon.’


‘What you just said – it’s only a saying and it’s rubbish. I’m not discussing my private life with anyone.’


She caught her breath. ‘I thought I was a part of your private life.’


‘It doesn’t mean you’re on the inside with a licence to go where you want.’


‘You don’t know how hurtful you’re being.’


‘I’ll shut up, then.’


He finished the pie and chips in silence. Although rows with work colleagues were his stock-in-trade, this was his first serious difference with Paloma and he knew he was handling it badly. He offered to get another drink.


She was tight-lipped.


‘Shall we go, then?’ he suggested.


Still silent, she got up from the table and walked to the door. The barman shouted, ‘Cheers, folks. Have a great evening.’ Neither Diamond nor Paloma answered.


Out on the towpath, something definitely needed to be said. In ordinary circumstances they would head towards his house and she would spend the night with him. But it wasn’t as if they were married. These intimacies were occasional and by arrangement – a subtle, consensual understanding.
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