
		
			[image: 9781529420043.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			DEAD RICH

		

	
		
			

			DEAD RICH

			G. W. Shaw

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			This ebook published in 2022 by

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			an imprint of

			 

			Quercus Editions Limited

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © 2022 G. W. Shaw

			 

			The moral right of G. W. Shaw to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library.

			 

			Hardback 978 1 52942 002 9

			TradePaperback 978 1 52942 003 6

			Ebook 978 1 52942 004 3

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organisations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.riverrunbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			To Karolina, with thanks.

		

	
		
			Contents

			Dead Rich

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			 

			Prologue

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-one

			Twenty-two

			Twenty-three

			Twenty-four

			Twenty-five

			Twenty-six

			Twenty-seven

			Twenty-eight

			Twenty-nine

			Thirty

			Thirty-one

			Thirty-two

			Thirty-three

			Thirty-four

			Thirty-five

			Thirty-six

			Thirty-seven

			Thirty-eight

			Thirty-nine

			Forty

			Forty-one

			Forty-two

			Forty-three

			Forty-four

			Forty-five

			Forty-six

			Forty-seven

			Forty-eight

			Forty-nine

			Fifty

			Fifty-one

			Fifty-two

			Fifty-three

			Fifty-four

			Fifty-five

			Fifty-six

			Fifty-seven

			Fifty-eight

			Fifty-nine

			Sixty

			Sixty-one

			Sixty-two

			Sixty-three

			Sixty-four

			 

			Thanks

		

	
		
			Prologue

			They arrive at luxury marinas, slipping up the Thames, shadowing the pink mansion houses that fringe the shores of Portofino, edging slowly into fat moorings off Brooklyn Marina. From the hills of Monaco, you see them crowding the harbour below.

			Each one is different; each special. The cheapest cost mere millions. Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the ruler of Dubai, spent four hundred million on his. Roman Abramovich has a fleet of them, several costing as much as Sheikh Mohammed’s. He paid over a billion for Eclipse.

			Most of these floating palaces are gleaming white, though some are grey or even black. Their owners like their exteriors to say something about them. There is one you often spot cruising in the Mediterranean that has been painted in rich geometrical shapes of yellow, pink and blue by the artist Jeff Koons.

			But more impressive is what you can’t see. Yachts are secretive, like their owners. Their gleaming hulls conceal dance floors, fireplaces, spas, underwater observation windows and swimming pools with glass floors, under which you can see the fish moving. Many have what their designers call toy garages, with doors in their hulls that open to launch other smaller versions of themselves, tenders and sailing boats, even mini-submarines.

			The bigger, the richer. Compared, say, to the fragile carracks that took Columbus to the Americas, these are huge, fantastical monsters. Like castles, these vessels become symbols of power, created to inspire awe; a physical projection of wealth and power and internationality. Like their owners’ money, they can slide silently in and out of any port. Like castles, too, they are defended.

			They are an entire world, separate from the rest of us. They are fabulous.

		

	
		
			One

			2021

			The house cleaner is Romanian. Her name is Mihaela and the first time she hears the phone ping in her handbag she does not look at it because she is under the bed in an apartment off the south end of Paris’s Rue de Vaugirard trying to retrieve a pair of knickers that she has discovered there while vacuuming.

			The second time it pings she doesn’t pay it any attention either, because she is examining the knickers more closely; they are black, flimsy and not the kind that would belong to Mme Caron, who is a tall, broad-hipped woman. Mihaela is fond of Mme Caron; she tips Mihaela whenever they meet, much to M. Caron’s annoyance. Mme Caron also remembers Mihaela’s son’s name, despite the fact that she has only met him once, when Mihaela had to bring him with her to work because he had an upset stomach.

			‘And how is poor little Florian?’ she asks each time, as if she imagines her son to be perpetually ill.

			Mihaela considers returning the knickers to the place under the bed where she discovered them; or innocently putting them into one of Mme Caron’s own underwear drawers where she can find them and confront her husband about who they might belong to. Mihaela very much dislikes the idea of his infidelity. However, she is a cleaner and depends on M. Caron for her work.

			Not just an ordinary cleaner, like so many others in this city. She cleans for a very exclusive class of client. The agency she works for boasts of their reputation for discretion, and lecture their workers on the importance of it. Confidentiality is of the utmost importance. So she puts the knickers in the pocket of her jeans and carries on with her work.

			It isn’t until after she leaves the apartment over an hour later, setting the alarm and locking the door, that she finally takes the phone out of her bag and looks at it. The message that arrived when she was under the Carons’ bed is there on the lock screen.

			Returning from Orly now will need to sleep today. No cleaning today. DB.

			The colour vanishes from Mihaela’s face. She clutches the dark wood banister of the staircase and sways.

			 

			It was Kiki’s fault. Kiki works at a gay nightclub in the Quai d’Austerlitz and carries her sense of excess with her wherever she goes. It was Kiki who suggested they hold Daria’s twenty-first birthday party in David Bullimore’s apartment in the sixième arrondissement.

			Though maybe it was Mihaela’s fault as well, for boasting to Kiki about David Bullimore’s hot tub. ‘It has a built-in stereo and a TV.’

			The neatest feature of the Englishman’s apartment is a secluded roof garden from which you can see the Eiffel Tower, plus the six-person jacuzzi that he has installed up there. Sometimes, she cannot resist telling her friends the details of her clients’ lives, just to remind them that though the hours are long and the pay could be better, her job is superior to theirs. She has told them about the woman who had a Swarovski-studded catflap; the couple with the vitamin-C-infused shower; the chain-smoking academic who appears on TV and who has a genuine Mondrian in his toilet.

			‘David’s jacuzzi has really cool lights,’ Mihaela said, like she was a friend of his.

			‘I bet David,’ Kiki mocked, ‘would like to get you in there one day.’

			Mihaela wouldn’t mind if he did. She harbours what she knows are adolescent fantasies of a man like him taking her and Florian away from a life of short-term contracts. ‘The water is always kept hot so he can use it whenever he wants.’

			Kiki goes on Extinction Rebellion protests and thinks that kind of squandering of resources is unforgivable. ‘Somebody should use it,’ she declared. ‘Otherwise it’s a waste.’

			Plus, Daria has been feeling miserable because she has no work and knows nobody in this foreign city. The Englishman David Bullimore was supposed to be away in Tel Aviv on business until next Tuesday.

			There were a total of five of them up there last night dressed in their bikinis, drinking strawberry jalapeño mint juleps under the June stars, smoking weed, listening to hip hop and giggling, all except for Mihaela, who hated every minute of it. The breeze splashed candle wax all over the decking. She sat in the pink-lit bubbling water, fingering her crucifix, anxious about the babysitter she had hired to look after Florian, worrying that one of them would break something, or spill pink drinks on his white stair carpet, or that David’s neighbour would spot them on his security cameras.

			Unlike all her other clients, David Bullimore doesn’t have a burglar alarm. He boasts that he doesn’t need one because his neighbour, who owns the top three floors of the eighteenth-century building next door, is an ultra-paranoid Russian billionaire called Stepan Pirumov – the Stepan Pirumov – who has security cameras overlooking the front and back of his apartment. Having such a wealthy neighbour is good for the neighbourhood.

			‘Relax,’ Kiki told her as she sat in the brightly illuminated tub. ‘The Englishman isn’t back for a week. I’ll help you tidy up. It’s not a problem.’ For some reason, Kiki was wearing a black nylon wig like the one Uma Thurman wore in Pulp Fiction, and whenever Mihaela complained about the mess she said, in English, ‘Don’t be a . . .’ and drew a square in the air.

			But by the time Mihaela told them the party was over, Kiki was so drunk she had thrown up takeaway pizza into the frothing water. When they hauled her out, she could barely walk. She and Daria had to guide her cautiously down the back stairs to the servants’ entrance in the narrow Rue de Nevers behind the house.

			‘What about my coat?’ complained Kiki, loudly. ‘I left my coat behind. It’s Zadig and Voltaire and it cost me five hundred euros. Six hundred. I don’t remember.’

			‘I’ll get it tomorrow.’

			‘But I’m cold.’

			The Uber driver refused to take her home unless they accompanied her, so Mihaela had no option but to leave the mess upstairs for another day.

			She reads the message on her phone again, hoping she has made a mistake. She hasn’t. It is an hour old. The Englishman will be on his way back from Orly now and the sixième arrondissement is at least twenty minutes away on the Metro. She fumbles with the key for her Piaggio scooter.

			 

			The Englishman is a neat freak. He has hundreds of vinyl records which he keeps in strictly alphabetical order. He sends her texts if the toilet roll has been installed the wrong way around, or if there are smears on the mirror above the fireplace, but as a cleaner she respects that. When she has her own apartment, she will be the same. She knows where she stands with him, and he with her; now she feels as if she has betrayed him. At Saint-Placide she cuts in between a cyclist and a braking car and the cyclist yells at her.

			The Rue Guénégaud is close to the Île de la Cité. She dodges pedestrians on crossings on the Rue de Rennes. David Bullimore will already be there, she thinks. She will have to admit everything. He will tell the agency that she held a party in his flat and she will lose all her work. In this country good work is so hard to find. She has been an idiot.

			The Rue Guénégaud is a one-way street. It’s quicker to park at the south end and walk up. She has just made it to the junction on Rue Mazarine and is locking her bike when she looks up and she sees the black Mercedes rounding the corner at the top. Somehow, she knows that will be Bullimore’s car. She watches in horror as it pauses right outside number 15 and the door opens.

			A uniformed driver in a peaked cap emerges. The passenger door opens.

			It is him.

			It is her fault for giving in to Kiki. She should never have listened to her. Now there is no way she can make it to the apartment before the Englishman to try and tidy the worst of it. To reach the servants’ entrance from here – the only door she has the key for – she would have to walk all the way past the front of the house up to the Quai de Conti and then turn right into the narrow back street, and there is David Bullimore already ahead of her, taking his bag from the driver and reaching into his pocket for the front door key. Any second now he will be inside, calling the lift.

			She picks her phone out of her bag. She will send him a note of apology right away before he sees the mess, and throw herself at his mercy, knowing that it will make no difference. Tell him she would work for nothing, perhaps. Of all her clients, he is the one who would be most outraged by the mess they had left. I am most sorry, Mr David, she begins to write in English.

			As she hesitantly presses the keys, composing her message, she barely notices the noise, a dull crump that came from somewhere up the road.

			She hears a man next to her gasp, but she doesn’t look up. The screaming starts a second later. Finally she tears her eyes from the phone.

			From where she is standing, she has a clear view up the pavement on the right side of the road. A man appears to be lying on the ground barely a metre from where David Bullimore is standing. There is something strange about the shape of his body.

			The woman who is screaming is on the far side of the man; she was pushing a child in a buggy. The man lies just in front of the little boy’s dangling legs. Now David Bullimore’s voice joins the woman’s in an inchoate wailing, his voice deeper, but just as full of shock.

			She watches, puzzled as her client staggers backwards now, tripping over his own suitcase, falling, then scrabbling up again, pushing himself away on his elbows.

			A man has emerged from the gallery on the opposite side of the street talking on a mobile phone while pointing upwards.

			It takes Mihaela another second to realise that the man is not just lying there; he must have fallen. There is blood, she sees now, on the grey of the pavement. He has landed between the woman and David Bullimore, missing both of them only by centimetres.

			In no time the gendarmes seemed to have arrived too, blocking the street. Not just ordinary flics either, which is strange. They are RAID, a tactical unit, in full body armour, automatic weapons not just slung over their shoulders, but grasped in gloved hands. They hustle Bullimore and the others back from the prone body, away from the apartment’s front door. A SAMU car arrives, blue light flashing, and two paramedics leap out. She watches them as they close off the whole street.

			Looking up, she mentally traces the line between the pavement and the balcony he must have fallen from, and realises that it is the one next to Bullimore’s – the Russian’s. She glances again at the paramedics and the man they are busying themselves with and then turns away.

			 

			Through all of this Mihaela is strangely calm. She recognises the opportunity for what it is. God-given. Pushing past the shocked faces that have gathered around her, she walks the long way back until she reaches Rue Dauphine, turning left again into the back alleyway.

			She guesses the front entrance will be blocked for at least half an hour, maybe more. That will be enough.

			She is pulling out her key for the servants’ door when she notices something strange, and her skin goes cold.

			The black door is not properly locked. To any passer-by it would look closed, but she can see a couple of centimetres of white door frame. She was an idiot getting drunk with friends here last night. In her hurry to get Kiki out of the building she must not even have closed the door behind her properly.

			If David discovered that she had left his back door unlocked, she would be sacked on the spot. Another stroke of luck; another chance to set things straight.

			Closing the door behind her, she climbs the stairs quickly. In the living room, Kiki’s Zadig and Voltaire faux-fur jacket is lying abandoned across the back of a leather sofa, along with her Uma Thurman wig.

			Mihaela tuts; she doesn’t even hear the footsteps behind her. Not until the hand is clamped firmly over her mouth.

			In horror, she sees the other hand holds a kitchen knife.

			She thinks of the body on the pavement below her; that this is all Kiki’s fault. She thinks of her son Florian and how he will be alone here in a strange country without her.

		

	
		
			Two

			Zinaida was moored in Yacht Haven Grande in St Thomas, in the US Virgin Islands. She had been there for over a year. On the bridge, Captain Marius Falk pressed a button and said, ‘First Mate, come to bridge please.’

			Falk sat back in the plush white leather captain’s chair and waited for the reply. None came; all he could hear was the reassuring hum of electronics, a noise he never noticed when he was at sea.

			‘First Mate, come to bridge please,’ he said again. ‘I have an urgent question.’

			The first mate was a woman, and she was standing right behind him in shorts and T-shirt; she didn’t find the joke particularly funny.

			Falk liked to do things like this when they were alone together aboard Zinaida, which, until today, was most of the time.

			Captain Marius Falk was in uniform; she was not. On board, he always wore the white shirt with gold on its epaulettes. He ironed his own shirts. A compact, muscular man, he had a Master’s in Marine Science from Ålesund University and over twenty years’ experience at sea. He had taken massive cruise ships to the Arctic, captained huge oil tankers in the Persian Gulf and even, as a younger man, steered comfortless Baltic ferries through terrible storms. On those vessels he had worked much harder, but for much less money.

			The first mate wore scruffy shorts and a faded Miami Dolphins T-shirt. Marius disapproved, but when the family who owned the boat were not on board, the first mate didn’t see the point in dressing up.

			‘First Mate. I think we should have sex.’ The intercom message rang out through the whole boat.

			‘Not funny,’ said the woman, punching him hard on the arm.

			‘Ow.’ He grinned at her.

			‘There are other people on the boat.’

			‘Only engineers. Workers don’t count,’ he said dismissively.

			‘Asshole,’ she said. ‘In case it escaped your attention, we are just workers too, Marius. It’s not like this is our yacht, is it? We have urgent work to do.’

			‘You may be a worker, but I am the captain. So that’s Captain Asshole to you, OK?’

			 

			For most of the last year it had just been the two of them on board Zinaida; Erin Wade, first mate, and Marius Falk, captain. Local hotel services came aboard daily to clean and polish; maintenance crew came on board just as regularly, but mostly it was just Erin and Marius. The billionaire who had commissioned the boat, and had her built at a cost of 256 million dollars, seemed to be losing interest. According to what Erin read about him in the newspapers Marius brought on board, he did not enjoy vacations. Or maybe the novelty of owning her had worn off. He was rich enough not to have to bother to charter her, so most of the time she had just sat in harbour; except for when Captain Falk took her out to run her engines.

			‘What about it?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘It will be our last chance.’

			Erin shook her head. ‘I’m too busy even if I wanted to and I don’t, asshole.’

			Tomorrow, the billionaire and his family were arriving, at short notice. Just yesterday Yuliya Pirumova had called, telling Marius to prepare the boat. The mother would be flying in from Moscow, the daughter from London and the father from Paris. Marius was excited. He liked it when the billionaire came aboard.

			Erin was not. She preferred having the yacht to herself.

			The extra temporary crew were flying into the island tomorrow before the family arrived; a head chef from Puerto Vallarta, a second chef from Bremen, a chief steward from Miami, a steward from Sweden, a chief engineer from Lagos, an electro-technical officer from Poland, a second mate from Taipei, a security officer from London and a personal fitness trainer from Los Angeles to supplement the locals. In the past Marius booked people they knew and trusted. There was no time for that. However, there were specialist agencies who understood the type of worker Marius required, people who were diligent and who, most importantly, were aware of how to behave around the very rich.

			After so many months of inactivity, there was much to do. As far as Erin was concerned, this was a relief. She hated doing nothing. This morning, Erin had tested the safety gear, the life jackets, the rafts, the firefighting equipment, the flares, the first-aid kits, the torch batteries and the emergency beacons and communicators in each raft. She had refilled the spare petrol tanks for the outboards and checked the spare mooring lines. Right now, two local marine engineers were aboard, checking over the twin MTU diesels. On other ships, an engine would need to be serviced after running for a given number of hours. On Zinaida, it was never like that. Underuse was the risk. A stationary engine was not a happy one.

			Erin sympathised with the engines. It felt wrong to be so idle. Once a month they and a small crew took the boat out overnight to gun the engines and keep them alive. Idleness, rather than passion, had made her and the captain lovers.

			The sex was convenient. Marius Falk made love conscientiously, which was how he did his job, and that meant it was better than most of the sex she had had.

			She was not his type. She was short, stocky and muscular. She had seen him on shore with the willowy blondes in expensive clothes, pointing out the boat in the bay to them as if it was his own. He was not her type either. Though she liked him and respected his knowledge of the sea, had it not been for Zinaida, they wouldn’t even have been friends. When docked, he spent his time on land; she spent her time here on the boat, as close to the water as she could be. After all the privations of a seaman’s life, he had fallen in love with this luxury. He enjoyed the jealous glances from onlookers at the dockside. He was saving up to buy an expensive waterside property on the island of Husøya. She was saving for something much simpler; a boat of her own.

			A woman in her thirties, Erin had long given up the idea of finding someone who would love her for who she was.

			 

			The yacht sung its own low song; the thrum of pumps and engines and air conditioners. It was alive. It was a beast. No expense had been spared. It was not a boat you were ever truly in control of because it was in control of itself. The truth was, Erin believed, any idiot could sail a ship like Zinaida, because it did most of the work for you. It was not, in Erin’s critical eyes, a real boat.

			She leaned past Marius Falk to press a button and checked the weather. She longed to be away from the shore again and didn’t want high winds to keep them in port, which was always a possibility in the Caribbean. She selected a tab on the touch screen and watched the forecast movement of the depression from the open sea towards the islands. A deep purple blob, 0.95 bars of pressure, creeping over the ocean. ‘Seen this?’

			‘Yes, of course.’

			The forecast showed the storm passing hundreds of miles to the north of them, but weather here was fickle.

			‘It won’t be a problem,’ he said. And she believed him. He had far more experience of these waters than she had. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he continued. ‘We should take the boat out tonight, once the engines have been checked. A one-night run.’

			Erin was holding a worn pulley block that needed replacing. ‘There’s no need if the engineers have already done it. I need to go over to the chandlery and replace this – the bearings have gone. Can we get the outboards serviced too?’

			He grinned and slipped his arm around her waist, lowered his voice. ‘I just think we should give the boat a real going-over.’

			 

			She was, he reasoned, having her period. He was an excellent judge of people. And he was about to say, ‘Suit yourself,’ when the humming stopped.

			Not just the humming. Everything stopped.

			The screens in front of him all went dark. The air conditioning that kept this glass box at the top of the boat cool in all heats ceased blowing. The green, red and white LEDs that decorated the knobs and on every panel all blinked off.

			There was silence.

			‘What the . . . ’

			‘ . . . actual fuck?’ she completed his sentence.

			And then, before they could even register that it had happened, the screens switched back on, the lights blinked and the cold air was blowing onto his face again.

			Instead of being annoying, the hum was now oddly reassuring. The navigation system began to reboot itself.

			‘Bloody engineers,’ he muttered.

			‘Was it them?’

			‘Of course it was.’

			 

			A minute later the two engineers were on the bridge. ‘All good, sir,’ they said.

			‘Why the hell did you switch off the electrics, without checking with me first?’ he demanded.

			The two men looked at each other, puzzled.

			‘No, sir. We didn’t do that. We thought it was you.’

			‘Don’t lie to me,’ he said. He snatched the newly completed certificates from them.

			The men stood silently. They were locals, well-paid, used to deference.

			‘Well?’ said Marius. ‘Why are you still here?’

			They didn’t answer.

			‘Get the hell off my boat then. I will be reporting this.’

			The two men stood awkwardly, not going anywhere. ‘May we have our phones, sir?’ they asked, eventually.

			Captain Falk yanked the drawer beneath the chart table open and pulled out the two phones he had taken off them when they had boarded – visitors were not allowed to use their own mobiles on this private boat in case they took photographs – and thrust them at the men.

			‘Typical local workers,’ he said to Erin later. ‘They never take responsibility for anything.’

		

	
		
			Three

			That evening, when the police finally allow David Bullimore back into his apartment, even he is surprised at how tidy it looks.

			It seems different, though, but he is too tired and upset to think about it.

			This morning, a man died at his feet. If he had been a second earlier, he might have died too, crushed by the man who fell from his neighbour’s apartment. The violence has scarred him.

			At first, the gendarmes were convinced it was his neighbour who had thrown himself to his death. The moment they realised the apartment belonged to a well-known Russian oligarch, they had shut down the entire area, sent in SWAT teams and forensics experts. They even sent in a hazmat team. These days, with Russians, you never know.

			David tried to tell the capitaine that the man who had died was not the owner but another man who sometimes visited, but he and his colleagues were too worked up by then to listen to him. They had set up a mobile command post in the street and were refusing to tell him when it would be safe to return to his home. He retreats to sit at the Café Dauphine around the corner and drink pastis to calm himself. His hands are shaking as he drinks.

			Back in his flat, he showers, orders a takeaway he doesn’t eat, and then tries to sleep but can’t.

			At five in the morning he wanders barefoot around the apartment. Eventually he realises what it is that was different. His Mashad rug is in the wrong place. Instead of being in front of the sofa, it is behind it.

			The cleaner must have misplaced it.

			Rolling it up to put it back where it had belonged, he is shocked to see a large dark damp circle; his cleaner, Mihaela, had obviously spilt something there. The moisture has stained the parquet beneath it. The stupid woman has had to cover it up by moving the rug.

			He will have to have words with her. It is a shame, because as a rule she is an excellent cleaner.

			 

			But he doesn’t ever have words with Mihaela, because she does not come back next week. Instead of Mihaela, the agency send a Latvian student.

			‘What happened to Mihaela?’ David demands, upset. He does not like disruption of any kind.

			‘She left,’ says the cleaner. ‘Unexpectedly. She didn’t tell anyone. She just disappeared. The agency are very angry with her.’

			Unlike Mihaela, the Latvian leaves water stains on the bathroom mirror and, within two weeks of starting, breaks a Lalique vase of his mother’s. It’s ridiculous, he knows, but this seems to disturb him almost as much as the death of a man at his feet.

			However, on the plus side, the stain on his parquet fades and in a few weeks he will barely notice it at all.

		

	
		
			Four

			‘Perhaps you’re right,’ said Kai. ‘A proper job. That’s what I need.’

			‘Exactly,’ said Marley. ‘A proper job.’

			At around the same time as a man fell to his death in front of David Bullimore, two brothers were dining in Clerkenwell. The restaurant was called Bone. Kai was the younger, grateful that he and his brother were nothing like each other. Kai had gone into the music industry. Marley was the more responsible one; he was in advertising and was senior VP of a company that had adapted to embrace the world digital media when others had gone down the pan. Kai wore loose-fitting trousers, an orange cotton pullover and had not shaved. Marley dressed well but conservatively, entirely in shades of blue; he had recently begun to shave his head to disguise his hair loss.

			Marley peered over the menu. ‘You were so mopey the other day, about how you didn’t get the royalties you used to and how Covid had wrecked the live circuit.’

			‘Perhaps I was a bit drunk,’ said Kai.

			‘So I thought I’d ask around.’ Marley looked up at the waiter who had appeared. ‘I’ll have rib-eye steak with bone marrow gravy.’

			It was one of those restaurants that made a point about vegetarians by only putting a single item they could eat on the menu. ‘And me, the celeriac,’ said Kai.

			‘Turns out this CEO pal of mine called Trevor is a massive fan of the stuff you did back in the day. Has all your records. Do they call them records? Anyway. I put a lot of work his way.’

			‘Who’s Trevor?’

			‘It’s a sound design company. Every brand has its own particular sound. The Apple chime. That Intel thing. Even your microwave makes noises. All that’s very hot right now and that’s what Trevor does.’

			‘And he wants to see me?’

			Marley raised his hands. ‘It would be a trial period, obviously, to see if you get along. But I told him what a genius you were and he’s really keen to meet.’ Marley had always believed in his younger brother; had always supported him, even if he had lived in a different world.

			‘That’s very generous,’ said Kai.

			‘I know it’s not what you’re used to.’

			‘But maybe it’s time I grew up?’ said Kai.

			‘No. No. Not at all. Not grow up, exactly,’ said Marley. ‘But it couldn’t go on for ever, could it? Maybe this whole Covid thing was a blessing in disguise.’ Marley delved inside his jacket pocket and pulled out an index card on which he’d written a name, an address and a date and time.

			Kai took it; read it. ‘Thursday?’

			‘Strike while the iron’s hot.’

			Kai looked up again at his brother; his eyebrows were raised, expectant. ‘You probably had to call in a favour or two.’

			‘No,’ said Marley unconvincingly. ‘Course not. He’s dying to work with you. Like I said, big fan.’

			‘Right.’

			His brother looked out for him. He always had. Since their parents had died it was just the two of them. When the food arrived, Marley chopped up his steak into little pieces before he started to eat it. His brother had always done that, thought Kai, watching him.

			‘Any prospect of some gigs coming up?’ Marley asked, though gigs were now largely a thing of the past. Kai never asked about his brother’s work. He didn’t know where to begin.

			He imagined himself at a desk, maybe with a Herman Miller chair and an iMac. Maybe it would be a positive change, having some structure in his life. The music business was necessarily chaos. A regular life would be a healthier one. He could do yoga in the morning; go out to the cinema in the evening.

			‘Gigs? No. All that’s gone, really.’

			‘It’s not in the bag yet, but I think you’re in with a good chance.’

			They talked genially for half an hour until Marley looked at the time on his phone and announced, ‘All this is excellent, but I better get back to work.’

			It was like a bell chiming in Kai’s head. His brother had to leave now because he had to get back to work. He, however, could stay here, maybe drink a glass of wine, see an exhibition or wander down to the Thames for a while until the light started to go, and then maybe head home and work on a mix.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Marley, a look of concern on his face.

			‘No . . . Nothing.’

			‘Good.’

			Marley insisted on paying. ‘You paid last time, didn’t you?’

			‘No. You did.’

			‘I’m sure you did.’ The usual white lie hung between them, awkwardly as Marley held out his credit card to the waiter. He knew how Kai’s finances were these days.

			They stood outside to say goodbye. It must have rained while they were having lunch; the pavements were dark and dirty.

			‘Forgot to say. Charlie sends her love,’ said Marley. Her name was Charlotte, but when they became a couple she became Charlie and they became Charlie and Marley, a single corporate entity – as Kai always thought of them. Charlie was a good person. She worked for a charity that dug wells for people in Africa.

			‘You still seeing that photographer from New York?’ asked Marley.

			‘She got engaged,’ said Kai. ‘To someone else, obviously.’

			‘Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. But she was quite young, wasn’t she? Maybe it’s good to be single for a while.’

			‘I’m seeing an art student right now in fact,’ said Kai.

			‘An art student?’ The girlfriends had come and gone. Marley tried to keep up.

			‘She got in touch because she wanted to use some of my music for something she was doing. An installation for her Master’s. Then she invited me to come and see it.’

			‘And one thing led to another?’

			‘Don’t be cynical, Marl.’

			‘I’m not. I’m sure she’s lovely. Do bring her over. We’d love to meet her. What’s her name?’

			‘Zina.’

			‘Sexy.’

			‘It’s Russian. It’s short for Zinaida. Zinaida Pirumova. She came over here to go to school and she stayed on.’

			Marley frowned. ‘Pirumova?’

			‘You know her?’

			‘As in the daughter of Stepan Pirumov?’

			But Marley’s car arrived before Kai could tell him he didn’t know who he was talking about. ‘Don’t forget,’ said Marley, opening the door. ‘Next Thursday.’

		

	
		
			Five

			Erin waited in Arrivals at Cyril E. King Airport, flicking through a copy of a yacht magazine she had picked up at the news stand. Marius had asked her to buy the New York Times and the FT.

			Marius Falk was obsessed with news. As far as Erin was concerned, it was pointless reading about things that you could do nothing about. Between pandemics, populism and climate change, the world was a mess and she didn’t need to know any more than that. Alone, at sea, the rest of the world could do whatever it wanted.

			There was a nice enough 35-foot Beneteau advertised in Miami for 78,000, which was way, way out of her bracket, but she tore out the advert anyway, and put it in the pocket of her shorts. When she found the right boat she would be done with all this.

			The first arrivals started to come through, so she held up the sign she had bought that read, simply, Zinaida.

			The crew started to emerge into the baggage claim area one by one. The chief steward turned out to be very pretty, but then they always were on luxury yachts. She had long black hair and very even teeth. ‘Hey.’ She greeted Erin like an old friend, though they had never met before. ‘I’m psyched about this trip. You know where we’re going?’

			The chef came next, followed by the engineer, then others. Erin ticked them off her list one by one, until there were only two names left. ‘Where’s the security officer and the ETO?’

			The engineer, a Nigerian, said, ‘Security is in security.’

			‘Anything wrong?’ Erin asked.

			‘Nah. He is just collecting his guns.’

			When the yacht went out with guests on board, they travelled with weapons; Erin had become used to this. ‘What about the ETO?’

			The engineer shrugged.

			A thick-set man emerged after another fifteen minutes holding two bags, one of which, Erin guessed, contained whatever had delayed them. There would have been special paperwork to accompany them too. ‘Tommy,’ he said, holding out a muscled arm to show her his ID. He seemed young, she thought, and perhaps a little nervous. Normally they were men in their forties, ex-forces. There was still no sign of the electrical officer. The trickle of passengers into the arrivals lounge slowed and finally stopped. Erin checked at the airline desk and they confirmed that all passengers had got off the plane so she called up Marius.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’ve just had a text message. The ETO missed the flight from Krakow. He’ll be on the next plane.’

			The next plane didn’t arrive until the early afternoon. He was cutting it fine but crewing the boat at such short notice was not easy. Erin led the rest of them out of the air conditioning onto the hot strip of tarmac that lay between the airport building and the ocean, to the waiting minibus. The chief steward, whose name was Marissa, went to get in the front next to Erin, but the security officer pushed in and said, ‘My seat.’

			‘Excuse me?’ Marissa’s accent was pure Miami.

			‘I always sit in the front.’ Tommy’s was pure South London. ‘That’s how it works.’

			‘Jesus. It’s, like, a ten-minute drive,’ complained Marissa. ‘What are you expecting? An ambush?’

			The security officer ignored her and stepped into the seat.

			‘Well, you’re going to be a lot of fun on this trip,’ said Marissa from behind him.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I am.’

			It wasn’t until they were out of the van and the others were waiting for golf carts to take their bags to the yacht that the security man said, ‘You’re the first mate, right?’

			Erin nodded. He looked her up and down, raised his eyebrows. She ignored him because she was used to that.

			‘Wow,’ hooted Marissa, approaching them. ‘Is that her?’ She was pointing through the forest of aluminium masts to where Zinaida lay on her pontoon. ‘She’s a total monster.’

			‘Yes she is,’ said Erin.

			‘I’m loving this trip already. That’s one big frickin’ boat. Just three guests too, right?’

			‘That’s all.’

			‘Whoop-de-doo. Best trip ever.’

			‘One thing,’ said Tommy. ‘I want to check people’s bags before they go on the ship.’

			Erin stopped in her tracks. ‘Check crew bags? Did Mrs Pirumova request that?’

			He shook his head. ‘I requested it.’

			‘Oh my God,’ said Marissa.

			Erin looked at him. ‘Can’t we do it on board? It’s thirty-five degrees out here.’

			‘Not much point in checking if they’re taking anything they shouldn’t aboard once they’re on,’ he said.

			In all her time on superyachts, she had never done this before.

			‘And I’ll need all your phones please. I have instructions that the family’s privacy on this voyage is of the utmost importance.’

			Marissa groaned. ‘No way.’

			Out on the wooden quayside, Erin asked the new crew to line their bags up and watched as Tommy the guard worked his way through each one. A few messaged their lovers or families before surrendering their devices. The Nigerian seemed to have brought mostly DVDs to watch on his breaks; he had hidden a Garmin satellite phone at the bottom of his bag. Tommy picked it out and put it into a black tote bag without comment. Seeing that, the second mate sighed, pulled his phone out of his backpack, and handed it over too. The chef had a bag of weed, which the security officer picked out and put into his own pocket. He pulled out a knife and pocketed that too. Marissa had a bottle of vodka stashed in hers, wrapped in her pyjamas. ‘Don’t you frickin’ dare,’ she said.

			The security officer smiled, put the bottle back.

			‘Hey,’ Marissa said when he’d zipped her bag back up. ‘Who gets to check your bags, mister?’

			Tommy ignored her and turned to board Zinaida. Erin followed him over the gangplank. In any crew there was always one pain in the arse.

			The boat had been silent for so long. Now it was suddenly busy. Erin preferred it when she had it all to herself.

		

	
		
			Six

			Kai liked it when Zina spoke Russian. It sounded like a tape being played backwards.

			She sat on the side of his bed, her naked back to him, a cigarette in one hand and her iPhone in the other, arguing angrily with her mother. She had a mole on her left shoulder blade that he had never noticed before. It was the shape of Africa.

			When he had met her, a week ago at her private view, he had been drunk; she had looked very beautiful. Sober, she was still beautiful. It would not last. He should grow up. Get a proper job.

			He stood, put his underpants on and went to the kitchenette. It was not a big flat. He could still hear Zina’s voice from there.

			The sink was full of the dishes they had eaten last night’s takeaway on. He had let the cleaner go a month ago. Kai opened the sliding balcony door to look out at the uneven London skyline. It was early afternoon. The June sun was thin and weak.

			A manager told him to buy this flat when the money was coming in. It had been his only good investment, but it was dull and soulless. He liked living high above the city but he had always hated lifts because any small space made him uneasy. It had been a convenient place to retreat to after tours, when there had still been tours, and now that world had gone, it felt like a trap. It didn’t help that he had furnished it in a single afternoon; the chairs were grey, so were the blinds and the carpet.

			Maybe he could afford to redecorate it, if he had a job.

			 

			When he returned to the bedroom with two mugs of coffee, she was still talking.

			Zina looked up. ‘On prines mne chashku kofe,’ she told her mother. She took a last suck from her cigarette, dropped it into a wine bottle by the side of the bed, where it hissed as it hit the dregs, and then reached out and took the coffee from him.

			‘Say hello to my mother,’ said Zina, holding out the phone. ‘She’s driving me fucking insane, but I told her you’ve brought me a coffee and now she thinks you’re a nice boy.’

			‘Hello, Zina’s mother.’

			Kai got back into bed and picked up a book of short stories that he had started months ago, but read so infrequently he always forgot his place.

			Zina took the phone back. ‘Mum, this is total bullshit. I’m perfectly fine here. I don’t want to go anywhere,’ she said, then lapsed back into Russian.

			He and Zina had been going out for a week. For her art show, Zina had made a gigantic sculpture out of old electric cookers that she had painted gold. They were piled on top of each other. Every few minutes a nozzle above them released a fine spray of water which turned to steam when it hit the glowing rings and hotplates. Lit by projectors, the steam became the back drop for films she had made about women cooking. He had liked it a lot, he said, and asked if it was about global warming. She had told him that of course it was because it was impossible to make art that was not about global warming.

			‘My bloody father,’ she muttered, when the phone call ended. ‘He has gone insane. He says London is not safe.’

			‘Why ever not?’

			Zina pulled the duvet around her and sat looking at herself in the wardrobe mirror. ‘He just wants to control me always. I already told him yesterday I don’t want to go. He’s insisting. I want to stay here in London.’

			‘With me, obviously.’

			‘Obviously. Or just in London. My family is so fucked up.’

			He turned the page. ‘Tell him you’re perfectly fine here. After all, he can’t make you go, can he?’

			But she didn’t answer that. Instead, she threw off the bedding and marched naked to the bathroom, still muttering. The phone she had left on the bed buzzed and the home screen lit up, and he couldn’t help noticing that it was a reference for a British Airways plane ticket.

			Kai knew nothing of her family. She never talked about them and that was fine by him because if he was honest about it, he preferred the kinds of girlfriends who didn’t talk about their parents and their brothers and sisters. If they did, it usually meant that an invitation to lunch at their house was coming soon.

			When Zina returned, she pulled on a T-shirt, picked up the phone, looked at it and, gathering the rest of her clothes from the floor, scowled. ‘I have to go. I don’t have any choice. It’s so messed up.’

			‘That’s a pity.’

			‘You could try sounding like you meant it, even,’ she said.

			‘I do,’ he protested.

			‘Well, come with me then. My mother will love you. She will say you are very handsome.’

			He thought of the appointment he had made. Thursday with Trevor. ‘I’m busy.’

			‘Bullshit. You sit around in here all day doing nothing, playing computer games, feeling sad. You don’t even bother to pick up a guitar. You’re supposed to be a musician.’

			‘I have a business meeting.’

			She wrapped a towel around her wet hair. ‘Postpone it. ­Seriously. You should come.’

			‘Really. I can’t.’

			‘Please. I don’t want to go,’ she said. ‘I would rather be here. But we could make it fun. Please come. I’ll be so fucking bored on my own. I’ll tell her I’ll go but only on condition I can bring you.’

			He looked out of the window. A thin summer drizzle was falling.

			‘To Russia?’

			She laughed. ‘Jesus, no. Not Russia. To the Caribbean. They want me to go on their stupid yacht and sit in the middle of nowhere on the yacht, just me and my father and mother and nobody else.’

			He looked at her, blinked. ‘The yacht? Definite article.’

			She was texting. ‘My father has a yacht.’ She smiled.’ Did I not say?’

			‘You did not say.’

			‘I don’t like to talk about him.’

			‘Just how rich is he?’

			She ignored the question. ‘It doesn’t mean anything, me asking you. I just want you as my on-board entertainment, that’s all.’ She leaned forward, kissed him. ‘It will do you good,’ she said. ‘You’ve been cooped up here licking your wounds because nobody wants you any more and you are doing nothing.’

			‘I have not been licking my wounds,’ he said. ‘And I’m not sure I like the idea of being cooped up in a little boat with your mother and father . . .’

			She laughed. ‘It’s not a little boat. It’s huge. Like a giant white penis.’

			‘How giant a penis?’

			‘A huge penis,’ she said. ‘A gigantic fat white penis.’

			He thought about it. ‘Listen, Zina. I have a job interview. It’s something my brother set up. What if I come after that? Say, at the weekend.’

			‘By then we will be at sea, my mother says. My dad is in some kind of weird hurry. If you don’t come now there’s no point.’

			‘Your father will hate me.’

			‘I will tell him you are a very famous musician. He will think that means you are not after my money. Come on.’ She thumped him hard.

			‘You mean, now? What? Today?’

			‘Yes, now. The plane is tonight.’

			‘But I don’t have tickets.’

			She rolled her eyes.

			Kai thought about the idea of being on a yacht with Zina. He thought of the index card sitting in the pocket of his trousers. The meeting on Thursday; the job. The desk and the thought of regular hours.

		

	
		
			Seven

			Zina had taken a valium and slept all the way through the night flight to Florida. From there it was a three-hour journey from Miami to the Virgin Islands. A white Chevy Tahoe picked them up at the airport, shiny chrome and tinted windows. They waited inside in an air-conditioned chill while the driver went back to fetch their bags.

			Kai was used to being supplied with itineraries by tour managers, used to foreign travel as something organised for him, but this was something else. Jet-lagged and a little hazy from the plane, he settled back into the soft leather seats. There was a selection of newspapers and magazines, neatly folded, in a rack at the front of the passenger compartment; the New York Times, the FT, Monocle. Zina opened a cooler in the armrest between them and picked out still water.

			‘So what? My father owns some companies. Do you care?’

			He had looked up her father on his phone on the plane and read that he was more than just rich. Stepan Pirumov. No wonder his brother had recognised the name. ‘It says he’s worth four point eight bloody billion dollars.’

			‘Maybe. I don’t know.’

			‘He’s on the Putin list,’ he said. He looked it up on cnn.com. Zina’s father was right there on the list of ninety-six oligarchs the White House had compiled in response to Russian meddling in the 2016 US election; they were the men who were supposedly close to Russian leader Vladimir Putin.

			‘That list is total bullshit. It was made up by Donald Trump when he was President, for Christ’s sakes. It’s fake. You really actually trust something like that?’

			‘I’m just surprised to find that out, that’s all I was saying.’

			‘I am a student. I’m an artist. I’m at Camberwell College of Arts. We’re going to have fun for a few days. What is your problem?’

			‘It’s like you were pretending to be someone else.’

			‘Shut the fuck up. I wasn’t pretending to be anybody. I just don’t want to talk about my super-messed-up family all the time. Seriously. If this was your family you would never want to talk about it either. And besides, what’s wrong with pretending to be someone else? You pretend to be a rock star.’

			‘Ouch,’ he said.

			‘If you don’t want to come to be with me and my family, just say it. I’m serious. I would understand. Believe me. I will get you a ticket back home. Go back to your flat and play computer games. We’re about to get on a boat and once you’re on it, the only way off will be to swim.’

			‘I’m not saying that,’ he said.

			She pulled open the door. Warm tropical air flooded in. ‘Go. Get lost. I don’t care.’

			The driver, a limber young Hispanic man with thickly gelled hair, peered into the car. ‘Is everything OK, sir?’ He had the bags behind him on an aluminium trolley. He looked from Zina to him and back again.

			‘Yes, it’s fine,’ said Kai. ‘Everything’s absolutely fine.’

			‘I’m really super tired,’ complained Zina.

			 

			The marina was a short distance from the airport, down a clean, tidy-looking dual carriageway.

			Zina said, ‘This is my father’s idea, OK? He’s a control freak. He always wants us to be like a family.’

			‘Like a family.’

			‘Exactly.’

			The marina looked more like a country club than a harbour. Palm trees had been planted close to the waterline. Red-roofed villas crowded along the shore. ‘There are no other guests?’

			‘No.’

			‘I just assumed there would be other people. Did you even tell them I was coming?’

			‘There are other people. It’s just that they work for my dad.’ The driver pulled up at the dockside. The door opened and sticky air crowded in. ‘My mother and father married before my father got lucky. I think he stays with my mother because he’s a traditionalist. He’s religious, Russian Orthodox bullshit. And maybe because he doesn’t want to give my mother the money she’d ask for if she divorced him – though he could afford it.’

			‘Does she want to?’

			‘Jesus, no. She’d be too scared to be without him. Actually she loves him, I think,’ she said, sounding puzzled by the fact.

			‘Here is your transport,’ said the driver, pointing to a small, white golf cart rolling across the concrete dock towards the car.

			‘Is my father here yet?’

			The limo driver answered, ‘I’m picking him up at ten tonight. Your mother is already on board. She’s waiting.’

			The first cart pulled up next to the car; the driver loaded their bags into it. A second cart arrived a few seconds later. A smiling young man in a white T-shirt beckoned them to get in.

			‘I’m not going in that stupid thing,’ said Zina. ‘We’ll walk.’

			The man shrugged, got back in, and the vehicle departed with a gentle electric whine.

			The blue water was full of white boats. To the left, huge cruise ships were tied up along a dock. Straight ahead, sailing yachts crammed along the pontoons, and beyond them lay the superyachts.

			Each superyacht was different; each was a bit the same – the tinted windows, the white curves and the thick cluster of communication masts and domes above the bridge.

			‘So? Which one’s yours?’ Kai asked, gazing at their profiles against the green islands beyond.

			‘It’s not mine,’ muttered Zina, setting off in the direction their luggage had gone.

			He walked after her down the pontoon. The sea around them was a rich aquamarine. Crews, working on the moored boats, paused to watch them as they walked past in the morning heat.

			‘That one?’ He pointed to an old-fashioned ship with cabins made of varnished wood with polished brass portholes.

			‘I wish,’ she said, and turned right down a second pontoon, the one that the bigger boats were moored on.

			‘This one?’ He pointed to a huge boat with blue-tinted glass called Le Grand Bleu.

			‘Horrid,’ she said.

			Soon there were only a couple left ahead of them. Kai realised which one it was when he got close enough to read the letters on its stern.

			‘Shit. It’s even named after you,’ he said.

			‘Yes,’ Zina said darkly. ‘It is.’

			In big black letters on the back, her name. Of all the boats moored on these pontoons, the one named after her was the biggest and shiniest by far.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Kai said, ‘I’m the stowaway.’

			Zina’s mother didn’t smile. She either ignored the attempt at a joke, or didn’t understand it. Wearing a one-piece bathing suit, dark glasses and a big black hat, she kissed her daughter on both cheeks and said something in Russian, then glowered at Kai for a while. Zina answered, turned, still holding her mother’s hand, and said a few more words that were clearly about him. The woman looked at Kai. ‘My daughter says you are a very famous English rock star.’

			‘Your daughter is exaggerating in order to try and impress you.’

			‘I know,’ Yuliya Pirumova said. ‘We were not expecting you.’

			‘He’s my boyfriend, Mum. For God’s sake, I invited him.’

			Inside, the yacht was as dazzlingly white as it was outside. The main cabin they were standing in had white settees arranged on three sides, covered in huge white cushions. Glass doors at the rear opened up onto a huge covered outdoor space filled with more white chairs and tables that surrounded a small pool. At the bow end of the room was a large bar, upholstered in white leather.

			Zina took Kai’s hand to pull him away. ‘Where you going?’ her mother demanded.

			‘I’m tired, Mum. We drank too much on the plane. Now I need to sleep.’

			‘You’ve only just arrived. Stay a while, my darling.’

			‘What is all this about? Why does he insist on us being here?’

			Her mother sighed. ‘I expect he will tell us tonight. He is worried about something. It will blow over.’
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