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To

Angélique



My aspens dear, whose airy cages quelled,

Quelled or quenched in leaves the leaping sun,

All felled, felled, are all felled;

    Of a fresh and following folded rank

        Not spared, not one

        That dandled a sandalled

    Shadow that swam or sank

On meadow and river and wind-wandering, weed-winding bank.

G.M. Hopkins, ‘Binsey Poplars’, 1879




Part One
   

PARIS

Monday, 28 June

After they had made love for the second time, Daniel Stern lay on his back and looked out of the window. It was strange that he had not registered before the oblique view across the rooftops of Paris that you caught from this angle: a landscape of parapets and skylights and aerials, with a distant glimpse of the tower of Saint Sulpice. But then his eyes had been opened to a lot of new things recently. He was seeing the world differently, from a changed perspective. This apartment, for instance, in the rue Servandoni: when he had first moved in a month ago it had struck him as an odd, angular, faintly oppressive place, hidden away up here in the eaves, all awkward rafters and unlikely dividing walls. But now he rather relished its strangeness, its seclusion. It was secure, it was a refuge. And it was inconspicuous. He particularly liked that. No one knew him here. No one knew her, either, the woman lying next to him. They were cocooned in an illusion of anonymity. Beyond care. Beyond control. Beyond redemption.

He glanced at the clock. He had to go. He calculated he must leave the apartment in another ten minutes, if he was to get to the Gare du Nord in time to catch the Eurostar. Part of him yearned to forget the train, to squander the rest of the afternoon in bed with her. It would be easy to yield to the temptation. But he knew that wasn’t an option. Getting to London this afternoon was something he had to do. It was not negotiable. He reached out and stroked the skin of her long, olive-coloured arm.

‘When can I see you again?’ he asked.

‘I can be back in Paris at the weekend.’ She smiled at him sleepily.

‘Will you come here, to this apartment?’

She laughed. ‘Why not?’

She was as intoxicated by him as he was by her. He couldn’t understand how it had happened. So quickly: this time last month neither one of them had been aware of the other’s existence. It was as if their mutual attraction had been precipitated and intensified by its own improbability. By its own folly.

‘I’ll be waiting for you,’ he assured her. He kissed her quickly and got out of bed, bending to pick his clothes up from the floor.

‘But why do you have to go now?’

‘I have to go to London, I told you. To a meeting.’

‘What sort of meeting?’

‘Don’t ask. Look, it’s better you don’t know anything about it.’

‘Why is it better? You don’t own me, you cannot dictate to me these things.’

She sat up, staring at him. Angry, resentful. Still doing up the buttons of his shirt, he came to sit beside her again. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s too complicated now. I’ll explain everything afterwards. Just trust me: this is very, very important.’

‘More important than me?’

He ran his fingers down her cheek, and shook his head. ‘It’s separate. A piece of business that I’ve got to settle.’ He didn’t want to tell her about it. Not now. Not yet. It wasn’t right to involve her. They’d learned so much about each other so quickly; he sensed it was important to keep some things back. Particularly this.

She considered what he’d said for a moment, then pulled herself out of bed and reached for her T-shirt. ‘You can be very determined, I think. When you want something.’

‘You should know that by now.’

There was a brief silence between them, then she said: ‘Daniel, listen. We’re going to have to talk soon. Seriously. We cannot go on like this.’

‘This weekend,’ he assured her. ‘Things will be clearer by then.’ It was true: things would soon be a lot clearer, perhaps even by the end of this evening. Provided he got to the Gare du Nord in time. Provided he caught the London train. Provided he kept his appointment in the Clermont Hotel.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched her pulling her jeans up over her long brown legs. She had a gift for wearing clothes elegantly. Any clothes. It had been one of the first things he’d noticed about her.

He grabbed his own jacket, the green one. And the small attaché case. He was at the front door now. ‘I’ve really got to go,’ he said.

She came over and put her arms round his neck. ‘Don’t ring me,’ she told him. ‘It’s too dangerous.’

‘OK.’ He wavered. ‘So I’ll see you here when?’

‘Friday afternoon.’

‘Friday afternoon,’ he repeated. He suddenly felt sick at leaving her. Physically sick at the separation. The weekend seemed too far away. Too long to wait.

He kissed her goodbye, and she murmured into his hair: ‘Jesus, Daniel! What are we doing? Are we totally crazy?’

Thinking about it as he ran down the stairwell to the street, Stern decided they probably were. He knew he was. Totally. So crazy that anything might happen.


LONDON

Monday, 28 June

‘Sod’s law, isn’t it?’ Richards observed afterwards to as many of his team as were prepared to listen. ‘Bound to happen to the one wretched little bugger on the desk for the first time.’

Richards was fat and pompous, cultivating a manner intended to suggest earlier service in a good if unspecified regiment. He was fond of a drink, too, and frequently the object of his staff’s derision behind his back. But it was also true that he’d been at the Clermont Hotel for twenty-three years now, reached the heights of Reception Manager, and in this instance there was general agreement that his assessment of the situation was correct. In the the guilty excitement of recent proximity to horrific events, it was comforting to find a subject of agreement. You felt bonded by the experience, moved by a subconscious craving to pull together for a while. Just until the shock wore off.

Gregory Jackson was the wretched little bugger on the desk for the first time that warm Monday afternoon. He was twenty-two, neat, personable, possessed of that patience of spirit and deftness of manner which distinguishes the natural servant, the individual born to wait upon his fellow men. He’d been tempted to train as a steward with British Airways, like his friend Terence, but because of a residual unease about flying he’d opted for a career in the hotel trade. He was good with people; indeed, seemed to relish humanity with an indiscriminate eagerness. Neatly turned out, too. You had to be at the Clermont, didn’t you? Everyone knew the Clermont, Americans particularly. It was a bit of a legend, tucked away just off Berkeley Square, in the heart of London’s Mayfair. It summed up all that was best about British standards of service, tradition and civilisation. To foreigners, anyway. He came on duty at four that afternoon, resplendent in the tail-coat which had been one of the secret attractions of the job. (‘Here, Terence, what d’you think? Touch of the old Fred Astaires?’ ‘More like Ginger Rogers, dear, if you ask me’). He’d been taught the correct procedure for checking people in. How you got them to fill out a registration form if they hadn’t stayed before, and took an imprint of their credit card. Well, it happened, didn’t it? Even at the Clermont. People doing a bunk without settling their bills. And at £195 a night for the cheapest single room, Jackson could well imagine the temptation.

It was a busy afternoon. Almost immediately he was drawn into the thick of it, checking in a party of twenty-seven Japanese. Not a package tour, you understand. The very idea would have outraged an old hand like Richards; such groups would never have been acceptable at the Clermont. No, these were upmarket Japanese, members of the Osaka Chamber of Commerce and their wives, in London on an official visit. Maybe they had all arrived at Heathrow on the same aircraft, and been borne into the centre of the city on the same air-conditioned bus. Maybe a block rate had been negotiated for their rooms. But a package tour, never. They talked very fast and not very intelligibly. Richards moved among them in an affable manner, paying no attention to their muffled, faintly hysterical outpourings but greeting them in an exaggeratedly plummy voice. ‘Welcome to the Clermont, sir. Expeditious journey over, madam? Excellent, splendid!’ Finally he withdrew to the cover of his office, pausing to address Jackson urgently out of the corner of his mouth: ‘Get these ruddy Nips on out of it, pronto.’

Jackson had just assigned the last Osaka couple to a room on the seventh floor when the man in the black polo neck approached the reception desk. As Jackson told the police afterwards, there had been nothing particularly remarkable about the way he behaved; no, he hadn’t seemed anxious or overexcited or in any way apprehensive. He was in his late fifties, broad-shouldered, with the sort of greying, exaggeratedly well-cared-for hair that marked him out as foreign. He was wearing dark glasses which he took off once he began to speak, revealing deep blue emotionless eyes. Jackson didn’t say it to the police because they wouldn’t have understood, but he’d been unnerved by those eyes: there was something hard about them. Pitiless. But it wasn’t the job of a reception clerk to note down those sort of judgments about the hotel’s clients, was it? There wasn’t a column for such observations on the form, no space on the computer screen. He was just there to check them in.

The guest didn’t say much, but when he did speak it was in a faintly foreign accent. Spanish, maybe? Or it could have been Italian. Anyway, the man gave his name as Mr Vincent, and Jackson found the reservation on the screen, which told him that Mr Vincent had an address near Windsor and that he’d stayed at the Clermont before. Just the one night would it be, Mr Vincent? That’s fine, sir. And how would he be paying?

‘Cash,’ he said.

Cash. Right. For a moment Jackson could not remember the correct procedure. Cash was unusual.

‘In advance,’ the man said. He handed over six fifty-pound notes.

‘Thank you, sir,’ said Jackson. ‘Excuse me just one moment.’

He ducked back into the office. Richards was alone in there. ‘What is it, Jackson?’ he demanded, closing his desk drawer rather too abruptly. There was the clink of a bottle.

‘Guest wants to pay by cash in advance. What do I do?’

‘Take the money and make a receipt,’ Richards told him testily.

‘And the receipts are …?’

‘Do I have to do everything for you?’ Richards lumbered over and produced one from the stationery cupboard. ‘Be asking me to wipe your own arse next.’

Later that evening, when he was giving his statement to the police, Richards had to be reminded of the exchange. But he’d been delighted to confirm it. Its recounting placed him rather more centrally in the frame of action. As a figure of authority and experience to whom his juniors referred for guidance and counsel.

Jackson made out the receipt, and gave it to the guest. He completed the other formalities and handed him the key to Room 623. On the sixth floor, sir. The lift is just across the hall. Do you need help with your luggage? No? Enjoy your stay with us, Mr Vincent.

The luggage? No, as far as he remembered, there had been nothing very distinctive about it. Just the one small bag, brown he thought it was. And a black briefcase. Mr Vincent had carried them both quite easily. As he’d bent to pick them up, a ripple had passed over his back, an involuntary, faintly feral movement, like a predatory animal setting itself on the alert.

About quarter to seven Jackson first noticed the other man, the one in the green jacket. There was a temporary lull in activity at the reception desk, and glancing across the grandeur of the hotel foyer, Jackson’s eye fell upon him by chance. He was a striking-looking youngish man of about thirty with quite long dark hair, and he sat on one of the Louis Quinze-style sofas reading a newspaper. But even at this distance Jackson could tell he wasn’t giving the newspaper his full attention. He was tense, worried about something. Every so often he laid the newspaper aside and glanced about him, vigilant, wary; not so much looking out for someone as constantly taking his bearings, reminding himself of his surroundings like a field officer on exercise. Measuring angles. Calculating lines of exit, routes of escape. Now I’m imagining things, thought Jackson. Over-fanciful, that’s me. But that was the thing about hotels, wasn’t it? What made them such fascinating places to work in. All human life was there. He moved his gaze on to the table near the fireplace where a hefty woman in ill-judged orange was berating her sulky, adolescent daughter for some unknown misdemeanour over tea and cucumber sandwiches. A multitude of separate human dramas, all playing themselves out on this warm, slightly humid late June evening.

Jackson was distracted from his speculation by the arrival of a husband and wife from San Francisco with a quite prodigious number of Louis Vuitton suitcases. It took two bell-boys and a baggage cart to get them all upstairs. He checked in another two or three guests. Then he looked up and found that the man with the green jacket was actually standing at the desk. It must have been just on seven o’clock.

‘Can I help you, sir?’ offered Jackson.

Close to, Jackson sensed the intensity emanating from him even more strongly. He was a good-looking number, no doubt about that: wavy black hair that fell forward over his forehead, strong jaw, clear brown eyes. But preoccupied. ‘Can you tell Mr Vincent that I’m here?’ he said. But he spoke as if his mind were on something else, concentrating on something much more important. He frowned and stared through Jackson, as if he weren’t there. Afterwards they wanted to know if he’d had an accent. Could he have been Italian too, perhaps? Jackson couldn’t tell them. All you really registered with him was that he wanted something; was intent upon it. You felt a strength of will coming from him that was almost physical. As it happened, it sent a little shiver of excitement down Jackson’s spine, but that was another thing he couldn’t have told the police, now, could he? Not without running the risk of misinterpretation.

‘Mr Vincent, sir?’ The name did not immediately mean anything. Too many other distractions in between. He checked on the screen. Of course, Room 623.

Jackson lifted the house telephone and dialled the number. ‘What name shall I say, sir?’

Afterwards, when he was asked to recall it, a terrible thing happened. Jackson’s memory failed. You couldn’t remember everything, could you? It just wasn’t humanly possible. Jackson must at that point have been told the man’s name, must have announced it to Mr Vincent. Because Mr Vincent had told him, ‘OK, send him up.’ But what was the name the visitor had given him? There had been no reason actually to write it down. So many different names in the course of a spell of duty on a hotel reception desk. Particularly one as busy as the Clermont. You couldn’t possibly be expected to recall them all. Specially not on your first day.

‘I’m sorry,’ he told his interrogators afterwards. ‘I’d know him again if I saw him. But his name’s gone.’ Jackson felt as bad about that as anything that terrible day. He sensed that professionally he’d fallen short of the highest standards. Let the Clermont down. Failed to meet the ultimate challenge.

So the unknown man with his intense, preoccupied manner and his wavy black hair went up to Room 623. On the sixth floor, sir. The lift is just across the hall.

About an hour and a half later one of the members of the Osaka Chamber of Commerce who was staying in Room 624 rang down to the reception desk to register a complaint. Everyone was busy. Richards, who was passing, had to take the call. He made a performance of it, the captain on the bridge not too proud to help out below when all hands were needed on deck. A mucker-in. A team player. He shot his cuffs out and put the receiver to his ear. He’d show the youngsters how these things were done.

‘And what can I do for you, Mr Hiroshiga? What’s that, in the next-door room? I’m sorry, sir, but if I’m going to understand you, you’re going to have to speak a little more clearly. And a fraction more slowly too, sir, if you don’t mind. Right. So you’re saying it’s particularly loud, is it? I am so sorry about that, really I am. Now, have you tried knocking on the door yourself and asking them to turn the television down? Sometimes a direct approach is the most effective way. What’s that, you’ve tried already? And no reply. Oh dear. You don’t think they could hear you. That does sound as if it’s on loud) I must say. Well, you just leave it with me, then, sir. I’ll sort it out. Which neighbour is it, left or right? I see, number 623. Thank you so much for drawing this to our attention. It’ll be seen to immediately. No trouble at all, sir. Goodbye.’

Richards withdrew to his office to make his next call. Fortified by a nip of something, he dialled Room 623. In his experience, people generally responded to politeness and an appeal to reason. But there was no reply. The line just kept on ringing, exacerbating Richards’s temper with every unanswered trill. Bloody hell. Was it possible that a guest could go out leaving his television on that loud? He reminded himself that it was; that all things were possible with hotel guests, even at the Clermont. That times were changing and the class of people that had money enough to check into top hotels these days, even here, often left much to be desired. So he rang Hotel Security. He’d had enough. Bloody Security sat around all day doing bugger all. They could bloody well cope with it.

The man from Security was at the door to the room a matter of six minutes later. He knocked four times, with increasing vigour. Still no answer. Out here in the passageway the television was certainly audible. What were they, deaf or something? He fitted the master key in the lock and turned it. As the door swung open, the noise from the television was suddenly very loud indeed. But he didn’t really notice it. Not once his attention had been distracted by Mr Vincent.

Mr Vincent lay on the floor at the end of the bed. His eyes stared sightless at the ceiling. He had been shot in the chest, and there was a lot of blood. It had spread out, a deep, darkening crimson across the carpet, like the map of some ceaselessly expanding empire.

The face of the security man discoloured to a liverish kind of green. He turned away to switch off the television. It was blaring out the canned laughter of a comedy programme. Mindless, contrived. Rising and falling in laboured paroxysms. On the edge of hysteria.

DI Grewcock walked over to the Clermont from West End Central Station in Savile Row. It took him seven minutes, along Conduit Street, Bruton Street, and across Berkeley Square. The uniform car had been first at the scene, quarter of an hour earlier. DS Chesney had followed shortly after. Getting the show on the road. Cordoning off sites: scene of the crime, likely entry and exit routes. Meanwhile Grewcock hoped the fresh air would clear his head. When he found it didn’t, he lit up a Silk Cut instead. He ground it out half finished on the steps of the hotel. He felt well pissed off.

At the reception desk where he flashed his ID he was met by a fat wanker in a tail-coat. ‘Are you in charge, Officer, of the investigation?’

‘Yep. Which floor?’

‘Sixth.’ The fat man scuttled after him. ‘Before you go up, might I have a word?’

Finger on the lift call-button, Grewcock turned on him. ‘What is it?’

‘Just to say, discreet as possible, if you please. We are the Clermont. Reputation to preserve, don’t you know?’

Grewcock sensed rather than smelled the alcohol on the man’s breath. It took one to know one. ‘I don’t care if you’re bloody Buckingham Palace, mate,’ he said, and got into the lift.

Chesney was already there in the room. He gestured to the corpse. ‘Looks like a single shot, guv. Forensic are on their way. The Charing Cross mob.’

‘Who is he?’

‘Room was booked to a John Vincent.’

‘And is this Vincent?’

‘That’s the point, guv. It is and it isn’t.’

‘Don’t play bloody stupid games with me. Is it Vincent?’

‘He’s got two passports in his briefcase. One British Cayman Islands, in the name of Vincent. One Swiss. Look, it’s Vincent again in the photo. But this time a different name.’

‘Shit.’ Grewcock’s headache was worse. The Scotch an hour ago had been a mistake.

‘Shall I run a check on General Database? See if there’s a link with Organised Crime?’

‘Why would you want to do that, Sergeant?’

‘I just thought, what with the two passports, it might be relevant …’

Bloody smartarse. ‘Do it, then.’ Grewcock paused. ‘And get the reception clerk up here who checked Vincent in.’

Grewcock waited for Jackson in 622. The room was empty and had been commandeered as a base of police operations. Farther along the passage, a Japanese guest and his wife were being discreetly chivvied by hotel staff out of 624 to a suite on another floor. He caught snatches of the managerial assurances that the new quarters would be even more commodious than the ones vacated. That the move was necessitated by ‘technical problems’ in the adjoining room. Technical problems, my arse. He sat glaring at the two passports that had come out of Vincent’s briefcase, listening to the fainter, more distant sounds of the evening traffic in Berkeley Square. And wondering about access to the minibar. No key. He supposed it wouldn’t look good if he forced it.

There was a knock on the door. He glanced up as Chesney showed the receptionist in from downstairs, and thought, as he took in the slim, tail-coated figure with his unctuously graceful movements, That’s all I need, the queen of the bloody fairies. He asked him questions first. Got a description of the visitor who’d gone up to Vincent’s room an hour before he’d been found. Got it all down first, because he guessed Jackson wouldn’t be good for very much afterwards. Not once he’d seen the body.

‘So this visitor, this man who asked for Vincent: did you see him leave again?’

Jackson shook his head.

‘Could he have left without you seeing him pass?’

Jackson thought of the constant toing and froing of the hotel foyer, and agreed he could have. Only too easily. And then there was the exit into Mount Street. He wouldn’t even have had to pass the reception desk to get out if he’d gone that way.

Grewcock snapped his notebook shut and sighed. ‘Ready to take a look, then, sunshine?’

Jackson nodded.

‘Just need confirmation from you that this is the man known as Vincent. The same man you checked into the hotel at approximately six p.m. this evening.’

Grewcock led him out into the passage, waited for Chesney to unlock the door, then ushered Jackson through into 623.

‘Is that him? Is that Vincent?’

‘That’s him,’ said Jackson. He was the colour of parchment.

Grewcock nodded. ‘Find it upsetting, do you? The blood and all that?’

Jackson swayed, and turned to look away. It wasn’t the blood. He could cope with that, he’d steeled himself for it. No, what he found much more horrible than the blood were the eyes. Staring. Still hard and emotionless, but macabrely more alive in death than in life. He mustn’t look. Anywhere but at those eyes. His gaze fell on the jacket, lying in a heap on the carpet by the door. A green jacket.

‘That’s his jacket,’ he said dully.

‘Whose jacket? Vincent’s?’

‘No … the other man’s. The one who went up to see him. He was wearing it.’

Chesney picked it up gingerly and held it out. Its front was saturated in blood. ‘Would have had to leave this behind, wouldn’t he, guv? Couldn’t exactly have made an inconspicuous exit wearing this.’

‘Any ID in the pockets?’

Chesney felt through them carefully. ‘Nothing here. He must have emptied them before he ran.’

‘We’ll get a description out,’ said Grewcock. He felt obscurely thwarted that Jackson hadn’t keeled over yet. Little pansy should have hit the deck by now. There’s nothing more aggravating, when your head aches and your mouth tastes like sandpaper, than having your prejudices undermined.

‘I’ll check the hotel security cameras.’

Just then Grewcock’s mobile rang. Urgently; insistently. He put it to his ear.

‘Yep … yep … yep …’ There was a prolonged period of nodding and frowning as Grewcock absorbed what he was being told. ‘Got you,’ he said finally. ‘Understood. OK, fifteen minutes. I’ll wait for them here.’ He clicked the mobile shut and turned on Chesney in a fury. ‘So that’s the end of us, then.’

‘What’s up?’

‘We got the posers from Spring Gardens coming in.’

‘Was that …?’

‘Your bloody call checking out the names on the passports. We’ve only got half the sodding Drugs Squad turning up now. Taking over, I shouldn’t wonder. Sending us off to make the fucking tea.’

‘So there was a connection,’ said Chesney doggedly. ‘The names must have triggered something.’

‘I know how the system works, Sergeant.’

‘If they’re on to it that quick, he must be someone big.’ Chesney indicated the corpse at the end of the bed.

‘Yes, well. We’ll see about that.’

‘Can I go now?’ asked Jackson. Quietly.

Grewcock turned on him, giving quick vent to the mass of frustration that had built up within him. ‘Yep, just sod off out of it now, why don’t you?’

Two of them came, in their snappy suits and natty ties. The familiar figure of DI Higgins, who thought he was Bruce Willis, and another fancy bastard who Grewcock had never met before and was barely introduced to now. This second one nodded cursorily in Grewcock’s direction and announced himself as Wesson. As an afterthought to his arrival in the room. As if Grewcock was no longer relevant to proceedings. Grimly Grewcock read the body language of the interlopers. Higgins moved about a lot, hint of a swagger, but nimble like a boxer. Pleased with himself. Deferential, though, when he spoke to the other man or looked in his direction. Like a dog with his master. Wesson was taller, blond-haired. Thoughtful, giving less away. Grewcock had him down for an arrogant sod. But one interesting thing he noted: Wesson spoke with a distinct transatlantic accent. What was an American doing here, then?

Together Higgins and Wesson peered at the passports, then took up positions either side of the bed to gaze at the body. Grewcock watched their reactions. Higgins frowned, seemed about to say something, then checked himself. Instead he looked quizzically at his colleague. Waiting for him to commit to an opinion.

‘No,’ announced Wesson. ‘It isn’t him.’ He paused, then added almost meditatively, ‘I’ll tell you who it is, though.’

‘Who?’

‘It’s his fucking brother.’

‘Christ. His brother? What’s his brother doing here?’

‘Whose brother?’ demanded Grewcock, but they didn’t seem to hear him.

‘Whatever he came to do, he’s not doing it any more.’

‘Jesus Christ!’ It was Higgins now. There was a sudden, shocked edge to his voice, a genuine surprise laced with excitement which made them all turn towards him. He’d gone over to Vincent’s briefcase and was examining its contents. ‘Look what we’ve got here. Amelga paperwork. Pages of it.’

Wesson was across the room like lightning, at Higgins’s shoulder, reaching for what he’d found. Like a teacher confiscating a forbidden magazine. He stood there by the window, leafing methodically through the documentation himself. Pausing every now and then to absorb something particularly significant. For perhaps two minutes no one else spoke, sensing the momentousness of the discovery.

‘Shit,’ Wesson said at last. ‘I think this may be it.’

‘Shall I get on to Hauser in Bern?’

‘Later. These need full analysis first. Jesus, Inspector: I think we finally got the slimeball.’

Grewcock’s patience finally wore thin. He felt excluded from the party. ‘Who? Who do you think you’ve got?’

Wesson didn’t reply, but Higgins turned to him. Higgins was always a smug bastard. Now he was preening himself, bathing in the reflected triumph. ‘This is one of the big boys, Inspector,’ he explained. ‘One of the very biggest.’ There was no mistaking the implication: out of your league, mate.

Grewcock controlled his anger because he was curious. ‘Drugs?’ he persisted.

‘Drugs. Murder. Among other things.’

‘What’s this, then?’ Grewcock indicated the corpse. ‘Likely to be a professional job?’

‘Could be.’ Higgins was non-committal. Frightened of venturing an opinion that could later be held against him. Grewcock knew the type, and despised him.

‘Looks like we’ve got the killer’s jacket here,’ offered Chesney encouragingly, from over by the door.

Wesson and Higgins wheeled round to face him.

‘Only there’s nothing in it,’ said Grewcock.

‘But there is, guv, look. I found it just now. Slipped down through a hole in the pocket into the lining.’

‘What is it?’ Wesson looked up, interested. The boss, asserting his authority over all of them.

‘A photograph.’

‘A photograph? Of what?’

‘Here, take a look, sir.’

Grewcock joined them. Peering at it. ‘It’s a bloody painting,’ he said, disdain mixed in with the perplexity. ‘It’s a photo of a bloody painting, isn’t it?’

And Stern. Where was Stern by now?

Daniel Stern had drifted away into the London evening. His emotions were almost totally numbed; if anything penetrated his consciousness in the immediate aftermath of his encounter in the hotel room, it was the flickering of a deep, slow-burning anger. Dusk was falling. By instinct, he kept moving, down the curve of Regent Street, still dense with traffic, then skirting the neon lights of Piccadilly Circus. He took an obscure comfort in the milling crowds, in the sheer mass of normality that they represented. He was minus his jacket, but it was still warm, even at 9.30, and there were plenty of other people in shirtsleeves. Plenty of other people to offer him cover. Had he thought rationally about it, he might have hugged the shadows more; but he was not rational. And that was his salvation. He just kept walking straight ahead as if nothing had happened, blending seamlessly into the evening mêlée of touts, tarts and tourists.

From Piccadilly, he cut across Leicester Square, past the fast-food stands and the big cinemas and the queues beginning to build up outside the discothèques. A few minutes later he’d edged by St Martin-in-the-Fields, negotiated the Strand, and found his way down to the river, in the lee of Charing Cross Bridge. He paused, looking about him. There were fewer people here. He walked casually forward to the embankment wall and leaned against it; a solitary figure resting his weight on his elbows, apparently contemplating the huge Ferris wheel they were constructing on the south bank to celebrate the millennium. No one saw him drop something quickly into the glutinous waters of the Thames. No one, that is, except one bleary-eyed tramp, and he was far too drunk to register whether the small metal object could have been a gun.

What followed in Stern’s mind wasn’t so much a decision as the gathering realisation of an irresistible necessity. London was suddenly intolerable, suffocating, calamitous; he had to get out, back to France. Now. The preservation of his own freedom was paramount, because there were things that still had to be done, important things, and, as it seemed to him then, only he could do them. And there was her, too. She also beckoned him back to Paris. What had happened this evening must not jeopardise his meeting with her on Friday. So the sooner he left England the better. OK, the last Eurostar had gone. But ferries ran through the night. All he had to do was get to a Channel port. He doubled back up Villiers Street to Charing Cross Station, where he found a train that reached Dover just before twelve. His determination strengthened. He’d always had an obstinate streak.

Only on the crossing, out there on the open sea, did his numbness partially melt and occasional feelings begin to impinge.

Like the brief surge of exhilaration he experienced as he stood on the deck of the ferry and watched the white cliffs recede into the distance beyond a foamy wash of moonlit phosphorescence. An exhilaration totally divorced from the events of his brief stay in London. An exhilaration born of running his tongue over his lips and finding the taste of her still lingering, faint but unmistakable from earlier that afternoon.

Like the first doubt, which followed soon after the elation, the first murmur of uncertainty about tonight. But he clamped down on that, instantly.

He was right, he told himself. He was doing what was right.

And to convince himself, he went back over it all. The events of the past two months. He went back to the beginning.


Part Two


NEW YORK

Tuesday, 4 May

Nat was wearing earth colours that day. He always wore earth colours. They were his statement of intellectual weight, an affirmation of seriousness: a dark brown shirt, baggy charcoal-grey trousers, and a knitted tie the shade of slimy green that plant life attains in a stagnant pond. At forty-two, fashion sense wasn’t his strong point. Enthusiasm was. He was leaning forward over his desk, nodding his head eagerly. He was an oddly proportioned figure: his large, pale, egg-shaped head seemed the wrong size for his stocky, compact body. He’d taken off his spectacles, and was making little stabbing motions with them to emphasise his point. Few things animated Nat with as much enthusiasm as one of his own ideas.

‘I’ve got a feeling about this one, Dan. It’s got legs. This one will run.’

Daniel Stern leaned back in the chair opposite and contemplated the proposition. Nat was the features editor who’d given him his first break, soon after he’d arrived in New York two and a half years ago. He’d always be grateful to him for that, but it didn’t give Nat permanent rights over him. And it was a measure of Daniel’s subsequent journalistic success that he didn’t need to accept every commission he was offered now. That he could pick and choose his assignments. ‘It’s been done before,’ said Daniel. ‘And anyway, movie moguls are essentially pretty dull people.’

‘So it’s been done before,’ Nat said. ‘I know it’s been done before. That’s not the point. I reckon you’ll give it a new spin. Remember, all these guys are Jewish. I kind of like the Jewish mafia angle. The Jewish readership likes it too. Makes them feel good to know they own Hollywood. Powerful.’

‘It’s not for me, Nat.’

‘Think about it.’ Nat scratched himself in the area of his armpit. He always scratched himself when he was arguing. ‘Your being Jewish yourself will give the piece its validation.’

‘You know it’s not an issue for me, all that Jewish stuff.’

‘Maybe you don’t see it that way right now.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Maybe you should.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Why do you think you’ve been a success here? Why do you get read? I’ll tell you why: because most of the creative people in this town are Jewish. You feel at home here.’

It was true that he’d flourished since his arrival from London. This place stimulated him in a way that London hadn’t. He enjoyed its flexibility, its energy, its premium on talent. He appreciated the way it wasn’t hidebound by the absurd constrictions of the British psyche with its crabbed cynicisms and constipated prejudices (to quote one of his early articles, headlined – God forgive him – ‘Why London’s dying’). But was all that just because he was Jewish? Certainly, in his experience being Jewish in London tended to make you subliminally an outsider. Coming here he still felt an outsider, but this time a more exotic one: an Englishman. An English accent never hurt you in New York, so – ironically – he found himself playing on it here, despite his disaffection with the country of his birth and upbringing. Perhaps that was the key to it: to be any good, a writer should always be an outsider. The point was that here he’d found a more fulfilling outsidership. Anyway, he felt obliged to argue against Nat. ‘Jews don’t hold a monopoly on talent, you know,’ he said.

‘Come on, Dan. Take away us Jews from New York and what are you left with? Kansas City.’

Daniel laughed. ‘I’m still not doing that piece, OK?’

Nat sighed, and was silent. He’d stopped scratching, which was a positive sign. It meant he probably wasn’t going to argue any more, that he’d admitted defeat. Daniel got up and went to the window. He felt good that day. It was a warm spring morning with a wide blue sky strung out across Manhattan, and the leaves were fresh on the trees. He’d got up at seven and gone out jogging in Central Park. Everything was very green and clear and clean. He’d come back to his apartment on the upper West Side feeling the sort of glowing virtue that is only given to those who take violent physical exercise before breakfast. He’d showered, then called in at the local coffee shop for bacon and eggs. Sunny side up. New York was a great place in which to be young and single and successful.

‘So what else have you got for me?’

Nat consulted his file. ‘I guess we’re committed to this interview with Madonna when she’s in town later this month. Fancy talking to Madonna?’

‘How many words?’

‘Two and a half, three thousand. Flesh her out a bit. Your own take.’

‘Not just puff?’

‘Did we ever?’

He went back to his chair and gathered up his briefcase. ‘OK, I’ll write that,’ he said. He was suddenly impatient to be on his way.

‘The thing about you, Dan,’ Nat said, ‘is you know what you want.’

‘Is that bad?’

‘I guess not. But you frighten me sometimes. When you go for something, you’re just about the most single-minded guy I ever met.’

‘Come on, Nat. I wouldn’t exactly call you Mr Indecisive.’

‘Yeah. But I’m just overcompensating for my underlying insecurity.’

‘Then perhaps that’s what I’m doing, too.’

Afterwards, in the elevator, on the way down to Park Avenue, Daniel thought about it. He tended to brood on words, particularly ones applied to himself. Single-minded. What did that mean? Ambitious. Obsessive. Obstinate. Was it true? Perhaps so; it was the way he was made. He decided he didn’t have a problem with it. Not then.

At street level he looked at his watch. It was 12.15 p.m.


5.15 p.m. in England.

A fine spring day here, too. An innocent afternoon.

A fifty-eight-year-old woman is driving her car along the southbound carriageway, of the MII motorway, twenty miles from London. She is on her way home to her flat in Regent’s Park from visiting a friend in Cambridge.

It happens suddenly, like all catastrophes. Without warning. Part of the load on a truck carrying timber breaks loose and spills from the back of the vehicle on to the road. The articulated lorry behind, travelling at sixty miles an hour, swerves to avoid the planks of wood bouncing on the carriageway.

The lorry veers out of control, careers across the lanes, and collides with the woman’s car. The impact is massive. The car is slammed against the crash barriers and almost totally crushed, so that parts of its bodywork are found afterwards scattered over a three-hundred-yard length of the carriageway. Returning commuters stuck in stationary traffic heading north watch in horror. Some are showered with fragments of glass. Summoned by twelve different mobile telephone calls, the emergency services are there within nine minutes. They need cutting equipment to carve a way through the wreckage to the driver. It takes fifty-five minutes to release her. They work with less urgency for the last twenty-five. By that time they’ve discovered she is dead.



After Daniel Stern left Nat’s office he took a cab to the restaurant on 54th Street where he had a lunch date. He paid off the driver, listening to the abrasive, pre-recorded voice of some minor celebrity advising him to make sure he took all his personal possessions with him as he left the car. He switched his mobile off for the duration of lunch. Lola, she was called. She was something in publishing, and very good-looking. The sort of New York girl that exerted a fascination for him: blonde, poised, perfectly presented. She was already there when he arrived, long-legged, all sleek surface. Let’s talk, she’d said. About him doing a book. On anything, his choice: he only had to come up with the idea and she’d run with it.

She ate a few leaves of rocket and pecorino salad with a stylised delicacy, touching the corner of her mouth with a napkin after every minimalist mouthful. She took herself very seriously indeed. She talked about concept realisation and profit margins and interpersonal dynamics. About a book on weaving she was packaging that was all so ridiculous and real that it felt kind of sacred. He knew long before she ordered the organic coffee that he couldn’t work with her. But she was good to look at.

When the check came, he paid it. Just so as there should be no misunderstanding. So that she should not feel he was in any way professionally beholden to her.

‘I’ll call you,’ he said as they parted. ‘Perhaps we could have dinner next week.’

‘I’d like that.’ It was the first time all lunch that he’d seen her smile.

The message was there waiting for him on his mobile when he switched it back on. He was walking down Madison Avenue when he heard it. The instruction to ring his Aunt Stephanie on a number in London. Urgently. Because there had been an accident. A terrible accident.

He had to stop walking and stand still, then lean for a moment against a shop window. He felt sick, physically sick. He knew she was dead, even before he made the call.

Because that fifty-eight-year-old woman, the one they finally pulled out from the mangled metalwork of her own car that spring afternoon just as he was leaning across to fill Lola’s glass with sparkling mineral water, that was Daniel Stern’s mother. The mother whom Daniel, her only son, had been unable to find time to visit since the previous November, and for four weeks had not even spoken to on the telephone.

Oh, yes: there were perfectly legitimate reasons for Stern’s negligence. He was three thousand miles away, in New York. He was busy, absorbed. Meeting deadlines, interviewing people. Rejecting the Hollywood mafia in favour of the Madonna piece. Ringing his mother was something that he knew he had to do, that he knew he wanted to do, but he kept putting it off because other things came up; it was always the one task too many that got cut from the day’s schedule because he was either too tired or it was too late to disturb her. That’s how he rationalised it afterwards, anyway. The truth was, he had so much to do he barely thought of her. Single-minded, that was Daniel Stern. Well, you don’t think of your mother all the time, do you, no matter how much you love her? Not when you’re twenty-nine, and suddenly in urgent and flattering professional demand.

The memory of his lunch with Lola was all at once intolerable. He couldn’t bear the fact that he’d had time enough to set up lunch dates with beautiful girls, but none to ring his own mother. And now it was all too late. Much, much too late.

Dazed, he caught a taxi back to his apartment. Presumably the sun still shone; presumably the leaves were still unfurling on the trees. But in his eye the city was disfigured, unrecognisable from this morning. A hammer blow had fallen on the smooth and glossy glass of its image, sending out a web of jagged cracks across the surface.


LONDON

Wednesday, 5 May

Dawn comes quickly flying east across the Atlantic. Sleepless and miserable, Daniel was grateful for the fast-forwarding of the night. Perhaps this was what all passages of time would be like from now on: blunt, colourless, at best mercifully abbreviated. In the grey half-light of the Economy cabin, while others stirred and moaned and snored, he sat and stared at the shuttered porthole next to him, and wondered. What would he have told her, his mother, if he’d had one more chance to speak to her before she died?

He’d have told her how much he loved her, how much she meant to him, how close he knew they’d always been, deep down; how much he appreciated her for not being the caricature Jewish mother she could so easily have become, considering he was her beloved only child; for giving him space, for not playing wounded when he didn’t ring her for weeks on end (although, God knew, if she herself could just have lifted the telephone and called him once in the last four weeks during which he had neglected her, it would have spared him some of what he was going through now). And if he could have been granted that one last conversation with her, he’d have made time to talk to her about the past. Her past. About the things that, with the consummate arrogance of the child who loves his mother so much that he takes her for granted, he had never bothered to ask. Like what really mattered to her. Like what had happened to her family, and what she really felt about it. The things he might have pressed her on, the things she’d never talked about before. Perhaps because she’d wanted to shield him from them. Perhaps because he’d never really asked.

Coming home. It was grey and damp as they landed, and his mouth tasted stale. Gritty-eyed, he contemplated the place he’d made the conscious and never-regretted decision to leave two and a half years ago. There was a depressing familiarity about Heathrow, an amalgam of small, unremarkable but oddly piquant vignettes: like the typeface on the yellow public notices; like the Sun newspaper sticking out of the back pocket of the man in overalls; like the line of smug black cabs drawn up outside the terminal building. He found himself resenting the self-satisfied way life had gone on here, unchanging, parochial, oblivious to his absence.

He was met by Aunt Stephanie. Strictly, she wasn’t his aunt, only a cousin, but she had been closer to his mother than anyone; almost an older sister, given that Stephanie’s own parents had effectively brought his mother up from pretty early on.

When they first caught sight of each other in the arrivals hall, he instinctively began to run towards her, then when they got close, he paused. They both stood motionless, wordless for a brief moment of suspended time. He looked at her and saw a plump, comfortable, capable woman in her early sixties, eyes swollen and red-rimmed, her natural bossiness capsized in a sea of sadness. He saw her looking at him, and shrugging her shoulders. Impotently. Suddenly the whole thing was too awful, too unimaginably awful to go on. They were in an emotional territory without maps. There was no prescribed way for dealing with the situation.

She broke the silence. ‘Danny, it’s just the most terrible thing,’ she said.

Up till that moment he’d had himself under a wintery control, as if the shock had frozen over his responses, held them rigid. He put his bag down on the floor of the airport concourse and they embraced.

It was the bag that did it. He caught a glimpse of it as he looked down over her shoulder, and suddenly the memory swept over him, carried him away like some irresistible tidal wave. It was the memory of another bag. Of the first time he’d ever spent a night away from home, the first time he slept over with a friend. He was seven years old, and the bag that his mother had packed for him was standing there in the hallway, neat, perfect, nothing forgotten, its contents tenderly assembled: pyjamas, toothbrush, favourite teddy bear. He’d stopped on the doorstep of their house in St John’s Wood and panicked. He’d turned to her and wailed through his tears that he was frightened, that he’d miss her, that he didn’t want to go after all. She’d picked up the bag and put it gently in his hand. ‘Be a big boy,’ she told him. ‘Because it’s only one night, and when you come back I’ll be here for you. You know I’ll always be here for you, Danny.’

I’ll always be here for you. Throughout his life, she’d kept her promise. When it mattered. But where had he been at her moment of crisis? She’d had to meet that alone. He suddenly saw the scene very clearly: her frail, crushed, middle-aged body in the wreckage of the car. A shoe here. A handbag there, spilled open in the broken glass. Then he had a brief, horrific glimpse of it: the eternity of her future non-existence. And all at once he was crying, there on the airport concourse. Really crying. Huge sobs, for the first time in his adult life. Crying for his mother’s loneliness. And crying for his own.

Later, in Stephanie’s car on the slow drive back into central London, she said to him, ‘You know something, Danny? For the first time since the divorce she was really enjoying life. She was happy. She was getting out, seeing her friends.’

His resentment flared suddenly. Why was she telling him this? Was she implying that he hadn’t been close enough to his own mother to judge whether she was happy or not? Was she getting at him because she knew he hadn’t called for four weeks? He opened his mouth to justify himself, but just as suddenly his anger subsided. ‘I’m glad,’ he said instead. Recognising in time that the only way to negotiate situations as appalling as this one was to join a conspiracy of the grieving. A conspiracy to adduce evidence – often groundless – that the person who’s just died has at least died happy. There was a comfort in such delusions.

‘Listen, Danny, you’re staying with us, OK?’ Gradually Stephanie’s natural bossiness was reasserting itself, her need to control. ‘You’ll be very comfortable in that guest room. You’ve got a decent bed, king-size. And your own bathroom, of course. With power shower.’

He’d forgotten her obsession with showers, with bathrooms, with all aspects of personal hygiene. It had been a source of fond amusement to his mother. ‘Your aunt believes that cleanliness is next to godliness,’ she’d told him once, with her enchanting, conspiratorial smile. The smile his mother had used when he was younger to admit him to her own interior world. The smile that had been the hallmark of their intimacy, private to the two of them. Stop remembering, he told himself. Stop. Now.
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