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			To Adrian and Polly

		

	
		
			

			The cloth says to the weaver,

			Do not weave me, for tomorrow, or the day after,

			I will be your shroud.

			Traditional Indian poem
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			One

			The rich were careless about their wealth.

			They deserved to be ripped off. The concierge at the Arcadia Shard Hotel was an old hand at this. He recognised an abandoned suitcase as an opportunity.

			Mr Rakesh Garg’s pale grey Samsonite case sat on the shelf in the left-­luggage locker. The concierge glanced up at the CCTV camera that kept an eye on it.

			 

			Mr Garg had been in Room 2004. Nobody in the hotel really remembered Mr Garg or what he looked like. Guests came and went. Like Rakesh Garg, many didn’t check out at the reception desk. If they settled their bill online, there was no need for them to talk to anybody.

			The housekeeper remembered cleaning Mr Garg’s room, the day before yesterday, after the first night of his stay. Room 2004 was particularly spectacular. High above the city, its north-­facing wall was made entirely of glass. From the desk, or from the luxury free-­standing bath, a guest could gaze out over the Thames. Tower Bridge and the Tower of London were below, small and unimpressive from this height, dwarfed by the new, brightly lit skyscrapers of the City of London.

			The two nights had been paid for in advance. After the first, the housekeeper had tidied the room, vacuumed, made the bed, replaced two Johnnie Walker miniatures in the minibar and put new soaps onto the dishes in the bathroom.

			This morning, after the second night, reception called up to his room but nobody answered.

			Assuming he had gone, the way many guests do, without returning their key cards, the housekeeper knocked on the door at 11.15 a.m., called out, ‘Housekeeping,’ as she always did, then opened it with a key card.

			She peered into Room 2004 and saw that, though tidy, it still appeared to be occupied. There was a jacket hanging on the back of a chair.

			‘Hello?’ she called again, then backed out of the door. The front desk tried the mobile number Mr Garg had left with the booking, but that went straight through to voicemail.

			‘Mr Garg. This is the Arcadia Hotel. We’ve been trying to reach you. You don’t appear to have checked out. However, we need to prepare the room for another guest. I hope you understand.’

			Shortly after eleven thirty the duty manager arrived. Together they knocked again, twice, then let themselves in with the key card.

			The housekeeper could see right away that something was not right, for the room remained exactly as she had left it the day before. It appeared that nobody had slept in the bed last night. Mr Garg’s suits were still hanging in the wardrobe, his toothbrush still sat in the glass by the sink. The new miniatures of whisky were untouched.

			But the room was booked for another guest, flying in from Abu Dhabi, so there was no time to stand around wondering what had happened to Mr Garg. The duty manager ordered the housekeeper to pack up Mr Garg’s belongings. There was no passport – no belongings had been stored in the safe. If he had a briefcase, that must have been with him too, wherever he was.

			Everything else – a couple of suits, shirts, underwear and shoes, some personal belongings – fitted neatly into Mr Garg’s single Samsonite suitcase, which the duty manager took down to the concierge’s office.

			 

			That Sunday afternoon, the passenger check-­in officer at Heathrow Airport offered seat 8B on Air India 128 to a standby passenger.

			The passenger who had originally booked the flight to Mumbai, a Mr Rakesh Garg, had not materialised.

			Again, nobody thought much of it at the time because the rich are sometimes careless about such things. If they can afford one first class air ticket, they can probably afford another.

			 

			The concierge eyed the Samsonite case.

			The trick to remaining unobserved was to arrange the other left luggage in such a way that it obscured the view of the camera.

			The opportunity came when a film crew arrived to stay at the hotel. The concierge went out of his way to help them stack their outsize bags of lights and stands, until the pile blocked the camera’s angle completely.

			For all his work, the contents of the case were disappointing. No watches, no money, just a thin gold chain which he slipped into his tucked-­in shirt, feeling it slither down his belly until it lay along the top of his belt. The only other items of interest were several packets of some kind of medication he didn’t recognise, so he pocketed those and closed the case up.

			In the gents’ he untucked his shirt, retrieved the chain and looked at the packet of drugs. According to the name on the packet, they were called Lutinol.

			‘Never heard of it,’ he said aloud to the empty room.

			Taking out a vial, he examined it. Its contents were clear. Cracking the top, he sniffed it, then allowed a drop to fall onto his tongue. As far as he could tell, it tasted of nothing at all, so he tried a few more drops. By the time his shift ended, whatever it was had done nothing for him at all, so he threw the rest into the bin.

		

	
		
			Two

			If Jacob Meaney had known from the start what accepting the job would get him into, he would never have taken it.

			He was smart. He read the news. He knew that there were bad people out there.

			But Carla had said, ‘If you can’t raise twenty thousand pounds, there’s no point in our relationship. I’m over it.’

			At the time twenty thousand pounds had seemed like such an absurd amount of money to a man who earned such a slender living translating books and poetry. There was no way a man like him could ever raise it.

			 

			It was Monday, Carla’s lunch break. She had taken time from her job at the office.

			Carla had a proper job. She was a marketing executive. She and Jacob sat together, knee to knee at the cafe table.

			On the same day that Rakesh Garg had been checking into the Arcadia Hotel, Carla had removed her belongings from the dingy London Road flat she had shared with Jacob for a year. She said she couldn’t live there any more.

			‘We’ll never get a chance like this,’ she told Jacob. ‘The new apartment is perfect. Twenty thousand pounds. That’s all.’

			‘I’m trying,’ he said, pushing his fringe away from his eyes. ‘I’m really trying. I just don’t have the money right now.’

			She was right. The flat was perfect. The estate agent had assured them of it. They had visited a show apartment for the third time just a week ago. Theirs was to be built in Phase 2 of the development, but the layout was identical. A living room with a fully fitted luxury kitchen, a deluxe marble bathroom and a second bedroom which was big enough to fit a desk in. Their balcony would look out over the rooftops of Brighton. ‘You will have the most amazing sunset,’ the estate agent had said. ‘We have a crazy amount of interest in Phase Two. Especially the west-­facing ones like yours.’

			The agent looked serious, sympathetic, impatient all at once.

			‘I’ll be frank. They’re going fast. If you want one with the view, you’ll need to let us know as soon as you can.’

			The east-­facing ones only looked out towards Phase 1, which was where the show apartment was. Phase 2 would block Phase 1’s view completely.

			‘I’m putting in forty thousand,’ said Carla. ‘All you need is twenty. Then we have enough for the deposit.’ In reality she was only putting in ten. Her wealthy Mallorcan parents were giving her the extra thirty.

			Jacob reached his hands over the small table towards hers and laid them on top. ‘I’ll get it, somehow, I promise.’ His own parents had died when he was twelve – he had no relations to borrow from.

			‘We need this if we’re going move forward in life,’ she said. ‘Otherwise, as far as I’m concerned, it’s over.’

			 

			Carla was the most beautiful woman he had ever gone out with. He had never expected to be in a relationship like this. He had always suspected that women like her were way out of his class. They had met four years ago when he had been teaching at a language school. She had been his student, wanting to improve her English so she could get on in business. Her English was now excellent and her career in digital marketing impressive.

			‘I just don’t know how soon I’ll be able to raise it, that’s all,’ he said.

			‘You don’t even have a proper job any more, Jacob.’

			‘I do,’ he protested. ‘I’m a translator.’

			‘That’s not a job,’ she said. ‘It’s a hobby. Find the money, Jacob. For once, please show some commitment to our relationship. I’m thirty-­five. My clock is ticking. If I’m going to have a baby, I need us to be secure, to have somewhere decent to live. Or I need us to end it.’

			 

			For five years, Jacob Meaney had been a teacher at the Regency Haplern, a private language school in Brighton. It is where he had first met Carla.

			Jacob loved language. He believed that to speak many languages was to be a citizen of the world.

			Carla was classy, clever and ambitious, both for herself and for him. She had always told him he was so good at teaching, he should set up his own language school. He had loved her for her faith in him. She had made him spreadsheets to show how much money they could make, and searched the city for properties they could rent to start the school in. She designed a logo, talked about a website and social media marketing, and bought him smart, businesslike clothes for his birthday. ‘There are so many opportunities out there, Jacob. For once just reach out and take something. Quit the job. Start your own school.’

			In the end, his reluctance turned out to be a blessing. Covid would have swallowed their new business whole. When the virus hit, the Regency Halpern Language School furloughed him for six months – as long as it could – before making him redundant. The foreign students had vanished. At the time he had relished the chance to spend more time translating, however little income it produced. The world seemed to be descending into chaos. His refuge was language – and Carla.

			Finding any money at all would not be easy, but he had to if he was going to keep her.

			He was owed a little for a Russian book he had finished work on in the spring – but that money would probably never come through, now Russia had been sanctioned – and he was midway through translating a young British poet for a Portuguese publisher. Pay for this kind of work was a pittance, and saving anything was impossible. Much as he loved translating and the delicate task of trying to carry meaning from one language to another, it was never going to provide a deposit on a flat. He needed another plan.

			Carla regularly bought magazines like Wallpaper and Vogue Living and left them lying around his little flat on the London Road, hoping that her aspirations were infectious. He studied them dutifully.

			‘Is there nobody you can ask?’ Carla said. ‘If we don’t put our offer in soon, it’ll be gone.’ She pulled her hands away from his and picked up her cup of coffee. ‘You must know someone.’

			He thought about his friend Tariq. Tariq was rich. ‘I can’t just ask a friend to give me twenty thousand pounds,’ said Jacob. ‘It doesn’t work like that. A hundred pounds, maybe. But twenty thousand . . .’

			Tariq was another former student, one of those with rich parents who sent him to Brighton to learn a language.

			‘I love you, Jacob. You’re funny. You’re clever. You’re kind. You would be a good father,’ Carla said. ‘But I don’t want to live in a dump like a fucking tramp any more. I hate your flat. It stinks of mushrooms. I need a fresh start, with or without you.’

			Her idiomatic English was excellent. He was proud of her and everything she had achieved.

			 

			She had packed a bag at the weekend. She told him it was a break, but it was more than that. It was an ultimatum.

			‘The estate agent says we need to put the deposit down by the end of September,’ she said. She raised her cup and drained it. ‘At the latest.’ She stood. ‘I am sorry, Jacob. I have to get back to work.’

			Leaning across the cafe table, she gave him the lightest kiss on the cheek. Out of the front door, she turned right, past the window where he was still sitting. He raised his hand to wave her goodbye, but she had already marched on up the hill.

			The moment she was gone, the waiter swept up her cup. ‘Anything else for you?’ he asked chillily. ‘Or is that all for today?’

			Jacob didn’t answer.

			Carla loved the flat in Phase 2. If only he had some way of earning that kind of money.

			Just then, his phone rang. He peered at the screen, frowning.

			It was not a number he recognised. Normally he dismissed numbers he didn’t recognise, but now, the voice in his head was repeating, There are so many opportunities out there, Jacob. For once just reach out and take something. He answered the call.

			‘Hello?’

		

	
		
			Three

			‘Hello?’

			‘Is that Mr Jacob Meaney?’

			In the busy cafe, Jacob held the phone to his ear. ‘I’m sorry. It’s quite loud in here. Why are you calling me?’

			‘I’m calling from the Windows Service Centre,’ a voice said.

			‘The what? Is it about a job?’ he demanded.

			‘We’ve detected that your computer has been infected by a virus,’ said a man with a South Asian accent. ‘I’m calling as a courtesy to help you fix the problem.’

			Jacob was still laughing as he paid the bill. Stupid of him to imagine that some miracle might arrive out of the blue to save his relationship.

			 

			It was a question of biology. He understood that.

			She wanted children while she could still have them.

			In the flat above the charity shop that he had shared until recently with Carla, he poured himself a glass of cheap rosé and switched off his phone so that he could work uninterrupted. He picked up the volume of poetry he was translating into Portuguese.

			He enjoyed the challenge of poetry. One language did not sit on another one like a red Lego brick on top of a yellow one. In poetry especially, everything was in play. Usually it felt like an adventure. Not today, though.

			After lunch, he took a break and flipped through one of the design magazines Carla had bought for him. That made him worry that Carla might have been trying to get in touch, so he switched on his phone again and a voicemail symbol appeared on its small screen. Another unrecognised number. This time he ignored it.

			He was on the verge of calling Carla. Instead, he dialled Tariq, his former student.

			‘Jacob,’ his friend said, picking up immediately. ‘Been ages. How are you?’

			‘So-­so, being honest.’

			‘Still no work?’ He could tell from the clatter and clink that Tariq was in his kitchen. There was music playing in the background.

			‘Carla has moved out. Temporarily, obviously. It’s kind of a thing,’ Jacob said.

			There was a pause. ‘Yeah. I heard. Sorry, mate,’ Tariq answered. ‘How many years was it?’

			‘It’s not over. It’s just a break.’

			‘Right, mate.’

			‘She has her heart fixed on getting on the housing ladder. The problem is, I don’t really have the wherewithal.’

			Tariq laughed. ‘Give me a sentence using the word wherewithal.’ A joke from when Jacob had been Tariq’s teacher.

			Jacob smiled. Tariq was a good friend. He wouldn’t mind him asking for a loan, at least. ‘Listen, mate. I’ve got a favour to ask you . . .’

			‘Go for it. Anything.’

			Jacob took a breath. He wasn’t sure if he was making a fool of himself, but Tariq’s family was wealthy. Maybe it wasn’t such a ludicrous thing to do.

			‘What did you want?’ his friend said. ‘Go on.’

			‘Who is it, Tariq?’

			There was somebody else in Tariq’s kitchen. Jacob recognised the voice immediately. For a second, he was too shocked to speak. ‘Is that Carla?’ he said eventually.

			‘Yeah. It is,’ said Tariq awkwardly, keeping his own voice low. ‘She’s staying around here for a bit.’

			Jacob pulled the phone away from his ear, looked at it for a second. ‘I thought you were my friend.’

			‘Mate. It’s nothing like that. Listen. She just needed a place to get her head together.’

			Jacob ended the call and laid his head onto the open poetry book in front of him.

			Immediately his phone rang again.

			Jacob answered it and blurted, ‘Are you two sleeping together?’

			‘I beg your pardon?’ A woman with a hint of an Australian accent was speaking to him.

			‘Who is this?’

			‘I’m just after a minute of your time, Mr Meaney.’

			Angrily, Jacob ended the call and switched off the phone. If he was going to earn money, he had to work. He returned to his desk and settled back into the slow task of translation.

			But it was hard to concentrate. Life was slipping away from him. In his twenties, when his friends went clubbing, or windsurfing, he had mostly lived in a world of books and languages. They had mocked him for being old before his time, but he had been, for the most part, content. He had imagined that would be enough for him, until he had met Carla. He had thought they had been on a journey of discovery together. It had changed him, but he understood that he had not changed fast enough to keep up with her needs and desires.

			‘You’re not a man of action,’ she had complained, and that was still very obviously true.

			 

			He was still at his desk just after four in the afternoon when the doorbell rang. When he looked down from the first-­floor window he saw a smart black Lexus with tinted windows, parked illegally in the bus stop outside his house.

			The doorbell rang again.

			There was no entryphone, so he descended the narrow stairs to the front door next to the British Heart Foundation charity shop. When he opened it, a woman stood there. She was tall, with straight dirty blonde hair and had a Burberry messenger bag slung over one shoulder. She lowered her dark glasses and peered at him.

			‘Jacob Meaney?’ she said.

			‘Yes.’

			‘The Jacob Meaney?’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘That was a little rude,’ she said. ‘Putting the phone down on me.’

			‘Did I?’

			‘Mr Meaney,’ she said. ‘I have a proposal for you. One that I think you’re going to find very interesting.’

		

	
		
			Four

			The woman took off her dark glasses, folded them, and put them into her shoulder bag. She was in her late thirties, he guessed, a little older than him. ‘Know what?’ she said. ‘I have been trying to get in touch with you for bloody hours.’

			‘Me?’

			‘First. You are the Jacob Meaney – the one who speaks Hindi, Russian and Portuguese?’

			He blinked. ‘How did you know that?’

			She grinned. ‘Oh my God. I’ve been looking for you all over.’ She moved forward, hugged him. He stood, startled, until she stepped back again, looked him up and down. ‘Do you have anything else to wear, Jacob? I’ve booked tea for us at the Grand.’ She looked at her watch. ‘And we’re running a little late.’

			‘The Grand?’ The big, cream-­white Victorian layer-­cake of a hotel, decked out in ironwork balconies and fluttering Union Jacks, that stood above the beach.

			‘Five minutes,’ she declared. ‘I’ll wait in the car.’ The car’s driver was sitting in the front seat, playing a game on his phone.

			‘You didn’t tell me your name. Or what any of this is all about.’

			‘Eloise,’ she said. ‘My name’s Eloise. Very pleased to meet you.’

			 

			Back in the flat he peered out of the window again and watched Eloise lean back against the illegally parked car. She dug into her handbag and pulled out a packet of Marlboro Lites and a lighter, then looked up and smiled at him, as if she had known all along he was watching her.

			He had a tweed jacket which he wore when the language school hosted formal events. Carla had always said it made him look like an old man. He chose the least crumpled of his shirts and the cleaner of his three pairs of shoes.

			When he opened his front door she dropped the last of her cigarette into the gutter and trod on it. ‘I guess you’ll do,’ she said and leaned forward to brush lint from his shoulder. Close up, she smelled expensive. ‘Let’s go.’

			Walking around to the other side, she got in beside him and the car pulled out into slow traffic.

			‘Can I call you Jacob? Are you working right now?’ she asked. ‘I mean. Of course a man like you is working. I wondered if you have availability. I represent an elite European company. We are are in urgent need of an interpreter. We would like to offer you a few weeks’ work.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t really—’

			‘You probably won’t have heard of us. However, we can offer a generous rate of pay. Are you available right away?’

			Jacob Meaney wasn’t an interpreter. He had never done interpreting. Interpreting was a very different skill to translating. ‘How did you find my number? How did you find me?’

			As the car descended down a narrow street towards the sea, she mentioned the name of a website on which interpreters and translators offered their services. Now she said it, he dimly remembered signing up to it years ago when he was younger, before he had taken a job with Regency Halpern. Nobody had ever contacted him using it.

			‘My phone number was on a website?’

			‘Not on the website. I had to dig around a little more to find you, but fortunately there are not many Jacob Meaneys in the world.’

			‘You found out where I lived too?’

			‘Listen,’ she said. ‘Let me get to the point. Our company has a problem. I came to London for an important meeting with our suppliers. Unfortunately the person I was supposed to meet didn’t show up. Instead another gentleman contacted me. He appears to have taken over the business at short—’

			She stopped because house music was blaring from her bag. She pulled out her phone and answered: ‘Myroslav. Ya nashla yego. Ya seychas s nim razgovarivayu.’

			She was speaking Russian. I’ve found him, she was saying to a man named Myroslav. I’m talking to him now.

			She ended the call and turned to him. ‘So anyway. We have an urgent business deal to complete and it turns out that our new business partner speaks Hindi, but very little English. Which seems a bit unusual.’

			‘Not really,’ said Jacob.

			‘Really? OK. Well, our company is run by a Ukrainian who speaks mostly Russian. The business operates out of Brazil, so we need Portuguese. You have no idea how hard it is to find an interpreter with that combination of languages – let alone at short notice. So how much do you charge a day?’

			He hesitated. ‘It depends.’ He was not used to job interviews in black limousines.

			‘You must have a day rate, Jacob.’

			He realised he should try to explain to her he was not, formally at least, an interpreter. He was simply a translator. The jobs were very different.

			‘Come on. You probably realise I’m desperate. Who else would drive down from London on the off chance? How much do you charge a day? Name a figure.’

			This woman was offering him money. An opportunity to do something different. An opportunity to change. He was not a man of action, but perhaps he should become one.

			‘Three hundred pounds?’ he said, and kicked himself for starting with such a high figure. ‘Obviously that includes even­ings.’

			The woman didn’t even miss a beat. ‘And you have a valid British passport?’

			 

			The car pulled up outside the hotel. A doorman in a bowler hat and checked trousers opened Jacob’s door.

			‘This way,’ beckoned Eloise, marching up the stairs to the hotel lobby, where she stopped and spun around, looking up at the ornate plasterwork. ‘I adore this place. Don’t you?’

			‘You’ve been here before?’

			‘God, no. I could never have afforded it,’ she said. ‘Come.’

			She had reserved a table. ‘Tea will be with you shortly,’ said a waiter.

			‘I don’t really have any specialist vocabulary,’ said Jacob. ‘I might have to spend a week or so getting up to speed.’

			‘We need someone who can start straight away. It’s extremely urgent. We’re halfway through this mega deal.’

			He hesitated. ‘I don’t even know who you are. What kind of work is it?’

			She picked up a starched napkin and shook it out. ‘Simple interpreting, that’s all. At business meetings. We will pay four hundred a day, plus we’ll pay a weekend bonus of a hundred a day. There’s a minimum of three weeks’ work, including weekends.’

			The waiter approached to offer a choice of Breakfast, Darjeeling or Earl Grey. ‘Three weeks’ work?’

			‘At least. I can guarantee you three, but almost certainly if we like your work, this will total up to six weeks. You will stay with us and be paid whether we require your services or not. We just need you to be on hand.’

			He hesitated. ‘How much?’

			She repeated the sum: four hundred pounds a day, five hundred at weekends. ‘Plus,’ she said, ‘you would be staying in the most amazing place you’ve ever been in. You won’t believe it. Like, the swankiest house you’ve ever seen. Jesus, you will die when you see it, Jacob. There’s a pool, a gym, tennis courts, a boat on the lake. Everything. You get your own apartment. Food. All included. Anything you want. To be honest, you will only be needed for an hour or two at a time and maybe only two or three days a week. I’m sure you’re a busy man but there would be time to do your own work out there too. We will cover travel, naturally. Think about it. Nine thousand pounds for the first three weeks. It’s a doddle.’

			He opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out.

			‘Please, Mr Meaney. Say something.’

			‘Well . . .’

			‘Starting tomorrow.’

			‘And I can do my own translating work in my free time?’

			‘Naturally.’

			A woman brought two cake stands, each tier loaded with pastries, sandwiches, scones and cocktail sausages. ‘Isn’t this just gorgeous?’ said Eloise. She reached out and picked up a tiny ham sandwich and popped it whole into her mouth.

			An unexpected job offer that could solve all his problems. He thought about Carla, and about how she would handle this situation. ‘Fifty per cent of the first three weeks in advance?’

			‘Why the hell not?’ That rich, full-­throated laugh again, crumbs on the corners of her mouth.

			And when he was back home in the flat, he checked his account and the promised money was already in there, as if by magic. Four and a half thousand pounds. He logged out of his bank account, then logged back in, just to check. There it was. Paid from a PayPal account.

			 

			As instructed by Eloise, he scanned his passport. She had asked him to send her a copy of the main page to a Gmail address. There was no hint at all of the name of the company he would be working for.

			Many thanks for the payment. Passport scan attached as requested. Will I need to revise any specialist vocabulary?

			The reply – it wasn’t exactly an answer – arrived in his inbox a few minutes later.

			Pick up at 6 a.m. tomorrow.

			He sat at his desk, a little stunned. He should call Carla and let her know the good news. He would have the money within a month – most of it, at least.

			He was on the verge of dialling her number when he stopped. If he called her now, right after finding out that she was with Tariq, she probably wouldn’t even believe him. He wasn’t entirely sure he believed all this himself. He would call her when he was there. He imagined the conversation – how impressed she would be, how happy he would make her.

			That night he slept badly, waking from strange dreams to wonder if he should have found out more about the job before committing himself to it.

			 

			The next morning, Jacob woke before his alarm went off, shaved and dressed and stood at the window.

			At twenty to six in the morning, the black Lexus was on the street outside again, parked at the bus stop. Its windows were dark, making it impossible to see inside.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			My dearest, dearest Tymko

			 

			As always, I miss you. I hope you are with your Baba. I hope she is keeping you safe. I miss the smell of your skin. I miss that laugh of yours, the one that sounds like a sink emptying of water. I miss the way you cry and run to me when you fall off your scooter. I worry that you will have grown so much by the next time I see you, I will not recognise you at all.

			 

			Today I pickled watermelon in horseradish, cinnamon, garlic and chilli, and Japanese cider vinegar. I cut the watermelon into slices that are about 1.5cm thick. That way there is still a good crunch to it. Be careful when you cut watermelon. The best way is to cut a centimetre from one end and stand it on the flat area, then slice it down the middle.

			 

			I am surrounded by knives. I dream of stabbing people with them. I dream of it every night.

			 

			Please understand that I love nothing in this world more than I love you.

		

	
		
			Five

			The Lexus pulled up outside a small square building.

			‘Here?’ asked Jacob, peering out of the window. They were somewhere in north Kent. The car had driven through a barrier and onto the grounds of a small private airport.

			‘Just inside,’ the driver said.

			Eloise was standing at a glass door, waiting. She waved.

			‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ she said. ‘You’ve saved my bloody life. Is that your bag? I’ll have it put on board.’

			He looked around the terminal. It looked more like an office reception area. ‘You never said where I’m actually going.’

			‘How careless of me, Jacob. We’re going to Vienna. Do you have your passport?’

			‘I’ll need German as well then?’

			‘Maybe,’ she said vaguely. That hint of an Australian accent again. ‘The passport, please.’

			Jacob pulled it from his jacket pocket.

			‘Anything at all you need, just ask me, Jacob. I’m here to help.’ She took his passport, flicked through it briefly, then, instead of returning it to him, placed it into her leather shoulder bag. ‘So you speak German too? How many languages altogether?’

			‘Six professionally, including English. A few more passably. My mother was Portuguese. I taught in India for a year. The rest I sort of picked up along the way, and then added a few more.’

			‘Freaking amazing.’ Her eyes were wide. ‘You are a god.’

			‘In Africa, it can be perfectly normal to speak six or seven languages.’

			She raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, isn’t that fantastic? You are a mountain of information.’ It might have been the Australian inflection in her voice, but he was not sure whether she was mocking him or praising him. ‘Sit down. Relax. Have a cup of coffee.’

			‘Do I need a boarding pass?’

			She smiled. ‘Oh no, Jacob. It’s a private jet. Everything is taken care of.’

			‘A private jet?’

			Within a minute a woman in a red suit approached to offer him coffee, which came on a tray with a small plate of madeleines.

			If he had owned a smartphone with a camera, he would have messaged Carla now: Guess where I am. She would have loved this. She who had doubted he would ever earn anything. Over the next few weeks he’d be earning more than she did, if things went well. It was a long shot, but for the first time he was starting to think he could win Carla back. They would settle down. She could have babies. He would provide for her. He had always worked hard. Now, finally, it was paying off.

			There was a table full of newspapers. The Standard had a gory story about an unidentified torso being discovered in the Thames. The man had been beheaded and his hands and feet cut off. A South Asian, probably around forty years old, police said. Nobody had come forward to report a man of that description missing, so the police were appealing to the public for help. He picked up a copy of the Norwegian tabloid VG instead. He read the headline. Uhyggelig oppdagelse i Themsen. They had gone one step further and printed a fuzzy photo of the corpse being dragged from the water.

			 

			Up until the age of twelve, Jacob had had a perfect upbringing. Jacob’s father had been a lieutenant in the British Army, stationed in places like Belfast and Osnabrück. His mother had been a Portuguese viola player. For a small child, life on army bases was idyllic. Father Christmas came every year by helicopter. When invited to the officers’ mess, he was given chocolates and spoiled by the soldiers. Life was perfect.

			Then, one New Year, returning from a party in Gesmold, his parents’ car was hit by a petrol tanker. The driver, police said later, probably had a heart attack at the wheel. His mother and father had not been killed instantaneously but when he had asked to see them, the grown-­ups became awkward and evasive. ‘Soon, soon,’ they said. His mother died first, his father a day later. Their injuries had been too severe to survive.

			They had held a ceremony on the base, lines of soldiers, saluting his mother and father’s coffins as they were loaded onto the plane. Jacob travelled back to England with them.

			His aunt was at the airbase, waiting for him. His father’s sister was a woman who had never wanted children. After two weeks in her big dark house in Bexhill-­on-­Sea, his aunt sent him on to public school where the food was recognisably military.

			What he had found harder to cope with was the complete absence of love. He missed his parents. It wasn’t just the petty cruelty of a minor public school regime. He had arrived halfway through the academic year. This is Jacob. He’s had some very bad news. You must be nice to him. The other children had already made friends. Bereavement had already marked him as different. He accepted that he was an outsider.

			The other thing that would mark him out as different from the other boys was language. Jacob had grown up bilingual, speaking Portuguese with his mother and English when his parents were together. By the time he arrived at the school in England, he had learned German because that was what they spoke where he lived, and because the family had spent their summers in Brittany, he had picked up French too.

			It didn’t surprise him how bad his fellow schoolchildren were at languages; what did was that they didn’t seem to care. Language lessons were baffling to him. The French teacher was called Mrs Hardwick and her pronunciation was so wayward Jacob sometimes struggled to understand what she was saying. On his third week at the school, Jacob made the mistake of trying to correct her when she uttered the word écureuil – squirrel – pronouncing it as eck-­oo-­real, instead of ec-­cue-­roy. Instead of thanking him, Mrs Hardwick gave him a detention.

			After his first half-­term holiday, Mrs Hardwick asked each pupil in turn what they had done during the break. Pendant les vacances. Mostly they had been playing au football dans le parc or watching la télévision. When it came to Jacob’s turn he said that he had stayed with his aunt in Bexhill-­on-­Sea, but that his aunt had not wanted him there because she was having an affair with a veterinary nurse who was a married woman.

			The following week Mrs Hardwick approached his desk, pulled a yellow hardback book out of her bag and said, ‘If you’re so clever, work your way through that. Silently, please.’

			It was an old yellow hardback with a frayed dust jacket called Teach Yourself Norwegian by A. Sommerfelt and I. Marm.

			 

			Uhyggelig oppdagelse i Themsen. Everyone these days seemed to know the Norwegian word ‘hyggelig’, a kind of sentiment of cosiness. Uhyggelig was the opposite. In this case he would have translated it with the word ‘grisly’. ‘Grisly discovery in the Thames.’ VG speculated that the killing was the result of a gangland execution.

			‘Poor guy.’ He looked round. Eloise was standing behind him with a pastry in her hand.

			‘Do you speak Norwegian?’

			She laughed. ‘No! But he’s obviously dead, isn’t he? You don’t need to speak Norwegian to see that.’

			 

			The plane was small. The seats were large and upholstered in white leather, the table and walls were shiny polished walnut and mahogany. On his table there was a small white vase with a single white lily in it. The vase remained upright as they rose steeply into the sky. It was, he discovered, secured by Velcro.

			Jacob Meaney had never been in anything like this in his life. He was impressed. Carla would have been even more so.

			Airborne, a woman appeared from the rear of the plane with glasses of champagne.

			‘Go for it,’ said Eloise. ‘I won’t tell if you won’t.’

			The woman appeared again soon afterwards with smoked salmon and cheese. Somewhere over France they refilled glasses. ‘To an exciting life,’ said Eloise, raising hers.

			Immigration at Vienna was swift. A single official checked their documents and bags. A private minibus with tinted windows was waiting in a nearby car park to take them across another expanse of tarmac towards half a dozen helicopters. They pulled up by a small, bright green one. A broad-­shouldered man lowered himself from the pilot seat and approached the minibus.

			‘Hi, Iosef,’ said Eloise. ‘This is Jacob. Iosef works for Mr Bondarenko.’

			Iosef nodded and grabbed Jacob’s bag. ‘We fly in this?’ Jacob nodded towards the helicopter. He thought of the big machines that had brought Father Christmas. This looked too small, too flimsy.

			‘Five minutes, Iosef, OK? I need a cigarette.’ Eloise turned to Jacob. ‘I bet you don’t smoke, do you?’

			Jacob shook his head. ‘Are you even allowed to here?’ But there was nobody to stop her. Jacob watched her, phone held in her left hand, answering messages with her thumb, placing the cigarette in her mouth with her other hand and then blowing smoke out into the warm air.

			‘When do I actually begin work?’ he asked.

			‘Soon, soon,’ she answered, still looking at her screen. She flicked the half-­smoked cigarette across the tarmac. ‘Come on. Let’s go. You first.’

			He pulled himself up into the aircraft’s small interior, took the seat furthest from the door and set about buckling himself in. She followed him in, eyes still glued to her phone screen.

			‘It’s been a while since I did this kind of work, you know? I’m mostly a translator. It’s a little different, interpreting.’

			She stopped tapping and looked him in the eye, frowning. ‘Don’t say you’re not up to this, Jacob. I’ve just paid you four and a half thousand pounds.’

			‘No, no,’ he said as the rotors began to turn above them. ‘I’ll be fine.’

		

	
		
			Six

			They rose above the tarmac of Vienna Airport, then the helicopter tilted and began speeding over thin suburbs, out over neatly farmed countryside and small villages.

			‘Where are we going?’ Jacob mouthed.

			‘Carinthia,’ Eloise shouted above the noise. ‘The Alps,’ she explained. ‘Close to the Slovenian border. It’s stunning. You will love it. Less than two hours and we’re there.’

			Jacob pressed his head back against the perspex of the window and watched as the flat farmland gave way to woods and then hills.

			The hills became mountains and the mountains became steeper. They passed a trio of hang-­gliders, playing in the rising evening air. As they rode over peaks, the helicopter was buffeted by warm updraughts.

			Eventually the deafening noise of the rotors softened.

			Eloise leaned right across him. ‘There,’ she said, pointing past him.

			They had emerged into a lush valley above a long, thin alpine lake, the water a deep, dark greeny-­blue. Properties dotted parts of the north shore. They dropped down above the water, heading for what looked like a much less populated slope on the south side.

			There, straight ahead, was a clearing in the trees, about half a kilometre above the waterline.

			‘That’s it,’ she said, squeezing against him to show him. ‘It’s the most fabulous place in the world.’

			‘Which one?’ As they approached, several dazzling white rect­angles were visible, cut into the slope of the hillside, surrounded by lush gardens.

			‘All of them. The whole place is his.’

			‘Jesus,’ he said. The estate was huge. Whoever owned this must be worth a fortune.

			As if she had understood his thoughts, Eloise laughed. ‘Right?’

			And now they were descending fast onto a square of tarmac a little way down the grassy slope from the cluster of buildings, dropping below the treeline, then landing with a gentle bump.

			They waited for the rotors to slow, then a tall, good-­looking man in a black bomber jacket and jeans appeared at the passenger door, opening it for them.

			‘Hello, Webb,’ said Eloise.

			‘Hiya, Eloise. All good?’ Webb spoke English.

			‘Mission accomplished. This is our man.’

			‘Pleased to meet you.’ Webb led the way up the slope towards the buildings. ‘Welcome to the organisation.’

			The garden was magnificent. Huge exotic pines shaded the lawns. As they neared the building the pathway was fringed by rich, lush flowerbeds, leading to a huge paved terrace in front of the house.

			‘Well,’ smiled Eloise. ‘Here we are.’

			‘My God,’ said Jacob.

			The large, graceful mid-­century modern building sat in the natural slope of the hillside. Its white-­painted concrete and grey steel frame seemed to defy gravity, spreading itself thinly over the curve of the hill. To the front, the building lifted clear of the land, as if the whole structure were just balancing there. The building’s lines were clean and uncomplicated, its horizontal geometry punctuated by bamboos and Japanese maples.

			‘He lives here?’

			‘And so do you for the next few weeks, Jacob.’ Eloise put her arm through his and pulled him forward.

			The horizontal expanse of glass reflected the world the building had been placed into.

			‘He must be rich.’

			‘Oh, very.’ Eloise smiled. ‘Very, very rich. Come on.’ She led him up open stone steps towards a platform a couple of metres above ground. She pulled open a large glass front door. ‘Let me show you round.’ She stopped, shouted, ‘Tamara! Come here.’

			Jacob turned to see an immense brown and black dog padding towards them over the polished concrete floor of a huge open plan living area. The room was dotted with carefully placed furniture. Eloise let go of Jacob’s hand, squatted down on her heels and pushed her face into the dog’s. ‘Tamara, this is Jacob. You’re not to bite him, OK?’

			‘Bite?’

			‘Joke. Tamara is a pussycat. She’s the love of Myroslav’s life. Big, isn’t she?’

			It was the first time she had mentioned her boss by his first name, Jacob realised.

			‘Immense,’ he said. ‘What is she?’

			‘She’s a pure-­breed Leonberger. Myroslav named her after a famous Ukrainian weight lifter. Tamara is the only girl he ever loved.’ She stood up again and said, ‘This way.’

			They emerged into the living area, which was huge and filled with sunlight. Jacob’s footsteps seemed unusually loud on the hard floor. He paused and gaped at the room.

			‘My girlfriend would love this,’ he said.

			‘You have a girlfriend?’ Her eyebrows raised slightly.

			Ahead of him stretched a plain, dark wood floor. A pair of orange chairs had been carefully placed next to a glass-­topped coffee table, on which lay three art magazines, none of which looked like they had been touched.

			‘Arne Jacobsen Swan chairs,’ he said, surprised at himself.

			‘Yes. Originals apparently. Myroslav spent a lot of money on them. You are a fan?’

			He had seen them in one of the magazines Carla had given him. He turned slowly, taking in the huge living area. Positioned to look out over the front garden on the other side of the room, a perspex bubble chair with a big yellow cushion in it hung from a chain. To his left there seemed to be an indoor pond. Lush green plants grew from white cubes artfully placed around it. And to the right was a second sitting area – this one sunken into the floor, grey upholstered sofas placed in front of a giant TV screen.

			‘Eloise?’ A man’s voice boomed across the room.

			Jacob swung round. Two people were sitting at a big glass dining table to the right. One of them was a large, well-­groomed man in a crisp shirt. He got up and approached her, grasping her by the arm, kissing her on the cheek.

			He pointed at Jacob. ‘Eto on?’

			‘Da.’

			Myroslav was speaking Russian, he realised, and so was Eloise. Is this him?

			The man looked around sixty, in good shape. Thinning hair was swept back over his head. He offered a hand. ‘Hello,’ he said in hesitant English. ‘I am Myroslav. Welcome to my house. You are my guest.’ He switched to Russian, obviously more comfortable in the language. ‘I’m very glad Eloise found you. She says you are a genius.’

			Jacob laughed, nervous. ‘Well, I wouldn’t—’

			‘You are sent by God, Mr Meaney.’

			‘This place . . .’ said Jacob, still looking around him. Beyond the dining table the dining-­room area opened onto a huge garden, with lush lawns to the west side of the pathway they’d walked up. Light dappled the grass below a false acacia tree. ‘It’s incredible.’

			‘You like it?’ Myroslav seemed genuinely thrilled.

			‘Is that a Florence Knoll sofa?’

			Myroslav clapped his hands in delight. ‘You recognise it? You know about classic furniture?’

			‘That’s a Noguchi table, too?’ Jacob pointed.

			‘A 1948 original. I paid a fortune for it. You are a connoisseur.’ He beamed. ‘Eloise, you have excelled yourself.’

			‘I just picked a few things up . . . from magazines.’

			There was another man sitting at the table, much younger, wearing a white T-­shirt and jeans. He didn’t stand, but he looked round briefly as if to acknowledge Jacob’s presence. Eloise grabbed Jacob’s arm again, this time almost possessively, and marched him over. ‘That is Draper,’ said Eloise. ‘He is our head of IT.’

			‘Hi, man,’ Draper said in English.

			‘Draper is from Florida, has a tattoo of his mother on his ass, and he has terrible taste in music,’ said Eloise.

			‘Actually it’s a tattoo of you, Eloise,’ said Draper.

			‘Children, children,’ said Myroslav. ‘What about Rakesh Garg?’

			‘Like I said,’ said Eloise. ‘I went to the restaurant. He never showed up. I called his phone. Nothing. I called the company, they told me we had to talk to this guy Nazim instead.’

			‘Nazim? Nazim who?’

			‘Just Nazim. That’s all I know. They said he would be in touch, but warned me that he didn’t speak English.’

			‘Unprofessional,’ said Myroslav.

			‘It’s what it is.’

			‘It’s fucked up,’ muttered Myroslav. ‘We had a deal.’

			‘It will be fine,’ Eloise said. ‘I promise. And look.’ She held out her hand. ‘Now we have an interpreter.’

			‘Yes. We do.’ He turned and stared at Jacob for a second, then broke into a smile. ‘Welcome to the team,’ he said in loud, accented English.

		

	
		
			Seven

			‘Eloise says you are a genius with languages.’ Jacob’s new boss, Myroslav Bondarenko, addressed him in Russian. ‘You know the importance of language in any business deal? It can be absolutely crucial. Any misunderstanding can cost a fortune. You know why the Honda Jazz is called the Honda Jazz?’ Myroslav didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Originally it was called the Honda Fitta. They had a big campaign planned. Until someone pointed out Fitta means pussy in Italian.’
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