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Prologue

Bow, East London, 1984
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‘Where’s Michael? Why isn’t he here? I want to say goodbye.’ Sean put down the bag he was carrying and stared at the ground. His face was flushed, his lip starting to tremble.

Susan Cooper, who had been following with his suitcase, took a deep breath. ‘I told you, Sean, we can’t find him.’

‘But I want to say goodbye. I won’t go without saying goodbye!’

The two of them stood on the pavement outside the Children’s Home. It was a square slab of Victorian grey stone; the only detached house on its side of the street. Facing it was a council estate, a concrete maze that blocked out the sun and cast the narrow street into shadow.

Tom Reynolds, waiting in the car, now turned off the engine and made as if to get out. Susan shook her head. They were running late as it was. A few more minutes and there was no chance of avoiding the rush-hour traffic. A group of boys from the council estate played football in the road, trading insults with every shot, oblivious to the farewell scene that was being enacted before them.

She shivered. Though only early October, there was a sharpness in the wind that warned of approaching winter. An elderly couple walking by, laden with groceries, gave Sean a sympathetic look. Silently she cursed Michael. She really didn’t need this now. ‘I told you, Sean,’ she said, more sharply than she intended, ‘we can’t find him. I’m sorry, but that’s how it is.’

‘Then I’m not going! I don’t want to go! You can’t make me!’

His gentle eyes were full of fear. Immediately she felt ashamed. Crouching down beside him, she brushed a lock of blond hair from his forehead. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. We have tried to find him, really we have. You know what he’s like. He’s probably just got held up.’

‘He doesn’t want to be here.’

‘Of course he does.’ She kissed his cheek. ‘He’s your best friend. He wouldn’t want to miss this.’

‘He said he hated me and that he was glad I was going away. He said–’ Sean’s eyes were filling with tears ‘–he said that foster parents just act nice to trick you, and once I’m in their house they’ll keep me in their cellar and pay the social worker not to say anything and …’

Susan made soothing noises. ‘He’s just teasing you. The Andersons are kind people, Sean. You don’t think I’d let you stay with people who weren’t kind, do you?’

He didn’t answer. She took his chin in her hand and looked into his face. ‘Do you?’

Slowly he shook his head.

‘They’ve got that lovely big garden and two dogs. You’ll be happy with them, Sean. I promise you will.’

A horn blasted, followed by a raised voice: a driver cursing because the road was blocked by Tom’s car. She couldn’t delay any longer. ‘Let’s get you settled. Tom said you can sit in the front and listen to one of your tapes.’

Tom opened the passenger door and grinned at Sean. ‘Ready then, mate?’ There was another blast from the horn. Tom leaned out of his window. ‘Hang on!’ He ruffled Sean’s hair. ‘Let’s see if we can break the land speed record on the motorway, eh?’ Sean managed a smile while Susan helped him fasten his seat belt. ‘You will come and see me?’ he asked her anxiously.

‘Try and stop me.’

He still looked worried. ‘You won’t forget about my photograph? You will keep looking?’

‘Of course. We’ll find it. Don’t worry.’

She watched the car move away down the road. The boys from the estate let the vehicle pass, then continued with their game. As she watched, an unspoken prayer echoed in her mind. Oh God, please let this be a happy ending. He’s only nine, and he’s suffered enough. He deserves a happy ending.

Sadly, she turned and walked back into the house.

Michael stood at the end of the road, watching Susan hug Sean.

His school bag hung from his shoulder. He should have been back an hour ago. Instead he had wandered the streets, killing time. It should have been over by now.

He could tell that Sean was crying. Knew that he was frightened. Knew whose fault it was too.

Shame rose up in him, together with other, more complicated feelings he didn’t want to acknowledge. Angrily he pushed them down. Sean was a baby and deserved to be scared.

He turned away, towards the tiny garage on the corner. The forecourt gate was unlocked, and he darted across it, jumped on to a crate and up on to the wall that ran along the back of the houses. Behind him he heard an angry roar from the garage owner.

After walking along the wall, slowly to keep his balance, he dropped down into the back garden of the Home. A postage stamp with weeds. Entering by the back door, he moved through the storage room and past the kitchen. He could hear voices. Preparations had started for the evening meal. Bolognese, judging by the smell. Mince and tins of processed tomatoes, seasoned with wedges of onion, ladled on to spaghetti. They’d had the same dish four nights ago. But it was a simple meal, and there were twenty of them to feed.

He came to the main hall. The air was stale and tinged with the smell of damp. The paint on the walls was dirty. From the outside the house had a certain grandeur, but inside everything was shabby and in need of repair. The front door faced him. Beside it was a noticeboard and a pile of coats and bags. To his left was the television room. The older children were watching motor racing while the younger ones shouted in vain for cartoons.

The front door was opening. Not wanting Susan to see him, he darted up the stairs to the first floor, a hall surrounded by bedrooms. Someone was listening to Duran Duran behind one of the doors. Another door opened and Mr Cook stepped out. He was one of the members of staff who lived on the premises. He smiled at Michael, his cherubic face, pale beard and bright red cardigan making him look like an oversized teddy bear. ‘Did you say goodbye to Sean?’

‘Yes.’

‘You must be feeling sad. Do you want to talk?’ His voice was warm, his expression friendly. Michael felt his skin crawl. Everyone knew what Mr Cook’s friendship was all about. Scowling, he hurried up to the second floor.

His room was at the front of the house, buried in the eaves of the roof. It had a low ceiling, two beds and bare walls. When first he’d come here they had been allowed to hang posters, but not now. Something about damaging the paintwork. As if pieces of Blu Tack would make it any worse.

His own bed was a mess of sheets and blankets. What had been Sean’s bed for the last year was now just a bare mattress. The bedding was at the laundry, being cleaned in preparation for the new occupant who would arrive next week. A boy of his own age whose name he couldn’t remember, though Susan had told him. She had also told him that he must help the new arrival settle in. Show him the ropes. Just as he had done with Sean.

He sat down on his bed, facing the window. His only view was of the council estate. The views at the rear were better. From Brian’s room, over the rows of houses, you could see the tops of the skyscrapers of the City of London itself. The City. The magic square mile. The financial heart of the country, so Brian had told him, where unimaginable fortunes were won and lost every day.

Brian was fifteen. Soon he would be leaving the Home, going to make his own fortune. Brian boasted that he would be a millionaire by the time he was twenty-five, with a big house in the West End and a mansion in the country, a fleet of expensive cars, a wardrobe of designer clothes, and servants to carry out his every command. Brian was full of dreams. Perhaps they would come true. In spite of everything he had experienced, Michael still hung on to the belief that sometimes dreams did come true.

He gazed out of his window but saw nothing. In his head he imagined himself as Dick Whittington, walking through the City, dazzled by the glare of streets that were paved with gold.

He was still sitting there half an hour later when Susan came to hunt for Sean’s photograph. His presence startled her. She hadn’t realised that he’d returned.

‘What happened to you?’ she demanded.

He ignored her.

‘You should have been there.’

A shrug of the shoulders.

‘Sean was really hurt.’

‘So?’

‘So, you should have been there. You’re his best friend.’

‘I don’t care.’

The sight of his back was annoying her. ‘That was a wicked thing to do. Telling him all those lies about the Andersons.’

‘They’re not lies.’

‘You really frightened him. You know he believes every word you tell him.’

‘Not my fault. Stupid baby. Stupid fuckin’ baby!’

A reprimand was called for but she didn’t have the heart. She understood the reasons for his anger, even if there was nothing she could do to alleviate them.

‘It doesn’t have to be the end,’ she said gently. ‘You can still visit each other.’

‘Oh sure! Canterbury’s just down the road. I can walk there after school!’

He turned to look at her. She studied his face: the thatch of black hair, the harsh features that seemed too old for a boy of ten, and the accusatory blue eyes that always made her feel guilty. An angry face, with nothing that could be called attractive. Jenny, one of the social workers, believed that one day he would grow into his looks and be quite the lady-killer. She hoped so. Good looks were an advantage, and children like Michael needed all the advantages they could get.

It had gone six o’clock. Her own family would be waiting for her. ‘I have to go. Will you be OK?’

He turned back to the window. ‘Course.’

She didn’t want to leave it like this. He needed her, in spite of the show of bravado. But so did her own family.

Where are they, she thought suddenly, all the barren couples searching for a child to take into their homes and pour their love upon? She knew they existed. But she also knew that most wanted a newborn baby or a sweet child like Sean who was still sufficiently undamaged to be able to respond to that love. Few wanted a child like Michael, a child who had somehow fallen through the cracks and who stared out at the world with eyes that were centuries old, full of suspicion and the dark shadows of neglect.

‘I can stay a bit longer if you want.’

Another shrug.

She felt bad, but not as much as she would have done once. She had learned long ago not to care too much. It would just break her heart if she did.

‘I’ll be here tomorrow. We’ll talk after school. You haven’t lost him, Mike. Canterbury’s not that far away.’

‘Don’t care.’

‘Yes, you do.’

She left the room. He remained on the bed, facing the window.

That night, while the rest of the Home slept, he ran away.

After gathering together some clothes and those few possessions he wished to keep, he crept downstairs. As he slid through the dark, he could hear the occasional sigh of someone’s breathing, but otherwise all was silence. The Home was always so full of noise. Sometimes he thought it would drive him mad, but now he found its absence eerie.

In the hallway he searched through the school bags and crammed his belongings into one that was bigger than his own. Then he began to move from room to room. The front and back doors would be locked. The windows were supposed to be locked too, but he knew that this was often overlooked. He found what he was looking for in the television room and climbed out into the night.

He walked through largely empty streets, the houses packed so tightly together that they looked as if they might burst. He passed the corner shop, from which he’d stolen sweets and comics, and the old church with the derelict graveyard that he had told Sean was haunted. His way was illuminated by the weak streetlamps and the occasional light from a window. The night was cold and still. The few people about were mostly returning from pubs and paid him no attention, though one middle-aged man, walking his dog, did turn and stare. He quickened his pace, hurrying away towards the light and noise of Mile End Road.

The road itself was quietening now, the huge thoroughfare empty save for the last of the evening’s traffic making its way home to Essex or down into the City and on towards the late-night drinking clubs of the West End. The pavements, too, were emptying as the pubs and restaurants had closed. What life there was now congregated around a handful of takeaways and late-night cafés.

It started to rain. He went into one of the cafés, a small but cheerful place full of the smell of greasy food, with pictures of film stars on the wall and jazz music playing softly from a battered loudspeaker. The smell made him hungry. Though he had eaten nothing at supper, he wanted to conserve what money he had, so he bought only a coke and a packet of crisps before sitting at a table in the corner by the window, waiting for the rain to stop.

As soon as he returned from the kitchen, Joe Green noticed the boy sitting alone.

He nudged his nephew Sam, whose head was buried in a music magazine. ‘Did that kid come on ’is own?’

‘What kid?’ asked Sam, without looking up.

‘How many kids are there?’

Sam raise his head, nodded and returned to his magazine.

The boy had finished his crisps and was now sipping from his can. The sight of him troubled Joe. He shouldn’t be out on his own. Not at this time of night.

The café was virtually empty, the only other customers two youths who were laughing as they tucked into pizza and chips. Joe assumed they were students from Queen Mary College, on their way back after a party. The boy’s eyes were continually drawn to them. Joe guessed the reason why. He went back to the kitchen, piled chips on to a plate, then approached the table in the corner. The pavement outside was covered in litter and he made a mental note to sweep it away later.

He cleared his throat. ‘Mind if I sit down?’

The boy stared at him with eyes that were suspicious and hostile. Joe smiled. ‘Well?’

No answer. Taking silence as consent, Joe sat down and pushed the plate towards the boy. ‘My supper. Can’t manage ’em all. Want some?’

The boy looked at the plate, then back at Joe. His eyes were still wary. Joe continued to smile. ‘Go on. You’ll enjoy ’em more than me.’

The boy reached for a chip. He ate it slowly and then reached for another. His eyes remained fixed on Joe. Unsettling eyes; troubled and full of anger. Joe gestured to the plate. ‘Taste OK?’

The boy nodded.

‘Don’t want this place gettin’ a bad name. Want ketchup?’

Another nod. Joe reached for the plastic tomato at the centre of the table and poured some sauce on to the side of the plate. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘What’s yours?’

‘Joe Green. To you, it’s Joe sir.’

The eyes softened a little. ‘Stupid name.’

‘What’s yours, then?’

No answer. ‘The man with no name,’ said Joe. ‘Like Clint Eastwood. Where you goin’, Clint?’

‘Michael,’ said the boy suddenly.

‘Michael or Mike?’

‘Don’t mind.’

‘Mike, then. Where you goin’, Mike?’

The boy shrugged.

‘Must be goin’ somewhere. Gone midnight. No one’s out this late ’less they’re goin’ somewhere.’

The boy lowered his eyes, reached for another chip and dipped it in the ketchup.

‘Do your mum an’ dad know you’re ’ere?’

‘Don’t ’ave none.’

Joe whistled softly. ‘Sorry about that, Mike. I really am.’

The boy gave another shrug. He had a spot of ketchup below his bottom lip. Joe fought an urge to reach across the table and wipe it away. ‘It’s late, Mike. Ain’t you got somewhere to go?’

No answer.

‘Shouldn’t be out on your own. Not at your age. Ain’t there somewhere you can go?’

‘There’s some people. The Andersons. They live in Canterbury. Got a big house with a garden.’ The boy stared down at the table. ‘Want me to live there. Said I can ’ave my own room and anythin’ else I want. I could go there.’

‘Sounds good.’

‘I could go there,’ repeated the boy. He swallowed. ‘If I wanted to.’

‘Bit late to go tonight, though,’ suggested Joe.

A nod.

‘So what you goin’ to do, then? Wander round on your own?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Yeah, maybe.’

Joe sat back in his chair and looked out of the window. The pavement was empty now, save for a lone figure in a dirty coat, shuffling along on the other side of the road carrying a collection of bags. A tramp, judging by the state of him. Someone with no home and nowhere to go. Joe turned back to the boy. ‘It’s a rough world out there. Too rough for a kid like you. 

No answer. Joe took the boy’s chin in his hand and looked into his face.

‘Listen, Mike. I don’t know where you’ve come from. What you’re runnin’ from. If you don’t want to tell me, then that’s your business. But believe me, anything’s got to be better than being out there on your own.’ He paused, smiling gently. ‘Don’t you think?’

At first nothing. Then slowly the boy nodded.

‘So,’ continued Joe. ‘You got somewhere to go?’

For a moment the eyes were filled with a desperate longing. Just for a moment. Then they became as blank as glass. Another nod.

The plate was empty. Joe looked at his watch. ‘Still hungry?’

‘Yeah.’

‘We don’t close for half an hour. Think we’ve some chocolate cake left. What d’you say I get you a piece, and then I’ll run you back to where you’ve got to go. Shouldn’t be walkin’ round on your own. Not this time of night.’

The boy nodded.

‘You sit there. Back in a minute.’

Joe went into the kitchen. There was some cake left. He cut a large slice.

But when he returned to the table the boy was gone.

*

 Michael let himself back into the Home through the window in the television room. He returned the bag to its place in the hall, then crept up the stairs.

He sat on his bed in the darkness of his room. In his hand was a small torch. He reached under his mattress, pulled out a small object and held it up to the light.

It was a shabby photograph of a much younger Sean, standing in a garden with his mother. She had been a tall, slender woman with the same blonde hair and gentle features as her son. She smiled for the camera, happy and healthy, before the cancer came and ate her alive.

Sean had had other pictures of his mother, but this had been his favourite, the one that could still make him cry. He had cried all the time in those first weeks. The other children, already conditioned to despise weakness, had victimised him. Sean, frightened and alone, had looked for protection from the person closest to him. The boy whose room he shared.

At first Michael had found Sean a nuisance. A shadow he couldn’t shake. But as the weeks turned into months, annoyance had turned into affection. Sean had needed him to be strong and so he had been, burying his own fears and anxieties beneath a mask of confidence intended to reassure the younger boy, who rewarded him with an uncritical admiration he had never known before.

Now Sean was gone. Off to a new home and a new life. Sean had cried before he left, scared of what the future might hold. Sean had been a baby, always in need of protection. A millstone round his neck. He was glad to be rid of him.

He wondered what Sean was doing now. Perhaps the Andersons had locked him in a cellar, just as he had told Sean they would. He hoped so. He liked the idea of Sean in the dark, frightened and alone, with no one to care.

Just as he was now.

He stared at the photograph. Sean was terrified of its being lost. His hand tightened around it, ready to tear it into pieces.

But he couldn’t do it.

Instead came the tears that he had been fighting against all day. He shed them in silence. Tears only mattered if there was someone to see, and there was no one here.

He returned the photograph to its place beneath his mattress. Tomorrow he would give it to Susan, tell her he had found it on the floor and ask her to send it to Canterbury.

Turning off the torch, he lay down on his bed and looked up into the darkness. In his head was a distant memory of someone in one of the countless foster homes telling him that he should never be afraid of the dark because God lived there.

He had been told a lot of stuff over the years. And all of it was crap.

In the still of his room he waited for sleep to come.

The next day he gave the photograph to Susan so she could send it on to Sean. But in the weeks that followed, when letters came from Canterbury, he tore them into shreds.


PART ONE
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Trust



The City of London: 1999

Chapter One
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‘Which one of you two has more capacity?’ demanded Graham Fletcher.

The two occupants of the cramped office looked at each other. Stuart’s desk was bare, save for the acquisition agreement he had just received, two days later than promised and in need of urgent review. Though Michael’s desk was covered with papers, he had spent much of the afternoon sending emails to his friend Tim. The prospect of what lay ahead was a powerful incentive to keep quiet, but in the end Michael's conscience won out. He spoke up.

‘I have.’

‘Oh.’ Graham looked disappointed. ‘What are you doing, Stuart?’

‘Project Rocket. The redraft’s only just arrived and we have to get our comments to the client this evening.’

‘I see. Michael, my office, two minutes. Bring a pad.’

‘Lucky you,’ said Stuart once Graham had left.

Michael sent a final email and rose to his feet. ‘My heart soars.’

Stuart smiled. He was older than Michael – over thirty – and had come into the legal profession after years as a physics lecturer. The two of them had qualified six months ago and had shared an office ever since.

‘Sure you don’t want me to volunteer?’

‘No, thanks. You stick with Project Rocket.’ Michael rolled his eyes. ‘Project Rocket! God, who thinks up these names?’ Picking up his notepad, he headed for the door.

‘Watch the body language,’ Stuart told him.

Michael gave him the finger. ‘How about this?’

Stuart laughed. ‘Good luck.’

Michael walked along the corridor towards Graham’s office. Secretaries sat in booths outside the doors of the solicitors they worked for. The air was full of the tapping sound of fingers on keyboards, discussions of last night’s television, complaints about illegible handwriting and the constant hiss of the air-conditioning. Solicitors kept emerging from their offices to give tapes to their secretaries, to visit colleagues for advice on technical issues, to delegate unwanted work or simply to chat.

He approached Graham’s corner office. One of the partners, Jeff Speakman, stood over his secretary Donna, dictating orally. Donna’s mouth was a thin line. She hated Jeff’s habit of doing this. Michael gave her a conspiratorial smile as he passed.

A group of trainee solicitors lingered by the coffee point, complaining about a boring lunchtime lecture they’d been forced to attend. A few weeks ago they would have been more circumspect, but as the latest rumour was that the commercial department would not be recruiting in September, the desire to impress was fading.

As always, Graham’s office was a mess, with open files covering every available surface. Graham was speaking fast into his hand-held Dictaphone, a cigarette clenched between his fingers. In the corner of the room, Graham’s trainee, Julia, worked quietly at her desk.

Sitting down, Michael gazed out of the window at the drab offices across the road. His friend Tim worked at Layton Spencer Black and had a panoramic view of the City. But, as Graham would have been quick to remind him, one came to Cox Stephens for the quality of its work, not its scenery.

Graham finished dictating and bellowed the name of his secretary. No answer. He swore. ‘Julia, track her down. Tell her I need this urgently.’ Julia took the tape and left the room.

Graham stared at Michael. He was a tall, thin man of about forty, with thinning hair, sharp features and aggressive eyes. He was renowned as one of the biggest bullies in the firm, notorious for giving his underlings minimal support and then blaming them for all mistakes, including his own. ‘So,’ he said. ‘Not busy, then?’

‘Not especially, Graham.’

‘Well, you’re about to be.’

‘Yes, Graham.’

‘A new takeover’s just come in.’

‘Really, Graham.’

Graham’s face darkened. Cox Stephens operated on a first-name basis. ‘We don’t stand on ceremony here,’ the senior partner had announced to Michael and his fellow trainees on the day they joined. Michael knew that Graham considered this policy demeaning to his partnerial status, and consequently made it a point of honour to call him by his first name at every opportunity. Last Thursday, at their fortnightly department meeting, he had managed to use it four times in a single sentence, forcing Stuart to fabricate a coughing fit.

‘We’re acting for Digitron. Heard of them?’

‘No, Graham.’

‘They’re a software company. One of Jack Bennett’s clients, but as Jack’s frantic I’ll be in charge.’

Michael opened his pad and began to make notes. In the background he heard Julia return to her seat.

‘Digitron produce operating systems for businesses. Small scale at the moment, but they’re looking to expand their presence in the market and want to buy Pegasus, which is a subsidiary of Kinnetica. They’re paying a fortune. The assets are worth bugger all, but the trump card is Pegasus’s long-term software supply contract with Dial-a-Car. That’s really what Digitron are paying the money for. You have heard of Dial-a-Car, I take it.’

‘Yes, Graham.’

There was a knock on the door. Jack Bennett entered. ‘Sorry to interrupt. I’ve just had Christian Webb at Digitron on the phone. He wants a conference call at 8.30 tomorrow morning. Is that possible?’

Graham nodded, then gestured across his desk. ‘Michael’s going to be helping me.’

Jack beamed. ‘Well, I’m very grateful to both of you.’ He was a short, stocky man with a rugby player’s build and a jovial face. He had joined the firm six weeks ago, arriving from Benson Drake with a client list of computer companies that was the envy of most of the competition. Still seeming to feel the new boy, he was extremely affable with everyone. As most of the partners had had to be forcibly restrained from shouting ‘Hosanna!’ when he arrived and covering the corridor with palm leaves, such behaviour seemed unnecessary. But it was an attractive trait.

Michael smiled back. ‘No problem.’

‘You can make the conference call?’ asked Graham, once Jack had left.

‘Yes, Graham.’

Graham took a drag on his cigarette. ‘Of course,’ he said slowly, ‘I’ll be doing all the talking.’

Michael understood the hidden meaning instantly. He nodded. ‘OK.’

‘In the circumstances, I think that would be best.’

Michael felt his shoulders tensing and tried to relax them. Rebecca was always warning him that what she called his ‘sod off shoulders’ were too much of a giveaway.

‘These are important clients, after all. Don’t want to get off on the wrong foot, do we?’

Graham kept staring at him, waiting for a reaction. He steeled himself, determined not to give him the satisfaction. ‘Course not.’

‘In the meantime I want you to organise company searches on Pegasus and Kinnetica. Review that acquisition agreement we did for Syncarta and identify the clauses we’ll want in our document, and finally make a list of information we’ll need Digitron to supply. And be sure to do it with reference to the client file. They won’t be impressed if we ask for stuff we already have, and neither will I.’ Graham raised an eyebrow. ‘Think you can handle that?’

Still waiting. Well, you’ll wait for ever, you little prick.

His body was as relaxed as if he’d just had a one-hour massage. He smiled sweetly, pouring all his contempt into his best fuck-you eyes.

‘Of course.’ A pause. ‘Graham.’

He closed his pad and made his way back to his own office.

He ordered the searches and began to skim through the Syncarta agreement. Stuart went to the staff shop and bought them both ice-creams. Rebecca phoned to tell him a joke that was doing the rounds.

Half past five. Fetching the client file, he started on the questionnaire. The corridor was full of the sound of voices as the secretaries left for the evening. He worked quickly, as he was due to meet Rebecca at seven. As he did so, he sensed someone hovering. Julia stood in the doorway, looking anxious. ‘I know you’re busy, Mike, but could you look at these board minutes for me?’

‘Sure. Hand them over.’

She stood and watched him. A quiet girl with mousy hair and nervous eyes. Less confident than the other trainees. He made one small correction then handed them back. ‘These are great. Well done.’

Blushing, she lowered her eyes. He had long suspected that she fancied him. The idea seemed strange. Having spent most of his life accepting that he was ugly, he still found it hard to believe that he was now far from that. He smiled at her. ‘Surviving?’

‘Barely.’

‘You’re doing fine. Everyone thinks so. Don’t let Hitler’s twin bully you.’

‘Maybe I should take lessons from you.’

‘It’s easy. Just chant the word “Graham” as if it were a religious mantra. Then he’ll have a heart attack and the curse will be lifted.’ He gestured to his desk. ‘Better get on. Take care, OK?’

She left. After spending a further ten minutes tidying up the questionnaire, he switched off his computer. The lift was stuck in the basement, so he used the stairs instead. He walked through reception, stopping briefly to chat with the security man before heading out on to the street. The April air was warm, and sticky from the rain that had fallen earlier in the day. He considered catching the tube but decided against. Having been in the office all day, he wanted to stretch his legs.

He made his way through Broadgate Circle and on past Liverpool Street Station, loosening his tie as he did so. The streets were solid with traffic, while hundreds of commuters with tired faces and determined expressions marched towards their trains. It seemed as if the whole world was wearing suits, and his lungs were full of the smell of petrol fumes.

A street vendor stood on the corner, selling the Evening Standard. He bought a copy as he passed by. Interest rates were expected to fall. A celebrity marriage was breaking up. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just another day.

Continuing down Cannon Street, he crossed Ludgate Circus and walked along Fleet Street towards the Strand. The ratio of tourists to locals increased. An American couple with rucksacks asked him directions to Covent Garden. In the distance pigeons dive-bombed Nelson’s Column.

He reached Chatterton’s bookshop and made his way downstairs to the non-fiction section. A jolly-looking woman of about thirty sat at the till. She beamed at him then pointed to the art and architecture section, where a girl with short blonde hair was helping an elderly woman choose a book. The woman seemed uncertain as to just what she wanted, so the girl was making suggestions, showing her volume after volume. As he stood and watched them, the girl, sensed his presence and gave him a quick smile.

Eventually the woman made her selection and headed for the till. He went to take her place while the girl watched his approach. She was in her early twenties and beautiful. Slender and graceful with lively green eyes and a smile that always seemed on the point of toppling over into laughter.

‘Hi, Beck,’ he said.

‘Hi, yourself.’

He kissed her. She smelled of soap and roses. ‘I’m early. Want me to come back later?’

‘No.’ She gestured to a half-completed display of new books. ‘Help me with this. Clare said I could go when I’d finished.’

They knelt together by the display. He started passing her books, while glancing over at the till. ‘Clare looks happy.’

‘She is. The hunky sales rep has finally asked her out.’

‘So your hints paid off?’

‘Yes, and about time too. Now Clare’s panicking about what to wear, so I’m being dragged out tomorrow lunchtime to help her choose a new outfit.’

They both laughed. ‘How was your day?’ she asked.

He told her about the new takeover. She looked delighted. ‘They must be really pleased with you.’

That didn’t necessarily follow, but it made her happy to believe it so he nodded in agreement. ‘Guess so.’

She continued to smile, but a sadness came into her eyes. He touched her cheek. ‘What is it?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Later.’

‘Promise?’

‘Promise. Let’s get this done.’

They worked together in companionable silence. When they had finished, he waited as she fetched her bag. The shop was virtually empty now. He looked at the books that surrounded him. Thousands of them. A drop in the ocean of the world’s knowledge.

He noticed a new book about the artist Millais and thought how much she would like it. An idea for her birthday, perhaps. It was months away, but already there was a long list of things he planned to give her.

The weather forecast for the rest of the week was good, and as he waited he decided to surprise her at lunchtime one day, bringing sandwiches so they could sit together in Trafalgar Square and feed the pigeons. Once, a million years ago, he would have despised feelings like this. But that had been in a different life, the memories of which were now kept in a locked room in the darkest corridor of his mind.

He went to chat with Clare, teasing her about her forthcoming date. Rebecca returned and they made their way up the stairs and out of the shop.

As they walked along the Strand, heading towards Leicester Square and their dinner date in Gerrard Street, she pointed to a poster promoting a new exhibition at a Piccadilly art gallery. ‘Patrick Spencer. He was only one year ahead of me at St Martin’s. Look at him now.’

Now he understood her sadness. ‘Yeah,’ he said quietly, ‘look at him now.’

‘I don’t mind. He was good. He deserves it.’

‘So do you.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Definitely. You’ll have it too.’

‘In my dreams.’

He stopped, put his arms around her and stared down into her face. ‘You know what I reckon? That ten years from now, when Patrick Spencer is a big celebrity and in all the papers, the one question that every journalist will be asking him will be, “What was it like to be at college with Rebecca Blake? The Rebecca Blake. The biggest noise in the art world for decades.” That’s what I reckon.’

She smiled. ‘Sure.’

‘Sure. It’s going to happen, Beck. Just you wait and see.’

They hugged each other, there on the street, with people jostling past them, all with their own destinations, their own lives, hopes and dreams. A middle-aged woman smiled at them as she passed. He smiled back and thought to himself: This is what love means. Wanting someone else’s happiness even more than your own.

‘Come on,’ Rebecca told him. ‘We’ll be late.’

Arms draped round each other, they made their way towards Gerrard Street.

Dinner was not going well.

Mr and Mrs Blake adored Chinese food. On their frequent visits to London from Winchester they always insisted on having dinner at the Oriental Pearl in Gerrard Street. ‘Wonderful stuff,’ Mr Blake would proclaim as he tucked into his Peking duck. ‘Why can’t our national food taste like this?’ Mrs Blake would nod her agreement and then observe that one day they really should make a trip to China itself. At this point Michael always had a vision of Mr Blake standing in the middle of the Forbidden City, that glorious monument to China’s extraordinary history, haranguing a street vendor because his chop suey didn’t taste the way it did in the Oriental Pearl. But as Mr and Mrs Blake were Rebecca’s parents, he kept these thoughts to himself.

‘And how are things at work, Michael?’ asked Mrs Blake as she finished her soup.

‘Fine, thanks.’

‘He’s just got involved in a really good project,’ Rebecca told her mother. ‘It only came in today, didn’t it, Mike?’

He nodded. The restaurant was crowded. A waiter was hovering, waiting to clear their plates. The others had finished their starters so he tucked into his final spare rib.

‘Well, that’s wonderful,’ said Mrs Blake. She turned to her husband. ‘Isn’t it, John?’

‘Let’s see how it pans out before we start a standing ovation,’ he replied caustically.

‘Dad!’ exclaimed Rebecca.

‘Well, after what happened last month …’ began Mr Blake.

‘That wasn’t Mike’s fault,’ said Rebecca quickly.

Mr Blake wiped his mouth with his napkin. ‘So whose fault was it?’

Rebecca looked annoyed. ‘I thought we’d agreed not to talk about that.’

‘Anyway,’ added Michael, ‘it won’t happen again.’

Mr Blake snorted.

‘Your father’s just concerned, Becky,’ said Mrs Blake. ‘For both of you.’ She smiled at Michael. ‘I’m sure you’ll do very well.’

He smiled back and found himself wondering, as he often did, which one of them he disliked more.

The table had been booked for five people. Rebecca’s elder brother Robert had had to cancel at the last minute. ‘An important meeting,’ Mrs Blake had announced proudly. Robert was a surveyor, and doing staggeringly well if his parents were to be believed. Rebecca had been disappointed at the news. Michael had expressed disappointment, too, while taking it as proof that God had not yet forsaken him.

The waiter reappeared. Mr and Mrs Blake stared at Michael expectantly. Both had heavy, fleshy faces and the demanding eyes of those whose lives had held so little in the way of disappointments that the slightest setback could send them into a rage. They resembled each other in that strange way that so many long-married couples do. There was nothing of Rebecca in either of them. Her looks had been inherited from one of her grandmothers.

He still hadn’t finished, but it was inhumane to expect Mr Blake to continue waiting for his Peking duck so he put the last rib back on his plate. A pool of juice had gathered there. He wanted to pick up the plate and lick it, just to see the shock on their faces. Instead he nodded to the waiter.

Mr Blake refilled their wine glasses. Rebecca nudged Michael’s arm. ‘Forgot to tell you. I think I’ve found us somewhere to live. It’s only temporary, but it sounds really good.’

‘Temporary? What do you mean?’ The two of them were renting a small furnished flat in Camberwell, but the lease was about to expire.

‘It’s another rental. Clare told me about it. Clare’s my friend at work,’ she explained to her parents. ‘She has a friend called Alison. Alison’s husband Neil works for one of the merchant banks. He’s just been seconded to their Singapore office, and they have to leave in a couple of weeks. There’s four months left on the lease of their flat, so they’re looking for someone to take it over. It’s fully furnished, so we wouldn’t have to rush out and buy everything.’

‘Where’s the flat?’ he asked her.

‘South Kensington.’

‘Jesus! We’re supposed to be saving money. How much is that going to cost?’

‘Not much more than we’re paying now. The flat’s very small, apparently, and the landlord is some work contact of Neil’s father, so they’re not paying the full market rate. But they are liable for the whole period.’

‘South Ken!’ exclaimed Mrs Blake. ‘Oh, Becky, that would be wonderful!’

‘But we’re not looking for another rental,’ Michael pointed out. ‘We want to buy. Get settled in our own place before the wedding.’

‘But our lease expires in a couple of weeks. We’re not going to buy anywhere in that time, which means we’ll have to extend for another six months. This way we’re only committed for four. Most people wouldn’t want such a short lease, but for us it’s ideal.’

‘And what fun to live in such a smart part of town,’ added Mrs Blake.

‘So how much extra rent are we talking?’ demanded Michael.

‘It would only be for four months.’

‘How much?’

‘I’m sure,’ said Mrs Blake, ‘that Becky’s father would help out if it’s a problem.’

Mr Blake smiled indulgently at his daughter. ‘Of course I would, sweetheart, if that’s what you want.’

‘Yes,’ said Mrs Blake. ‘It would be lovely for you. But of course, if Michael is so set against it …’

‘I didn’t say I was against it,’ Michael told her.

Mrs Blake sighed. Rebecca and her father were staring at him: Rebecca hopefully, Mr Blake coldly. He realised that Rebecca had not forgotten to tell him but had picked her moment carefully, knowing that her parents would back her up. He took a deep breath, trying to swallow down his anger. ‘OK.’

Rebecca kissed him. ‘We’ll just go and look. We may not even like it.’

‘I’m sure you will,’ her mother told her.

‘And if you need help with the rent …’ her father began.

‘We won’t,’ said Michael, more aggressively than he’d intended. He softened his tone. ‘It’s kind of you to offer, and I’m really grateful, but we can manage ourselves.’

The main courses arrived. The waiter stood over the table, preparing the Peking duck. Mr Blake’s eyes were shining. ‘That looks wonderful.’ Mrs Blake asked Rebecca for news of their friend, Emily. Michael reached for his wine glass. The rest of the evening stretched before him like an assault course. Smiling at no one in particular, he waited for the food for which he had no appetite.

*   *   *

They left the restaurant at ten o’clock and headed towards Leicester Square. The streets were full of people and the heady smell of exotic food. They said their goodbyes, and Mr and Mrs Blake headed for the tube station and the train that would take them to Robert’s flat in Clapham. Michael and Rebecca made their way to the bus stop on Regent Street. The bus arrived just as they did, ready to take them south, across the Thames and home to Camberwell.

Disembarking at Camberwell High Street, they walked up the hill, hand in hand. The air was cooler now, and Rebecca had no coat. He offered her his jacket. She said she was fine.

They reached the apartment block: a huge slab of red brick built at the end of the 1980s. Their flat was on the second floor: a functional unit of stone floors and neat surfaces. Michael walked into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water. Rebecca stood watching him. ‘You’ll like the flat,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you will.’

‘Yeah, I’m sure I will.’

‘It’s only for a few months. Just enough time to find somewhere to buy. A place that’s really our own.’

He turned to face her. ‘Why did you have to tell them?’

‘Tell them what?’

‘About work. What happened last month. They didn’t need to know that.’

She lowered her eyes. Said nothing.

‘Why?’

‘Because I was worried. I wanted someone to talk to.’

‘Why didn’t you talk to me? It was our problem, not theirs.’

She sighed. ‘They’re part of my life, Mike. That doesn’t stop because we’re together.’

‘I know it doesn’t. But I’m your fiancé and this was between us. I told you there was no need to worry. Why didn’t you believe me?’

‘I did believe you.’

‘No, you didn’t. You told them. Gave them more ammunition to use against me.’

‘They’re not against you. They’re just protective.’

‘You don’t need protecting from me.’

‘I know I don’t. I didn’t mean it like that.’

He put his glass down on the table. ‘It doesn’t matter. Let them hate me if they’re so desperate to do so.’

‘They don’t hate you.’

‘Like hell they don’t.’

They stared at each other. She looked upset, and the sight made him feel ashamed. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said quickly. ‘Don’t take any notice of me. Today was hectic, and I’m just feeling strung out.’

Her face relaxed into a sympathetic smile. She walked up to him and began to massage his neck. ‘Then why don’t I make some hot chocolate? We can watch the rest of that Humphrey Bogart film and you can tell me all about it.’

He wanted to agree and make her happy. But the evening had left him full of nervous energy that he needed to dispel. ‘Better if I go for a walk.’ He kissed her cheek. ‘You go to bed. I won’t be long.’

But it was past midnight when he finally returned.

He crept into their bedroom. She was asleep, lying on her side, her breathing so soft that he could barely hear it.

She rolled on to her back. A piece of her hair stuck up like an exclamation mark. Gently he stroked it down.

She opened her eyes and smiled up at him. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Watching you sleep.’

‘I’m not asleep now,’ she said, reaching out and pulling him down to her.

After they had made love, they lay in each other’s arms. Quickly she drifted into sleep. He remained awake, his mind leading him on a journey he did not want to take, across space and time, to a grey-stone house in Bow.

He had lived in that house for six years. It had been his home, his world. It had always been full of people, full of noise and life. He had never lacked for company. But he had always been alone.

All his life he had been alone.

Until now.

He tightened his hold on her, wrapping himself around her, as if trying to fuse the two of them into a single being that could never be parted.


Chapter Two
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The following evening Michael saw his friend George for a drink.

It could only be a quick one. Rebecca had arranged for them to go and see the flat later. They met at a wine bar at St Paul’s: an underground cellar with barrels for tables and sawdust on the floor. The wine bar gave free bowls of cheese crackers to its patrons, and when Michael arrived George was already sitting at a barrel in the corner, a wine glass in front of him, chewing furiously.

Michael sat down. The cracker bowl was virtually empty. ‘Glad to see you eating. You need to build yourself up.’

George reached for more crackers. ‘Frightening, isn’t it? If I get any thinner I’ll snap.’ He had taken off his jacket, and his shirt struggled to contain his huge stomach. He was short and round, with a plump, babyish face. ‘I got you a glass of white,’ he said. ‘Is that OK?’

Michael nodded. ‘Thanks. How was your day?’

‘More important, how was yours?’

‘Don’t ask.’ A candle stood on the barrel between them. He moistened his finger and began to move it through the flame.

George watched him. ‘Are they still giving you a hard time?’

‘Some of them, and it pisses me off. One mistake, that’s all it was. It’s typical of that place. You make a single slip and everyone forgets all the positive stuff. I’m good at my job. I’m the one that the trainees come to when they want help. People my own level too. I did that printing company acquisition virtually single-handedly, and it wasn’t an easy one either. The client sent me champagne when it was done. Everyone was delighted, all looks wonderful, then one bloody phone call and it all goes pear-shaped.’

‘It was a client,’ said George awkwardly.

‘So? It wasn’t like I swore or called him an idiot or anything. I was just—’ he paused, reaching for the right word ‘—a bit short. I was hassled. It happens. He didn’t even sound that bothered. Then suddenly I’m hauled into the managing partner’s office and given a formal warning, and now it feels like they’re watching me all the time, waiting for me to mess up. A new merger’s come in. I’m doing it with this wanker called Graham Fletcher who’s going to dump all the work on me and try to get me fired if I make the slightest error.’

He stopped. His face was flushed, his breathing heavy. ‘Sorry. You didn’t come here for this. Rant over.’

George’s expression was understanding. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

Michael leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling. ‘It just seems like I spend my whole life trying to fit in and not rock the boat for fear that all that’s good in my life could be snatched away. Like last night. We had dinner with Becky’s parents. Her father spends all evening looking at me like I’m dirt and her mother tries to cause friction and I just have to sit and smile and look like I’m happy to be there.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Sometimes I feel like I’m just going to explode.’

‘Better at them than at work?’ suggested George.

‘Is it? Results could be catastrophic either way.’

His finger was hot from the flame. He sucked on it, downed his drink and managed a smile. ‘Enough of my angst. You look mellow.’

‘Naturally. We had a revision afternoon. Four hours reading the paper and Loaded magazine. You definitely picked the wrong profession.’

George was a trainee accountant with a small firm in the West End, trying and failing to pass his professional exams. Michael smiled. ‘Are you saying that accountants are better than lawyers?’

‘Of course. What are lawyers but glorified penpushers? It’s accountants who make things happen. We’re the movers and shakers.’

‘Is that right?’

‘Absolutely. Accountancy is the new rock’n’roll. We’re so hip it hurts.’

They both laughed. Michael had a sudden image of the two of them sitting in a classroom at school, arguing over whether Nirvana were as good as the Stone Roses.

‘How’s Becky?’ asked George.

‘Fine. She’d arranged to see our friend Emily or she would have come along. She says you must come for dinner soon.’

‘You’re lucky,’ said George suddenly. ‘Having someone like her. I know how tough it’s been for you. You make me feel ashamed sometimes, when I think how I take my parents for granted. But you struck gold when you met her, and though I’m jealous as hell I’m happy for you too.’

Michael felt sudden affection for the plump young man who faced him. ‘I’ll get the next round. Some more crackers too. Can’t risk you wasting away.’

Again they laughed. He made his way towards the bar.

He met Rebecca at eight o’clock at Embankment tube. She was poring over her battered London A to Z. ‘I don’t know which is the best station,’ she told him. ‘Let’s go to High Street Ken and walk down.’

They passed through the ticket barrier and make their way down to the platform. There were delays on the Circle Line and the platform was crowded. ‘How was George?’ she asked as they waited for a train.

‘Fine. How was Em?’

‘Not too good, actually.’

He was concerned. ‘Why? What’s happened?’

‘Nothing in particular. She was just feeling a bit down about things. I felt bad about not being able to stay long, so I’m taking her out for lunch tomorrow. I know she’d like to see you. Will you come too?’

‘Course I will.’

The platform continued to fill up with people, while the overhead display gave no indication of when the next train was due. The atmosphere was tense. They pushed their way through the crowds, towards the far end, trying to improve their chances of getting a seat when a train finally did arrive.

‘Liz called me today,’ she said.

‘Liz from college?’

She nodded. ‘Her new boyfriend’s cousin owns a tiny gallery in Crouch End, and she suggested that a group of us put on an exhibition there and try to get some important journalists and dealers to come.’

‘Sounds good.’

‘You think?’

‘It’s a chance to get your stuff seen.’

‘It won’t be seen, though. Not by anyone who matters. Crouch End is hardly the centre of the art universe.’

‘It might. We can phone around. Talk the show up.’

She sighed. ‘We tried that for the show in Camberwell. A journalist from the Guardian promised to come but then didn’t.’

‘So? We try again and maybe this time he will.’ He stroked her cheek. ‘No one said this was going to be easy. Nothing worthwhile ever is. But it’s going to happen. You just have to keep believing.’ Suddenly he laughed. ‘God, listen to me. I sound like a self-help manual.’

She laughed too. ‘Just a bit.’

‘All I’m saying, Beck, is that something good may come of it. So don’t just say no, OK?’

‘OK.’

They heard the sound of an approaching train. When it entered the station, everyone on the platform moved forward, only to see that the compartments were already packed. Groans of disappointment filled the air. The doors opened and a couple of passengers fought their way off. In the resulting confusion, Michael grabbed Rebecca’s arm, elbowed his way through the people in front and into the resulting space. He heard someone shout abuse and smiled sweetly as the doors closed.

The train started to move. He grabbed a handrail, and Rebecca hung on to his neck. The air was hot and thick with the smell of bodies crammed against each other, sweat soured with vexation.

Half an hour later they walked out into the hum of Kensington High Street. It was nearly dark now. Rebecca studied her A to Z and led him down a side road. They wandered past tall, severe apartment blocks and smart white houses on quiet streets. The noise seemed to fall away behind them. The streets were wide and comfortable, with taxis and cars sliding smoothly along them. Peaceful but alive.

They made their way to Pelham Gardens, a large square, lined with sleek, four-storey houses of grey stone that had all been converted into flats. The houses, which had huge porches supported by pillars, all looked out on to a small walled garden at the centre of the square.

They reached number thirty-three. Rebecca pressed the intercom for flat six and they were buzzed in.

After crossing a tiled hallway they made their way up the staircase. The flat was on the second floor. A small, pale woman in her late twenties and the mid-stages of pregnancy stood in the doorway, smiling a greeting. ‘I’m Alison. Come in.’

They walked into a small, carpeted hallway with a low ceiling. To their right was a sitting room that ran into a tiny but well-furnished kitchen. ‘Neil sends his apologies,’ explained Alison. ‘Something’s come up at work. Let me show you round.’

It didn’t take long. At the end of the hallway was a good-sized bedroom. Next to it was a comfortable bathroom and a tiny boxroom, empty save for a couple of suitcases. ‘I suppose it could be used as a spare bedroom,’ observed Alison, ‘but there wouldn’t be room for much except a bed.’

They walked into the sitting room. Like the other rooms, its ceiling was low, but the effect was intimate rather than oppressive. The furniture was plain but comfortable. Alison pointed to the settee. ‘That’s a sofa bed,’ she explained, ‘so you can have people to stay.’ A small dining table stood in a corner by the window. The curtains had not yet been drawn. Outside was a tiny balcony, looking out at a row of small but well-tended gardens and the backs of the houses that faced on to Cromwell Road. Though right in the centre of the metropolis, the atmosphere was surprisingly tranquil.

‘It’s a lovely flat,’ said Rebecca.

Alison smiled. ‘We’ve been happy here. Shame we have to leave, but it’s a great opportunity for Neil.’

‘What do you do?’ asked Rebecca.

‘I was in banking too.’ Alison patted her stomach. ‘But my career’s on hold for a while.’

‘What’s the landlord like?’ asked Michael.

‘Mr Somerton? Very nice. At least I think so. I’ve never met him, though we’ve spoken on the phone a couple of times. He’s a work contact of Neil’s father, which is how we got the flat.’

‘Will he want to meet us?’ asked Rebecca.

‘Doubt it. To be honest, I don’t think he’s that bothered. He’s very wealthy, so this flat is small potatoes. I’m sure he’d have let us terminate the lease early, but we wanted to see if it could be of use to someone else.’

‘Well, we really like it,’ Rebecca told her. ‘Don’t we, Mike?’

He nodded.

Alison beamed. ‘Why don’t I make some coffee and you can ask me any questions.’

Half an hour later they made their way back to the tube – Gloucester Road Station this time, as Alison had told them it was nearer. They passed a huge Sainsbury’s. ‘That’s handy,’ observed Rebecca.

‘Incredibly so. How can we live without Sainsbury’s?’

‘And there’s a sofa bed.’

‘I know. Your parents can book their train tickets now.’

‘You hated it, didn’t you?’

He shook his head. They had crossed Cromwell Road and were approaching the tube. A row of expensive grocery shops stood opposite. ‘It just seems a bit upmarket for us.’

She looked anxious. ‘It’s only for a few months.’

He tried to scowl but couldn’t manage it. ‘OK. Let’s take it. But I warn you: turn into a Sloane Ranger and it’s all over between us.’

She kissed him. ‘I won’t.’

In the distance he could see a Mexican restaurant, all bright colours, full of noise and energy. He gestured towards it. ‘I’m hungry. Let’s eat out while we can still afford to.’

They moved in ten days later, on an overcast Sunday. Alison and Neil had already gone, flying out to a new life in Singapore. Alison had left a box of Thornton’s chocolates and a card wishing them a happy stay and giving them a contact number for their new landlord.

They unpacked the basics, then went for a walk in Kensington Gardens, to watch parents help children sail boats on the pond and to hunt for the statue of Peter Pan that Rebecca had visited with her grandparents on a trip to London years earlier. The reality disappointed her. ‘It’s smaller than I remember.’

‘You were only five,’ Michael pointed out. ‘A Pekingese would have seemed like the Hound of the Baskervilles back then.’

He had brought his camera. A man took a picture of the two of them standing in front of the statue, arms round each other, smiling, happy to be together.

Later they phoned for a pizza. They ate it surrounded by their suitcases, listening to old tapes, sharing the memories resurrected by each song.

The following morning Michael was phoned by Alan Harris.

Alan worked at a law centre in Bethnal Green, providing free legal advice to people in the area. While at university, Michael had spent a summer at the centre as a volunteer, and occasionally Alan phoned him with emergency queries which he dealt with himself or referred to a handful of trusted allies scattered through the various departments of the firm. As Cox Stephens took an extremely dim view of its staff providing free advice, the whole thing had to be carried out in complete secrecy.

Alan explained that he was advising a distraught woman who was going to be evicted by her landlord that evening. ‘The lease is only a couple of pages long. Could you have a look at it and see if there are any arguments we can raise to help her?’

‘Sure. Fax it through right now. I’ll go and stand by the machine.’

He arrived there only to find a fifty-page document coming through for one of the partners. As he waited he heard someone call his name and looked up to see Graham Fletcher striding down the corridor brandishing a huge document of his own.

‘Michael, the revised acquisition agreement on the Digitron deal has just come through. Digitron want a meeting tomorrow morning to discuss it.’

‘Tomorrow?’ His heart sank.

‘Is that a problem?’

‘It doesn’t leave us long to review it ourselves.’ Behind him the fax machine whirred away.

Graham frowned. ‘You’re the one who’ll be reviewing it. I’m far too busy.’

That figured. He nodded, while the fax machine began to whine. Clearly it had jammed.

Graham handed him the document. ‘The meeting is at their offices at eight.’

‘I’ll handle it. You don’t have to worry about a thing.’

‘I should hope not,’ Graham retorted, before striding off towards the coffee machine. Hastily Michael fixed the jam, grabbed the lease and returned to his room.

He tried to phone Nick Randall in the property department only to be told that he was on an external course all day. That meant he would have to deal with the problem himself. He studied the lease, hoping for an easy solution, but one did not present itself.

Turning his attention to the acquisition agreement, he realised that it was completely different from the first version. Clearly the review was going to take hours, and he also had urgent work to do for a partner in the banking department. He considered phoning Alan and conceding defeat, but he knew a woman might end up homeless if he didn’t come up with something. Picking up the lease, he headed for the library.

As Michael read up on landlord and tenant law, Rebecca continued unpacking.

She had taken a day off from the shop, determined to get the flat just how she wanted it. Chris de Burgh played as she worked. Michael loathed his music, but for her it was a guilty pleasure, and she took advantage of his absence to indulge.

Their framed movie posters now hung on the walls. Both of them adored old films. Rebecca’s passion was the dramas of the 1930s and 1940s; Michael’s the silent epics. On their first date he had taken her to see Abel Gance’s 1927 masterpiece Napoléon, and she, eager to impress, had spent the whole time bombarding him with facts about Charlie Chaplin and other silent greats that she had read in a book that afternoon. The first present he had ever given her was a poster for Alfred Hitchcock’s Rebecca. She hung it next to his Napoléon poster, both taking pride of place above the television.

Her cookery books were stored on a shelf in the kitchen. She had over a dozen, but A Taste of India was the only one she used regularly. Michael adored curry, and she made him one every Friday evening. After they had eaten, they would curl up together on the sofa and watch an old movie: a silent one week, a talkie the next. This Friday it was her turn to choose. She made a note to check out the local video stores.

The phone kept ringing. Her mother called to ask about the move, as did her brother and two of her aunts. She phoned Michael to inform him of her progress, but he sounded harassed and couldn’t talk for long.

In the afternoon she went to the shops, introducing herself en route to an elderly man with a warm smile whom she met in the downstairs hallway: a retired pianist who lived in one of the ground-floor flats and who wished her a happy stay. On her return she discovered that a plant had been delivered: a house-warming present from Emily. She placed it on the table in the sitting room beside Alison’s card.

The unpacking was virtually finished and already the flat was starting to feel like home. Picking up Alison’s card, she reread the message inside. An impulse seized her. Walking into the hall she picked up the phone.

Quarter to nine. Michael returned home, the Digitron file clutched under his arm. Though he had managed to find a temporary solution for Alan’s tenant, it had taken much of the afternoon and he was only halfway through his review of the agreement for the following day’s meeting. He would have to finish it after supper.

He was greeted by the smell of chilli con carne. Rebecca appeared from the kitchen, smiling in welcome. ‘Hope you’re hungry.’

He nodded, rubbing his temples, feeling the first rumblings of a headache. In the background, U2 sang about a place where the streets had no name. ‘Do I have time to change?’

‘Not really.’

He walked into the sitting room and saw their possessions set out everywhere. She followed him in. ‘What do you think?’

‘Looks great.’ He took off his jacket and sat at the tiny dining table. A bottle of wine, unfinished from the previous night, stood at its centre, next to a plant that had not been there that morning. ‘Who’s the plant from?’ he asked.

‘Em.’

‘Oh, right. She called me today for a chat.’

‘I hope you were nicer to her than you were to me.’

He smiled sheepishly. ‘Sorry about that.’

She laughed. ‘Doesn’t matter.’ After pouring them both some wine she sat beside him. ‘Guess who I spoke to today?’

‘Your mother?’

‘Mr Somerton.’

The name didn’t register. He waited expectantly.

‘The landlord.’

‘Why did he phone?’

‘I called him. Wanted to say how much we liked the flat. He was really friendly, asking about us and what we did.’

She was starting to look guilty. ‘And?’ he prompted.

‘I’ve invited him over for a drink tomorrow night.’

He groaned.

‘It seemed like a good idea. I mean, this is his flat.’

‘And we’re paying him rent. He doesn’t need the red-carpet treatment too.’

‘He’s not expecting that.’

He arched an eyebrow.

‘He sounded really nice. I’m sure you’ll like him.’

‘Things are really hectic at work. I’ve got meetings tomorrow. They may run on.’

‘He’s not coming until nine. You’ll be finished by then.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘Please, Mike. We were really lucky to get this flat, and I just think it would be a nice thing to do.’

He exhaled. Managed a smile himself. ‘OK.’

‘Thanks. The food’s ready. I’ll bring it through.’

She walked back into the kitchen. He remembered the work he still had to do and his headache arrived with a vengeance.

For Michael, Tuesday proved to be a particularly bad day.

Most of it was spent at Digitron’s offices in Docklands, sitting in a room with no windows, going over the revised agreement. It was surprisingly acceptable, and the meeting should have taken only a couple of hours. Unfortunately Digitron’s financial director was in a bullish mood, complaining about virtually every provision, and it wasn’t until four o’clock that a realistic list of objections had been compiled.

On returning to the office, Michael was cross-examined by Graham Fletcher, shouted at for not paying sufficient respect to Digitron’s concerns, and told that three boxes of Pegasus contracts had just arrived and needed to be reviewed and reported on by Friday night. ‘I’m not impressed with the way this deal is going,’ Graham told him. ‘You don’t seem to be on top of things.’ Michael was on the verge of replying that things would be going a damn sight better if Graham deigned to do some work himself, but managed to bite his tongue. He restricted himself to a cheerful, ‘Yes, Graham. Of course, Graham. Don’t worry about a thing, Graham,’ before returning to his room.

He was met by his secretary Kim, full of apologies. ‘You know I’m off to Greece tomorrow. Well, there’s been a mix-up in the cover rota. I’m trying to fix something up, but I’ve got to go in five minutes.’ He told her it didn’t matter and wished her a happy holiday.

Sitting down at his desk, he began to wade through the contracts, checking them against the list Pegasus had sent. Two were missing. The covering letter was dated a week earlier. Graham had sat on it for days. He swallowed his resentment, established which departments should review which documents, then tried to call the relevant people, only to find that they had all left for the evening.

He located the all-important contract with Dial-a-Car and began to look through it. Digitron’s financial director phoned. More objections to the agreement, all of them ridiculous. He spent a frustrating hour trying, as diplomatically as possible, to make him accept this.

As soon as he put the phone down, Jack Bennett charged in, looking stressed. ‘We’ve just had new instructions. Computer maintenance company called Azteca, looking to sell a subsidiary. A rush job. I know you’re stretched, but I really need your help. Can you do a meeting first thing tomorrow? Possibly all day.’ Michael looked at the pile of contracts in front of him and managed a smile. ‘Sure. Why not? Give me the details …’
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