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  For Rozzie




  







  ONE




  Joe met the malign gaze of Mr Al Ritch from six thousand miles away, and wished the technology undone. The conference link had been installed at a time when the firm was in

  thrall to the power of eye contact and body language, but it seemed to Joe that, more often than not, one side came to see through a glass darkly, and for the last hour the only language his

  client’s jutting head and lowering frown had conveyed was gathering mistrust.




  Joe was stuck in a conference room with two members of his team, a fiery Scot called Anna, and Ed, a quiet junior with big ambition, both of them grim-faced after more than two hours at the

  coalface and no hope of an early reprieve. It was a Friday evening in the run up to Christmas. The rest of the Merrow office had emptied for the weekend and the only sound was the muted hiss of

  traffic from a rain-soaked Gracechurch Street five floors below.




  In front of them, the TV monitor relayed golden strips of sunlight, a pale wood table with water glasses and, seated centre-stage between four of his team, the bulbous figure of Mr Al Ritch,

  wearing short-sleeved shirt, gold Rolex and a thatch of compressed sandy hair which Anna swore he took off and put on a stand at night.




  His heavy features were showing puzzlement. ‘Now, how’s that agin, Joe?’




  For what had to be the third time Joe explained the importance of obtaining detailed witness statements from those who could support their case.




  ‘Right down to the project managers?’




  ‘Definitely. Yes.’ With Al Ritch, Joe had long since taken to expressing himself in absolutes.




  ‘But let’s jus’ get this straight, Joe – you’re proposin’ to go see these guys yourselves? Hell, they’re spread all around the globe. Five

  o’ them – nah, what is it, Larry?’ He turned to his right-hand man. ‘Six.’




  Anna gave a snort of exasperation and cleared her throat to hide it.




  Joe said, ‘This case is going to be decided on the facts, Mr — er, Al. It could turn on the smallest details. We need to obtain the most comprehensive witness statements

  possible. We—’




  ‘Joe, perhaps you’d be kind enough to explain this one thing fer me,’ Ritch interrupted in his slow drawl. ‘Jus’ exactly what is it you think they can tell

  you that I myself have not already told you? Is my word not good enough?’




  Joe knew it would be a mistake to take Al Ritch for a fool – the man had built up a mineral exploration business worth hundreds of millions of dollars. He also knew that Ritch had never

  been involved in litigation before and must be allowed a degree of uncertainty, yet if Ritch was trying to screw up his chances of success he was going about it precisely the right way. He said

  carefully, ‘Your word is good, Al, of course it is, but one person’s word is never going to be enough in an English court of law, I’m afraid. They like corroborative evidence, the

  more the better.’




  Ritch tipped his head towards one of his colleagues and said in a whisper that couldn’t fail to be picked up by the microphones, ‘Yer think these guys jus’ tryin’ ter

  jack up their fees, Larry?’




  Joe saw Anna’s hands splay out in silent fury, while Ed hissed softly between his teeth. For the moment Joe could think of nothing useful to say. Until then he’d always taken the

  view that the easy clients more than made up for the demanding ones, but in that instant, as he stared at the unlovely image of Mr Al Ritch, he longed to be free of them all. This realisation had

  an unnerving clarity to it, like a jog of recognition: subconsciously or otherwise, he had been here before.




  He said, ‘Perhaps I could put it this way, Al – if we obtain this corroborative evidence, we have a reasonable chance of winning. If we don’t, our chances are going to be

  severely reduced.’




  ‘But jus’ how many o’ these statements we talkin’ about here, Joe? How many round-the-world air tickets for you and your guys, huh? Two? Four? Six?’




  ‘You’ll have to trust to our judgement on that, Al.’




  But Ritch had not made his fortune by leaving too much to trust. ‘Okay, Joe,’ he conceded suspiciously. ‘But, listen here—’ He stabbed a warning finger at the

  camera. ‘Let’s start with the minimum, like you go and talk to jus’ two o’ these guys, and we take it on from there. You hear?’




  ‘Sure, Al. We can start from there.’




  Ritch leant back in his chair with the satisfaction of an old hand who has trounced an ill-advised attempt to hoodwink him, until his attention was taken by a fast-food carton which appeared

  camera-left and was pushed across the table towards him. Dipping into it, he pulled out a multi-tiered hamburger and, swivelling his chair away to face his colleagues, began to eat. The microphone

  was still on, the transmission faultless, and in London they were treated to the glutinous churnings of the hamburger as it progressed around Ritch’s mouth.




  For a second no one stirred, then Ed murmured, ‘Well, thank you for sharing this with us.’




  Anna growled, ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’




  Joe made a small quieting gesture and leant into the microphone. ‘Al? Perhaps this might be a good time for us to take a break?’




  But Ritch was too busy agreeing on the excellence of the fried onions to hear.




  Joe lowered his forehead slowly onto his fingertips.




  Anna touched his arm. ‘Joe – for God’s sake, we’ve been at this for ever. Let’s call it a day.’




  Joe pushed the microphone slowly out of range. ‘Not an option.’




  Watching her face fall, he asked, ‘Did you have something special lined up for tonight?’




  She gave an ironic laugh. ‘Only my life, Joe. Only my life.’




  Anna had been in the firm for less than a year, but already she had the slightly haunted look that Joe recognised from his own reflection in the mirror each morning. He saw in her, as he saw in

  Ed, the kind of lawyer he had been not so long ago, exultant at landing a job with Merrow, confident in his abilities, but worn down by the long hours which ate so regularly into his free time.




  ‘And you, Ed?’




  Ed’s expression suggested he had plenty of things to do that night but would stay and man the barricades as necessary.




  Coming to an abrupt decision, Joe said, ‘Off you go, both of you. Go on – scoot.’




  The two of them went through the motions of arguing, but he waved them rapidly away.




  Anna hovered loyally. ‘But what about you, Joe? What are you meant to be doing tonight?’




  Joe put on a fierce look. ‘None of your damned business. Salsa dancing, lying down with a large drink – I don’t know. Quick, before I change my mind.’




  ‘Not the new girlfriend?’




  ‘Huh?’




  ‘Someone called Sarah?’




  His answering frown didn’t entirely hide his surprise; he hadn’t thought anyone knew. ‘Your wild imagination again,’ he protested too weakly and too late.

  ‘Completely out of control.’




  Anna made a face of mock contrition. ‘Okay, but give yourself a break, Joe. You can’t go on like this.’




  ‘You’re sounding like a stress therapist. Go on – bugger off.’




  Anna touched his shoulder. ‘Thanks for this, Joe. You’re a total star.’




  ‘What I am,’ he grunted, ‘is a total idiot.’




  After they’d gone, Joe tried to work out how Anna had got to hear about Sarah and decided it must have come from the ex-Merrow lawyer who’d introduced them. It certainly hadn’t

  come from his own mouth. Life at the firm was quite hard enough without providing fodder for the office gossips. There was a price to pay for non-participation of course – he’d got a

  reputation as a dark horse – but better that than the jokes and the need to explain the bewildering fact that, until Sarah, there had been no one special in his life for some time.




  Fishing out his mobile, he went to the window to call her. It was half-past eight; he tried to guess where she’d be. Not at the office anyway. She worked for the West London division of

  the Crown Prosecution Service, and, frantic though the job was, they all knocked off at five. Shopping then, though peering out between the slats of the blind at the streaming rain he thought not.

  He decided she was most likely to be at home in a hot bath. He hadn’t seen her flat yet – they always went to his place – but he imagined it to be neatly kept and cleverly

  furnished, because that was Sarah’s style. He pictured her now in a white bath, pale hair tied up on top of her head, long legs stretched out in scented water, breasts just breaking the

  surface. Purely from wishful thinking, he liked to imagine she was thinking of him.




  Her mobile didn’t answer, nor, it seemed, would her house line. Then, just as he was leaving a message, she picked up.




  The quiet solemnity of her voice still took him by surprise.




  ‘I’ve got caught up,’ he said, and explained about the video conference. ‘Dinner could be late.’




  But she never minded waiting, just as she never complained when he had to cancel at the last minute. ‘That’s okay,’ she said. ‘Whenever.’




  ‘I’ll call when I’m on my way. Nine thirty, with a bit of luck.’




  ‘Shall I warn the restaurant?’ It was typical of her to cover such practicalities.




  ‘That’d be great.’ Before ringing off, he had to ask, ‘What are you doing?’




  ‘Now? Oh, just Friday night stuff. You know. Sorting myself out. Talking to Fiona.’ Her flatmate was also in the CPS, at another branch.




  ‘Not in the bath?’




  ‘Half an hour ago. Why?’




  He didn’t admit to his vision of her. They hadn’t reached the stage of trading body talk, and with Sarah he wasn’t sure they ever would; but then her reserve had been one of

  the attractions.




  ‘Just jealous,’ he replied, which was true.




  When he rang off, his phone was showing voicemail, but he didn’t retrieve it until he’d dropped back into his seat and checked on Al Ritch, now in side view. Watching Ritch root

  around his mouth for stray morsels, poking first his tongue then his finger deep into every crevice, Joe felt something like envy. Not to give a damn for other people’s opinions, not to know

  the meaning of embarrassment, was surely to travel through life unscathed.




  Joe dialled up his messages: a friend asking him to lunch; a sometime girlfriend organising a party. The automated voice was just timing the next message at 7.52 p.m. when Al Ritch dragged a

  paper napkin across his mouth and swivelled round to face the camera again. Joe met his gaze as the message began to run.




  ‘Joe? It’s Alan here.’ At the sound of the familiar voice, Joe’s chest tightened, he felt a sharp beat of alarm, and in an instinctive move twisted round in his chair and

  turned his back to Ritch.




  The message was brief; Alan wanted Joe to phone when he had a moment. There was no hint of urgency in his voice, yet Joe’s mind raced all the same. Alan hardly ever used the phone for

  social reasons; he spent too much of his life chasing up unobtainable hospital appointments for his patients. Joe could only think that his father must be ill. Or forgetting to pay his bills again

  – Alan had alerted Joe before. Or – his first thought, if he was entirely honest, always his first thought where Alan was concerned – that there was news of Jenna.




  Ritch’s voice sounded from the monitor. ‘You with us, Mr McGrath?’




  ‘Won’t be a moment, Mr Ritch.’ Joe flung a brief placatory smile over his shoulder as he switched off the microphone.




  He dialled Alan’s home number and heard Helena answer in her distinctive throaty voice. ‘He’s not here, Joe. He’s on a home visit.’




  ‘He left a message, Helena. Do you know what it’s about?’




  ‘Best to ask him, Joe.’




  ‘It’s not Dad?’




  ‘No. Your father’s all right, Joe. You know.’




  He knew. ‘Nothing urgent then?’




  ‘Not urgent, no.’




  But there was something in her tone, a hesitation, a note of disapproval, that made Joe ask, ‘It’s not Jenna?’




  The mention of her daughter produced a heavy pause. Finally she said, ‘Speak to Alan, Joe. He’ll be back around ten.’




  ‘But Helena—’




  ‘Better make it ten thirty to be on the safe side.’




  ‘If it’s about Jenna, tell me now,’ he pleaded gently.




  Helena was silent for so long that Joe thought he’d lost the connection. He was calling ‘Hello?’ for the second time when she replied in a flat voice, ‘He wants you to

  find Jenna. That’s what he wants.’




  Joe felt a mixture of surprise, confusion and disappointment, but mainly confusion. ‘Any particular reason, Helena? Has something happened?’




  ‘Not happened exactly.’




  ‘There’s no news of Jenna?’




  ‘No. Alan got excited about something the other day, but no, there’s no news.’




  ‘But something’s happened?’




  ‘It’s a legal thing, Joe. A property. That’s all I know.’




  He tried to remember all the things he’d been planning to do over the weekend, and to work out whether he could put them off. ‘I’d better come down, Helena. Is tomorrow morning

  okay?’




  ‘For heaven’s sake don’t come specially, Joe.’




  ‘I was going to see Dad anyway,’ he lied.




  ‘Well, surgery finishes at ten.’ She added under her breath, ‘In theory.’




  Ringing off, Joe kept his back to the camera a little longer. To find Jenna: if only. How many times had he imagined it? How many times had he looked for ways of tracking her down? Helena spoke

  as if it was a matter of decision, almost of will, but it was four years since there’d been any sign of her and barely a week that Joe hadn’t imagined the worst, the best, and almost

  everything in between. Why Alan should think he’d be able to do something after all this time, he had no idea. There was no magic wand, and there never would be. For Joe, there was only the

  certainty of his own guilt, like a shadow at his shoulder.




  A full belly seemed to have done little for Al Ritch’s mood. His sandy eyes had taken on a beady look. When Joe explained that Anna and Ed had been called away to another meeting, he put

  on his favourite expression of exaggerated puzzlement. ‘Mr McGrath, I was given to understand there were to be four of your people working full-time on my case, and all I see is

  one. I am not – repeat not – gettin’ a message of total one hundred per cent commitment here.’




  ‘We are committed to winning, Al. Absolutely committed to winning.’ The words rang mockingly in Joe’s ears.




  ‘Yeah? Well, where in hell’s your senior guy then? Where’s Galbraith? Glad enough to show his face when he wanted the business, but where’s he now, that’s what

  I’d like to know—’




  ‘He’s fully briefed—’




  ‘ – Cos the way I see it, I’m not convinced of just how much weight you bring to my case, Mr Joe McGrath.’ He jabbed a belligerent finger at the camera. ‘Are you

  the man? That’s what I’d like to know. I need to be one hundred per cent sure I’m talking to the man.’




  Joe wasn’t sure what went through his head just then, whether the tangle of anxiety that always attached itself to thoughts of Jenna tipped his judgement, whether he had simply reached his

  limits at the end of a long week, but he felt a sudden heat, a leap of impatience.




  ‘I assure you that this man here has been doing his best for you, Mr Ritch, but since you’re obviously having a problem about that I suggest we call it a day.’




  Ritch cocked an ear. ‘How’s that?’




  ‘You will not be charged for this meeting, Mr Ritch.’




  ‘Now, hang on there—’




  ‘We will contact you on Monday morning with four entire people in place. In the meantime—’




  ‘You end this meetin’, Mr McGrath, and that’s the end—’




  ‘I wish you a good evening, Mr Ritch. And a fine weekend.’




  Moving rapidly, Joe went to the monitor and threw the switch.




  The relief was transitory, the nasty feeling in the pit of his stomach longer lasting. He needed no reminding that, only a couple of months before, a colleague in Litigation had been fired for

  losing an important client, nor that the guy had been senior to Joe by three years, with the dubious protection of a partnership. Someone with a stronger sense of self-preservation might have

  called Ritch back right away, but, in the absence of a gun to his head, Joe was damned if he was going to grovel.




  This didn’t stop the cold jittery feeling from flitting around his stomach as he set off in the pouring rain for the restaurant. It wasn’t until he came out of the Underground that

  he remembered he’d forgotten to tell Sarah he was on his way. She would still be at her flat, waiting for his call. He would have phoned there and then from the shelter of a doorway, but the

  restaurant was less than fifty yards away. It was one of those places with floor-length windows along the whole of one side which provides an unrestricted view of the diners, like something on

  reality TV. Crossing the road towards it, Joe almost bumped into the traffic island as he spotted a familiar head of ash-blonde hair, a half profile, a pair of long slim legs, and realised Sarah

  was already there, sitting at the bar. He felt confused again, pleasantly this time. Perhaps he’d got the arrangements wrong, perhaps they’d fixed a time after all; perhaps – and

  remembering her scrupulous practicality it seemed likely – she’d decided to come on ahead to be sure of arriving in good time. If so, he was touched and a little flattered, and a

  flattery never did anyone any harm at the end of a long week.




  By some sixth sense – or a mirror he couldn’t see – she lifted her head from her newspaper and looked round as he came up behind her.




  ‘I forgot to phone,’ he confessed as he kissed her. ‘But you’re here anyway.’




  ‘You got away all right then?’




  ‘I got away. Though I could be minus a job.’




  She examined his face. ‘What happened?’




  ‘I think I told the client where to get off.’




  ‘But not in so many words.’




  ‘Oh, I suspect it was plain enough.’




  She regarded him solemnly. ‘He must have given you good reason then. Have a drink. You must need one.’




  Despite everything, he began to feel calmer. Sarah had that effect on him. When his drink arrived she passed it over to him and closed his hand around the glass as if to imbue it with special

  restorative powers.




  ‘So,’ she said, ‘tell me what happened.’




  While he described the meeting, she listened closely, her grey-green eyes fixed on him with grave attention, and he had the sense that she was weighing the evidence, missing nothing, but fully

  intending to find for his side.




  ‘Don’t forget he’s on strange ground,’ she said when he’d finished. ‘He’s new to litigation. He’s feeling insecure. There’s a lot of money

  at stake. Though having said all that, he sounds like an up-front sort of person to me. He might respect you for speaking your mind.’




  ‘What? When he’s paying my fees?’




  ‘I think you underestimate yourself, Joe. I think you carry more weight than you realise.’




  He was glad she should think so; he would have liked to believe her. ‘But not enough to save my skin.’




  Sarah considered this idea gravely. ‘I really can’t believe it’ll come to that, Joe. No, I can’t believe the situation isn’t salvageable. Especially if you get a

  letter to Ritch first thing on Monday morning. By fax, rather than e-mail. Strike a forceful note, restate your strategy in the most glowing terms, butter him up a little, talk about the big

  picture. Don’t on any account apologise, of course. Just make him feel it would be unreasonable to dwell on such a minor difficulty when everything else is set fair—’ She broke

  off with a small flush of embarrassment. ‘But what am I saying? You’ll know how best to play it, Joe. Once you start drafting it – you’ll know.’




  He wasn’t sure he shared her faith in his judgement, but he was glad of her optimism all the same; he liked to think it was rubbing off on him. The champagne was beginning to do its magic

  too, but he resisted the temptation to drown his sorrows. Sarah didn’t drink very much, and he didn’t like to get too far out of step.




  He asked brightly, ‘And how was your day?’




  She tried to shrug the question off – she rarely volunteered information about her work – but he pressed her.




  ‘Oh, like always,’ she said at last. ‘The usual progression of no-show witnesses, hold-overs, failures to answer bail. Much work and no convictions.’




  When they’d first met, Joe had wondered how she stuck the Crown Prosecution Service, which was going through one of its periodic spells of low staffing and poor morale. Sarah was clever

  and in her understated way extremely determined; she could easily have carved out a successful career as a defence lawyer at twice the salary. But as he’d got to know her better he’d

  come to see another side of her. She might bemoan the inadequacies of the justice system, she might grumble at the bureaucracy of the CPS, yet she got enormous fulfilment from her work. Behind her

  offhand attitude lay a strong morality and a dogged belief in the pursuit of justice which made her perfectly suited to this branch of the law.




  He said, ‘What, nobody put away at all?’




  She pretended to scour her memory. ‘One mugging, one breaking and entering.’




  ‘Don’t they count?’




  ‘Not when I failed to get the one I really wanted.’




  ‘And what was that?’




  ‘A crack-head who enjoys burgling and terrorising old ladies.’




  ‘What went wrong?’




  ‘Principal witness failed to show. And who can blame her? A sixty-five-year-old widow living alone, terrified out of her wits.’




  ‘Can’t the police protect her?’




  Sarah gazed at him with a blend of pity and wonder. ‘Joe, when did you last visit a sink estate in Stoke Newington?’




  He conceded rapidly. ‘Perhaps you’ll get him next time round.’




  ‘Sure.’ Draining her drink, she attempted a smile. ‘Sorry. By this stage in the week I’ve rather lost my sense of humour.’




  ‘You’re not alone. Want to risk dinner?’




  ‘You bet – I’ve been looking forward to it all week.’




  Instantly, her eyes shaded and she glanced away, as if this show of enthusiasm had been in danger of saying too much. They had met in a bar, introduced by a former Merrow lawyer who knew Sarah

  from law school. Joe’s first impression had been of a Valkyrie: slim and tall, with grey-green eyes, long legs, and ash-coloured hair worn straight and long. The next thing he noticed was her

  gaze, which fixed on him with quiet curiosity, and her mouth, which was extraordinarily full and expressive. A boisterous party was going on around them – someone’s birthday, he

  wasn’t sure whose – and they soon gravitated towards a corner where they talked for the rest of the evening. She was a good listener, those thoughtful eyes missed nothing, and she had a

  way of giving all her attention to the conversation, as though it was the most important thing in the world. If in the weeks since then she’d revealed an emotional caution that bordered on

  self-sufficiency then he could go along with that; he too had become wary of relationships that went too far, too fast. This caution did not, anyway, reach into the bedroom, where she showed a

  tender enthusiasm.




  Now, taking their seats at the restaurant table, they drew their chairs closer, the better to talk.




  Joe wasn’t sure how long he stared at the wine list before Sarah said, ‘What about that Chablis we had last time?’ Leaning over, her head almost touching his, she pointed

  rapidly at the card with a long index finger, which she just as rapidly curled back into her palm. She bit her nails badly and she didn’t like anyone to see.




  He took the opportunity to kiss her. She gave a flicker of a smile, but in the fraction of a second before her gaze swung away Joe saw the familiar wariness drop over her eyes like a shutter,

  and wondered not for the first time what made her retreat from even the smallest gesture of affection. On their second date she’d told him she’d been married but it hadn’t worked

  out. They’d been too young, it hadn’t lasted long, they’d parted on reasonable terms, she hadn’t seen him since. Her tone had been matter-of-fact, yet he couldn’t help

  thinking that the damage had gone a lot deeper than she pretended.




  The restaurant was a barn of a place with notorious acoustics. Their table was hard against the window but the noise seemed to come at them from all sides. Stupefied by the roar or the day, or

  both, Joe took an age to decide what to eat, only to realise too late that he’d ordered something he didn’t terribly like.




  Sarah eyed him speculatively. ‘Mr Ritch still on your mind?’




  ‘And whether I want to stay in litigation.’ Now he’d voiced it, the idea quickly gathered momentum in his mind. ‘Whether I want to stay in the law, come to

  that.’




  Sarah winced. ‘Help, Joe. What else would you do?’




  ‘Exactly. Fit for nothing.’




  ‘What brought this on?’




  ‘Oh, the usual. Working my socks off, feeding the inflated egos of overpaid executives who can’t bring themselves to settle their disputes out of court. Knowing that none of

  it’s that important at the end of the day.’




  ‘Major thoughts, Joe.’ Her eyes were fierce and bright. He had the feeling she was proud of him. ‘So what is important at the end of the day?’




  ‘God only knows. I think I came to a few idealistic conclusions when I was a student.’




  ‘Which were?’




  ‘Oh, you know.’




  ‘Yes?’ She really wanted to hear.




  ‘Getting fulfilment from one’s work. Friends. Family.’




  She nodded, urging him on.




  ‘That’s about it,’ he said.




  ‘What – no changing the world?’ Her quick smile did little to conceal the seriousness beneath.




  ‘I wasn’t that brave. Or that certain.’ Immediately, Joe thought of Chetwood, who had taken on the world wholesale. And from Chetwood it was of course just a tiny step to

  Jenna.




  ‘Something else came up today.’




  If Sarah was disappointed by the change of subject, she hid it well. ‘Oh?’




  He hesitated, not because he didn’t want to tell her, but because even after all this time he wasn’t sure where to start. ‘It’s some old friends from home – Alan

  and Helena Laskey. Alan was our doctor. Still looks after my father, God bless him, for which he deserves a peace prize. But then Alan’s a bit of a saint, old-style. Helena too. They sort of

  took me in when I was a kid. Fed me, helped me with my homework, generally kept me out of trouble after my mother died. Like family. Anyway . . .’ He slowed up, he hesitated a little over the

  words. ‘They’ve a daughter called Jenna. And she . . . disappeared four years ago. And this evening, out of the blue, they’ve asked me to try and find her. Why, I don’t

  know. Why now, I mean. And maybe, why me.’




  ‘They’ve looked before presumably?’




  ‘Yes. Salvation Army. Missing Persons Helpline. Not a sign.’




  ‘How old was she?’




  ‘Twenty-six? No, twenty-seven.’




  Sarah’s eyebrows lifted slightly. ‘Ah. I’d imagined a teenage runaway. That’s the usual scenario, statistically speaking. A lost soul of sixteen or so, homeless,

  alienated, desperate. Looking for anyone who’ll take them in.’




  He barely nodded, and she moved swiftly on.




  ‘So this daughter would be – what? – thirty-one by now. In fact . . . your exact contemporary.’




  After a while, she dipped her head a little to catch his eye.




  ‘We’re the same age, yes.’




  ‘And you were friends, the two of you?’




  ‘Yes. The Laskeys lived in the next street. We spent a lot of time together as kids.’




  ‘So what happened? Did she just vanish overnight? Could she have been abducted?’




  ‘No. She didn’t vanish so much as’ – he searched for a way to explain the inexplicable – ‘fail to stay in contact.’




  ‘Ah. Her choice then?’




  ‘That’s the thing – she was extremely close to her family. They can’t believe she would have chosen to stay out of touch for so long.’




  ‘Well, if not her choice, then . . .?’




  Joe had recycled the alternatives so often, he knew them by heart. She was abroad. Ill. Suffering a breakdown. She was living in fear of someone from her old life or – painful to imagine

  – someone in her present existence. At night, when he was half asleep and immune to logic, he added the bizarre and fantastical. She had lost her mind. She had become a dropout. She was lying

  in some faraway hospital in a vegetative state. Around dawn, when nothing seems impossible, he’d imagined her getting religion, and one particular morning, when his dreams had got hopelessly

  entangled with memories of Chetwood’s spiritual quests, he’d even pictured her among buddhas, gurus and saffron-robed priests.




  ‘Could she be dead?’ Sarah asked.




  ‘We don’t think so.’




  ‘Because?’




  ‘We would have heard, one way or the other. She’s not alone, you see. There’s a husband.’




  ‘And they’ve both disappeared?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Ahhh.’ Sarah managed to imbue the sound with a wealth of meaning. ‘So . . . his choice then?’




  ‘Possibly.’




  ‘And the reason?’




  Joe had to struggle for an answer. ‘We don’t know. He was . . . unusual.’ He pulled the word out of the air, yet even as he said it he realised it was probably the

  only adjective that began to describe Chetwood with any accuracy.




  ‘Unusual mad, or unusual bad?’




  A barrage of laughter assaulted them from an adjacent table, and Joe raised his voice. ‘I would say he was born out of his time.’




  ‘Ah. Someone difficult. Isn’t that what people usually mean when they say that?’




  ‘Not difficult so much as – complicated.’




  She considered this idea doubtfully, with a small frown. ‘But he’s probably responsible for this vanishing act?’




  The fusillade of shrieks showed no sign of abating, and they were watching each other’s lips with the concentration of lip-readers. ‘That’s what the family think.’




  ‘What about you, Joe? What do you think?’




  ‘I don’t know. I only know that Jenna changed after they married. I only saw them twice, but Jenna had lost her spark, her energy.’




  ‘She was unhappy, then. Depressed.’




  ‘But she loved him. There’s no doubt of that.’ His words emerged in a shout as the noise from the next-door table subsided abruptly.




  ‘Heavens, Joe, you can love someone and still be unhappy. In fact, some people would say that it’s love and all the things that people do in the name of love that’s the

  greatest single cause of unhappiness.’




  ‘It’s just that I can’t believe—’ But he hadn’t managed to work out what he believed, either then or now. He could only repeat, ‘She’d just

  changed, that’s all.’




  ‘Do people change that much?’ Sarah argued mildly. ‘Don’t they just show an unfamiliar side of themselves? Frustration, or suppressed anger, or guilt, or whatever?’

  She let this thought pass with a small lift of one shoulder. ‘But what’s your theory, Joe? You must have a theory.’




  ‘I have no theory.’




  ‘You knew him, though, this husband – what was his name?’




  ‘Chetwood. Yes, we were at university together. For a while anyway. He only stayed a year.’




  ‘And was he unusual even then?’




  For some reason the image of Chetwood that came into Joe’s mind was the one most likely to cause him pain. He saw Chetwood in the scruffy overgrown garden of a student house during a

  post-finals barbecue. Chetwood had been on one of his sporadic trips back to Bristol, dipping briefly into student life again. He had parked his tall frame in a rickety chair, his feet propped on a

  low wall. He was silent, looking up when spoken to, smiling vaguely, but answering no one, not under the influence of course – he never touched anything in those days – but deeply

  preoccupied, remote, distracted. Joe had congratulated himself on recognising the signs: such periods of intense soul-searching generally heralded a full-blown philosophical crisis, one of the

  regular intellectual upheavals that in the space of two years had taken Chetwood to India to attend the Kumbh Mela, to Bosnia to work in an orphanage, and to the Peaks to climb alone without ropes.

  Even after Joe twice caught Chetwood watching him surreptitiously and twice drop his eyes with a frown, he hadn’t doubted the nature of Chetwood’s self-absorption. It simply never

  occurred to him that Chetwood could have done anything so utterly prosaic, so utterly unimaginative as to have stolen Jenna from him.




  Joe answered, ‘He found ordinary life difficult.’




  ‘A nonconformist.’




  ‘A seeker.’




  ‘A drifter, you mean.’




  Not for the first time, Joe found himself defending Chetwood. ‘Someone who couldn’t let the brutality of the world go unchallenged.’




  Sarah gave up then, as perhaps Joe had hoped she would. ‘Well, I’ll be glad to help, if you’d like me to,’ she announced briskly. ‘I can get a few checks

  run.’




  She had taken him by surprise. ‘You could? What sort of things?’




  ‘A witness trace. We’re always asking the police to find people for us.’




  ‘It wouldn’t be too much trouble?’




  ‘God, no. It’s a five-minute job. No big deal. I’ll just pop her name into the hat with a whole lot of others. But don’t get your hopes too high, Joe. If people make an

  active decision to lose themselves they can do it very effectively, believe me.’




  ‘Even from the police?’




  ‘Sure. Once someone decides to opt out of the nanny state, once they refuse to play the bureaucratic game – national insurance, electoral roll, driving licence, all that sort of

  stuff – then they effectively become a non-person. There’s no way of tracing them through the data bases.’




  ‘Then what happens?’




  ‘With witnesses? If it’s an important case, the police go and question their associates – relatives, lovers, enemies, creditors, drug dealers. Someone nearly always knows.

  Whether they talk, of course, is an entirely different matter.’




  ‘And then?’




  ‘Oh, there are still a couple of things one can try.’




  Something in her tone should have warned him against asking, ‘What kind of things?’




  She frowned at him. ‘I don’t know because I don’t ask.’




  ‘Look, Sarah, I’m very grateful, but don’t do anything that might be difficult for you.’




  ‘It won’t get me into trouble, if that’s what you mean,’ she replied crisply. She rummaged in her bag for a pen. ‘Just give me her full name, Joe. And date of

  birth, and last known address. The national insurance number would help too, if you can get it, but it’s not essential.’




  She extracted a sheet of paper from her planner and passed it over. Joe wrote down Jenna’s full name, birth date, married name, and the address of the rented flat in Brondesbury.




  Watching him, Sarah murmured, ‘My goodness – off by heart.’




  Something in her tone made Joe glance up. In the moment before she dropped her eyes he caught a sharp quizzical expression and for a wild moment he wondered if she was jealous.




  ‘And the husband,’ Sarah added. ‘His details as well, if you’ve got them.’




  ‘His birthday’s in March. I can’t remember the exact date. But he’s a year older than me, so . . .’




  She wrote it down. ‘And his full name?’




  ‘Jamie – James – Chetwood. Middle name, not sure. I’ll have to check.’




  ‘Originally from?’




  ‘Weston Farm, somewhere near Swindon, I think it was. Wiltshire anyway. But the village . . . No, can’t remember.’




  She added these fragments to the slip of paper. ‘Occupation?’




  ‘Ah, now there’s a question. It’s more a case of where you’d like to start. Aid worker – a lot of that in the early days – Somalia, Bosnia. Then waiter,

  travel guide, translator, importer of ethnic rugs. But the last time I saw him it was definitely rugs. Oh, and art dealer. Though, knowing Chetwood, that should probably be taken with a large pinch

  of salt. He had a soft spot for tat, the louder the better. Once, he caught me out, good and proper. Made this huge fuss about his latest find, went through all this rubbish about how lucky he was

  to have stumbled on it, and of course when he unveiled the bloody thing it was this cheap plastic madonna from Manila with an illuminated halo that flashed pink and blue to the sound of “Ave

  Maria”. He loved it. Couldn’t get enough of it.’




  It was a moment before Sarah reacted. ‘Oh, I see, yes. Yes.’ She gave a belated nod. ‘Shall we say rug importer then, with “art” as a question

  mark?’




  Joe nodded.




  ‘Anything else?’




  ‘He used to go and work in an orphanage in Jakarta twice a year. Raised money in this country, shipped out equipment, books, that sort of thing.’




  ‘And Jenna? Anything more there?’




  ‘I don’t think so. I’ll get her national insurance number when I see Alan and Helena tomorrow.’




  ‘Tomorrow?’




  ‘I’m going down first thing.’




  ‘Does that mean we’re not going to the Gilbert Exhibition?’




  Joe’s face must have been a picture because she said quickly, ‘It was a joke, Joe. A bad joke. Of course you must go and see your friends. Exhibitions can wait. I owe my

  family a visit anyway.’




  Impulsively, Joe reached out and gripped her hand. ‘Thanks.’




  The food arrived just then. She had the perfect excuse to extract her hand and look away.




  Joe’s starter was good, but he lost his appetite with the next course, which was altogether too rich. Outside, it was still raining heavily and, when he put his face to the window, fingers

  of condensation wafted out across the glass. In the reflection of the street-lamps the raindrops seemed to hang on the glass like strings of amber, and in a shift of memory he was reminded of a day

  last winter, a steamy cab window streaked with rain, and a blurred figure half glimpsed on the far side of the street.




  ‘I thought I saw her once – Jenna.’




  Sarah looked up from her fish. ‘Oh? Where?’




  ‘In Oxford Street.’




  ‘And was it really her?’




  ‘I thought so at the time. In fact, I chased after her. But now . . . well, I’m not so certain. She always hated London.’




  ‘You didn’t manage to catch her then?’




  ‘I was in a taxi, I had to pay it off, the streets were very crowded.’




  ‘Did she see you?’




  He hesitated unhappily. ‘I’m not sure. She was a long way off. Maybe. But by the time I got to her she’d disappeared.’




  ‘If it was Oxford Street she’d probably gone into a shop.’




  ‘Oh no. I looked everywhere, I searched for ages, I searched every shop. No—’ Reliving the frustration, he gave a ragged sigh.




  In the pause that followed, he became aware that Sarah was looking at him with the same intense look as before. ‘Why, Joe . . .’ she breathed at last, so softly he almost missed it.

  ‘You really cared for her.’




  ‘What?’ He made a face. ‘No, I told you! I explained – we were just kids together.’




  He had spoken more sharply than he’d meant to. She dropped her eyes, her mouth twitched in what looked like disappointment, as though it pained her to catch him out in such a needless

  untruth.




  He couldn’t believe she didn’t get it. ‘I feel responsible, Sarah. That’s the problem.’




  ‘But why?’




  ‘Because I introduced them of course. Because everything was fine till she met him.’




  ‘It’s hardly your fault—’




  ‘It is my fault. Okay?’




  She stared at him before looking away across the restaurant. Beneath her expressionless gaze he thought he detected an undercurrent of anger. But he had misjudged her. Turning back, she said in

  a tone of commiseration, ‘Heavens, what a week it’s been for you, Joe!’ She gave a sudden half-formed smile, and awkwardly, in a public gesture that obviously came to her with

  difficulty, leant across and kissed him quickly on the lips.




  Joe’s flat was on the sixth floor of a mansion block a street away from Battersea Park. It was two rooms with a shoe-box for a kitchen, and a bathroom only marginally larger. It was the

  first place he’d ever owned, and he still wasn’t entirely used to the idea. It was dark and cold when they got in, an impression accentuated by the tall black rectangles of the windows,

  which had been without curtains since Joe had moved in eighteen months ago. He traced the source of the freezing air to the bathroom window, which he’d thrown open that morning and forgotten

  to close.




  While Sarah made herself a cup of tea he rooted around for some wine which Sarah wouldn’t want and he almost certainly didn’t need. Eventually he found a bottle of cheap Chianti left

  over from a party.




  ‘Joe?’ Sarah was leaning back against the counter, hunched in her coat. ‘I was thinking – have you a photograph of your friend?’




  ‘What, for the police?’ He had a vision of a computerised image being flashed around the country.




  She declined the wine with a small shake of her head. ‘No, I was thinking that if the computer turned something up, you might want to hire a private investigator, to go and

  check.’




  The wine tasted cold and sharp, and he almost abandoned it. ‘Wouldn’t it be easier just to go and knock on her door?’




  ‘And if it’s not her? If it’s someone with the same name who inhabits the far north of Scotland?’




  He saw immediately that she was always going to know more about this business than he ever would. ‘I’ll ask Alan and Helena tomorrow.’




  ‘You haven’t got a picture yourself?’




  ‘If I do, I don’t know where.’ This wasn’t quite true; he had several photographs of Jenna sitting in the top drawer of his desk among a batch he’d been meaning to

  sort and arrange in albums for some time. One showed him standing beside Jenna on a beach in Cornwall when they were both about seventeen, during one of the three or four summer holidays he’d

  spent with the Laskeys. Another, which he could picture in the clearest detail, showed Jenna standing on Glastonbury Tor, during a June weekend at the end of his first year at Bristol. It had been

  a blazing hot day, without cloud or wind, and she had a hand angled to shade her eyes from the sun, like a sailor executing a rather jaunty salute. With her broad infectious smile, she gave the

  impression of a girl in an old-fashioned musical, about to launch into ‘Ship Ahoy’.




  He said, ‘They were from so long ago. They wouldn’t be any good.’




  Sarah nodded. She looked so pale and chill, with her coat lapels clutched close under her chin, that he went over and gave her arms a brisk rub in one of those gestures that promises far more

  than it delivers. ‘Sorry about the Arctic.’




  She gave a pantomime shiver. ‘I’ll survive.’




  He looked into her eyes – such a misty shade of grey-green – and it seemed to him that a spark of understanding passed between them. He thought: We’re two of a kind, and she

  knows it. Both a little wary, both anxious not to ask for more than the other is ready to give, both wanting to avoid hurt: to each other, but also to ourselves. There must be hope for us.




  It seemed to him that it was a terrible mistake to want it all – passion, love, commitment – and that only the most demanding of men would be dissatisfied with this: a quick mind, a

  beautiful mouth, and eyes that promised no harm.




  ‘It would be warmer in bed,’ he said.




  Her eyes glittered. ‘I would hope so. But I’d love a bath first, if that’s all right.’




  He checked the hot water and, leaving her in the bathroom, emptied his wine down the sink. In the darkened bedroom, he went to switch on the bedside lamp only to glance up at the rain-specked

  window and pause, caught once again by the image of the cab-ride down Oxford Street. Still in darkness, he went to the window and stared out over the street. While nothing he’d told Sarah

  about that day had been untrue, he hadn’t quite told her everything either. In the weeks immediately after the sighting he’d re-run the scene obsessively, trying to decide what

  he’d seen, yet the more he’d tried to fix the images in his mind the more frayed and indistinct they’d become, like a flimsy map which with constant use threatens to fall apart in

  your hands. Now, driven to pick through the memory one more time, he cautioned himself: Take it slowly, go from one sure thing to the next. No agonising allowed. No what-ifs. Just firm ground.




  January, eleven months ago. He’d been to see his dentist in Devonshire Place. With no early-morning appointments available, he’d settled for the first afternoon

  slot in the hope that his dentist would come back from lunch on time. In the event the guy was twenty minutes late – some sort of emergency, he said – and by the time Joe hit the street

  he was already fretting about getting to his three o’clock meeting late. It was raining steadily and he had to walk almost the full length of Wimpole Street before he found a taxi. The

  traffic was appalling; the cab took an age to nudge and inch its way into Oxford Street, and Joe began to wonder if he wouldn’t do better to sprint for the Tube and take his chances there,

  though his meeting was miles from any station. The fretting was significant; it made him restless. Otherwise he would almost certainly have had his head down, going through the papers for the

  meeting. As it was, he kept rubbing the condensation from the window and staring in frustration at the traffic, wondering if it was ever going to free up.




  The cab was fifty yards from Oxford Circus when he saw her in the crowd on the opposite pavement. At first she was just another woman in a pale coat, walking in the rain. He had no idea what

  made him look at her a second time. It might have been the absence of an umbrella or the way she held her head high despite the rain, or the long dark hair hanging in rats’ tails around her

  shoulders. In the downpour the taxi window was like bottle-glass, it made her image distort and shimmy and blur. Yet even as he wiped the fog impatiently from the glass, something in the

  woman’s half-profile, in the line of her jaw, in the way she walked, made him sit up and press his nose to the window. The red wall of a slow-moving bus blocked his vision at the critical

  moment, but he knew.




  It was Jenna.




  He must have yelled aloud because he remembered the cabbie twisting round and saying something. He didn’t hear what it was though, he was too busy clawing at the narrow metal lug on the

  top of the window, trying to get enough purchase to haul it down. He forgot all about the window-lock set into the door, the lever that in a more rational moment he would have remembered to flick

  across before swinging his weight on the lug. He had the impression of almost losing his fingertips before he finally managed to overcome the resistance of the lock and drag the window half-way

  down.




  He thrust his face against the opening. She was still there, walking parallel and just ahead of the cab. Now everything about her seemed totally familiar to him: the set of her shoulders, the

  fluidity of her stride, the shape of her head with its plastering of wet hair. He lost any remaining uncertainty: it was her. His heart gave a violent lurch of excitement and joy, rapidly

  followed by a surge of panic, the sort that comes from being trapped in a confined space, a sensation exacerbated by the sudden acceleration of the cab. He shouted for the cabbie to stop, he

  rattled and wrenched at the door handle. But if the battle with the window had been hard, the door was impossible – the red eye of the central-locking system wasn’t glittering its

  warning for nothing – and it wasn’t until the cabbie had stamped on the brakes and driven Joe hard against the jump-seat, not until the two of them had exchanged feverish insults

  through the partition, not until the cabbie had allowed himself to be bought off with a twenty-quid note, that the electronic click of the door-release finally set him free.




  Joe burst out of the cab and stood in the middle of the road, scanning the opposite pavement. The crowd seemed to have thickened, the umbrellas to have formed an unbroken canopy of black, then

  at last, further ahead than he’d expected, he glimpsed the pale coat, the proud wet head. He stepped forward and, in the moment before the cyclist cannoned into him, he bellowed Jenna’s

  name, he yelled so hard that his throat seemed to seize from the effort.




  Suddenly, the man and bicycle were a fast-approaching blur on the periphery of Joe’s vision. In the split second before impact, the cyclist tried to swerve and Joe tried to jump out of his

  way, but they both chose the same direction. As Joe flung up a protective arm, he held in his mind’s eye the last fleeting image of Jenna as she looked round for the source of the shout, the

  dark wet head of hair giving way to the pale oval of her face.




  It was all he needed. Even as the combined weight of man and bicycle slammed into him, even as he felt the breath driven out of his lungs, he was working out how to roll clear, how to scramble

  to his feet and get running. It was years since he’d paid scant attention to the rugby instructor’s exhortations on how to fall harmlessly, but he succeeded in hitting the ground at a

  roll, shoulder first, and to feel nothing worse than a slight crack on the head before he managed to pick himself up and weave a path through the traffic to the opposite side of the road, where he

  ran parallel to the pavement, searching the crowd.




  His lungs rebelled. Forced to halt and suck in great gulps of air, he looked ahead helplessly, only to see her – and this was where it all became indistinct – maybe to see

  her running away. His memory – or his imagination – had her running so fast that her hair was flying out behind her. It was the run of someone who had taken fright, or was desperate to

  escape, which was perhaps the same thing.




  When his lungs allowed, he loped on, half in the road, half on the pavement. At one point he thought he glimpsed the top of her head, but after that, nothing. If she had gone into a shop, she

  had hidden herself well; he ducked into them all, he sprinted round each floor, he knocked into people who shouted and stared. Down at the gates of the Underground, facing three different

  escalators, he finally gave up. He looked down and saw blood. His cheek was dripping; by the time he found a handkerchief it had stained the front of his coat.




  That night, the doubts began. Was the running woman Jenna or someone else with dark hair? Surely Jenna’s hair had been too wet to fly out behind her? And he had no memory of the running

  woman wearing a pale coat – had he missed it, or had there been no pale coat to see? Even the desperation of her escape took on an innocent quality when he recast the woman as a fitness

  enthusiast trying to catch a bus.




  It might have been the effect of hitting his head – going to bed, he discovered a large bump high on his temple – but it was only a short step to doubting he has seen Jenna at all.

  What had he really seen, after all, but a half-profile and a head of long bedraggled hair? And in the adrenalin-charged microsecond before the bicycle hit him, when he saw her stop and begin to

  turn, she’d been further away than before, her face no more than a pale smudge in a mass of jostling figures.




  By morning, he was left with only one incontestable fact: that he had left his briefcase, stuffed with important papers, in the back of the taxi, never to be seen again.




  







  TWO




  Joe left early the next morning before the Christmas shoppers clogged the streets. His car was a small runabout that he used rarely. Often forced to park three or more streets

  away, he was always rather surprised to find it intact and functional. Soon he was over the river and through the centre of town, heading north. The rain had gone, leaving a grey sheen on the

  roads, while in the east the first light lay in cold ribbons against the sky.




  Somewhere near Stevenage he tried calling Sarah. She had got up with him before seven and, wrapped in his kimono, disappeared into the kitchen. When he emerged from the bathroom at a rush,

  she’d handed him a mug of filter coffee, diluted with cold water to bring it down to drinking temperature. Once again he was struck by her thoughtfulness; once again he wasn’t quite

  sure what to make of her. Last night, in the aftermath of love, he’d broached the subject of his holiday entitlement, which he must use before March, and suggested she come with him to

  Morocco.




  ‘I’m not sure I’ll be able to get away.’




  ‘What, at three months’ notice?’




  A pause. ‘I’m not good at planning ahead.’




  ‘In general, do you mean? Or for holidays with men?’




  ‘It’s work. We’re short-staffed.’




  ‘There’s life outside work, Sarah. Or if there isn’t, then we’re all mad.’




  Another silence, which seemed to stretch out into the darkness.




  ‘I’ll see if I can work something out.’




  Stung, he made a bad joke of it. ‘It’s not compulsory.’




  ‘No, I’d like to go to Morocco.’




  ‘But do you want to go with me? That’s rather more to the point, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes. Yes, of course I do.’ She was very still in his arms.




  He said, ‘That’s fine then,’ though it seemed to Joe that it was far from fine.




  To break the silence, he said, ‘It might actually be fun, you know.’




  ‘Of course. Really – I’d love to come.’




  She squeezed his hand. In confirmation? Secret regret? With the intention of keeping her options open? Perhaps she was terrified of committing herself even three months ahead. Perhaps she

  didn’t think their relationship would last that long. Perhaps she made a habit of moving on before things got too serious.




  They rolled apart to sleep. In the five minutes before Joe dropped off he was aware of Sarah lying tensely, as though she were reliving some secret sadness.




  Her troubles seemed to vanish with the night, however, and as he rattled off instructions for locking up she kissed him firmly and told him to take care driving. As he ran down the stairs, she

  came out onto the landing and waved to him over the banisters. Like a proper lover, he thought; like someone who wants to come to Morocco.




  Now, her mobile didn’t respond. It was still early; she wouldn’t have bothered to switch it on.




  The town where Joe had grown up lay near the junction of three counties and was characterised by none. It wasn’t quite the Midlands and it wasn’t quite the North; to the

  stranger’s eye it was flat country, but compared to the Fens twenty miles to the east it was positively undulating.




  For decades the town had resisted the machinations of the housing lobby and maintained the boundaries shaped by the thirties planners who’d laid out the inoffensive tree-lined suburb where

  Joe had grown up. But government edict and the agricultural slump had finally defeated the conservationists, and now, within view of his old home on the pasture where he had so often walked as a

  child, a new road lay like a white gash across a sea of mud. Fanning out from the road a web of roped posts and fluttering ribbons extended across the ancient rabbit warrens, delineating the routes

  of drains or foundations, while the wooden frame of a show house stood like a sentry box beside the road.




  He had known the developers were coming, but he was unprepared for the changes closer to home. Approaching the turn for Shirley Road, he saw that two of the six shops in the small arcade that

  served the neighbourhood had closed down since his last visit a month ago. The loss of the chemist’s had a certain irony – his father banned even the mildest cough syrup from the house

  – but the sight of the shuttered and padlocked grocer’s made his heart sink. Now, the only shops selling food within walking distance of home were a newsagent’s, stocked with

  crisps, chocolate and fizzy drinks, and a gaudy Chinese takeaway, an unrepentant champion of monosodium glutamate.




  Accelerating past Shirley Road, he drove on to the supermarket which had undoubtedly brought about the grocer’s demise. He filled a trolley with the nursery food his father liked –

  tins of steak and kidney pudding, mince, baked beans, stewed apple, custard – along with some fresh fruit and vegetables which the old man would leave to rot before throwing them out amid

  complaints of waste.




  It wasn’t difficult to spot his old home in the row of almost identical red-brick semis that made up Shirley Road; it stood out as a model of neglect in a world of conspicuous consumption.

  While the neighbours had acquired replacement windows and ruched curtains and gardens with water features, Woodside remained untouched by all but the most basic maintenance. On his last visit, Joe

  had swept the rotting leaves from the path and hacked back the denser shrubs, but it had been no more than a gesture. Parking now, he noticed new dilapidations: the front fence was sagging out over

  the pavement, while one of the bay windows had been covered with a sheet of badly fitting chipboard. He carried the shopping to the side gate, which swung on rotting hinges, and stepped around the

  split and bulging wheelie-bin. The kitchen door was locked. He put his face to the window and saw gloom. He rapped loudly on the door and called his father’s name, then stepped back onto the

  sodden ankle-high grass and aimed his calls at the upper floor. Nothing moved in the dripping garden, and no sound came from the silent windows. He went to the shed and looked for the spare key on

  the nail above the door frame where it used to hang in his mother’s day, but there was no key there now. In the end he tried phoning and heard a soft warble deep in the house before the

  answering machine picked up and relayed his father’s rather querulous tones. You have reached the Campaign for Victims of Medical Negligence . . .




  Joe rang off before the beep sounded, and went back to the lawn, where he stood, hands in pockets, in a stance of boundless patience, and repeatedly called his father’s name in a

  studiously neutral tone. The two of them had played this game before; it was a matter of time.




  Finally, Joe saw a movement behind the frosted glass of the bathroom. A moment later a shadow darkened the small upper window, which was latched open, and he caught what might have been the

  glint of an eye.




  Pretending not to have noticed, Joe made no move towards the kitchen door until he heard the bolt turn. The door opened a short way and his father’s face loomed warily into the

  opening.




  ‘Hello, Dad.’




  ‘Oh, it’s you.’




  As Joe pushed the door open, the old man turned and walked away across the kitchen. Joe followed him into the hall. ‘How are you, Dad?’




  The old man halted in the doorway of the front room and said over his shoulder in a fretful voice, ‘You should have told me you were coming.’




  ‘I left a message on the machine.’




  ‘Oh, the machine.’ He lived in a state of permanent irritation with the phone, which he regarded as an instrument of time-wasters and fools who failed to share his views on

  medical negligence. ‘I was just about to start work.’ He gestured hopelessly.




  ‘I won’t stay long then.’




  ‘Well, I suppose I could . . .’ He looked at his watch, he gazed longingly into the front room, he said on a note of painful compromise, ‘A cup of tea then?’




  ‘I’ll go and make it.’




  The old man peered at Joe as if for the first time and, blinking furiously, jerked his mouth into an approximation of a smile. ‘It’s the e-mails, you see. There are always hundreds

  on the weekends. It’s just non-stop.’




  For a moment Joe saw his father as others must see him: a string-bean of a man, too thin by far, with a stern expression and restless eyes, who looked older than his sixty-five years.




  While the kettle was heating, Joe made a quick inventory of the kitchen. The fridge had a few scraps in it – milk, butter and a couple of sausages – while the cupboards contained a

  collection of tins and jars whose contents had seen better days. A half-consumed Dundee cake sat alone in the bread-bin.
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