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  One




  I shifted into reverse and slipped off the handbrake. The clutch as always shuddered, and then the car shot back.




  There was a sharp impact and a loud crunch, followed by the tinkle of shattered glass hitting the road.




  All I needed.




  I got out and prepared to confront the person who had rear-ended me behind the Albert Hall, and I could see right away this wasn’t going to be easy. At a conservative estimate, I was

  looking at a hundred grands-worth of shiny black Porsche 911 with its nose up the ass of my Fiat Uno rust-bucket.




  The woman, who stepped coolly out of the black leather interior, was every bit as high-end as the wheels she was driving. Dressed, made up and manicured to perfection, wearing pale-tinted

  aviator sunglasses, she was in no mood to take prisoners.




  ‘What d’you think you were doing, pulling out like that without looking!’




  ‘Hey,’ I counter-punched, ‘I wasn’t pulling out, I was backing out. You ran into me, lady.’




  I pointed to the arrangement of our respective vehicles. ‘You turned in without looking if there was any place to go.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous! I was just trying to park, and you shoot out like a bat from hell.’




  Her English was fluent, but there was an accent, probably French. There was something about her that made me think of those cool little movies with subtitles I remembered from film studies at

  college. It was hard to tell her age. Over thirty, under fifty I’d have said. Women with money seem able to hold time back for about that long, but not much longer.




  ‘There’s a presumption in law,’ I said, trying to sound more sure of my facts than I really was, ‘that anyone who runs into the back of somebody else is

  responsible.’




  ‘Presumption in law!’




  She spat the words back at me with a scorn that brushed aside all argument.




  ‘Listen,’ I said, starting to get really pissed at her attitude, ‘you’re going to pay for this!’




  I jabbed a finger at the crumpled back end of my car, which sagged ominously towards the nearside wheel. She ignored me and took out a mobile phone and dialled. With a practised flick of her

  hair – dark blonde, not quite shoulder length – she put the phone to her ear. It was answered immediately.




  ‘I’m in Kensington. Somebody’s run into my car.’




  ‘That’s a lie!’




  She pretended not to hear me, but I knew she could because I could hear every word she was saying even with her back to me.




  ‘Can you send someone over for the car, I haven’t got time for this.’




  It wasn’t a request, it was an order. She sounded like she was used to giving them.




  ‘Your car,’ I said loudly so she couldn’t ignore me again, ‘is perfectly all right, apart from a couple of scratches. But look at mine!’




  She half turned and waved at me impatiently to be quiet.




  ‘Do what? I can’t hear you,’ she said into her phone, covering her other ear. Then she tipped her head to one side to peer at my licence plate, which was dangling limply from

  one remaining screw. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’ve got his number.’




  With barely controlled anger I bent down, ripped the plate loose, and held it out to her.




  ‘Here,’ I said, ‘keep the bloody thing – as a souvenir!’




  She looked mildly surprised but not remotely alarmed by the gesture. Her eyes went from the licence plate to me, then she turned away to finish up her call.




  ‘Listen, don’t bother sending anybody. I think I can drive the car, I’ll be okay.’




  I dropped the bent piece of metal on the ground with a clatter.




  ‘You think!’




  My voice came out higher than normal, with a strangled quality. I cleared my throat to get it back under control.




  ‘There is nothing wrong with your car that a lick of paint won’t fix. And if there were anything wrong, it would be entirely your fault.’




  Once again she gave no sign of hearing me, just calmly finished her call, flicked her phone shut, and turned back to me with an air of finality.




  ‘All right,’ I said, ‘let’s just exchange details and I’ll have my, you know, people get in touch.’




  I started to fumble through my pockets, hoping to find something to write with and so avoid the bother of having to hunt through my car, or, worse, the indignity of having to borrow a pen from

  her.




  For the first time her lips curved slightly into the hint of a smile. But I wasn’t sure it was a friendly one.




  ‘You know what,’ she said, ‘why don’t we just let him take care of it?’




  She was looking over my left shoulder towards Kensington Gore, and I turned automatically to follow her gaze. What I saw made my stomach convulse into a hard knot. A motorcycle cop was making a

  leisurely U-turn and heading our way. I felt the blood drain from my face with every inch that he came closer.




  She saw it. When I turned back to her there was a different look in her eyes. She was suspicious now.




  ‘Okay,’ I said, cursing the sudden tremor in my voice, ‘we’ll do it your way. I’ll pay for the damage. I accept full responsibility. Let’s just agree, and get

  out of here.’




  She folded her arms. It was a confrontational gesture, with the hint of a threat behind it. But there was something more. She was intrigued now, and completely sure of herself. She had me pinned

  down like an insect on a specimen board, and she knew it.




  I desperately wanted to look over my shoulder to see how close that cop was, but I didn’t want to show how scared I was. I heard his bike rev, then fall silent. There was a soft metallic

  sound, and I imagined him propping the machine up, then starting that very particular slow march of authority in our direction.




  ‘You accept responsibility?’ she repeated slowly, using the emphasis as a kind of verbal eyebrow lift.




  ‘Yes.’




  She took a moment to respond. It felt like an age.




  ‘How do I know you’ll keep your word?’ she said finally, and almost, I thought, flirtatiously playing with me.




  ‘Please, trust me.’




  ‘But why this sudden change of heart, Mr . . . ?’




  ‘Turner,’ I said quickly. ‘Joe Turner.’




  ‘From America?’




  ‘Yes. Look, can’t we just . . . ?’




  I could hear the cop’s footsteps now, almost on us. She must have had a clear view of his approach, though her eyes never left mine, watching me squirm. She leaned in towards me slightly,

  speaking softly, almost in a whisper.




  ‘What are you afraid of?’




  ‘Any problem here?’




  Even though I knew he was there, I still jumped at the sound of the cop’s voice. Then I turned, forcing a smile onto my face and giving my best impersonation of Mr

  Cool-and-in-control-of-everything.




  ‘Just a little bump, officer. I’ve accepted responsibility, everything’s settled.’




  He glanced at the two cars, weighing up the situation.




  ‘Looks to me,’ he said, ‘more like the lady ran into you.’




  ‘No, no,’ I said quickly, ‘that’s not what happened.’




  He eyed me curiously, sensing my awkwardness and waiting for an explanation. As the silence lengthened and it became painfully obvious that I didn’t have one, she spoke.




  ‘Joe is being very gallant, but you’re right, officer. It was my fault.’




  I turned. She had removed her glasses and, to my amazement, gave me a glittering smile.




  The cop looked at her. ‘Do you know this gentleman?’




  ‘Oh, yes. We’re good friends. In fact we’re heading to the same appointment together. Only I wasn’t sure of the way, so I was following him. When he turned in here, I

  stupidly didn’t realize that he was parking, and did the same.’




  She beamed me another smile, as though acknowledging my tacit confirmation that this was what had happened. I tried to pick my jaw up off the ground without using my hands.




  Miraculously, the cop didn’t see my expression. He was distracted by the card she had produced from her purse and was holding out to him.




  ‘If you need any details, please call this number. I don’t think there’s anything more, is there?’




  The cop took the card and looked at it. He had already decided that this was the kind of woman he needed to be on his best behaviour with, and what he read on the card seemed to confirm it.




  ‘Thank you, madam, but I don’t think we’ll need—’




  A horn honked loudly nearby. A truck was trying to get around the rear of the Porsche in the face of oncoming traffic.




  ‘You’d better move your car,’ he said, stepping out into the road to take charge of things. ‘I’ll make some room for you to back out.’




  ‘Joe,’ she said brightly, ‘why don’t you come with me?’




  I just stared at her, beyond amazement now.




  ‘Better put some money in the meter,’ she added, gesturing to the wedge of red that had just flagged up, ‘or you’ll have the traffic wardens after you.’




  I obeyed in silence, then tamely stepped around to the passenger door of her car and got in beside her. While the cop held the traffic back, she reversed out, then slipped into drive, and we

  moved off.




  







  Two




  Catherine felt suddenly light-headed. What was she doing, she asked herself, covering for a total stranger who was obviously in some sort of trouble with the law? True, he

  didn’t look like an axe murderer or a serial killer. In fact he was quite a nice-looking kid, no more than twenty-five or six, she would have guessed.




  Then she remembered that Ted Bundy guy she’d read about some years back. Good-looking, a real charmer when it suited him. Probably murdered around a hundred women, it was reckoned, before

  they put him in the electric chair.




  But no, nothing bad could possibly happen here, not in central London, not in full sight of the Albert Hall!




  So what was she doing? A forty-one-year-old married woman picking up a handsome kid?




  Was that what she was doing? Picking him up?




  No way. Nothing had been further from her mind. It just happened, that’s all. Impulse.




  As a matter of fact, the kid looked as ill at ease and unsure of himself as she felt. One of them had better speak, or this silence was going to get embarrassing. She struggled to think of what

  to say, but thankfully he spoke first.




  ‘That . . . that was really amazing,’ he said haltingly, ‘what you did back there. I mean wow! Thanks.’




  ‘It was nothing,’ she said, grateful that he’d given her the chance to play it cool. ‘Forget it.’




  ‘No, really, you were absolutely terrific. You didn’t have to do that, but . . .’




  ‘I’ll drop you round the corner here,’ she said, turning left into Queensgate, ‘is that all right?’




  ‘Fine. Perfect.’ He looked over his shoulder to see the traffic cop already on his bike and heading in the opposite direction. ‘I’ll go back and pick up my

  car.’




  Catherine scanned the parked cars on the long, straight avenue of Regency facades. ‘Let me see if I can find a parking spot. I can use my friend’s garage, but it’s a hassle . .

  .’




  As she spoke, a car backed out of a metered space just ahead. She slowed, signalled, and moved in. Then she turned off the engine and they looked at each other.




  ‘You’re sure you’ll be able to drive that car?’ she asked.




  ‘No problem.’




  She reached for the door, but before she got it open he said, as though wanting to make a confession, ‘You’re probably wondering why I’m so antsy about getting involved with

  the cops.’




  ‘Oh,’ she said lightly, ‘I could see at once you were an international terrorist or desperate criminal.’ Then added with a casual smile, ‘Your visa’s run out,

  or what?’




  ‘My insurance, actually,’ he said. Then added quickly, ‘But I’ll pay for the damage to your car. Just give me a week or ten days, I promise I’ll do it.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter.’




  ‘No, really, it does. I mean . . .’




  He broke off. She imagined him thinking that he ought at least to put up a token protest at being let off so lightly. He seemed to look for the words, not find them, and then his face creased

  into a smile of gratitude.




  ‘I don’t know what to say,’ he said finally. ‘At least let me buy you a drink.’




  She looked at her watch. ‘I’m sorry, but I really do have an appointment and I’m already late.’




  They got out, she locked her car, and turned to look at him for one last time.




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘if you’re absolutely sure. About the damage, I mean.’




  ‘I’m sure.’




  ‘At least let me . . .’




  He fished some pound coins from his pocket and fed them into her meter.




  ‘Is two hours enough for you?’




  She laughed. ‘That’s two meters in ten minutes. You’re squandering your money, Joe.’




  He turned back to her with a bashful smile and stuck out his hand a little awkwardly, as though afraid the gesture may appear presumptuous, but feeling he should do something. She took it.




  ‘Nice meeting you, Joe. I’m Catherine. Catherine Perretti.’




  ‘You’re Italian?’




  ‘French, my father was Italian.’




  ‘Oh. Well . . . thanks again.’




  He let go of her hand, gave a little salute to accompany his parting smile, and started back towards his car.




  Catherine started towards Hyde Park, feeling, she decided, a sense of relief more than anything else. It had been a curious encounter, all the more so by being so unexpected. She’d

  surprised herself by the way she’d acted, and she didn’t surprise herself often or much any more. For a second just then she’d been about to give him her real name, her married

  name, which he would almost certainly have recognized. People invariably did, and it always evoked a response and led to questions and all sorts of things that she didn’t need right now, not

  with this perfectly nice young man who had gone on his way and who she was perfectly confident she would never see again.




  The weekly lunch at Belle Fairchild’s house overlooking Hyde Park was the usual affair – a hand-picked group of fascinating people from the arts, journalism and

  politics. Belle had buried two extremely wealthy husbands and gone on to do their memories proud by the scale and lavishness of her famous hospitality. As an ex-actress – very ex and never

  very talented, as she was the first to confess – she had a larger than life personality and would probably have run a successful salon without either the wealth or the high-level access to

  society that her money brought her. Catherine liked Belle, and envied her more than a little: envied her independence above all. Belle answered to no one. She had no need to do, say or think

  anything she didn’t choose to. Mind you, at seventy-two there had to be some compensations in life; Catherine only hoped that if she ever reached that age she would find some similar

  comforts.




  Not that she hoped to be a widow: heaven forbid she should harbour so ungenerous a thought. But perhaps, with time, things would become easier, tensions fewer, and she and Sergei would find a

  companionship that, despite everything they had both started by hoping for, continued to elude them.




  ‘Don’t you agree, Mrs Vanov?’




  She realized with a start that the fashionable playwright on her left had been answering some casual question of hers at inordinate length and in great detail. What was it she had asked? Oh,

  yes: Wasn’t farce harder to write than tragedy? Her social autopilot had been monitoring his reply somewhere just short of full consciousness, and the gist of it was that he was a very

  serious man. But she knew that already, having seen two of his plays. Well, one and a half to be precise.




  ‘But isn’t there,’ she said, delicately forking a morsel of soufflé towards her mouth, ‘something about history repeating itself first as tragedy, and later as

  farce?’




  ‘Karl Marx,’ intoned her solemn companion, ‘expanding on a remark of Hegel.’




  A wave of laughter on her right greeted a particularly juicy bit of political scandal from a Sunday broadsheet editor. ‘But,’ he continued to Belle, ‘you won’t see it on

  my front page, and if anyone asks you didn’t hear it from me first.’




  The light-hearted, gossipy tone which was the norm at these affairs continued through coffee in the next room, and Catherine found herself getting back to her car just after three. Despite

  having overstayed the allotted two hours on her meter by only five minutes, she was mildly annoyed to see a parking ticket on her windscreen. But when she pulled it from under the wiper, she saw it

  was something else. It was a flyer for some art gallery.




  Not being in the habit of buying art from people who stuck special offers on cars, Catherine was about to ball the paper up and look for somewhere to throw it – when she spotted

  something.




  Three names were listed, described as young artists and sculptors, having a debut show together at some gallery in east London that she’d never heard of. One of the names was Joe

  Turner.




  Then she saw that he’d written something. ‘Hope you can make it – and thanks again – Joe.’




  She got into her car, still holding the flyer, and looked at it again. The exhibition was on for only another four days. Should she go?




  Should she go now?




  There was no reason why not. She’d vaguely thought of taking in a movie because she didn’t have to be anywhere till eight, when she and Sergei were guests at some formal dinner at

  the Park Lane Hilton.




  But then again, she didn’t know the East End well, and even with her GPS system to show her the way, she didn’t like driving in crowded streets that she was unfamiliar with.




  She could go back to the house in Mayfair and get the chauffeur and one of the other cars to take her. Or . . . ?




  What the hell! Don’t labour the point, it was no big deal. Do it on impulse. Don’t think about it.




  She tapped the address on the flyer into her GPS system and prepared to follow instructions. Just go with the moment, that was the way to do this.




  Go with the moment.




  On impulse.




  







  Three




  ‘Joe? That you?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘It’s me. Frank?’




  ‘What’s up?’




  ‘What’s that noise? I can’t hardly hear you.’




  I switched off the oxyacetylene torch I was holding and pushed up my goggles.




  ‘I was working. What’s up?’ I repeated.




  There was a hushed, conspiratorial tone in his voice. ‘She’s here!’




  If he meant who I thought, I wasn’t ready for this. It was truly a surprise.




  ‘You don’t mean . . .’




  ‘I’m looking at her now. If it’s not the woman you described, I’m a banana.’




  I could imagine where he would be calling from, probably the little office at the back of the gallery with a narrow view into the main space.




  ‘Have you spoken to her?’




  ‘Just good afternoon – you know.’




  ‘And the accent?’




  ‘French, I’d say. I think you might be in luck here, my son.’




  Frank was no more than five years older than me, but he was one of those Englishmen from a perfectly normal background who tried to affect underworld connections by using the kind of slang

  he’d heard in movies since childhood. Everything was ‘my son’, and ‘well pleased’, ‘you wouldn’t bleedin’ Adam ’n’ Eve it’. Quaint,

  really.




  ‘Quickly,’ I said, ‘just say yes or no. Is she wearing some kind of light two-piece outfit?’




  ‘Check.’




  ‘D’you mean yes or a pattern?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘White blouse, necklace of something green?’




  ‘That’s it.’




  ‘Keep her talking. I’ll be right there. Pretend I just happen to drop in, right?’




  ‘Right, my son.’




  The small studio I rented in Hoxton with living space attached – I’d hardly call it an apartment, or ‘flat’ as the English say – was a ten-minute walk or

  five-minute run from the gallery. I didn’t want to arrive hot and sweating and exuding eagerness, so I compromised and walked quickly and got there in just over seven. I could see at once

  that Frank, who was not an un-charming man in his pencil-thin, sharp-faced and shaggy-haired way, was doing a major number on Catherine.




  ‘We discovered him,’ he was saying, ‘about six months ago. Or I should say he discovered us. He comes in with a couple of these pieces and says what do I think? I thought he

  was original, which is rare nowadays. So I promised him as soon as I had a . . .’




  He broke off with a quite amazingly phony display of surprise, threw out his arms and exclaimed, ‘Well, talk of the devil! Look who’s just walked in.’




  Like an absolute hick, I turned beetroot red at such an obvious lie, even though it had been my idea. To her credit, Catherine neither feigned polite surprise nor let her face show the wry

  amusement she must have felt at such an obvious set-up.




  ‘It’s great that you came,’ I stammered out. ‘Good to see you again.’




  She gave an easy smile, totally in control of the situation, and turned back to the small piece of mine she’d been looking at a moment ago. ‘I like this,’ she said. ‘Do

  you always work with objets trouvés?’




  Her French pronunciation – ‘objay true-vay’ – made the term sound so much more sophisticated than the truth, which was that I’d welded together everything on show

  from bits and pieces of junk I’d found lying around.




  ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’d like to do some bronzes, but that’s kind of expensive, so I just work with whatever I can get my hands on.’




  ‘Nothing wrong with that. You must have seen Picasso’s famous bull made out of a bicycle seat and a pair of handlebars.’




  ‘Oh, sure! Wish I’d thought of it first,’ I added with a grin, which I wiped off my face immediately. Dumb kid, she must be thinking, trying to be witty.




  ‘While you’re here, don’t forget these guys,’ I said, trying to sound magnanimous and indicating the walls on which hung the work of the two artists I was sharing the

  space with. She glanced over them. The two styles were distinct, though both abstract. One was stark, hard-edged, the other dreamier, more impressionistic.




  Frank leapt in quickly, never one to miss a sales opportunity.




  ‘We try to find some element of complementarity with a communal show of this kind,’ he began. ‘It struck me that . . .’




  He droned on with his pseudo-art-critic guff, until Catherine effortlessly shut him up with a little gesture and an inclination of the head that said she’d heard enough.




  ‘I have a few friends who might be interested. D’you have a catalogue I can show them of Joe’s work?’




  ‘Not exactly a catalogue,’ Frank said apologetically. ‘A list, with prices, if that’s any good.’




  She took it without enthusiasm. ‘I’d really like some pictures of Joe’s work.’ She turned to me. ‘D’you have any?’




  ‘In my studio,’ I said. ‘I can get them for you.’




  ‘How far is it?’




  







  Four




  For the second time that day Catherine found herself driving a young man she didn’t know to a destination, this time of his own choosing. This was not the kind of

  behaviour that came naturally to her, and she asked herself again why she was doing it.




  The answer she came up with was that he was different, though different from what she wasn’t sure. From other young men of his age? Or simply from her own preconceptions of what young men

  his age were like? Was that it?




  Had she, without fully realizing it until now, reached an age where she began to lose touch with his generation? Maybe she was just old enough to have forgotten what she’d been like

  herself at that age.




  But women were different. There could be no comparison between herself in her mid-twenties and Joe Turner. For many reasons. She knew that at his age she’d had a self-confidence, or at

  least an ability to project self-confidence, that he simply didn’t. His moments of uncertainty were touching, though she felt there was a solid sense of who he was beneath it all. He was

  evolving, that was it. Not just the way that all young men do, but the way artists do. That was what made him interesting. He had that extra dimension. She hadn’t known at first, though she

  had sensed it. Now that she had seen his work, she knew it.




  ‘Pull in here,’ he said, indicating a gap between two buildings that seemed to have missed out on the gentrification that had taken place almost everywhere else in the neighbourhood.

  She did so, whereupon he got out and pulled a bunch of keys from his pocket. He unlocked and then dragged open a pair of heavy wooden gates.




  The yard she drove into looked like it might once have been a stable belonging to – what did they used to call them? – some old rag-and-bone man who kept his horse, cart, and all his

  worldly goods there. The only thing there now was Joe’s unmistakable old car, still listing alarmingly towards the nearside rear wheel. The rest of the area was scattered with piles of old

  machine parts and agricultural tools. This, she realized, was Joe’s raw material.




  He held open her door as she got out, then indicated she should precede him through a second door which he also unlocked, and beyond which she found herself in what was instantly recognizable as

  a sculptor’s studio. Objects were scattered everywhere: half-finished shapes, inchoate forms, and apparently abandoned experiments. Welding equipment hung from a special frame with

  dangerous-looking gas tanks ranged either side.




  ‘This is where it’s done,’ he said, ‘and up here, if you’ll follow me, is where it gets looked at. Mostly by me,’ he said, leading the way up a short flight

  of stairs, ‘until I’m sure it’s ready for other people to look at.’




  ‘So I’m privileged,’ she said.




  ‘And I’m flattered.’




  He switched on a light and stepped to one side as she entered. She found herself in a simple space with a stripped down wooden floor and plain brick walls. There was an old television set, a

  battered sofa, a couple of casual chairs, and a table. To one side there was a small kitchen annexe, and through a half-open door she could see what she took to be a bedroom.




  But what took her attention were the half-dozen or more pieces of work that surrounded her, resting either on the floor or on upturned wooden crates, and in one case on a windowsill against the

  cold grey light of a London sky.




  It was this piece more than any of the others that really impressed her. It was abstract, though in a strange way not. It was unmistakably something in flight, so it had to be a bird of some

  kind. And yet, on closer examination, it was like all the other pieces – just an assemblage of nuts and bolts and discarded bits and parts of other things. Yet, like a ballet dancer who leaps

  in the air and seems to hang suspended, it gave the impression of being weightless.




  ‘So how about that drink now?’ she heard him say behind her. ‘I’ve got an Australian white in the fridge. Unopened, very nice.’




  ‘No,’ she said, turning, ‘not while I’m driving. Thanks.’




  They looked at each other across the room. She could sense his indecision, almost feel the impulse in him to move towards her, get closer. Faint hearts never win fair lady, he was thinking. Be

  bold.




  But fear held him back.




  She tried not to smile as he so obviously wrestled with the dilemma of whether she actually wanted him to make a move on her, or whether he would get his face slapped and ruin everything if he

  did. He was smart enough to know he was in luck here, but whether with an older woman in search of a stud, or with a possible client who might actually buy something, or both, he wasn’t

  sure.




  ‘Please,’ he said, ‘if you see anything you like, it’s yours.’




  She cocked an eyebrow. Was that an attempt to flirt? Did the ‘anything’ include him? If so, she found it charming.




  All the same . . .




  She looked around at the sculptures. ‘Aren’t you supposed to sell them?’




  He made a wry face. ‘In theory. Except nobody wants to buy until you’re famous or dead. Preferably both.’




  ‘Well I do,’ she said. ‘Want to buy, I mean. And I’ll have that one.’




  She pointed to the flying piece in the window. He crossed over and lifted it down.




  ‘A gift,’ he said, ‘for what you did this morning.’




  ‘No, I can’t possibly!’




  They argued the point for a while, but he was more insistent than he had been about paying for her car, and she could see it would be graceless of her not to accept.




  ‘All right,’ she agreed finally, ‘thank you. But I hope you’ll let me buy something else.’




  ‘You bet!’ he said with a wide enthusiastic grin that for some reason reminded her he was American and as much a stranger in this city as she was, perhaps more so.




  ‘You said you had some photographs,’ she said. ‘I’d like to see them.’




  ‘Oh, sure!’




  He disappeared into the bedroom and returned holding out a handful of Polaroids.




  ‘This is just about everything I’ve done since I came to London.’




  ‘I’ll try not to lose them. Now I must go.’




  He picked up her piece of sculpture. ‘Let me carry this down to your car.’




  They descended the stairs and crossed the studio to the yard.




  ‘Tell me,’ she said as they went, ‘how does an American like you come to find himself working in London?’




  ‘I got a scholarship to the Royal College of Art for a couple of years.’




  ‘So that’s what you were doing around the Albert Hall.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘Where are you from?’




  ‘Chicago. Well, just outside.’




  ‘Your parents artists?’




  ‘God, no. My father’s a lawyer, my mother teaches English.’




  ‘Only child?’




  ‘Yeah. And my parents were great. When I told them I wanted to be an artist they said go for it.’




  ‘You’re lucky.’




  He gave a self-deprecating laugh. ‘Glad to see the back of me, I think.’




  Joe wedged the sculpture on the floor of her car in front of the passenger seat, where it wouldn’t shift around as she drove. He closed the door carefully and stood up, turning to face

  her.




  ‘It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Joe,’ she said. ‘I’m sure we’ll be in touch.’




  This time it was she who held out her hand. He took it delicately in his.




  ‘You’ve got my number,’ he said. ‘It’s on that list you picked up at the gallery.’




  ‘I know.’




  He opened the wooden gates, and was impressed by the ease with which she backed down the narrow alley and into the road. She turned, threw him a last wave, and was gone.




  







  Five




  So where did that leave things?




  I had opened the bottle of Australian Sauvignon and was on my second glass.




  And thinking.




  Did I get that right? Or did I fuck up totally? Had the woman been signalling that she was up for a little sportive sex, in which case I had failed miserably to come across with what she wanted?

  Or did she just admire my work?




  The two things weren’t mutually exclusive, of course, but the more I turned the question over in my mind, the harder I found her to figure out. Did she want to go to bed with me? Well, I

  guess I’m not a bad-looking guy, but I’m no Greek god either. Or did she see in me a brilliant new artistic bandwagon that she and her friends ought to get in on at ground level (to mix

  metaphors)?




  Either way, it hadn’t been such a bad day. And I had a strong sense that I would be seeing Catherine again, in which case all the things I was unsure of at the moment would be cleared up

  beyond doubt.




  I had another drink. Then Frank called to catch up on the gossip.




  ‘Did you . . . ?’




  ‘No, Frank.’




  ‘You didn’t? Fuck, my son, what happened? Tell all.’




  We went out to a wine bar and I told all. Then we met up with some friends and had an Indian meal to soak up all the booze we’d put away. Later on we wound up in a karaoke place, where

  Frank sang ‘My Way’ – again! – and we had some more drinks.




  All of which quite possibly contributed to the slight sense of having fallen down a flight of stairs (which miraculously I hadn’t) when my phone woke me at some ungodly hour the next

  morning.




  ‘Hello?’ I said weakly through parched lips. A gentle throbbing in my skull was telling me that loud noises and sudden movements would be best avoided for the next few hours.




  ‘Mr Turner? Is this Joe Turner?’




  The voice was powerful, making no allowances for my delicate state.




  ‘Ye . . . yes,’ I replied, touching a hand to my forehead to make sure no major cracks or splits had opened up.




  ‘My name is Sergei Vanov.’




  I looked at my bedside clock. It showed almost nine-thirty, over an hour later than my usual wake-up time.




  ‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘have we met?’




  ‘You know my wife,’ the voice boomed in my ear. ‘You met her yesterday.’




  That accent! Straight out of a movie with somebody saying, ‘You will tell us evrrrrrything we want to know, Meesterrrr Bond.’




  Sergei Vanov. He made the papers sometimes, mostly as a publicity-shy tycoon, one of those Russians who’d made a fortune after the collapse of communism and then settled in London –

  and Sussex, and the south of France, and wherever the hell else took his fancy. Serious money.




  I was fully awake now and my brain kick-started.




  ‘Joe? Are you there?’




  ‘Yeah . . . Yes, I’m here.’




  I pushed myself up in bed, trying not to sound like I’d just woken up and remembering all I knew about this man. He was reputedly a big player in oil and real estate and anything else that

  promised to make him even richer. That world was a closed book to me. All I knew was that back when men like him had made their money, it had been the Wild West in post-communist Russia. Anyone who

  came out of that not only alive but with a fortune in billions was someone you didn’t mess with lightly.




  Probably just as well, I told myself, that I’d kept my hands off his wife yesterday.




  ‘Joe . . . you don’t mind if I call you Joe?’




  ‘Please . . .’




  ‘Joe, my wife tells me she ran into your car. She says the whole thing was her fault and you were very nice about it. So, Joe, I tell you what we’re going to do. You get your car

  fixed and you send me the bill – all right? I take care of it.’




  It was a seriously decent offer, but I hesitated before replying.




  ‘Mr Vanov,’ I said, ‘that’s very generous . . .’




  ‘Sergei, please. Call me Sergei.’




  ‘Sergei . . . Sergei, that’s very generous of you, but it really isn’t necessary.’




  ‘I insist. It is what we will do.’




  ‘But Mr . . . Sergei . . . the truth is she didn’t really do that much damage. It’s a very old car and not worth spending money on. It really isn’t.’




  There was a long pause on the line, during which I could hear my heart beating slightly faster than usual – and also, I imaged, Sergei’s brain ticking over.




  ‘That’s remarkably honest of you, Joe,’ he said eventually, sounding, I thought, impressed.




  ‘Please tell your wife not to worry about it. I can fix the damage myself. I’ve got a friend with a garage where I can get all kinds of old junk and stuff, spare parts for any make

  of car . . .’




  ‘I have seen what you do with spare parts and old junk. My wife showed me the gift you made to her. It is very interesting.’




  Was there, I wondered, something coded in that remark? A hint of suspicion at my gesture?




  ‘I really owed her,’ I said. ‘Didn’t she tell you why?’




  An indulgent laugh rumbled down the line. ‘She saved you getting busted for no insurance. Yeah, she told me.’




  I was relieved to hear it. She’d played it straight, not teasing her husband with ‘a secret admirer’ and crap like that, the way some wives do. You can get innocent people into

  a lot of trouble that way.




  ‘Well,’ I said, thinking I should end the conversation and make clear that he was totally off the hook, ‘I’m glad you like the piece.’




  He was silent a moment before saying, ‘Listen, Joe, I’d like you to come and see me. Will you do that?’




  ‘Sure, I guess,’ I said, a little surprised and wondering where this might be going. I mean, damn it, this was a billionaire calling me up, so the situation could definitely

  be going somewhere.




  ‘This afternoon I shall be not far from where you are. There is a construction site in Docklands. I will give you the address. Shall we say around three?’




  ‘Sure,’ I said, ‘around three.’




  







  Six




  Sergei Vanov was standing on top of the world. He filled his lungs with the breeze that was starting to blow up from the Thames, and looked out from the vast slab of concrete

  beneath his feet that seemed to be hanging as though by magic in the air.




  In fact it would be, when construction was finished, very nearly the top floor of a hotel and luxury apartment block that was Sergei’s latest enterprise. Like everything he did nowadays,

  it had been embarked on not for the money, nor for the satisfaction of leaving his own personal mark on the face of another great city. It was the action that turned him on. The need to be

  involved, to feel he was the centre of some bustling operation which existed for no reason apart from the fact that he had chosen it should.




  Rich beyond most people’s dreams, Sergei still thought of himself as a down-to-earth man, a regular guy. He could no more give up making things happen than a jungle beast could give up

  hunting its prey. He was a force of nature. No intellectual, but nobody’s fool.




  And now he was about to find out if this young American took him for one. Everything was set for a conversation that would take place at a great height and with a fatal drop on all sides –

  something that, in Sergei’s experience, invariably concentrated the mind wonderfully.




  His mobile rang, and he answered with a curt ‘Yes.’




  ‘Your visitor is here, Mr Vanov,’ said a well-modulated English voice.




  ‘Thank you, John. Bring him up yourself and then leave us alone.’




  He flipped off his phone without waiting for an acknowledgement of the order. Then he took a few steps towards the edge of the floor, standing barely a foot from the void and looking down on the

  machinery, building materials and churned mud below. The American’s wreck of a car was being directed to a spot where it would be in nobody’s way.




  Sergei Vanov’s mouth tightened into an amused, private smile. He was looking forward to his afternoon’s entertainment.




  







  Seven




  By the time I was half out of the car some beaming smoothie in customized overalls and a gleaming yellow hard hat was holding the door for me.




  ‘I’m John Benson,’ he said, ‘assistant to Mr Vanov. If you’ll come this way, Mr Vanov is waiting for you. By the way, you’ll need this – regulations,

  I’m afraid.’




  He handed me a hard hat that was the twin of his own. I wondered if they came in one-size-fits-all.




  ‘It’s adjustable,’ he said, as though reading my thoughts. I tried the thing on for size, but it seemed fine. A huge truck loaded with earth squelched by as we picked our way

  across the rutted ground towards the towering steel and concrete skeleton of a building under construction. Some way off a massive crane was swinging steel girders from one side of the enclosed

  area to the other, the operator looking toy-like in his cabin high above us.




  ‘In here, if you would, Mr Turner.’




  Benson was holding open one of those cage-like elevators used to haul workmen and materials up and down. I followed him in. We rattled and shook our way up to what rapidly became a dizzying

  height, and stopped abruptly. Once again Benson held open the steel wire door, and I stepped out into a bleakly empty space surrounded by scaffolding and sheets of thick protective plastic that

  flapped in the wind.




  ‘You’ll find Mr Vanov up there,’ said Benson, pointing to a set of temporary-looking steps that appeared to lead up to yet another level. I had barely started towards them when

  I heard the clack of the elevator gate behind me and the whirr of its motor. I looked back to see the yellow gleam of Benson’s hard hat disappearing below floor level.




  So, this was to be a private conversation. Nothing wrong with that. Nor with the fact that it was taking place in this somewhat unconventional setting. If I felt any unease as I mounted the

  stairs, I chose not to admit it to myself. But when I emerged at the top, that changed.




  I’ve never been particularly scared of heights, though I’ve never been tempted by sports like rock-climbing, sky-diving or bungee-jumping. I’ve had my share of stressed-out

  vertigo dreams, where I’ve found myself climbing to the pinnacle of some improbably tall and usually gothic building, then found myself in abject terror when faced with the impossible task of

  getting back down. I think it was a flashback to that dream that I experienced as I stepped out onto that flat patch of concrete with nothing on all four sides except space and a straight drop to

  oblivion.




  It was a sizeable patch, but the height made it seem smaller. The world I’d just left down below was now a distant blue haze. And facing me, no more than ten yards away, was Sergei

  Vanov.




  He was not someone who sought publicity, so his picture wasn’t everywhere and I probably wouldn’t even have recognized him in the street. I found myself looking at a man around

  fifty, of no more than average height, though there was no mistaking the muscle under that expensive silk suit and perfectly tailored dark overcoat. Not body-builder’s muscle: street muscle,

  no doubt developed by experience and regular workouts in the gym. It showed in posture, not in bulk. He stood perfectly balanced, hands in pockets – hands which I had no doubt were manicured

  as well as powerful. I wondered if he would offer one in greeting, but he didn’t.




  ‘Thanks for coming, Joe,’ he said. ‘Happy to meet you.’




  I noticed he wasn’t wearing a hard hat like everybody else. But I guess when you’re Sergei Vanov you don’t do anything like everybody else.




  He took a few relaxed steps towards me, then paused and focused his gaze on me more closely. His eyes were dark and deep-set, the face weathered but with a healthy firmness to it, his hair thick

  and close-cropped, dark but flecked with grey. He wanted to see how long it took to stare me down, to make me shuffle in embarrassment or start babbling to break the silence. So I just stared right

  back at him.




  He gave a faint smile, then turned away, pacing out a small circle in, I couldn’t help noticing, a pair of the most exquisitely handmade boots I’d ever seen. They seemed to be made,

  each one, from a single piece of impossibly rich and supple leather. I felt I had passed a test of sorts. Only the first of several, perhaps, but at least I’d passed. He flicked a glance in

  my direction.




  ‘So,’ he said, ‘tell me something, Joe. Are you trying to fuck my wife, or what?’




  This I hadn’t been ready for. This time I really did stutter and choke on my words. ‘No . . . Hey, look . . . Jesus!’ was about all that came out.
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