








[image: image]












ALSO BY MONICA ALI


Brick Lane


Alentejo Blue















[image: image]
SCRIBNER
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2009 by Monica Ali


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Scribner Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


SCRIBNER and design are registered trademarks of The Gale Group, Inc., used under license by Simon & Schuster, Inc., the publisher of this work.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2009001551


ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-7900-7
ISBN-10: 1-4165-7900-1


Visit us on the Web: 
http://www.SimonandSchuster.com









For Kim












In the Kitchen










Contents




One






Two






Three






Four






Five






Six






Seven






Eight






Nine






Ten






Eleven






Twelve






Thirteen






Fourteen






Fifteen






Sixteen






Seventeen






Eighteen






Nineteen






Twenty






Twenty-one






Twenty-two






Twenty-three






Twenty-four






Twenty-five






Twenty-six






Twenty-seven






Acknowledgments













One







When he looked back, he felt that the death of the Ukrainian was the point at which things began to fall apart. He could not say that it was the cause, could not say, even, that it was a cause, because the events that followed seemed to be both inevitable and entirely random, and although he could piece together a narrative sequence and take a kind of comfort in that, he had changed sufficiently by then to realize that it was only a story he could tell, and that stories were not, on the whole, to be trusted. Nevertheless, he fixed the beginning at the day of the Ukrainian’s death, when it was the following day on which, if a life can be said to have a turning point, his own began to spin.


 


On that morning in late October, Gleeson, the restaurant manager, sat down with Gabriel for their regular meeting. He had mislaid, so it seemed, his oily professional charm.


“You do realize it’s on your patch,” said Gleeson. “You realize that, yes?”


It was the first time that Gabe had seen him slip out of character. And the night porter certainly was on Gabe’s “patch.” What, in that case, was worrying Gleeson? In this business, until you could see all the angles, it was better to keep your mouth shut. Gabe tapped the neck of the crystal vase that sat on the table between them. “Plastic flowers,” he said, “are for Happy Eaters and funeral parlors.”


Gleeson scratched his scalp and fleetingly examined his fingernails. “Yes or no, Chef? Yes or no?” His eyes were pale blue and disreputably alert. His hair, by contrast, he wore with a sharp side part and a fervid rectitude, as if all his phony honor depended on it.


Gabe looked across the empty restaurant, over the pink-tinged table linens and leather-backed chairs, the silver that glinted here and there in the shreds of autumn sun, the chandelier, ugly as a bejeweled dowager, the polished oak bar that, without a single elbow propped on it, was too dark and infected with loneliness to look at for very long. In the circumstances, he decided, it was unwise to concede anything at all. “The food and beverage meeting, three months ago, at least. You agreed, no more plastic flowers.”


“They’re silk,” said Gleeson smartly. “Silk, please. I have never had plastic in my restaurant.”


“Now that I think about it,” said Gabe, “there were some other things…”


“Chef.” Gleeson laced his fingers together. “You are a straight talker. I am a straight talker. Let’s not beat around the bush.” He tilted his head and sieved the words through a smile. It was how he greeted diners, gliding in with hands clasped and head cocked. “A dead body on the premises. This is hardly the time to be discussing pepper pots.” His tone was both ingratiating and contemptuous, the one reserved for the pretheater crowd, tourists, and anyone—easily identified by the way they kept looking around—who had been saving up.


“For God’s sake, Stanley. They took him away.”


“Really?” said Gleeson. “Really? They took him away? Well. That settles everything. How stupid of me to waste your time.” He got up. “I’m telling you, Chef…listen…” He stared at Gabe and then shook his head. “Shit.” He adjusted his cuff links and stalked off, muttering, quivering like a cat’s tail.


 


Gabe went back to his office and pulled out the banqueting file. He shuffled the papers and found the sheet he wanted. Sirovsky Product Launch. Under the “Menu” heading, Oona had written “Canapés: spring rolls, smoked salmon, quiche squares, guacamole, vol-au-vents (prawn), mini-choc mousses.” Her handwriting was maddeningly childish. To look at it made you think of her sucking the end of her pencil. He put a thick black line through the list. He checked the per-head budget, staff resource, and comments sections. “Let’s put out all the flags on this one.” Mr. Maddox was taking a special interest. Put out all the flags. What did that mean? Caviar and truffle oil? Stuff the profit and loss? Gabe sighed. Whatever it meant, it wasn’t quiche squares and prawn vol-au-vents.


The office was a white stud-walled cubicle in the corner of the kitchen, with a surfeit of air-conditioning ducts and a window over the battlefield. Apart from Gabe’s desk and chair, the filing cabinet, and a stand for the printer, there was room for one other plastic seat squeezed in between desk and door. Sometimes, if he was busy completing order forms or logging time sheets, Gabe let his phone ring until it beeped and played the message. You have reached the office of Gabriel Lightfoot, executive chef of the Imperial Hotel, London. Please leave your name and number after the tone, and he will call you back as soon as possible. To listen to it you’d think the office was something else, that he was someone else, altogether.


Looking up, he saw Suleiman working steadily at his mise-en-place, chopping shallots and, with a clean sweep of the broad knife blade, loading them into a plastic box. Victor came around from the larder section carrying a baguette. He stood behind Suleiman, clamped the bread between his thighs, and holding on to Suleiman’s shoulders, aimed the baguette at his buttocks. In every kitchen there had to be one. There had to be a clown. Suleiman put down his knife. He grabbed the baguette and tried to stuff it down Victor’s throat.


Even yesterday, after Benny had gone down to the catacombs to look for rat poison and returned with the news; after Gabe had seen Yuri for himself, after the police had arrived, after Mr. Maddox had come down personally to announce that the restaurant would be closed and to speak to everyone about their responsibilities for the day; even after all that, Victor had to be the clown. He sidled up to Gabe, smiling and winking, a red flush to his schoolboy cheeks, as if a death were a small and welcome distraction like catching an eyeful of cleavage or the flash of a stocking top. “So, he was naked, old Yuri.” Victor tittered and then made the sign of the cross. “I think he was waiting for his girlfriend. You think so, Chef, eh, do you think?”


 


Naturally, the first thing Gabe had done was call the general manager, but he got through to Maddox’s deputy instead. Mr. James insisted on seeing for himself, arriving with a clipboard shielding his chest. He disappeared into the basement, and Gabe thought, this could go on forever. How many sightings of a dead body were required before it became an established fact? No one said it was the Loch Ness Monster down there. He smiled to himself. The next moment he was swept by a watery surge of panic. What if Yuri was not dead? Benny had told him with a calm and unquestionable certainty that Yuri was dead. But what if he was still alive? There was a pool of blood around his head, and he didn’t look like a living thing because his legs, his chest, were blue, but who wouldn’t be cold, stretched out naked and bleeding on the icy catacomb floor? Gabe should have checked for a pulse, he should have put something soft beneath Yuri’s head, at the very least, he should have called for an ambulance. I should have sent you a doctor, Yuri, not Mr. James with his bloody Montblanc fountain pen and his executive leather pad.


The deputy manager was taking his time. Gabe stood in the kitchen with his chefs. The trainees, gathered around an open dustbin brimming with peelings, chewed their tongues or scratched their noses or pimples. Damian, the youngest, a straggly seventeen, trailed his hand in the bin as though contemplating diving in and hiding his sorry carcass under the rotting mound. Stand up straight, thought Gabriel. At another time he might have said it out loud. It occurred to him that Damian was the only other English person who worked in the kitchen. Don’t let the side down, lad. It was a ridiculous thought. The kind of thing his father might say. Gabriel looked at Damian until Damian could not help looking back. Gabe smiled and nodded, as though to provide some kind of stiffening for those rubbery seventeen-year-old bones. The boy began flapping his hand inside the bin, and the tic in his right eye started up. Jesus Christ, thought Gabe, and walked around to the sauce section to get the boy out of his sight.




The chefs de partie, Benny, Suleiman, and Victor, lined up against the worktop with their arms folded across their chests, as if staging a wildcat strike. Beyond them, Ivan was still working, cooking off lamb shanks that would later be braised. Ivan was the grill man. His station, at the front of the kitchen, close to the pass, encompassed a huge salamander, a triple-burner char grill, four-ring hob, and double griddle. He kept them at full blaze. Around his forehead he wore a bandanna that soaked up some—though by no means all—of the sweat. He took pride in the amount of blood he managed to wipe from his fingers onto his apron. He worked split shifts, lunch and dinner six days a week, and apart from the crew who came in at five in the morning to grill sausages and fry eggs for the buffet breakfast, no one was allowed to venture into Ivan’s domain. Gabriel liked to rotate his chefs between the sections, Benny on cold starters and desserts one month, Suleiman the next, but Ivan was implacable. “Nobody else knowing about steaks like me, Chef. Don’t put me chopping rabbit leaves.” He had a cauliflower ear, sharp Slavic cheekbones, and an even sharper accent, the consonants jangling together like loose change. Gabe had decided straightaway to move him but he had not done it yet.


Filling suddenly with impatience, Gabe walked toward the basement door. He slowed and finally halted by the chill cabinet of soft drinks and dairy desserts. If Yuri wasn’t really dead, then the deputy manager would be giving first aid and questioning him closely, doing all the things that Gabriel should have done, before going upstairs to report to Mr. Maddox about all the things that Gabriel had failed to do. Gabe was aghast at the enormity of his managerial lapse. He was here not because he wanted to be but only to prove himself. Show us, said the would-be backers for his own restaurant, manage a kitchen on that scale, and we’ll put up the money; work there for a year and turn that place around. They’d get word, of course. Everyone in this whole stinking business would know. And what would he say to Mr. Maddox? How would he explain? To report, say, a side of salmon as missing, suspected stolen, only to have it turn up in the wrong storeroom, that would be bad enough, but to report the death of an employee and to have the employee turn up alive, if not exactly well, that was ineptitude of an altogether different order. Damn that Benny and his idiotic certainty. What made him an expert on death? Gabe touched the crown of his head where a little wormhole of baldness had recently appeared. Damn that Yuri as well. He leaned against the chill cabinet, grimacing and swallowing, as if worry were something that had to be kept low down, somewhere in the intestinal tract.


When the deputy manager came through the door, Gabe scanned him quickly for signs. Mr. James’s fingers trembled as he punched numbers into his mobile phone, and his face was unnaturally white, as if he too had bled out on the concrete floor. Thank God, thought Gabriel, preparing to act with authority. He tried to feel sorry for cursing Yuri but all he could feel was relief.


 


The ambulance and two policemen, a local foot patrol, arrived simultaneously. The paramedics pronounced the porter dead, but for a while all else was confusion. The foot patrol radioed a sergeant, who in turn called in the Homicide Assessment Team. By the time Maddox got in from his meeting, there were half a dozen coppers in his kitchen.


“What the hell is going on?” he said, as if he held Gabriel personally responsible.


“Get that back door locked,” said the sergeant. “The fire exit, too. I’ve just found someone trying to slip off.”


One of the plainclothes guys—Gabriel had quickly lost track of who was who—rapped a work surface with a slotted spoon. “Everyone needs to stay put. We’ll be talking to you all individually. And I’m not interested in your papers. I’m not here for that.”


Mr. James did his best to look authoritative, drawing himself up to full height. “Every one of our employees has a national insurance number. I can vouch for it personally. That is a fact.”


The policeman ignored him. “How you got here is no concern of mine. We’re here to do a job. Those of you worrying about your papers can stop right now. Because we are not worried about you. Clear? We just want to know what you know. Everyone clear on that?”


“What the bloody hell is going on?” said Maddox.




There was no chatter in the kitchen now, only a row of watchful faces. One of the policemen emerged from the basement and asked Maddox and Gabriel to step into Gabe’s office. “Parks,” he said. “I’m the senior investigating officer on this case.”


“Case?” said Maddox. “What case?”


Parks smiled thinly. “Duty officer—that’s the sergeant there—didn’t like the look of it. Soon as someone calls it sus, you’re dealing with a crime scene, incident log’s up and running.”


“Did he fall, or was he pushed?” said Maddox, simmering. “Do me a favor.”


“Matter of fact,” said Parks, “I agree with you. Looks like your chap fell. Tell you what’s caused the confusion. There’s castoff on the floor and a spot on the wall as well.”


“Meaning?” said Gabe.


Parks yawned. “Apart from the blood pooled by the head, there’s some splashes around the place—like you might get if someone had been hit on the back of the head, for instance.”


“You’re not saying—” began Maddox.


“I’m not. The CSM’s taken a sample. Crime scene manager. We do like our acronyms.”


“And the splashes?” said Gabe.


“Bit of a boozer, was he? Few empties down there. Probably what’s happened is he slipped over, cut his head, got up and staggered around a bit, then fell back down. I don’t blame the duty officer for calling it, but when I can get a BPA expert down there—should be someone on his way now…” He checked his watch. “Blood pattern analysis. When I get my BPA guy down there, hundred to one that’s what he’ll say.”


“So all this is a formality,” said Maddox.


“No sign of robbery or anything like that. His things don’t seem to have been disturbed. Of course, we’ll be thorough. Once you set the ball rolling, you see, you’ve got to work it through to the end.”


“Can we open again tomorrow?” said Maddox.


The detective stuck his hands in his pants pockets. He looked, Gabriel thought, somehow disappointing in his brown chinos and oatmeal sport jacket. “Don’t see why not,” said Parks. “Should have the body out of there soon. The CSM’s got to bag the head and hands, and then it can go for the postmortem. That area will stay cordoned off for the time being.”


“The postmortem’s the end of it?” said the general manager.


“The coroner will give his initial findings—injuries consistent with a fall, that kind of thing, open an inquest, and adjourn it awaiting the final police report.”


“And the postmortem results you get back when?”


“Unless the BPA throws up any surprises, it won’t go through on a rush job. We can get it done in forty-eight hours if there’s cause; otherwise, it’s more like five or six days. Ah, looks like my blood man’s arrived. I take it you’ve called environmental health?”


“Oh, yes,” said Mr. Maddox grimly. “We’ve called in the council. We’ve called in health and safety. We’ve not called in the navy yet, but we’ve called everyone else.”


 


Gabe checked the time. Nearly ten thirty. He had been sitting in his office over half an hour without getting a single thing done. He tried to remember the last time he’d spoken to the Ukrainian. A conversation about the grease on the extractor hoods, but that was about a month ago. “Yes, Chef,” Yuri would have said. “I’ll see to it, Chef.” Something like that. There wasn’t much call for an executive chef to speak to a night porter unless he was giving trouble, and Yuri, until yesterday, had been no trouble at all.


Oona knocked and entered the office all in one bustling move. She squashed her backside into the orange plastic seat. “I been keepin’ up the spirits out there with a little bitta prayer.” Her voice was invariably strangled, as though she was just about managing not to laugh or cry or shout. She leaned her elbows on the desk and rested her chin on her hands.


We’re not here for tea and bloody buns, thought Gabe. There was something about Oona that infuriated him. It wasn’t the fact that she was so often late for work, it wasn’t the inefficient manner in which she worked, it wasn’t that her idea of fine dining was stew and dumplings with a sprig of parsley on top, and it wasn’t even the fact that she couldn’t cook so much as a fish finger without managing to cock it up. He had worked with lazier cooks, stupider cooks, cooks who would serve up a bowl of sick if they thought they could get away with it. What offended him about Oona was simply this: her domesticity. When she blew into his office and sat down, it was as if she had just got home with the shopping, looking forward to a cuppa and a chat. The way she talked, the way she walked, the way she pressed her bosom when she was thinking, all of it, at core, was irreducibly and inescapably domestic. In Gabe’s experience, women who worked in kitchens—and there were a few—worked the hardest, swore the loudest, and told the dirtiest jokes. It wasn’t about being one of the boys, not necessarily—they could flirt like hell, too—but it showed that they knew the rules. The professional kitchen was not the same as the domestic kitchen. The two were worlds apart. Only Oona—who, by staying on the spot for the best or worst part of two decades, had risen to the rank of executive sous chef—seemed unaware of the distinction.


He reached in his desk drawer for the staff rota, noticing yet again the way the Formica was beginning to split and the notches carved in the plywood base, put there, it was said, by the previous chef, who was counting the days spent sober on the job (a total of nine), and when he turned back to Oona he sat very straight and correct as if that might dissuade her from melting all over his desk.


“There’s a lot of different religions in here, Oona. You want to watch out you don’t offend someone.”


“Hoo-ee,” said Oona, showing her gold tooth. “The good Lord don’ mind ’bout the words. As long as He hear the prayer.”


“It wasn’t Him I was thinking about,” said Gabe, wondering, not for the first time, if he should get rid of her or if it would be more trouble than it was worth.


“Well, darlin’,” said Oona, “that is the problem right there.”


Give me strength, thought Gabe. “Right,” he said briskly, “difficult day today. Can you call the agency and get some cover for Yuri? For Benny, too. He’s at home, getting over the…the shock.” Benny, in fact, had not wanted to take a day off, but Gabe had ordered it, knowing HR would look askance otherwise.




“Poor, poor ting,” said Oona. The words formed little explosions on her lips, so it seemed they had been forced from her body by a series of blows to the chest. She rolled her eyes up to heaven.


“Yes,” said Gabe, though why Benny had been roaming the subterranean corridors—“the catacombs,” as they were known—way past the dry goods and freezer rooms, way past where any stores were kept, had yet to be explained. It occurred to Gabriel that but for Benny, Yuri might not have been found, not for a long time, at least. Stupid, how stupid, he thought, without knowing quite what he meant.


“My day off,” said Oona. “Of course it all happen on my day off.”


Gabe considered this for a moment. If she had not been off, Oona seemed to be saying, everything would have been okay. Or perhaps she was simply regretting missing out on the drama. “We have to keep our minds on the job,” he said.


“Yes, Chef,” said Oona. She smiled, crinkling her almond-shaped eyes. Her face was much younger than her fifty-five years, smooth-skinned and plump with a scattering of girlish freckles across the bridge of her nose. There was no trace of gray in her hair, which she wore cropped high above her little ears. She kept diamanté hairclips fastened to her chef’s coat and, presumably, fixed them on either side of her head after work. She was fat, but somehow the fat added to her youthfulness, as though it were something she would outgrow. “Yuri,” she said, “that poor ting, living down there like a little old rat. How long you tink he been down there, mmm?”


“Oona,” said Gabe, searching for a way to keep the conversation on the straight and narrow, “the police are looking into all that.”


Oona slipped off a shoe and reached down to massage her instep. Her feet, it seemed, belonged to her age. They were so broad they were practically square, and the black flats she wore to work strained at the seams. “They going to interview me this afternoon. Mr. Maddox say so this mornin’. Lord,” she said, cramming her foot back into the shoe, “Lord only know what happen.”


“It’s pretty clear, actually,” said Gabe. Parks looked like a pen pusher, but he clearly knew his job. The “crime scene” forensics had borne out his theory, and there’d be no rush with the postmortem. “Yuri was living in the basement. He had a mattress down there and everything, the other side of the rubbish chutes, in what used to be the old facilities office. He took a shower in the waiters’ locker room, he’d probably been drinking, he was going back to his room, he slipped, he banged his head, he died. Tragic, yes. Mysterious, no, not at all.”


“Lord only know,” repeated Oona.


Gabe picked up a pen, clicked the top to release the nib, and clicked again to retract it. He wondered what it was that Gleeson could not come out and say about Yuri. He was sure Gleeson was involved in some way. Why else would he be getting himself worked up? Everything would become apparent in the fullness of time. Gabe pressed the end of the pen over and over. Click, click, click, click, click.


“Never mind, darlin’,” said Oona, patting his hand. “We all feelin’ it, you know.”


“Shall we get on?” said Gabriel. “There’s a lot to get through.”


“Yes, yes, yes. I know.” She wiggled her bottom to try and get comfortable, a difficult task in the circumstances of being wedged between desk and door. “But Yuri, love him. What he tinkin’? It ain’t no hotel down there.”


That was it. If something smelled bad you followed the trail and the trail led back to Gleeson. Gleeson was pulling every scam in the book and a few on top besides.


“You arks me,” said Oona, “they gonna sue the arse off this place.”


“Who? Who is going to sue? Anyway, he wasn’t supposed to be down there.” For a moment Gabriel had been sure that Gleeson was renting the space to Yuri, charging extra for the mattress, perhaps, but now the idea seemed ludicrous. Those empty bottles of Rémy Martin. You don’t buy premium brandy on a night porter’s salary, not at full price, anyway. It wasn’t Gabe’s business, though. There was going to be an inquest. Let them find out what they needed to know. Let Mr. Maddox find out the rest.


“M’mm,” said Oona with some apparent satisfaction. “Get their arses sued.”


“That’s as may be,” said Gabriel. “What we’ve got to worry about is getting this staff rota up to date.”




“Got Nikolai covering for Benny,” said Oona, “he know his stuff all right.”


Nikolai, one of the commis chefs, was on a lower grade than Benny, but Oona was right, he was more than capable.


“Rang the agency ’bout an hour ago,” Oona continued. “Two porters on they way.”


“Two? Who else is missing?”


“The girl. What’s the name? You know, washing the pots and all.” She rubbed her breast while she thought. “Oh, she so skinny, that girl, she pass under doors, she so thin she hard to see. You want to sit her down with someting nice and hot and say, for Lord’s sake, child, you eat now. Eat!”


“She call in sick?” Gabe checked the time. This coffee morning had to come to an end.


“Got it now—Lena,” said Oona, laughing. “Hoo. She leaner than me, all right.”


“She call in sick?” Gabe repeated. He vaguely recalled this skinny Lena.


“No,” said Oona, “but nobody saw her yesterday, so I hear, and she not in today for her shift. Probably she took a scare, with all the tings that happen, you know.”


“Have you called her house, then?” Gabe asked.


Oona looked at him and pursed her lips, clearly deciding whether he was mad or simply joking. Giving him the benefit of the doubt, she began to laugh her deep and throaty laugh. “Go on,” she said, “go on.”


It seemed to Gabe that Oona did not laugh the same way other people did. Other people laughed politely or rudely, sarcastically or knowingly, helplessly, hopelessly, with sadness or with joy, depending on the situation at hand. But Oona had only one laugh, as if in reply to some never-ending cosmic joke. He said, “She doesn’t have a phone. Of course not.” It was pointless prising phone numbers from porters, anyway. If you managed to get through, it would be to someone who spoke no English. Or to someone who, in broken English, vehemently denied that the person in question had ever entered the UK, let alone set foot in their house. “Is she agency or permanent?”




Oona thought for a moment. Gabriel looked over the kitchen floor and saw Victor emptying a plastic bag of frozen chips into a deep-fat fryer. Frozen chips were banned; all frozen vegetables had been banned since Gabriel took charge five months ago. But there was Victor, the smart-arse, carrying on as if he were a law unto himself.


“She come through the agency,” Oona was saying, “yes, that’s right, mmm.” The sentence finished, but she continued, mmming and yesing, soft little soothing sounds uttered beneath her breath as if she had divined his mounting rage and would blanket it with her mumbles.


“She shows up, tell her to get lost again. I’m not having it.”


“I goin’ to give her a warnin’,” said Oona. “Got to have two or three warnin’s.”


“No,” said Gabe. “She’s only agency.” He shrugged to show he was taking no pleasure in this. “I’m sorry, Oona, but she’s fired.”


 


The kitchen, along with the rest of the Imperial Hotel, was a product of the Victorian age. But while the lobby and function rooms, the bedrooms and bathrooms, the stairways and corridors and vestibules had been transmuted into twenty-first-century spaces within a nineteenth-century shell, the kitchen—despite numerous refurbishments and refittings—retained its workhouse demeanor, the indelible stamp of generations of toil. It was a large, low-ceilinged room, roughly square with two doglegs attached, the first containing the vegetable prep area, the other housing the industrial-size dishwashers, one each for plates, glasses, and pans. Beyond the washers and sinks was a short corridor that led to the unloading bay, where trucks pulled up from the early hours of the morning until late in the afternoon and to which Ernie (a lifer even by Oona’s standards) scuttled back and forth from the tiny prefab hut where he sighed over his poetry and the computer that scared him half to death. Going back into the hotel but out on a wing from the main kitchen, just before the offices filled with toothy young marketing assistants, was the pastry kitchen. In contrast to the big kitchen, the air in here was permanently cool, in theory because of the nature of the work, but whenever Gabe walked in or even past, he could not help feeling it was because of Chef Albert, whose icy breath could chill the warmest of hearts.


From where Gabe was standing now, with his back to the pass and his hands on the edge of the hot shelf that ran two thirds the length of the room, he could not see these far reaches of his domain. He could see the larder, sauce, and fish and meat sections. He could see the tiny workstation where one of the commis dished up endless burgers and fries for room service, turning back and forth among the stainless-steel worktop, fry baskets, and grill, circling around and back, around and back, like a dog settling down for a nap. And he could see the way that decades of halfhearted refits, of misaligned edges and a mishmash of equipment, gave the place a desperate kind of look, as if it were only just managing to hold itself together.


Even the floor, he thought, gives up. The tiles, he judged, had been laid in the last few years, heavy-duty red-brown stone. But they failed to make it up to the edges and into the corners where archaeological trails of slate, terra-cotta, and linoleum could be found. When the kitchen was busy, when knives wheeled and pans slammed, when the burners hissed and flared, when the white plates marched, when the chefs shouted orders and insults and jokes, swerving and bending, performing the modern dance of cuisine, this place was transformed.


But today the lunch service was dead. One of the porters, a Filipino in a dark green boiler suit, pushed a mop over the tiles with such detachment that it was the mop that seemed animate, dragging the porter along. On the grease-spattered back wall, painted an institutional sage, a health and safety poster and a ripped-out Chapter 3 pinup fluttered in the stale draught of the electric fan. In twos and threes, beneath the life-sapping fluorescent lights, the chefs gossiped and planned cigarette breaks. What a place, thought Gabe, looking away at the grilled and bolted back door and the barred and lightless window. What a place: part prison, part lunatic asylum, part community hall.


The printer that stood on the pass and connected with the restaurant till began to whirr. Gabriel grabbed the docket. “Battle stations,” he called, “one consommé royale, two whitebait, one red mullet, one cacciatore, one osso buco. Let’s go.”




“Chef,” said Suleiman, approaching with a Tupperware box, “I have been playing around with the consommé garnish. A chiffonade of sorrel and chervil.” He displayed the contents of the box and then kissed his thumb and forefinger. “Really, really tasty. You think it’s okay?”


Suleiman was from India. He had spent under three years in England, but already his English was better than Oona’s. He was the only person in the kitchen who showed any interest in food. A consommé royale did not have those herb garnishes. That would turn it into a consommé julienne. But Gabe did not want to discourage him. “It’s okay,” he said. “Good work, Suleiman.”


Suleiman smiled. Though he brought to his smile the same thoroughgoing attitude with which he executed all tasks, stretching his lips wide and over his teeth, nodding his head and wrinkling his eyes, it did little to dent the seriousness of his face. Even in his white chef’s hat and coat and apron, even with his short, slightly bow legs in blue check trousers and with a skillet in his hand, Suleiman did not look like a chef. He looked like a loss adjuster, wearing a disguise.


Gabriel decided to do a walk around and moved past Suleiman, dispensing a quick pat on the back.


In the larder section Victor was idling, kicking his heels against the under-the-worktop fridge. He was one of those young men who mistook their nervous energy and frustration for charisma, which made him impossible to like. The way he stood, jutting his chin and tilting his pelvis, he thought he was back in some alleyway in Moldova, waiting for a hustle to begin.


“Keeping busy?” said Gabriel.


“What team you support?” said Victor.


“What?”


“Team. Team. Football.”


Victor wore cologne and plucked between his eyebrows. The boy was clearly in love with himself. “Rovers,” said Gabriel. “Blackburn Rovers.”


Victor made a hand gesture indicating that Rovers were, in his view, only a so-so team. “My team—Arsenal. Back home—Agro.”


“Makes sense,” said Gabriel. “Excuse me for saying this, but isn’t there something you should be doing right now?”




“No,” said Victor. “What?”


“Work,” said Gabriel. “That’s what we come here to do. Remember? That’s what they pay us for.”


“Be cool, man,” said the Moldovan in a stupid American accent. “Look,” he said with a sweep of the hand, “everything ready.”


Gabriel checked over the salad tubs and garnishes. He pulled open the fridge doors and did a quick count of the cold starters: aubergine and mozzarella towers and fanned melons with parma ham. “All right,” he said. “Well.” On a whim, he stuck a spoon in the gremolata and tasted it. “No. I don’t think so. Something’s missing here.” He tasted again. “What about the anchovy fillet?”


“Chef,” said Victor, folding his arms. “There is no anchovy fillet. You want, I’ll make the order.”


“Check the dry store downstairs.”


Victor looked at the floor.


“Haven’t got all day,” said Gabe. “The gremolata goes on the osso buco.”


“Chef,” said Victor. He held his palms in the air and grinned, laboring under the misconception that he could charm his way out of anything.


“Right now,” said Gabriel, keeping his voice low. He decided—it was a tactical decision—that if the bullshit continued, he would put it on. He never, hardly ever, lost his temper. But sometimes he put it on.


“No way I’m going down there,” said Victor. “It spooks me, man. So he fell on some handle, right? Was it sticking in the back of his head?”


“Victor…”


But Victor couldn’t stop talking. “Shit,” he said. It sounded like “sheet.” “You gotta have respect for the dead, see? Respect, see what I’m saying?” He spent a lot of time watching American movies. Pirated DVDs, no doubt.


“I’m giving you an order,” Gabriel barked. “Do as you are told.” He set his mouth. His father used to fly off on one. Naught to sixty in three seconds flat. He’d come home from a bad day at Rileys and sit by the gas fire shuffling the local paper and his feet. “Tea on the table at six. Is it too much to ask?” Mum usually smoothed it over. Sometimes she yelled, “Yes.” Then he’d go ballistic, shouting down the house and trembling, actually trembling, with rage. His ears turned crimson nearly up to the top, where, it seemed, they went white hot. Gabriel waited out the storm with Jenny, sitting at the top of the stairs, and though his stomach felt funny, as if he had a bout of diarrhea coming on, he knew it was Dad who was pathetic because he couldn’t control himself.


A cloud settled on Victor’s face, and he screwed up his features as though he’d been sprayed with disinfectant. “Yes, Chef.” He spat.


“Never mind,” said Gabe, suddenly sick of everything. “I’ll go down there myself.”


 


The catacomb walls, white paint over brick, were studded with beads of water, as if pricked by tears here and there. Naked lightbulbs hung in the corridor, casting Halloween shadows against doors. It was the kind of place you expected footsteps to clang and echo, but Gabriel’s polyurethane clogs made barely a sound on the concrete floor. He passed by the locker rooms, one for the boys and one for the girls. Someone had drilled a spyhole between the two, and Gleeson fired the Italian waiter, despite a dearth of evidence, for possession, perhaps, of hot Latin blood. Gabe glanced into the old fish room, the paint on the door so flaky that it appeared to have grown scales of its own. Most of the fish came ready-prepped these days, and only the frozen fillets (permitted in the fisherman’s pie) made the journey underground. The air still smelled like low tide, of sand and browned-out seaweed. He walked, and the air grew steadily clearer, then began to smell of bleach. Overhead, somewhere, a trolley rumbled by. The pipes and ducts and fearsome screeds of wiring that coated the ceiling sounded a continuous muted distress. Turning the first corner, Gabe wondered how long the catacombs would be if you laid them end to end. They would be difficult to unravel, laid out in epileptic fits and starts, twists and dead ends.


The kitchen was hardly the ideal layout, either. When he had his own place, he would insist on starting from scratch. Refit from top to bottom, he would absolutely insist.


Charlie wanted to start a family. “I’m not getting any younger,” she said. She was only thirty-eight. When she looked in the mirror, her gaze was skeptical, as if the plump-skinned, green-eyed, redheaded siren in the glass wasn’t fooling anybody, Charlie least of all. Working as a singer didn’t help. There were plenty of younger girls around. “You and your stupid plan,” she’d say, stirring her martini. “Don’t plan on me hanging around.” Gabe thought he would pop the question on the day the contract was signed. Do you want to move in together? He knew the answer, of course. They’d find a new flat, maybe on the river, where he could watch the silty banks and unmoving flow of the Thames. After a year, when they were sure, they could try for a child.


A child. He touched the bald spot at his crown and wondered if it was getting bigger. He was, he realized, standing by the yellow and black tape that marked off the place where Yuri had lived and died. He was puzzled, unable to remember what he had come here for. There had to be a reason. He supposed that he meant to spend a moment or two simply to pay his respects.


“We could run away to Tobago,” Charlie had said when she came off the stage. “You dish up the surf and turf, I’ll be pouring the drinks.”


Gabriel stared at the floor, the steel trapdoor that marked some long-forgotten coal hole, the treacherously bladed handle flecked with Yuri’s blood. The door to the old facilities office stood open; the light still burned inside. The police had left the mattress and sleeping bags. Everything else had been taken—two black bin liners containing Yuri’s worldly goods. Gabe ducked under the tape and went into the office. He picked a candy wrapper off the floor and put it in his pocket. The room was the size of a double bedroom with two shelved alcoves on facing walls. They had found a gas burner, a couple of pans, empty jars and spirit bottles, shaving foam and a razor, a change of clothes, a pillbox with a lock of hair inside, and an old photograph of a woman with a cleft chin and two little girls in big coats.


When she had sung her last set, Charlie’s back always ached from standing so long in her heels. Her eyes ached from the smoke in the club. “What about a cruise ship? I’ll sing, you cook. Or the other way round, if you like.”




A few more months and they’d move in together. She wanted to dock, not sail.


He looked around. He didn’t know what to do. He had come to pay his respects to Yuri but had hardly given him a thought. He should have sent someone out for flowers. He would lay a bouquet on the spot. There was mold growing in the corner, and one of the shelves looked charred, an accident with the gas burner, perhaps. Thank God it was only himself Yuri had managed to kill.


Yesterday morning Gabe had walked up to the body, stopped a couple of paces off, and stood with his hands in his pockets, waiting a few blank moments before walking away again. Yuri was lying on his back, with thick, black blood like a hood cast up around his head. He had white hair on his chest, in short, singed-looking tufts. His stocky legs were skewed in different directions as though attempting to perform the splits or some kind of Cossack dance. The towel that he had been clutching had wrapped itself around a foot. He had a wise face, had Yuri: easy to miss when he was a man in a green boiler suit, shifting grease. But somehow, as he lay there splayed and naked, it wasn’t hard to notice, and his blue and kindly lips had parted, as if ready to dispense good advice.


“Don’t know,” Ivan had said when the inspector asked what he knew about Yuri’s family.


“No, no, nothing,” Victor said when asked what he knew about Yuri himself.


“I don’t have any information concerning,” said Suleiman.


“Please,” said Benny, “I don’t know.”


Gabe didn’t do much better. He handed over details of the agency through which Yuri had been employed.


Yuri was lying somewhere, unattended, on a mortuary slab. It was loneliness, certainly, that killed Yuri. For an instant Gabriel was desolate. He kicked at the mattress and tapped the wall as though checking for damp or loose plaster, searching for an immediate job to be done. He swept his hand across a shelf and dislodged a soft roll of fabric that had caught between the shelf and wall. A pair of sheer black tights in a shrunken ball.




So, he was naked, old Yuri. I think he was waiting for his girlfriend. You think so, Chef, eh, do you think?


Gabriel sensed someone behind him, another beating heart. He stuffed the tights in his trouser pocket and turned and saw her. That girl, Lena, standing in the doorway in the jumble of shadow and light, let him look at her and she looked back at him. Her face was thin and rigid, and her hands, which she held twisted together at her chest, were fleshless claws. This morning he had told Oona to fire her. It astonished him that he had never looked at her before. Gabriel breathed deeper, to breathe the air she had breathed.


He opened his mouth without knowing what he would say.


Lena smiled, or he imagined it, and then she ran away, into the maze.















Two







The Imperial Hotel, as Mr. Maddox was fond of pointing out, had a history. Built in 1878 by industrialist and champion muttonchop grower Sir Edward Beavis, on the site once occupied by Dr. Culverwell’s Bathing Establishment on Yew Street, Piccadilly, the hotel shouldered as many previous incarnations as it did flying buttresses and gargoyles on its Gothic Revival exterior. Following the respectability and “discreet luxury” of the Victorian era when the smoking and billiards rooms kept the ladies out of harm’s way, the Imperial enjoyed a roaring-twenties reputation for dance, decadence, and statutory rape. Charles Chaplin’s 1921 visit (escorted through the fans by no fewer than forty policemen) had made the Imperial de rigueur with the stars and starlets of the British silent screen. In 1922, in a widely reported case, Tyrone Banks (best-known picture Heave Ho!) was caught with his pants down and three underage flappers beneath the shot silk sheets. The escapade remained curiously omitted from the hotel brochure, but Mr. Maddox had enjoyed relating it to Gabe when he interviewed him for the job.


After that, he had appeared to lose interest and swiveled his chair around to look out the window, so that Gabe was left staring at the column of iron filings that ran down the back of his neck. “Noël Coward,” Mr. Maddox had said, “composed songs here. Big deal. The Aga Khan had a permanent suite. Theodore Roosevelt ‘gave his name’ to the drawing room. Generous, would you say? Who else? Haile Selassie. That’s in the brochure. Bunch of marketing geniuses I got downstairs.


“I need five years from you,” he continued, coming around and sitting on the edge of the mahogany desk. A big man in an expensive suit. Careless with authority, as though he had much to spare. “Be coming up to sixty then, Gabriel. Where do the years go? Been promised my last five somewhere more suitable. For a man my age, I mean. Bahamas, I fancy. British Virgin Islands. Take a gimp, I mean deputy manager of my choosing. Ease off a bit, wind down.” He stretched his arms and clasped his hands behind his head.


Gabe noted the discolored patch on his inside wrist where a tattoo had been removed.


“They’re not expecting miracles. We’re not talking Michelin and all that crap. Just some food you can eat without gagging. They spent a few bob on this place, you know.”


“They” were the PanContinental Hotel Co., which had purchased the Imperial from Halcyon Leisure Group a couple of years ago, marking, it was hoped, rebirth and renewal after the hotel’s long half-century of decline.


In the war it had been requisitioned by the government, providing sickbays for convalescing officers and a transit point for soldiers on leave. Afterward it went back into business, but by the early fifties, the doormen were fighting over the guests, and the hotel was forced to close its doors. Somebody saw the potential for office space. A tobacco firm moved in, followed by an American pharmaceuticals outfit that put a cycle track in the roof space that was only for senior executives and a volleyball court in the ballroom for those from the lower floors and corporate rungs. In the seventies, there was an attempt to restore the Imperial’s former glory, but by the mideighties, she was hosting “value breaks” and salesmen who packed samples and Alka-Seltzers and dutifully filled in the service questionnaires.


“Back when,” Mr. Maddox had said, “Monsieur Jacques…well, you know the story.” The restaurant still bore his name. “Escoffier did a quick stint, not many people realize, before he buggered off to the Savoy. Think you measure up to Escoffier, eh?” He winked and laughed, with little pretense at mirth. His brow was low and heavy, a ridged escarpment above the potholes of his eyes.


“I give you five years, then what?” said Gabe. In his head he added ten thousand pounds to the starting salary. Another friendly joke and he’d go up another five.


“Six exec chefs in two years.” Mr. Maddox shook his head in a regal fashion, as though his crown might slip. “Bunch of tossers. Tell you what, give me the five, I’ll give you my dick on a plate. Sit down, for God’s sake. Relax. How about a cigar?”


“About the salary,” said Gabe through his teeth.


Mr. Maddox stopped him with a flick of the hand. “Sort it out with my deputy. I’ll tell him not to disappoint you.” He banged the hand down, and a stack of papers took flight. “Loyalty,” he barked. “That a word you understand? Where do you come from, Chef?…What? Where the fuck is that? Do they know about loyalty up there?”


 


Gabriel passed through the revolving doors and stood at the curb looking up at the dark stone walls of the hotel. Midnight. Sixteen hours he’d worked today, and the one time he’d tried to take a break, he’d been dragged into a meeting with an environmental health officer who, despite finding no reason to close the kitchen, had found plenty of excuses to waste Gabe’s time.


He spent a moment regarding the mullioned windows and the carved grotesques sulking beneath the parapets. The stone looked cold. The door released a guest and a blast of hot air that carried the vanilla scent of the lobby. Gabe looked in at the sleek black reception bar, the high Perspex stools sprinkled among the distressed-leather armchairs, the purple and chrome “sculpture” suspended from the ceiling, the “architectural” flowers that could take out an eye. Viewed like that, outside and in, the effect was somewhat schizophrenic. The Imperial would never be truly great again. Jacques would never live up to its name. Great restaurants, like great hotels, delivered coherent design and consistent standards. Gleeson’s “silk, please” flowers gave the game away. If the Imperial were a person, thought Gabe, you would say here is someone who does not know who she is.


 




By the time he’d walked up to Piccadilly Circus, a soft rain had set in, caught in the headlights of the cars that edged fractiously around, crinkling the air and shining the pavement. The electronic billboards flashed the golden arches, Samsung, Sanyo, Nescafé. Above the fountain, the Eros statue looked glum, usurped by the monumental LED displays. Car horns sounded; a pair of young women tottered toward Haymarket, screeching and cackling and holding each other up. On the fountain steps more drinkers, professionals who would dedicate their short lives to the cause. A hot dog van let off steam and an oily onion smell. A businessman, officious overcoat and mustache, wanted to cross the road and, with his sturdy umbrella, struck the railings that blocked him. A middle-aged woman, a chihuahua tucked under her arm, hesitated beneath the foggy halo of a streetlamp, judging perhaps if it was better to ask directions or to remain a little lost. The rain, the smells, the billboards, the rumble of cars—Gabe walked and took it all in, although his mind was engaged elsewhere.


 


He had seen Mr. Maddox in action many times. With the hotel guests, the important ones, he was charming. He remembered their children’s names. He was humble without being fawning. He knew what it was they wanted before they knew it themselves. With the staff, he insisted that he was just one of the crew. He had come up the hard way, from the kitchen to the top floor. He walked the halls and corridors and spoke to everyone from PR chief to chambermaid, though he was more likely to be rude to the former than the latter, a fact that nudged Gabriel into grudging admiration. If someone was not working properly, he’d jump right in and tackle it. “Never ask someone to do a job you wouldn’t do yourself.” He would clamp a chambermaid’s shoulders and move her gently aside. “Now look how it’s done. Bit of elbow grease, yes? You get me. I know you do.” He was cheerful and direct and always made sure to reiterate his point. He praised and punished openly like a good and honest man. In pursuit of managerial goals, he deployed humor, incentives, and a keen grasp of psychological matters. In short, he was a first-class bully. And he induced in his underlings a fear that they often confused with respect.




Gabe knew it in that first meeting.


“Private-client work,” Mr. Maddox had said, “it’s the dog’s bollocks. I know a lot of people. Month on a yacht round the Riviera, six weeks in a mansion in L.A., couple of weeks in Aspen, London penthouse for a break, whatever the boss and the trophy wife are doing. You cook macrobiotic crud for her, steak for him, dinner party once a fortnight, and you’re done. How hard can it be? You’re looking at filthy money. I mean a right filthy pile.”


“You could definitely do that?” said Gabe.


The general manager leveled him with his demolition stare. “Are you in? Can I welcome you into the fold?”


For a moment Gabe was back in Blantwistle, ten years old, poking shepherd’s pie around his plate while his mother started the washing up and his father pushed back from the table and cracked his fingers as he always did before the sermon began. Never pick on a lad smaller than yerself. He would stroke the table firmly, as though to smooth out the cloth. He was built like a whippet, but his hands were large and strong. Nimble, too. At the mill the legend was that Ted Lightfoot could knot on faster than any machine. Never pick on a lass, neither. There must have been a time, not that Gabe could remember it, when he was six or seven, maybe, when he had looked up to his dad. It was stupid, the way he sat there after dinner like he was Moses, bringing down the law. Never, ever shake hands with a man and then go back on your word.


Gabriel got up and shook hands with his new employer. It was an empty gesture, and they both knew it. It was how the game was played.


 


At the Penguin Club, Charlie was singing “’Tain’t Nobody’s Business If I Do.” She wore her silver sequined dress and jade choker. Her heels were sharper than boning knives. The pianist kept his nose close to the keyboard, collapsing under the weight of the blues.


Charlie put her hand on her hip and rolled her shoulder: her way of waving at Gabe.


Gabe bought a beer and sat at the bar, watching the punters watching his girl. The room was dark with fake wood paneling and padded booths along one wall. The round tables in the middle had crushed velvet tablecloths and little art deco lamps that lit up the punters’ chins. Some had their girlfriends or mistresses with them, fingering necklaces and earrings; some sat in twos or threes, clinking glasses and sometimes words; most just sat with their cigarettes, inhaling and exhaling and thickening the air.


Charlie and the pianist shared a small stage, elevated a mere six inches above the floor. The song did not suit Charlie’s voice, which was too light for it, too teasing. She lowered her eyelids and pressed her lips to the microphone as though it were the object of her every desire. A bald man at a table close to the stage rose to his feet and saluted her with his tumbler. He swayed for a moment and then sat down.


“You like her, then, do you?” The punter at the bar had a heavy gold watch and heavy, hairy wrists.


“Yes,” said Gabe. “She looks good to me.”


The stranger drained his glass. He slid closer to Gabe. He wore a good suit, silk tie. “Listen,” he said, “I can judge a character. In my business, if you can’t do that, might as well cut your own throat. If you’re interested…” He cocked two fingers in Charlie’s direction and fired them like a gun. “I could tell you the SP.”


Gabe laughed. “Go on,” he said. “Get me off the blocks. Give me the starting price on her.”


The man leaned against the bar. He squinted and burped, and Gabe suddenly saw how drunk he was. “Three Campari and sodas or one dry martini. Tha’sall you gotta do. She’ll suck the tongue from your head, fuck like a rabbit, and if you’re lucky, only steal the cash from your wallet, leave the bloody cards.”


If he had laughed, Gabe would have punched him, but the man was quiet now and looked sad. They both looked at Charlie. She was singing a love song, a Burt Bacharach number, loading every word with heavy irony; that was the way it sounded to Gabe.


For a moment he wondered if she had slept with this man.


“Well,” said the punter. “Best of British.” He tried to drain his glass but discovered he had already done that. “I’d have a go myself, but—got to be honest—she’s out of my league, she is.”




 


Charlie’s hair fell to her shoulders in thick waves. It was strong red, like an Irish setter’s, and her skin was creamy white. “How was it today?” she said. “How was work?” She laid her arm along the bar and took Gabe’s hand in hers.


“Fine,” said Gabe. “What do you want—red or white?”


She perched on the bar stool and crossed her legs. The dress was tight. It made her sit up straight. “You’re kidding me,” she said. “Fine?”


He thought about the girl, Lena, darkness hollowing her cheeks. He raised his beer and drank slowly, as if to hide the picture in his mind.


Charlie twisted her hair over one shoulder. She sought him out with her cool green eyes and smiled in her lopsided way. “Just another normal day. Nothing to report.”


“I don’t know,” he said. “Yesterday was…well, I told you. I’m half expecting the shit to hit the fan, but nothing happened today, really. Maybe it’s not going to.”


Charlie asked the barman for a large glass of Chablis. “Accidents will happen, right?” She pressed a stiletto heel against Gabe’s shin. “I might break my neck in these.”


When Lena came in again, he would talk to her privately about what she’d been doing there this afternoon. Her hair was blond, almost colorless. He had never liked blondes much.


“Calling Planet Gabriel. No. No sign of intelligent life.”


“Sorry,” said Gabe. But Lena would not come again. She had been fired.


“My day was terrific, thanks for asking.”


“Was it?” He nodded. “Good.” Though if she hadn’t seen Oona, she wouldn’t know that she had lost her job. So what had made her run away?


Charlie swirled the wine in her glass. She wore a large amber ring that she had bought in a souk in Marrakech on a long weekend with Gabe. “I spent the morning in a so-called studio—a tape deck in a bedroom, that’s a studio—recording a song that may or may not be released as part of a compilation CD in Japan. And this afternoon I auditioned for a regular slot at some private members’ club in Mayfair. The guy had sleaze coming out of every orifice, and he thought I was too old, I could just tell, and I really feel like I’m getting somewhere now, you know, my life’s just taking off.”


If she seemed to be inviting sympathy, it was not a good time to offer it. Gabe had discovered this through a process of trial and error. “Try out for one of those TV talent shows,” he said. “It’s the only thing left to do.” The police wanted to interview Lena. She would have to be found again.


“Thanks,” said Charlie. “I’ll do that when you have your own cooking show. How come you don’t have your own cooking show? Nana Higson wants to know.”


Nana was Gabriel’s maternal grandmother. She lived with his father now. Phyllis Henrietta Josephine Higson. Gabe called her Nana. Dad called her Phyllis or, in the old days, “the shapeshifter,” but only behind her back. The neighbors still called her Mrs. Higson, even after twenty years. Only Charlie referred to her as Nana Higson, and she hadn’t met her yet.


“I’m not telling you anything anymore,” said Gabe. He put his hand on her collarbone, just below the choker. He thought, as he had thought so many times before, everyone here can see that I’m the one with her.


“Can’t stay for the second set, sweetheart.” The man was a loser in a patterned sweater. He had a paunch and was going bald in the worst way, a forlorn ridge of hair between two receding tracks. He leaned between Gabe and Charlie to deposit some glasses on the bar. “If I stay, it’ll be three more rounds at least, and I get an acid stomach, you know. So I’m off now, sweetheart.” He winked. “Don’t take it personal. You’re a cracker, you really are.”


Charlie kept a straight face. “It’s the fans that make it all worthwhile.”


Gabe looked around the club, at the smoked glass on the pillars, the slippery banquette seats, the penguin-shaped ashtrays, and the waitress who was emptying them, old Maggie, who was reasonably penguin-shaped herself. Everything seemed unreal. This phony life that he lived when normal people were in bed.




“Hey,” said Charlie, “when are you going to take me up north, anyway?”


He thought of Nana in her nightdress, the last time he visited, scuttling across the lounge with the drinks trolley that she used as support in preference to sticks or the walking frame. “Now,” she’d said when she had kissed him and caught her breath, “I was watching this chef on the telly, he was rubbish. ‘Eee,’ I said to your father, ‘our Gabe wants to look sharp. There’s younger fellas now, not as good as him, who’s jumping ahead and getting on the telly before he’s had a go himself.’” Her cheek against his felt powdery, as if she might crumble away to a heap of dust. “Nana,” he said, “you don’t just get to ‘have a go.’ It’s not about taking turns.” She settled into the wingback chair and put her furry bootees up on the footstool. “I’ve got an irregular heartbeat, Gabriel. Did your father tell you? No. They suspect a touch of gout, too. But I’ve got all my faculties, sunshine. I’ll thank you to remember that next time you open your mouth.” She closed her eyes and grunted, and it was a while before Gabe realized that she had nodded off.


“Nana’d like you,” Gabe told Charlie. “She’d think you should be on the telly as well.”


“That doesn’t actually sound like a plan. That sounds, in fact, like you think she would like me if only she met me, but she’s not going to, so she won’t.”


“What?”


Charlie sighed. “What’s wrong with me, Gabriel, huh?”


“Nothing,” said Gabe automatically. “You’re great.”


“I’m a cracker, I really am.” She slid off the stool and adjusted her dress. A sequin came away in her hand, and she flicked it at his chest. He put a hand on her hip, and she wriggled away. “Can’t keep the fans waiting.” The pianist had taken up residence but was finishing his cigarette.


“My place or yours tonight?” said Gabe. He yawned and checked his watch.


“I’m tired as well, lover boy. I want my own bed tonight, and I want to sleep alone.”


 




In the fridge there were three tomatoes, a slab of chocolate (80 percent cocoa solids), an out-of-date yogurt, and a piece of Brie. Gabe ate a couple of the tomatoes and then took a piece of chocolate into the sitting room.


The flat was at the top of a converted school building on Kennington Road, not far from the Imperial War Museum. It had long casement windows and a view over the buses and chimneys. It was one of only ten flats, and when Gabe first moved in, he sometimes wondered how many schoolchildren had fit into this space, which now was his alone.


The sitting room had new oak floorboards and recessed lighting. The estate agent who showed him around described it as being “part furnished,” but it was furnished enough for Gabe, and he had rented it on the spot. There was a long, low sofa, ultramodern and ultrauncomfortable, upholstered in green with matching scatter cushions that were precisely as hard as they looked. The coffee table was an oversize sugar cube. A black leather and chrome Le Corbusier chaise longue stretched out next to the windows. Black shelving ran the length of one wall. Gabe had added books and a rug to the furnishings. The pictures that he had meant to hang were stacked against the shelves.


He sat on the sofa looking at the chaise longue, which was the only comfortable place to sit. The couple who lived across the hallway arrived home. They always stood outside their front door making a song and dance about keys. They were young and often stayed out late. She left early in the mornings, shouting good-byes and last-minute instructions; he listened to Coldplay and Radiohead at top volume and slammed the door when he went out, then took the stairs at a run. They said hi to Gabe whenever they saw him. They hadn’t got as far as names.


Gabe ate some chocolate just to give himself the energy to get up and brush his teeth and go to bed.


It was all right that Charlie wanted to be alone. He wanted to be alone as well. That girl, the porter Lena, kept inserting herself into his brain. Whatever he had felt, some kind of sickness, when she showed her ghoulish self in the catacombs had quickly passed, but she had become a headache now. The police had questioned everyone else. She was a loose end to tidy up.




He wondered what color her eyes were. He had spoken to her once, he thought, about polishing the wineglasses before they were racked up again. Her hair had trailed out from beneath the green plastic porter’s cap and caught in the side of her mouth. Yes, he remembered. He remembered now. How she looked. How she had looked at him. She was nodding and staring down at a spill of soapy water, and then she raised her eyes. They were dark, dark blue, wide and deep, and she parted her lips, and he reached for her and kissed her. He kissed her hard and then harder still because that was what she wanted, he was sure of it, and the harder he kissed her, the more she wanted, he knew it, and then she pulled away and he saw what he had done: there was blood all over her face.


 


The chocolate that was still in his mouth when he’d dozed off had melted and dribbled down his chin. Gabe went back to the kitchen for some paper towels and rinsed his mouth and spat. He noticed the answering machine blinking and pressed the button.


“Gabe, it’s Jenny, I know you’re busy—aren’t we all—but I spoke to Dad today, and I can’t believe you haven’t even called him back. Call him, Gabe, all right?” There was a pause and Gabe could hear her breathing. “Right,” she said without much conviction. “Cheerio.”


When had his little sister turned into the kind of woman who said “cheerio”?


Dad had left a message a few days ago. “Hello, Gabriel. This is your father calling you on Sunday afternoon, approximate time of three o’clock.” Messages from him were rare, invariably laborious and gloomy, as though the Angel of Death had called to make arrangements. “I would like to speak to you. Would you call me, please, on the Blantwistle number. Thank you.” His telephone voice was both clearer and more strained than his normal speaking voice. If you were over a certain age, it seemed, it was impossible to speak normally into an answering machine. Call on the Blantwistle number—as if there were other numbers on which he might be reached.


Gabe had meant to call, but it had been a bit of a week. It was too late to call anyone now.




He was about to switch off the light when the shrill of the phone sent a charge through his body.


“Gabe,” said Jenny. “Is that you?”


“Jen, are you all right?”


“I’m fine, yes, fine, it’s two o’clock in the blessed morning and I’m roaming around the house picking up socks and checking for dust on top of the picture frames and I’ve just unloaded the dishwasher but, you know, when you can’t sleep the last thing you want to do is be in bed. I mean, that’s not the last thing you want to do, it’s the first thing you want to do but you shouldn’t because it’s not good sleep—oh, what’s the word—hygiene is what my doctor says and we’re trying to steer clear of the pills, though I wouldn’t mind, sometimes I think, Well, why don’t I just give them a little try? Then I say to myself, Jenny, that’s not a road you want to go down, not if there are other roads you can take, and there are. And, anyway, I wanted to call you and I know you’re a night owl and so I picked up the phone and…I didn’t wake you, did I? I mean, I called earlier and you weren’t in so I guessed if I left it a while but not too much of a while—”


“Jenny,” Gabriel cut in. “I was still up. I’m glad you called. How are the kids?”


He heard her sucking in and blowing out. She could have been lighting a cigarette or taking a puff on her inhaler.


“Harley’s got a girlfriend, she’s called Violet and she works over at Rileys on the Crazy Glazes stand and she’s got her nose pierced and her belly and some other bits and pieces too that I wouldn’t like to think about, and she doesn’t look it but she is what I would call a good influence. Is on our Harley, anyway, because you know he’s had his share of troubles and only the other day I was saying to him, Harley, I think Violet’s got you under the thumb, I only mean in a good way because, well, when he was younger…and Violet is quite an old-fashioned name, don’t you think? She’s nineteen, year older than Harley, and…”


Gabe held the phone away from his ear. Two years ago—was it three?—he had been affronted when Jenny walked into the kitchen in Plodder Lane and he saw how old she had become, how middle age had enveloped her like the layers of fat on her arms, her legs, her neck. Jenny, who used to wear torn denim miniskirts and a fuck-off glare. Who used to drop one laconic word in the pub and send everyone scurrying to pick it up, frame it, and hand it around. She used so many words now and all of them passed you by.


He pressed the phone to his ear again.


“…pleased about that but you can’t help but worry. Worry about every little thing when you’re a parent, you know, suppose you don’t, not yet, but you know Bailey, always headstrong, and I said to her, Bailey, I know I’m your mum and you don’t want to listen—”


“Jenny,” said Gabe. “It’s a bit late, even for me. I’ll call you—”


“Tomorrow,” said Jenny. “‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’ You always say that.”


“Do I?”


“Yes,” said Jenny, lighting another fag or taking another puff on the inhaler. “But you never do.”


“Don’t I? I mean, I do. I’m sure I do, when I say it.”


“No,” said his sister firmly. “You don’t.”


There was a pause.


“Well,” said Gabriel.


“I need to talk to you, Gabe.”


Gabe went to stand by the sink under the kitchen window. The kebab shop opposite was closing. One man humped bags of rubbish to the curb, another pulled down the metal shutter; yellow light seeped from under it. A plastic bag flew across the road. “I want to talk to you as well,” said Gabriel, finding, to his surprise, that he meant it.


“I’m sorry,” said Jenny, “I haven’t asked about you. How are you? Tell me how you really are.”


“Fine.” The word just popped out when he opened his mouth. He tried to think of something else to say. There was only static down the line. He tried again. “Busy at work. Thinking about opening up…”


“…your own place…”


“…my own place…And me and Charlie are thinking…”


“…about moving in together…”


“…of moving in…but it’s hard…”


“…to find the time…”




“Yes.” Did she end everybody’s sentences for them? Why did she do it? Was everything he said really that predictable, that boring?


“I hope I’m going to meet her soon, Gabriel, time you made an honest woman…and I bet she thinks so too, even if she’s not prepared to say. But I won’t go on about that now, that’s not what I’m ringing for, not at this time of night though I knew you’d be up most likely…”


Did they end one another’s sentences, Jenny and her women friends in Blantwistle? Bev and Yvette and Gail and whoever else at the call center.


“…and I wanted to talk about Dad…”


Perhaps they did. Perhaps having their sentences finished made them feel understood. Every completed sentence a small act of loyalty, of love. The thought of it was exhausting. Gabe wanted to go to bed.


“…those ships he used to build out of matchsticks, do you remember? Had all the drawings and photos of the Titanic and made her out of matchsticks, oh, so beautiful, and the way he’d spend an hour just looking, deciding how to do the next bit…”


Gabe had taken one into the bath once without permission and broken it. He’d been terrified about telling Dad, but Dad only said, “Well, why don’t we fix it together,” as if it would give them something nice to do.


“…so I know you’re very busy and honest to God believe me I’m not saying you’re not but when I heard you hadn’t rung him and this was three days ago now I thought…”


The light in the kebab shop was off. The moon was nearly full but so pale it made little impression, hanging sullen above the chimney pots. The stars were weak, too, and few in number; they did not twinkle so much as flicker, as though at any moment they might go out. When Gabe was a boy, there were more stars, and they were brighter. That was the way it seemed. His sister’s voice went on and on, and it was a wonder she didn’t run out of breath. He would finish her sentence if he could. If only he knew how, or when, or if it would ever end.


“…Dad wanted to tell you himself but, you know, by the time you get around to ringing him…”


If Jenny had got out of Blantwistle. If she hadn’t saddled herself with a baby. What was the point, anyway, of thinking about that? She wore velour tracksuits now in purple or green. She had her hair done at Curl Up and Dye, drank in the Spotty Dog or the Turk’s Head, and every Thursday was bingo night. It was strange how knowing every last thing about her made him feel as though he didn’t know her at all.


“…so it looks like they didn’t manage to catch every bit of it when they cut out part of his colon, and it’s spread to his liver now.”


Jenny had finally come to a halt.


“Oh,” said Gabe. “I see.”


“Gabe,” said Jenny. She was crying.


“Jen?” He had heard the words but not listened. Spread to his liver. But Dad had not been ill. “Jenny?”


He heard her blow her nose. “He didn’t tell me, either, about the colon cancer. He was only in hospital a couple of days and I didn’t even know he’d been in till Nana told me and he said it was a ‘spot of bother with me bowels’ and well I left it at that because Bailey was playing me up and Harley’d been in a fight and with one thing and another…” She trailed off.


“Nobody told me he’d been in hospital. When was this?”


Jenny sniffed. “About eighteen months ago, maybe.”


“A year and a half ago? Nobody told me.”


“Nobody told me. Nobody told me. Is that all you can say? Honest to God, Gabriel. I never thought I’d say this but you’ve surprised me, you really have. I thought I’d never be surprised again by how selfish you are but I’ve got to hand it to you, you’ve managed it this time.”


Gabe turned on the tap. He twisted it until it would go no farther. The water hit the steel sink hard and splashed out against the window, the wall, Gabe’s shirt. He turned it off. “So,” he said, keeping his voice even and low, “he’ll get over this, too. There’s got to be a decent chance.”


“Not with liver cancer,” said Jenny, sounding oddly prim. “I’ve been reading up.”















Three







The morning was brittle-bright, and Gabriel stood in the frost-starched loading bay watching the cheese van pull in through the gates. A single white cloud stood in the hard blue sky. Beyond the courtyard, London hummed its morning song, endlessly reverberating, one crescendo piling into the next. A blackbird flew down from the wall and pecked the moss between the cobblestones. It returned to its perch and sang, its flute rising over the dying engine of the van. Gabe stepped forward, and the bird sang the warning call, flicking its wings and tail. Chook, chook, chook. A final rattle and it was gone.


Ernie sidled up with his hands in his pockets and a bobble hat on his head. He addressed Gabe in his usual manner, with his head ducked down, gazing up at a vacant spot approximately three inches to the right of Gabe’s face. It made him look mentally deficient, which Gabe sometimes suspected he was.


“‘The blackbird is a canny wee fellow / Wi’ his coat of black and beak of yellow / When the wind blows in fresh harm / He is the first to raise the alarm…


“Ach, it goes on, but Ah cannae quite remember how. ‘Something, something every morn, watch something, something and warn…’ No, Ah think Ah had morning and warning. One of ma early ones, that.”


“Hello, Ernie,” said Gabe. “You got the order printout?”


“Oh, aye,” said Ernie, his chin practically on his chest.


Gabe held out his hand.


“On ma desk.” Ernie took a few sideways steps toward his wooden booth. “Ah know their beaks are more, you would say, orange, but you cannae rhyme it. Purple,” he added. “You cannae rhyme purple, neither.”


“Right,” said Gabe.


“Ah’m not so into the rhymes now. Ah’m more, you would say, free flow. Time was, Ah could list every word in the English language with no rhyme. Pint, nothing, silver, month, ninth, scalp, wolf…”


“Ernie,” said Gabe. “The printout.”


The porter went off, a sideways scuttle. He walked back on his heels, flapping a handwritten list.


“Is it not on the system?” said Gabe.


“Och,” said Ernie. “Oona’s putting it in right now.”


Gabe turned and stooped to peer through the booth window. He watched his executive sous chef tapping one-fingered at the keyboard while massaging her bosom thoughtfully.


“How long have you been on goods-in, Ernie? Wouldn’t you like a change?”


“Change,” said Ernie. He drew his head into his anorak. “No, no,” he said, somewhat muffled. “Don’t want some bugger messing things up. Just got it working nice. Och, Chef, no.”


“How long, Ernie? Since when?”


Ernie’s head popped up. “Nineteen seventy-three.” The head retracted. It was like speaking with a nervous tortoise. “Year I come down from Fife.”


Gabe watched the cheese man roll the first boxes down on a forklift. “They should give you a medal.”


“Been writing poems longer. Nobody’s give me a medal for them.” Ernie sounded genuinely aggrieved.


“One day,” said Gabe.


“Oh, aye,” said Ernie, fixing an earnest gaze beyond Gabe’s ear. “Ah know. Or Ah would nae bother, would Ah?”


 


With the regular order out of the way, Gabe climbed into the back of the van and began selecting the specials. First a Livarot, strong and herby, sassy as its green-striped paper casing. For subtle contrast, he went for two dozen Crottin de Chavignol. The cheese man tried to push the Bleu du Vercors. Gabe tasted and rejected it. “Your classic French mountain cheese,” said the cheese man. He named three celebrity chefs. “Swear by it, they do, all three. Your classic creamy sauce cheese.” Gabe moved about the van, paring and tasting, getting high on the fumes. He had decided he would take a ten-kilo Cantalet that had just enough hazelnut edge without it overwhelming the fresh milk flavor. But he was reluctant to leave this sanctuary and plunge back into the daily round of meetings and spreadsheets. He sniffed rind after rind, trying to break down the smells into discrete and comprehensible units. After a while he gave up, gave in to the inevitable. The whole was more than the sum of the parts; the aromas knitted together were dense and intense and impossible to untangle. “Something for you, Chef,” said the cheese man. “Take one home.” He proffered a Bleu du Vercors. “Thanks,” said Gabriel. “I won’t. But thanks anyway.”


Afterward he went into the staff canteen to check on a problem with the deep-fat fryer. Another call to be made. This made him late for the management meeting in Mr. James’s fifth-floor office with Gleeson, Pierre, the bar manager, and Branka, the housekeeping supervisor. Mr. Maddox made an unscheduled appearance but then remained silent for the duration.


“Any further business?” said Mr. James, addressing his superior. He offered an open palm, like a schoolboy about to be caned.


Mr. Maddox affected to ruminate. “Let’s see, there was something…No, it’s gone. Oh, yes, table linen, let’s talk about that.”


“Yes,” said Mr. James smartly, “I’ve been saying we should look into linen hire, the replacement cost is—”


“Christ alive,” said the general manager. He stood and pressed his knuckles into the desk. “I’ve got coppers still crawling up my arse. A whole week on, mind you. Don’t they have anything better to do? I’ve got the PanCont lawyers wanking each other off, I’ve got sicko journos with a couple of column inches to fill…Jesus wept.”


“The porter?” said Mr. James. “I thought it was—”


“Yes, it is. It better be.” Maddox leaned on his knuckles like some three-hundred-pound corporate gorilla. “Parks called today. The postmortem’s in. Exactly what he expected—injuries consistent with a fall. Awaiting the toxicology report, which will no doubt reveal he was bladdered, well, it doesn’t take a genius, does it? Parks says he’s coming in today, tie up any loose ends. I don’t like coppers in my hotel. Makes me itch.” He looked at Gleeson, who narrowed his eyes at Gabe, trying to redirect the GM’s gaze. “What do you do if you have an itch, Stanley? That’s right, you scratch.”


Gleeson sat straight-backed and righteous. “Mr. Maddox,” he began.


“Right, so I’ll scratch around, shall I?”


Gabriel kept watching Gleeson and understood that he had made an enemy. The porter may have been on Gabe’s patch, but now he was bringing unwelcome attention all around. Pierre looked uneasy, too. Only Branka retained her usual demeanor of ice-cold efficiency.


“Because,” continued Maddox, “what we’re after here is a clean result. It’s a sad, sad accident, we are terribly, terribly sad, but we are not sorry—we’re not sorry because it’s not our fault, and if you’re sorry, it’ll cost you a mil—and they can stick that in the paper as well. Except they won’t because they’ll have forgotten all about it by then. And there isn’t a problem. Unless…unless it’s going to turn up something else. I don’t know why, but this is what happens in hotels. A screw falls out of a door frame. Easy, you think, soon fix that, and just as you’re giving it one last turn, that’s when you notice the whole fucking door is full of rot and woodworm and it crumbles to dust in your hand. Am I making sense? Anyone read me out there?” Everyone nodded. Gabriel looked at his watch. “Bit pushed, are you, Chef? Chef’s a bit pushed, Mr. James. Shall we let him go?”


Mr. James, who clearly had no idea what the correct answer to this question might be, pursed his lips at Gabriel for putting him on the spot.


“You can go,” said Mr. Maddox, “thank you for your time, all of you. You can go. And if anyone’s got anything they’d like to bring to my attention, please—as we say in the hospitality world—don’t hesitate.”


 


Gabe split off from the others, who all had other meetings to attend. The vestibule by the lift contained the trademark arrangement of a black lacquer occasional table, a square-cut bowl with colored pebbles submerged in water, and a candle in a vase of sand. Above hung the portrait of Sir Edward Beavis, founder of the Imperial, flinty-eyed and wealthily whiskered, keeping watch over the management floor.


In the lift Gabe leaned on the handrail and thought about the pair of tights he had pulled from the washing machine that morning, tangled up inside a pocket. Dangling from his finger, the tights were shriveled, and he pulled at them with vague anxiety, attempting to give them shape. He found a small hole and stretched it gently over his palm, watching the way it grew. The tights were on his kitchen counter, and now he wished he had put them away. He told himself there was no reason to worry. Charlie had taken a week’s job singing in a hotel complex on the Red Sea, covering for a sick friend. There was no chance she would pop round and make the discovery. Even so, it left him uncomfortable, as if he had been told he’d spoken in his sleep without knowing what it was he had said.


On the second floor, the lift doors opened and three guests got in, two men with mobile phones held at their hips like guns, and a female hostage. They were midconversation about the “Birmingham office,” but something—Gabe could not say what—made him think that two were lovers. The woman wore wedge heels and her hair scraped back in a bun. Lipstick smudged her front teeth. When she spoke, she looked down and tapped her foot. Rationalization long overdue, tap tap, more systems synergy to be had, tap, tap, like a child reciting her two-times table.


When the police had called earlier in the week to ask if Lena had returned to work or if anyone had been in contact with her, Gabriel had told them no. “No, nobody’s seen her at all.” Why had he not told the truth? What need did he have to lie?


The lift halted on the ground floor with a shiver. The taller of the two men got out first, followed by the woman, and the other man followed her, his fingers playing up and down the curve of her behind.


 


Oona fanned herself with a folder of paperwork. “Hotter than hell its own self, darlin’. One day I goin’ find you all melt down. Just a lickle-ickle puddle on the chair, chef’s hat on top. Hooo-hee.” She laughed her cosmic laugh.


Gabe looked down at his staff planner. There used to be a time, he could just about remember it still, when he actually cooked rather than sat at a desk. He scanned down the document—all the commis where they belonged at the bottom of the food chain, Damian and Nikolai and the rest. Victor, he thought with a sigh, had been overpromoted by the previous head chef, who had made him a chef de partie—a decision no doubt taken in an alcoholic mist, why else put Victor in charge of a section? Unless, of course, it had been an honest mix-up, the wrong East European cook picked out of the line. At least Benny and Suleiman were up to the job.


Ivan’s semiautonomous republic as grill man was reflected in the way he’d been boxed off on the schedule. Gabe would have to do something about that. Albert, too, was out on a limb, but that was natural enough for a pastry cook. And then there was Oona at the top of the page. My right-hand woman, he thought, not without bitterness.


“Everything on target for tomorrow, Oona? You been checking things through with the boys?”


“Ho, yes,” said Oona in a way that suggested she was responding to a double entendre. “Don’t you worry!”


“I’m not worrying, Oona, I’m…” He was about to say “managing” but thought it might sound as if he was just getting by.


“No need to worry at all,” said Oona, laughing for no apparent reason.


The Sirovsky launch was tomorrow evening. All the chefs were in today, preparing everything that could be prepared in advance. “Just take me through where we’re up to,” said Gabe.


Oona pulled a sheet from her folder and studied it, mumbling to herself. “Black bean cakes, salsa fresca, vitello tonnato…ho, was there a problem with the…no, it’s all right…wild mushroom strudel…I think Victor said the chicken liver parfait was…ho, but he was…and then the deviled…”


“What’s that?” said Gabe, looking around.


“What now, darlin’?”




“Scratching noise. If there’s a mouse in here…”


“Ain’t no mouse,” said Oona. “A bitta dry skin on me heel. Just givin’ it a little old scuffle on me shoe.”


Gabe looked at Oona’s feet and quickly looked away. “So. No questions, no problems, nothing else I need to order in.”


“Hopefully no,” said Oona. She showed her gold tooth and touched it like a lucky charm.


“Think, Oona. We don’t have much time.”


“I hope it all okay.”


“Hope? Shouldn’t come into it, Oona. Hope’s irrelevant.”


Oona smiled at him with pity and forbearance, as if he was making an unwarranted fuss.


“Right,” he said, swallowing his irritation, “let’s decide what we’re doing for service. Gleeson reckons he’s only got three people to give us, so we need to call an agency, get five, maybe six more waiters.”


“Darlin’, I know just who I goin’ call, and you know, Suleiman was sayin’ what he suppose do with the red pepper mousse? He suppose put it in the endive right away or wait until the mornin’? And we clean out of the mushrooms, what’s they called? Shanti-someting-or-other, fancy mushroom ting, you know.”


“Chanterelles. I’ll go and see Suleiman about the mousse. Anything else, Oona, now you’re in the mood to tell?”


The executive sous chef pursed her lips and gazed up at the ceiling, waiting, perhaps, for Divine Inspiration. Her eyes had a sparkle, even in this dead yellow light. Her cheeks were fat as ripe black figs. Despite everything, she was a handsome woman. For a moment Gabe had a vision of Oona as a young girl in a white dress, kneeling in church, gazing up at the altar. She must have been a sight to behold.


Calling himself to order, he opened his notebook, thinking he would prioritize his workload for the rest of the day. In the kitchen the cooks bobbed and weaved. Suleiman slid on an oily patch but saved himself and earned a cheer. Gabe held his pen over the page. His mind became fogged. Impossible to pick out a single thought. His wrist locked, and though he wanted to write any old thing, to begin the process, he could not make a mark.




He froze in the face of the endless tasks ahead. Would it make any difference if he remained at his desk, not moving, not speaking, not thinking? The world could go on without him, on its own relentless course. He stared at the page and admired its blankness; he wished that he, too, could be blank.


“Shoot me,” said Oona, “if I forgettin’ sumting.” Her voice began to bring him around. It was like listening to a saucepan lid lifting on the boil, a little escape of steam. “You lookin’ a bit sleepy there, darlin’. I goin’ make us a niiice cuppa tea.”


Gabriel threw down his pen, his energy abruptly restored. He looked at Oona and clenched his fists beneath the desk. Rage gripped him by the throat. He fought to draw enough breath. It occurred to him that he would perhaps drop down dead of anger. Gripping the sides of the desk as though he would turn it over, he struggled to gain control. A nice cup of tea! Didn’t she know there was work to be done? Were they to put their feet up with a nice cup of tea? Incredible. The woman was out of her mind.


“Chef?” said Oona.


There was a hell of a lot to get sorted. Gabe caught sight of a stack of suppliers’ brochures on the floor. He had piled them there when he started the job, meaning to sift through and discard as many as possible. There had never been the time. No time like the present, he decided, jumping up. He was immediately diverted by a flyer pasted on the wall: KONDIMENTS KING, it read, WE’VE GOT SAUCE! A grotesque tomato man with stick legs and arms grinned out, ketchup spouting from his head. The flyer was spattered and smeared and curling up at the edges. Why had he not taken it down immediately? He ripped it off the wall and tossed it on the floor. The patch of crumbling plaster that was revealed began to flake and fall. Gabriel looked around wildly, kicking over the brochures as he turned. There was fungus growing in a tiny damp patch over the skirting board. He began to rub it off. There was clutter on top of the filing cabinet. A tennis ball, one glove, a meat thermometer, a box of paper clips, a plastic box, a tin of lipsalve, two yellowing copies of The Sun. Who the hell kept making this mess? He cleared it all off onto the floor. Too many things on the desk. He scraped everything into the drawers and closed them. He sat down again to an empty desk, feeling better. He could have a clear run at things now.


Barely had he noticed that Oona was gone when she returned with two mugs of tea. She looked at the littered floor but said nothing. She squeezed herself into the chair.


Gabe shoved the debris aside with his foot so it formed a kind of snowdrift against the back wall. “Right,” he said. “Bit of a tidy-up.” He took a sip of tea. There was a tremble in his hand as he raised the mug. What he needed was an early night. Tomorrow he’d be right as rain. “How we fixed on the lunch service?”


“Chef,” said Oona, “we fixed just fine. Suleiman, love him, havin’ a few problems with the fresh custard. All this lumpy business. Have to pour it down the drain. The next lot look even lumpier, and Suleiman, you know he so serious, he stirrin’ and stirrin’ and the lumps coming bigger and bigger, I say, ‘Suleiman, you got to let it alone. Sometimes a ting just ain’t meant to be.’”


“It’s a question of temperature,” said Gabe, back, more or less, on an even keel. “Of being precise.” His father was dying. He had to deal with a dead body. He had to deal with the police. His job was high-pressure, his girlfriend was away…. He’d got a bit wound up. It was natural. But it had been brief, and it was over now.


Oona threw up her hands. “You do every last little ting right, but sometimes it don’ turn out like you plan.”


“Oona,” said Gabe, “it’s custard. If you do everything right, it turns out right.”


Oona blew skeptically through her teeth.


“Believe me, I know what I’m talking about. It’s the protein in the egg that thickens the custard. At about forty degrees, the proteins start to expand, they are what’s called ‘denatured.’ As the temperature rises, they begin to link up, network with each other, and the sauce gets thicker. You need to get above seventy degrees. If you go higher than eighty, you start to get lumps. An ideal temperature is seventy-five degrees. It’s chemistry, Oona, nothing else.”


“Don’ know about that,” said Oona. She shook her head. “Sometimes you have to say to yourself, This ain’t meant to be.”




“Chemistry O-level. I did it as a project. Thought it up myself, actually.”


“And sometimes you have to say to yourself, This is meant to be.”


“I found a meat thermometer when I was clearing up,” said Gabe, hunting around in the snowdrift. “That’ll sort Suleiman out.”


“It’s like my niece,” said Oona, rubbing at her bosom, knocking her diamanté hairclips onto her lap. “Crying over this boy, boo-hoo, never let it alone. But what the point? I arks you. ‘Aleesha,’ I say, ‘you not suppose be with Errol. You suppose be with someone else.’”


“He’s a good lad,” said Gabe, strangely moved by Suleiman’s dedication. He sniffed and rubbed his nose.


“Nuttin but a ragamuffin, you arks me. She better off by her own self, that the truth.”


“Wouldn’t mind making it myself,” said Gabe. “Roll my sleeves up, you know.”


Oona fixed her hairclips back to her coat. “What? No, no, Mr. Bird and his powder come to the rescue. You have a sit and relax. Chemistry,” she said, laughing. “Don’ know how it is with custard, but when it come to boy and girl, chemistry the ting.”


 


For the next hour Gabe made calls to suppliers, marking pleasing ticks against his list. According to the list, the next call would be to his father. He punched two numbers and hung up. He scratched his head, burrowing around in the bald patch. Next time he got as far as five digits, and again he cut the line. They had already spoken once, and Gabe had promised he would call again today. “Not so bad,” his father had said when Gabriel asked how he was. “Jenny told me,” said Gabe. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you before.” “Aye,” said his father, “well. We’ve all got to go sometime.”


Gabe had wanted to say something significant. He couldn’t manage a scrap. “Love to Nana,” he said. “I’ll call you next week, Dad.” And this was the best he could do.


He would ring his father, but not without thinking what to say. Get your brain in gear before you open your mouth. Another sterling piece of advice from Dad. Never was short of advice, had to give him that. He’d be doling it out sometimes, sitting in his chair by the fire, big hands laced over knitted waistcoat, an inch or two of shiny leg showing between sock and trouser hem, and Mum would creep up behind him and start to act the fool. She’d do rabbit ears above his head, stick out her tongue, make kissy-kissy faces, and cross her eyes. Gabe would poke Jenny to make her laugh and get in trouble. Jenny would pinch him slyly on the arm. “I know what you’re doing, Sally Anne,” Dad would say without turning around. “These children will grow up long before their mother ever does.”


Mum did grow up, thought Gabe, after Nana moved in. He never saw her acting silly after that. Maybe it was Nana’s influence, maybe it was Mum getting old. Gabe preferred her before, when she did just as she pleased.


 


He was eight years old and hopped-up on life, running down Astley Street with the pincushion in his hand. He knocked on Mrs. Eversley’s door and old Mr. Walmsley’s without even breaking stride. If Bobby or Michael were playing out after tea, they’d have a proper game of knock-a-door-run. He ran into his house and through the lounge. She wasn’t in the kitchen. “Mum,” he called. “Where are yer?” The biscuit tin was on the table, and he thought about raiding it, but he wanted to show her first what he’d made. He’d worked on the pincushion nearly all term. It was in the shape of a daisy, with a yellow center cross-stitched into the middle.
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