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July 2011

The man slurped cool coffee from a stained mug and stared at the computer screen. Alone in the small room, he was aware only of the rows of green numbers in front of him, and of the line of sweat gathering on his brow, growing into small orbs then running down his face whenever he blinked. He wiped the salty streaks from his round, pale face, and ran a hand through his greasy hair. He pushed his sleeves above his elbows and noted the tension that had grown in his shoulders over the past three and a half hours. A lengthening curve of ash threatened to drop onto the keyboard from the cigarette poised between his lips. Smoke drifted casually into his nostrils and over his eyes, stinging them, forcing him to tap the end into an ashtray beside the keyboard. 

It was hot outside, and doubly so in the office. Despite the stifling humidity of a long Dubai summer evening, the office air-conditioning system had failed to kick in properly. Outside, the thriving city, where modern technology had overtaken the traditional, surrounded by desert on one side and the Persian Gulf on the other, gleaming skyscrapers bathed in a warm orange glow as the sun set on another magnificent middle-eastern day. 

He leaned into his chair and straightened his back, let out an involuntary groan as the stiffness momentarily appeased. None of his work seemed to make any sense, his mind awash with numbers and none of them adding up. A fly was in the ointment and he couldn’t find it no matter how much he slopped around. He was supposed to be good at this. Maybe he was just too tired? Maybe he was past it?

The ageing monitor flickered gently and gave off an irritating hum, his desk strewn with papers with important financial information scribbled on, and then scored out just as quick. He stared at the monitor—it stood as a metaphor for one giant mess—then withdrew himself from it momentarily and took a last draw from his cigarette. He inhaled it slowly, and then stubbed it hard into the ashtray, blowing smoke into the face of the screen.

Using a rubber end of a battered pencil, he pressed the long-faded buttons on his calculator and transferred the resulting figures into the computer. He scored some more figures onto the notepad, rewrote them, altered them; no wonder mistakes were being made. It couldn’t be him in error—surely not? In a city full of cutting edge technology and exorbitantly built complexes, like the Palm Deira and a central strip that put Vegas to shame, nothing was good enough to help or explain one simple problem: why a column of numbers didn’t add up.

He gripped his forehead and pulled the skin together like he was giving himself a mini massage, and prayed for some form of divine inspiration. There had to be a faulty equation, a dodgy number hidden somewhere that he just couldn’t see. 

There had to be.

A bead of sweat dropped from his hair onto the back of his neck, and ran down his spine. He frowned and chewed hard on the end of his pencil, now almost reduced to a sodden lump of wood, and tried to concentrate through tired, dark padded eyes. He ran his finger along the screen following a particular set of numbers that seemed to be the most likely cause of all of his trouble, the root of the problem, or so he hoped. 

But he had been here many times before.

“Dammit!” he said, and slapped his pencil onto the desk.

He took another drink of coffee, now cold, and groaned. He closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind, think of something nicer, the beach perhaps, or a cold beer dripping with condensation straight from the refrigerator. Green numbers flashed inside his eyelids, he would have nightmares about this later. One of the figures jumped out more than the others. He paused.

“Surely, not,” he muttered, and returned to the calculator for validation.

He typed in a few numbers and pressed enter. 

"Holy—shit!"

He swallowed dry, his throat tightening with fear. He cleared the numbers from the screen and typed them in again, slowly, carefully, just to ensure there was absolutely, positively, definitely no mistake. 

He arrived at the same answer.

“God Almighty,” he whispered. “I don’t believe it.”

The man put his hand on the phone and paused, braced himself, and eyed the one remaining cigarette teasing its way out of the packet. He would smoke it after he had made the call. It would help him to relax. 

He picked up the receiver and dialled. The phone connected to another on the far side of the city.

“Sir,” he said. “I think we need to meet urgently. I think I’ve found it.”
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One Month Later

The sun had begun its tilt towards the East, giving gentle relief to the baking city centre gridlock in the heart of London; the day’s pressure was finally lifting. The River Thames wound lazily through it all, heading eastward to the coast where the North Sea was waiting to swallow it up. A light breeze, the first of the day, drifted along the South Bank and over The Baroness, a luxury yacht moored tight to the embankment by a thick rope and a hefty gangway.

Ronnie Glover lifted a silver platter with six brimming champagne flutes, and wound his way through the small crowd of suits and dazzle dresses, to rejoin his party at the front of the vessel. Behind them, as they stood against the railings of the gleaming white arrow-like yacht, the magnificent London Bridge towered majestically in the background.

“Here, get these down you,” he said, holding up the tray.

“Why did you get six?” said his girlfriend, Amy. “There are only four of us.”

“There’s one for you and one for Analise,” said Ronnie, deliberately talking in a simplistic tone. “And two for me and my mate, Carl.”

Ronnie had spotted Amy in a bar in Soho three weeks ago, and knew she was his type immediately; stunning looks, blonde, tall, slim—and thick as mince. Within fifteen minutes of introducing himself and buying her a drink, he was doing coke with her in the ladies’ toilets. Within in hour, he was hailing a taxi back to his place. Money talked, and the ladies couldn’t get enough of his charm, expensive clothes, and the promise of more where that came from.

Carl laughed. “It isn’t a race to drink as much free alcohol as you can, you know. This is the fifth tray we’ve had.”

Ronnie looked at his Saint Lucian-born friend in mock surprise. “So?” he said, smirking, and downed his first glass of champagne. “This party’s fucking crap. It needs something to liven it up.”

“True,” said Carl. “These business parties are only ever worth coming to when you’re making money out of them.”

IBM had hired out the boat to launch a new product, a new security application aimed at small to medium-sized businesses with an interest in protecting themselves from hackers and other internet scam artists. Ronnie was interested. His company, RG Systems Ltd., would be able to sell them fast since they came in at a good deal, and the market was crying out for better security. But the real reason he was here was for the free alcohol and buffet, always available in copious amounts at corporate events.

“I can’t be bothered even talking to these people,” said Ronnie. “Who wants to spend their evenings talking about computer software, unless you're a wee geeky prick who doesn’t have a life?”

A smiling man in his late fifties and wearing a pressed navy suit, slid towards the two men. “Mr. Glover,” he said, his hand held out. “Glad you could make it.”

“Not a problem, Mike,” said Ronnie, and shook the man’s hand. The sudden change in tone of his voice transformed him instantly into a businessman, a true gentleman, the same way Alan B’Stard MP might have done during his first couple of days in office. “Always happy to attend your fancy soirees, Mike old pal.”

“How are things at RGS?” said Mike.

“Not bad, not bad. Doing quite well. Steady as she goes, you might say.”

Mike and Carl laughed at the sailing reference, but the girls missed it entirely and turned away to talk with one another.

“Glad to hear it,” said Mike. “Excellent, in fact.” 

Ronnie noticed Mike tapping his finger on the side of his glass as the first awkward silence probed the conversation. Ronnie was determined to use it to his advantage, smiling confidently at Mike and waiting for him to speak, challenging him through the void to break the awkwardness by saying something interesting.

“Well,” said Mike eventually. “Best be off. You people have a good night.” 

They shook hands and Mike toddled off to speak to another group of people.

“Fucking tosser,” muttered Ronnie, turning to Carl and gulping down the last of his champagne.

“Don’t be mean,” said Carl. “He’s just trying to be nice.”

Ronnie shook his head. “Jesus, can you hear yourself?” said Ronnie. “The guy’s a nobody, an underachiever. He’s divorced with a drink problem, and he’s added a mid-life crisis into the equation with that bimbo he’s been sporting around town with. The twat thinks by trying to tag along with us he can convince himself he’s still a young man. He was probably angling to join us for the night. He should just hang up his boots and retire if you ask me; another rat race fuck-up.”

Carl nodded. “You got him down there,” he said, noting the similarities between Mike and his best mate in front of him. “Are you really going to buy this new software, then?”

“I probably will. I reckon I can sell it as part of a bundle or just recommend it to some clients. Either way it should be a good earner. I just don’t like talking about all that crap to grey people in suits when there’s meant to be a party on.” Ronnie turned to face the river, admiring the grace of its flow and the sparkles from the sun reflecting towards the horizon. “There are too many other things to do other than talk about work—why waste time like that?”

“All work and no play, eh?” said Carl.

“You said it, mate.”

Ronnie and Carl stared out at the water and the famous postcard horizon beyond them: Tower Bridge, St. Paul’s Cathedral, and far in the distance, the tip of the BT Tower.

“I love it here,” said Ronnie.

“London?”

“Yeah. The City; I just love it. There’s always something happening, It’s always full of life, always something to do. It’s the people that make this place; the people and the money.”

“It pisses me off,” said Carl. “I’d love to get away from it all, maybe pay a visit to the folks back in St. Lucia.”

“You miss it, don’t you?”

“I miss the way of life, yeah. The nature, the open space, the slowness. But mostly the space.”

“Sounds good. Maybe we should go over for a wee holiday sometimes, then we’d love coming back here even more.” 

“That’d be great,” said Carl, his smile dazzling with white teeth. “Back to what you said, though.”

“What?”

“Is it all about money?”

“What do you mean?” said Ronnie.

“You said money makes this place. You inherited yours, so it’s easier for you to say that. There’s still the normal pattern of employment—or unemployment—as well. There’s more than just money in this city.”

“Yeah, but fuck them. Money is power. Take those homeless fuckers, all they expect is handouts and sympathy, and it ain’t so they can start a fucking business. They just plough it all back into drugs and booze. It’s people like me and you that should be congratulated for getting off our arses and actually doing something. Old Thatcher would be proud. If you don’t work, don’t expect, that’s what I say.”

Carl was reluctant to add any more, and relieved when Amy walked over with some more glasses of free champagne. They might be best mates, but their politics were poles apart. 

“Thanks,” said Ronnie, and reached out to take a glass. The tray bumped into his arm sending a small splash of champagne over the side. 

“Whoops!”

“Watch the shirt, Amy! It’s a Gucci.”

“Sorry,” she said, and sidled closer. “What are you two talking about?”

“Nothing important,” said Ronnie. “Just all the people in this city.”

“I’m sick of London,” said Amy. “There are so many people it gets me so frustrated. I always feel like I’m being watched. Just the other day I thought someone was following me in my car! Can you imagine? I mean, you hear all these horrible stories and stuff and I started to panic. I’d move away from here if I could, go to Australia or somewhere like that.”

“See?” said Carl. “Now there’s a girl with some sense.”

“Too much gak, that’s her problem,” said Ronnie and chuckled. “Paranoia induced by cocaine, that’s all that is.”

“Ha, ha,” said Amy, and nudged his arm, her grin indicating she would be happy to take more flak off him, but only for so long.

Ronnie looked at the time: 8:45pm - still early. A breeze was picking up causing the deck to sway gently beneath his feet, not enough to make him feel sick, but enough that a misplaced glass could easily end up scattered on the floor. 

“New watch?” said Carl, spotting an expensive sparkle from under his friend's cuff.

“Got it a few days ago,” said Ronnie, and lifted his arm for all to see. “24 carat diamond encrusted. Like it?” The watch had twelve diamonds, one for each of the hours on the clock face, and plenty more embedded into the wristband. It shone brilliantly under the setting sun, and looked every bit as expensive as Ronnie claimed: “Sixteen grand this cost me.”

“Jesus Christ!” said Carl. “Are you really doing that well you can afford a watch at that price?”

“I used my inheritance,” said Ronnie. “I dip into it from time to time. It’s not just for emergencies, you know.”

Carl shook his head while Ronnie revelled in his friend’s apparent jealousy.

“Another drink?” said Carl.

“Yeah, why not?” said Ronnie. “Any idea where the toilet is on this thing, or are we meant to just piss over the side?”

Carl pointed Ronnie in the direction of the doorway leading to the interior of the hull. The staircase was narrow and steep forcing Ronnie to hold onto the side railing, bowing to avoid banging his head on the entrance.

The sway of the boat seemed exaggerated below deck. He wavered in time with its gentle rocking, the grip of the alcohol forcing him into over-concentrating on staying upright. He could feel the alcohol coursing through him, and knew his unsteadiness had as much to do with the amount he had drank, as it did the Thames current.

The lounge area was much more spacious and luxurious than he’d expected. Light brown and beige dominated, with an L-shaped velvet brown couch running along the left of the room, and a mini bar on the right. The tinted windows along each side were decorated with vases of lilies, each with an IBM ribbon tied around the stem. Several older men were relaxing on the long couch, chatting and drinking champagne cocktails with younger ladies, using their money as sexual currency; one of the many benefits of being rich, thought Ronnie, as he passed through. He reached the end of the room where a dining table was positioned in front of a large wall mirror, on top of which, the buffet waited on cellophane-wrapped platters. 

A small corridor guided him towards the other rooms. He tried the bedroom door to get a better look but it was locked; only the bathroom was available to guests on this particular evening. It was a salubrious yacht and one he could image himself owning, and he wondered why he had never got round to buying one.

The bathroom was small with a walk-in shower, large sink and toilet, all gleaming and equally as luxurious as the rest of the yacht. He stepped up to the toilet and unzipped. It felt good to release two hours of champagne intake. He watched it swirl around in the white porcelain and wondered if it all fell straight through a hole into the Thames, in which case he really could have saved them the bother by doing it straight over the side. 

As his high pressure stream continued, he heard someone trying the door. It swung open and a man stepped into the room.

Ronnie turned his head round to see, but could only make out it was a man from the top of a pair of jeans and the bottom of a black leather jacket. “D’you fucking mind, pal?”

“Terribly sorry,” the man mumbled, and stepped back out clicking the door shut.

“Thought I’d locked that,” muttered Ronnie, and began to finish up. “Can’t even take a piss in peace.”

He washed his hands and checked himself out in the mirror, splashed some aftershave on his face from one of the many bottles around the sink, and opened the door to leave. The man who had walked in on him was standing with his back to him. 

Ronnie looked at the man standing in faded jeans and a leather jacket, and couldn’t resist a quip: “Nice jacket, mate” he goaded. “You might have made a fucking effort.”

The man’s head turned only slightly, then back to the far side of the Thames.

Ronnie shook his head and walked back through the yacht and up the stairs. Amy handed him another glass of champagne as he rejoined Carl and the girls on the front deck of The Baroness. “Ta,” he said. “You can go and talk to Analise, now.”

“What’s up with you?” said Carl, once Amy had stepped away.

“She’s half-pissed.”

“They both are,” confirmed Carl. “So am I, come to think of it. This bubbly is great. Don’t normally touch the stuff but it’s really easy to drink. You never answered my question, though.”

“What question?”

“What’s up with you? You were shaking your head when you came back up from the toilet.”

“Oh,” said Ronnie. “Just some queer hanging around. Didn’t even bother getting dressed up for the occasion and then walked in on me taking a piss.”

“Is that all? Let’s drink.”

As the night bubbled on, the sun settled on an orange bed of clouds behind London, and darkness eventually fell signing off a long day. By the time they started thinking about leaving, the free drinks promotion had been taken advantage of to the full by everyone on board.

“Fancy a nightclub?” said Carl, as they made their way onto the South Bank.

Ronnie looked over at Amy. She was bent over giggling with her pal, still on board by the side of the main deck, one arm flapping off her friend, both legs crooked at the knee. He admired her smooth tanned legs and her trim skirt. She had a killer body, and was always up for some fun.

“Best not, mate,” said Ronnie. “I’d better get her up the road—look at the state of her—she’s going to end up falling in, or something. Besides, I’m as horny as a beggar.”

Carl looked at his watch and resigned himself to the fact the night was drawing to a close. “You’re probably right. It’s after eleven and I’ve got work tomorrow.”

“You should become your own boss, mate. I can lie in if I want to, or head down to the gym. No boss to answer to for me—I am the fucking boss.”

“Nah, it’s not for me. I’d rather do my job, take the money and forget about it. No risk, no stress.”

“There’s always risk. You just have to be slick to get ahead. Nothing more to it than that, mate.”

“Yeah, well, good for some, not for others.” Carl was growing tired of the entrepreneurial lecture. “I’ll hail a couple of cabs.”

Two black Hackneys arrived within ten minutes. Carl and Ronnie shook hands and hugged, then helped their respective ladies into the waiting cabs. 

“Canary Wharf please, driver,” said Ronnie as he pulled the door shut.

The taxi pulled away. Ronnie settled in next to Amy and slid his arm around her neck, taking a sniff at her bleach-blonde hair. “You smell lovely.”

She looked up at him and smiled. “So do you,” she said, and their tongues met.

Ronnie felt Amy’s hand slide over his trousers. He had drunk too much champagne and was full of confidence but lacking in anything else. He let her continue.

“Where to exactly, pal?” the grey-haired driver shouted over his shoulder, the sound muffled by the glass partition.

“The Docklands,” said Ronnie. “Pan Peninsula.”

“Where?” shouted the driver, and turned on the intercom so he could hear his passenger more clearly.

“Docklands. The Pan Peninsula,” said Ronnie, his voice agitated with the distraction. “East tower, the big one.”

“Bloody hell, mate,” said the driver. “That’s some building. Do you live there?”

"Top floor,” Ronnie boasted, and looked at Amy. “The Penthouse suite."

"Jesus. What are you a millionaire or something?"

“Something like that,” muttered Ronnie, annoyed at the driver’s constant interruptions while he had his hand inside Amy’s top.

“Must cost a packet living there. Do you rent it?”

Ronnie had found her nipple and was teasing it through her bra. “Sorry, mate?”

“It must have cost a packet, yeah?”

“I bought it a couple of years ago. It does the job.”

The driver shook his head. He knew he was out of his depth and had taken the hint that his passenger wanted dropped off as soon as possible. If he played him right he’d be tipped handsomely in return, so he never spoke again until they approached the apartment blocks. 

The driver couldn’t fail to be impressed by the Pan Peninsula complex; two massive towers climbing skywards, like vertical cities in the heart of the greatest city of them all; beacons of power and wealth for all of London to see. 

The driver pulled the cab up to the entrance of the east tower and stopped, the squealing brakes alerting Ronnie they’d arrived. 

“That’ll be eighteen pounds fifty, sir.”

Ronnie opened his wallet and pulled out a twenty, passed it through the small gap in the partition. The driver paused, waiting for the rest, but the door had already closed.

The driver crunched the gears and did a sharp U-turn in the street. He wound the electric window down and stuck his head out as he passed. “Fucking tight wanker!” 

Ronnie turned to see the taxi speeding up the road. “Ungrateful fucker,” he said.

“Good evening Mr. Glover; Miss Wilson,” the Concierge said while holding the pristine solid glass door open for their approach. “I trust you had a pleasant evening?”

“Excellent, thanks Joe,” said Ronnie, and slipped him a twenty.

Ronnie guided Amy through the magnificent space-age foyer towards the lifts, along a curved corridor with shaded marble flooring and walls, subtle lighting and an ambience of sheer luxury and wealth.

A lift door was already open and waiting. Amy shook her head and looked at Ronnie, as the doors closed to transport them to the top floor. “I don’t get you,” she said. “You tip the taxi driver one pound fifty for a journey through the centre of London at this time of night, yet you give Joe a twenty just for holding the door open?”

Ronnie smirked. “It’s all about taking care of those who can help you,” he said.

“So you only give if you think you’re getting something?”

“Not all the time. It's another form of business, really." But Ronnie’s mind was elsewhere, and he ran his hand under her top. "You can have anything you like but I won’t ask for much in return.”

“You’re a naughty boy,” said Amy, and they kissed all the way to their rooftop destination.

The doors opened and they stepped out into a bright carpeted foyer with a single door on one wall. Ronnie took out his keys and opened the door to his penthouse suite, walked in and clapped his hands. The lights came on along with some late-night jazz music resuming from the middle of a CD he’d left on earlier, a soothing clarinet oozing pleasantly from various speakers hidden inside the apartment walls.

The living area was shaped like a crescent moon and decorated with a cutting modern edge, none of it Ronnie’s choice. He had hired a team of experts to do the work for him, and they had come up with a stunning design. Wooden flooring worked through the main areas of the suite, which ran seamlessly into luxurious dark brown carpets in the lounge area where three leather couches were laid out into three sides of a square. White drapes hung from the windows, which spanned half of the main living area in a semicircle around the exterior, and white pillars separated the different areas of the flat. 

Ronnie walked across and sat on one of the couches while Amy went to the bathroom to freshen up. On the square coffee table in front of him, he opened a small wooden box and lifted out the contents: a bag of cocaine and a razor blade. He laid them out neatly on the glass surface contained within its dark felt borders. He cut the cocaine like an expert, forming several lines for consumption later.

He walked through to the kitchen, retrieved a bottle champagne from the fridge and popped it open. A punnet of fresh strawberries followed, several of which were expertly sliced into halves on a pristine chopping board, hardly ever used. Amy returned to the room as he dropped a slice into each glass.

“More bubbly?” she said, excited.

“Why not?” said Ronnie, and handed her a glass. “To—wild sex and drugs!”

“No, to rock and roll!”

“Maybe,” said Ronnie and winked.

They clinked their glasses together and took a sip, then took their seats on one of the couches. Ronnie rolled a twenty and snorted his first line off the table. He sat back and rubbed his nose, pressing his finger on some residue left on the table and wiping it onto his gums.

“Fucking awesome,” he said deeply. “Wire in.”

Amy followed, and together they mixed their two favourite luxuries to excess until the desired effect had been achieved.

“This stuff makes me really horny,” said Amy, her chest heaving from the adrenalin rush. 

As if nothing more needed to be said, Ronnie was on top of her kissing her passionately, his alcohol-induced impotence now a distant memory.

He tore at her clothes and fondled her breasts until he got bored, then rolled over and pushed her downwards. He wanted to feel her mouth around him and she obliged. 

He had everything he wanted and it had all been bought. He smiled as she flicked his cock with her tongue, trying her hardest to live the sex life of a star. She looked the part, after all, and he considered her one of his better fucks of late.

Soon the tension was rising and he pulled away, stepped out of his trousers and guided her over to one of the large glass windows. He slid open the door and headed out to the balcony. The wind took their breath away, and standing by the concrete wall they looked down on London, sparkling with the lights of life with the Thames winding its way through it all like a dark, shimmering snake. In the near distance, the Dome stood proud but ashamed, and further on, the tip of the BT Tower stood resolute, poking out of the dark horizon like a needle through a cardboard box.

Ronnie pushed Amy forward against the railing so her head was over the balcony. He felt her body tense. She was scared, and he was enjoying the feeling of control. He lifted her skirt and pulled her pants to the side, entered her with force making her squeal, and dared her silently to refuse it. 

He lasted all of three minutes. When he ejaculated, he exaggerated his scream into the night air, lifting his arms and punching the starry sky while he was still inside her. He wanted all of London to know he was fucking a gorgeous girl, high on drugs and loaded on champagne. His whole life was a luxury, and he had bought the lot. 

There was nothing he couldn’t have.
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The telephone rang loudly in Ronnie’s ear, yet it was a dozen rings before it won the battle to wake him out of his drug and drink-fuelled sleep. He reached his hand over and pulled the phone off the receiver, glancing at the bedside clock as he cleared his throat.

“It’s four in the fucking morning,” he bellowed. “This has had better be bloody good.”

“Hello, can I speak to Mr. Glover, please?” the stern voice said in reply.

“Speaking, but then who else would it be at this hour?”

The voice on the phone continued with freshly forced politeness. “I’m very sorry to awaken you, Mr. Glover. This is the Metropolitan Police.”

“Oh.” Ronnie was suddenly very awake. He opened his eyes and cursed inwardly, his attention now grabbed like icy hands pulling on his bollocks. “The police?”

“Yes, Mr. Glover. I’m afraid there’s a fire in progress.”

“What? Where?”

“Russell Square, sir; your office is on fire.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3


[image: ]


Ronnie pressed his foot on the accelerator and squeezed down as hard as he dared. He manoeuvred his Porsche convertible as fast as London’s midnight streets would let him, knowing the car could do much more if he wanted it to. It wouldn’t be the first time the police had cautioned him for speeding though, and tonight he just wasn’t in the mood.

Wearing a pair of faded jeans, white T-shirt, and leather sandals, he pictured himself as a racing car driver guiding his pride and joy through the tight streets of Monaco’s city race circuit. As High Holborn approached, he attempted to time his passage through each set of traffic lights as they switched to green, but failed every time. Everything was out of sync and trying to annoy him. And it had all been going so well.

He pulled in at a red light and adjusted the mirror, his pale sweaty face coming into view. He looked as bad as he suspected: tired. The bags under his eyes resembled a Panda's in the dim light. His brow glistened with a film of sweat. He looked ghostly, doomed to race around London in his sports car, but never really going anywhere.

He considered the myriad of substances pumping through his veins, ingested earlier at the IBM boat party and afterwards, and knew he should be taking things a lot easier on the road. The last thing he needed was to be flagged by a police car. The clock on the dashboard glowed 4:25am. What a mess; he needed to calm down.

Ronnie pulled into Russell Square and a fireman in a flap jacket and boots waved him down. Three fire engines blocked the road with his office on the far side, their engines running at a deafening level. A high-reach platform was firing gallons of water into a roof space high above, but none of the assembled crowd seemed that much bothered by the whole scene. It was like they’d seen it all before—just another building on fire in the middle of London.

Flashing blue lights reflected off the square enclave of rusty brickwork buildings and blooming central garden area. A small group of nearby residents mulled around talking and shaking their heads, some with blankets over them, others in large overcoats with nothing on underneath. It was like a scene from a disaster movie—it was Ronnie’s worst nightmare.

He stepped out of the Porsche and surveyed the scene. The group of local residents and late night stragglers had now noticed him, and he glared at some girls eating out of chip pokes, who only seemed interested in giggling at the firemen while they rushed about in their uniforms. The air reeked of burning wood and electrics, but as he moved closer he saw the fire was almost out, the jets of water only being applied to the building though the roof to cool it down it seemed.

Across to his right, a police car was parked with two officers leaning on the bonnet talking, their arms folded as if waiting for somebody more senior to arrive.

Ronnie walked over. “Excuse me,” he said, but his introduction was missed above the noise of the fire trucks. “Excuse me!”

One of the officers turned round. “Can I help you, sir?”

“Yeah,” said Ronnie, pointing. “That’s my office.”

“Oh, right,” the police officer said, pulling out a notebook and pen. “And your name is?”

“Ronnie Glover.”

“Are you the key holder to the premises?”

“Got them here,” said Ronnie, shaking a bunch of keys in his pocket without removing them. 

The policeman scribbled into his pad. “What’s your home address, Mr. Glover?”

“Pan Peninsula, Docklands. East Tower. The penthouse suite.”

The policeman scribbled faster. “Thanks for coming down, Mr. Glover.”

“What did you expect me to do? Roll over and go back to sleep?”

The policeman lowered his arms and straightened himself out, the threat of authority unravelling before Ronnie could add any more to the sentence. “Calm down Mr. Glover. I know this can’t be easy for you. I just need to ask you a few questions, okay?”

“Carry on,” said Ronnie.

“I’m PC Mitchell, by the way.”

Ronnie nodded, then looked in the direction of his office.

“Are you also the owner as well as key holder?”

“Yup,” said Ronnie.

“When was the premises locked up for the night?”

“Five o’clock sharp. I was going out.”

“And what do you keep inside?”

“It’s just office and computer equipment. Nothing special.”

“Okay,” said PC Mitchell. “Are you insured?”

“Of course I’m bloody insured!”

“Good. We’re just waiting for the Fire Service to finish up. It might be some time before anyone can enter the building, though.” The policeman eyed Ronnie’s clammy face. “Are you feeling okay, Mr. Glover?”

Ronnie looked him in the eye. He knew what the copper meant, but decided to appeal to the policeman’s sensibility.

“That’s my livelihood that’s gone up in flames,” he said. “Of course I’m not all right.”

“It's just that you look a bit—peaky.”

“Yes, I dare say I am. Wouldn’t you be after being woken up in the middle of the night to be told this kind of news?”

“Yes, sir," the policeman said. "I suppose I would be.”

Ronnie looked at the building that used to be his office. The entire three floors had been gutted, the windows smeared with black streaks running up the front walls. It had been a big fire at its peak, but it looked like only his offices had been affected.

“I don’t believe this,” said Ronnie, clasping his hands behind his head.

“Is there a lot of equipment inside?” said the officer.

“It’s used for admin mostly, but I do—did—store some stuff in the basement: servers, comms boxes, peripherals, things like that. Most of my main stock is held offsite. Why?”

“There’s no point in speculating, but from what I can tell there is the possibility it could have been an electrical fire, sir.”

“Doubtful. It’s all in boxes. Brand new.”

“In any case, sir, we won’t really know until Fire Forensics can get in and verify the seat of the fire.”

A firefighter approached Ronnie and removed his helmet.

“Are you the owner?”

“Looks like it," said Ronnie sarcastically.

“Building’s off limits, sir," the fireman continued. "It’s too dangerous to go inside until we can verify if there’s been any damage to the structure. Forensics will want a look at this too.”

Ronnie glanced at PC Mitchell. “Yes, the officer mentioned that already.”

“Did you have much electrical gear inside?”

“Yes,” answered Ronnie, growing tired of the repeated conversation.

“Thought so. You can smell it in the air.”

“I did notice,” said Ronnie. “What now?”

“Not much you can do now, sir. You might as well go home. It’ll be morning at the earliest before we hand this place over to Forensics.”

“Fine,” said Ronnie. “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

The fireman nodded. “Sorry, sir. I know this can’t be easy.”

Ronnie looked at the building, now a soaking wet shell with black char spilling out of every orifice. “Am I needed for anything else?”

“No sir. We can contact you if there is. We’ve already got your number.”

"Right," said Ronnie. "Thanks."

He returned to his car and sat in the seat, contemplating what it meant to have lost the building. He had lost his livelihood, his only source of income, but he had his inheritance that would see him through. Financially it wouldn’t hurt him, but it bothered him. It wouldn't be the first time he had lost a business, and probably wouldn't be the last. 

He started the engine. As he drove away he saw the crowd had all but dissipated except for one man who caught his eye, standing staring at his car as he drove past. Ronnie thought he recognised him as he turned and began to walk away, but he couldn’t place him, so he put his foot down instead.
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Daytime television never held much appeal for Ronnie, but once he resigned himself to the fact he had no work to go to, he switched on the television and flicked through the channels to find something worth watching. It was all rubbish; nothing but chat show programmes for the jobless, and loan offer adverts to double the debt of those who knew no better. 

He wasn't in the mood for bullshit. It had not been long since he’d hung up on his insurance agent, who had been less than helpful when he attempted to report the fire. Thanks for letting us know, but we can't do anything without the fire and police reports, the snippy bitch had said.

Ronnie switched the TV off and took a sip from the glass of 20-year old malt he was using to calm his anger, and wandered out onto the balcony. Far below, the people of London moved around the cramped streets in silence. The wind was calm and the air fresh, and as he peered over the edge he wondered if this was how God saw things; looking down on millions of heads in silent motion; too high up to be anything other than withdrawn. Maybe that's why God was never around when you needed him.

Looking out over the river, the London Dome stuck out through the mild city haze like an upside-down satellite dish; the giant testicle of London someone had once said, and how right they were. It was awful. In the distance he could make out the BT Tower and St. Paul's Cathedral, even the London Eye was beneath him. He was the highest man in city, and with a heart rate matched by no one.

How could it have happened, he wondered, and took another drink. A fire? But he always took care of his things. The Russell Square office had cost him a small packet. It had taken him a long time to secure it, along with a few bungs and “entertainment evenings” at Stringfellows to get the deal through. It was worth it though, despite the building costing more than the net business was worth; the address and location was what appealed, the status and the sound of owning a property in Russell Square worth more than the money he’d spent.

Ronnie thought over the previous day’s events, hour by hour, minute by minute. He was missing something. There was a piece to this he’d overlooked, something he was forgetting—there had to be, fires don’t start themselves. The overwhelming feeling that someone had done this to him had planted itself inside his stomach like a tiny embryonic ulcer, threatening to swell and burn through him if he didn't put his reasoning beyond doubt. It couldn’t have been an accident, it just couldn’t.

The intercom buzzed, its shrill pierce shattering the peace like a bee flying into his ear. He walked through the apartment, his heels echoing throughout the open space, and picked up the intercom phone. The concierge was on other end talking like a school teacher, calm but firm. The police were on their way up, the muted voice said, and a second later the doorbell sounded. The concierge had left it late to call. He’d speak to him about that later. 

Ronnie peered through the spy hole. Standing in the hall were two figures dressed in business suits. One was an attractive young woman with strawberry blonde hair tied back flat, and a slightly older man with a black suit and tie. 

Ronnie opened the door. "Hello,” he said, suddenly remembering the glass of whisky in his hand. “Please come in." 

“Thank you,” the female officer said, walking past him, leaving a trail of subtle perfume in her wake.

"I was expecting to see uniforms," said Ronnie, guiding them inside.

Ronnie closed it behind them. The male officer, solidly built with eyes as black as his suit, stopped just inside. "I hope yer not disappointed?" he said in a strong Scottish accent.

Ronnie shook his head and beckoned them through to the living area. "I just thought ... when the doorman said police ... you know?"

"My name is Detective Inspector Lennox," the man said, flashing his badge. "And this is Detective Sergeant Mulholland," pointing to his twenty-something companion. "I'm afraid we have some bad news for you, Ronald—can I call you Ronald?"

"Ronnie will do. What's happened now?"

"Do you mind if I take a
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