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PROLOGUE

THE POLISH CLUB, KENSINGTON

IT WAS SEPTEMBER 2002, AND SOUTH-WEST FRANCE HAD been struck by storms and floods. Nîmes airport, from which Sam and Letty had been booked to fly, was still closed. Letty was Sam’s recently acquired French daughter. More proficient than he was at using the internet, she had secured them an AirEire flight from Nice to Luton. Sam said if Letty’s mother, Simone (who had never been his wife), would drive them from Uzès to Avignon they would take a train from there to Nice. But Simone insisted the floods had put her in crisis mode and she would drive them all the way.

She did that, delivered them in good time and there were airport farewells: first Simone and Letty, mother and daughter, fond and somehow efficient in the French way – lots of mwa mwa, left and right, and au’voir and à la prochaine; then Sam and Simone, the long-ago lovers long since parted and gone their separate ways, awkward now, even embarrassed, and unsatisfactory. There were so many questions he would have liked to ask.

And then there had been Jean-Claude, the rejected boyfriend in his black leathers, hanging about on the perimeter looking sorry for himself. Was Letty going to ignore him completely? Yes – until the last minute, before they went through into Security, when she softened a little, and while her parents watched, went over to him, kissed him on one cheek and then the other, but barely touching either – after which Sam could see by the wagging finger and the nodding head that she was telling him it was all over between them; she was getting on with her life and he must get on with his.

AirEire’s advantage was said to be that it was cheap, but with the rebooking fee, and because Letty’s luggage was a few grams over the impractical limit, it came up costing more than a regular flight. Predictable, and no choice really – Letty had had to take what she could find. So for the price of something better she had secured for them the sardine experience.

Sam was not a nervous traveller but he found it disturbing – so many people and so much luggage jammed into a plane that looked as though it might have been bought from the asset-stripped airline of a failed East African state and repainted to suggest that cheerfulness and colour will defeat gravity. Banana palms (perhaps) had become outsize shamrocks; there was a very big “little green man” in a tall hat over the wing, and a verse –


To an isle in the water

With her I would fly

W. B. Yeats



on the fuselage.

As they boarded Sam caught, or thought he did, over, or through, or despite, the smell of diesel, a last scent of lavender from the hills, and perhaps just a faint waft of eucalypt.

They found their seats, and while the ritual warnings and instructions about “the unlikely event of an emergency” were got through in a lovely breathy Irish-English he pulled a book out of his bag to settle his mind, to focus it. Lettres de mon moulin by Alphonse Daudet. It was part of the programme Letty had set for him to improve his French. She had even persuaded Simone to leave in good time and divert a little between Uzès and Nice so they could take a look at Daudet’s famous mill on its stony slope where the stories had been written; and to drive through Tarascon, home of Daudet’s quixotic hero Tartarin.

The takeoff was long and slow – a lumbering shuddering run down a strip that seemed to go on and on, sea to the left, white apartment blocks with hills behind to the right, and then late, almost too late, the lift-off, up and out and away banking left over the sea; the slow wide arc, climbing all the time, a huge circle that crammed the windows with blue and white, the blue dotted with small craft and cut with slashes of wake, while AirEire flight 6337 lined itself up and levelled itself off, north and west for London. And there now, directly below for a few minutes, were the rock faces of the Alpes Maritimes frowning, folding and tumbling down to the Mediterranean with its hazy pale blues and dark turquoise stripes; and between mountain and sea, the terracotta littoral that was Nice and the Côte d’Azur.

Sam, who had “done” French at school and then lost most of the little it had given him, remembered Daudet’s story of M. Séguin’s goat – “La chèvre de M. Séguin”. This nice little animal (the tone was cosy and the goat spoke fluent French) had been so determined to be free she ignored all the warnings her owner gave about the wolf, and the goats he had eaten, and escaped from the locked stable through a window. So she found again, and enjoyed, the freedom of the hills, the delicious grasses, the bluebells and foxgloves and the fast-flowing streams – until the wolf came. Then (Sam remembered it from school days, but thought of it now as if it might have contained a warning to those who break out of the stable in search of freedom) the brave little white goat with her inadequate horns fought the wolf and kept him at bay until dawn, when at last she succumbed, bloody and exhausted, and was eaten.

He chose that story. It would make his start with his new text easy. He read slowly, checking unfamiliar words in the glossary and notes. He got to the point where the goat heard a noise behind her, “C’était le loup” – it was the wolf – and closed his eyes.

The Luton landing when it came was a bump-down rather than a smooth glide, bringing alarmed yelps, nervous laughter and a ripple of mocking applause from the sardines. While they were hurried off by staff who had to make the turnaround quick, Sam prepared his mind for the next hurdle. Lacking the E.C. passport that would let his French daughter past the barrier without interruption, he would have to present his New Zealand “Uruwhenua” and front up to the question, “What is the purpose of your visit?”

Once he had replied, “The visit is the purpose.” The questioner had been a Sikh in a burnt-umber turban and the smart reply had not aided swift passage. Sam had been stood to one side to be dealt with later by someone senior. Hadn’t there been a war – two wars – with Germany in living (or only recently dead) memory? And if it was true we had all “moved on” so sides taken then were of no account now, why was she, H.M., still New Zealand’s Big Cheese? He’d been through all this with Letty, and knew she would be waiting nervously on the other side, signalling – yes, there she was now, finger to lips and a pleading frown that said, “Please don’t!” This was not the moment to ride that particular hobby horse.

“What is the purpose of your visit, Mr Nola?” The questioner this time was Euro, like himself – pure pale English, probably, or Anglo-Celt, unlovely and with wolf-like intent.

While Sam described, laboriously and in non-confrontational tones, his “present situation”, that it was “under review”, that he had “interim status” for his employment at Interbank America, there was a shadowy otherself explaining that he had escaped from M. Séguin’s barn in order to savour freedom and the mountain grasses …

But the wolf wasn’t listening. Those killer eyes were already on the next in the queue – a dark tan couple, anxious and discomposed, and with two small children.

“Next.” The stamp came down on Sam’s Uruwhenua.

“Good hunting,” he said over his shoulder as he walked towards where Letty was waiting.

She hugged his arm and gave it a small reproving shake.

“I did nothing,” he said in answer.

“Your face,” she said.

“I can’t help my face.”

“Yes you can.”

“Man, proud man,” he quoted, “dressed in a little brief authority …”

“Look at them,” she said, pointing to the armed police with their padded jackets and automatic weapons. “They have serious things to worry about and you want to make a fuss about their harmless questions.”

Well yes, it was only a year since 9/11. “I made no fuss,” he said. “And if they insist on what you call armless kestyons, they should be ready to put up with my legless answers.”

“Legless?” Since she didn’t hear her own dropped aitches she often missed his jokes about them.

Beyond the doors the next coach to Marble Arch and Victoria was already humming and stirring, eager to be on its way. Everything was on time and on target. It was one of those lovely late afternoons that seem to happen often now that the globe is warming, when the English end-of-summer simmers as it used to only in works of fiction by novelists with initials (always two) rather than forenames – P.G., E.M., D.H., L.P.

They handed their bags to the driver who had a fierce black moustache over fiercely white teeth. He grabbed at them, slung them under with what might have been an angry flourish, and barked a word Sam didn’t catch. Sam turned with an enquiring look and the driver pointed, silent and displeased, to the steps up into the coach.

Letty chose their seat and took out her book. Sam got behind a copy of the Guardian, wrestling it around himself. The news was full of the P.M.’s latest alarms about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction and unwillingness to comply with the U.N. weapons inspectors. When Sam next looked out they were cruising swift and smooth past fields that alternated green and gold with, now and then, patches of dense woodland, heavy foliage unruffled by any breeze. He could see the driver in the mirror, one hand on the wheel and the fingers of the other smoothing his moustache, as if calming it.

The vehicle rose and fell end-to-end, a liner (land-liner) cresting the waves. Sam returned to the Guardian.

Afterwards he was not sure he hadn’t dozed for a while; perhaps he and Letty both had. In any case he became aware of some kind of argument, an angry altercation at the front of the bus, the driver being challenged about something – possibly the route he had taken, or had failed to take – offence given on both sides, and then all at once they were in the midst of a crisis, veering off up a ramp from the main route and into a side road that led in turn into a narrow lane. They were all hurled sideways and now were racing through, brushing first one side, then the other. Bushes, hedgerows and bracken scratched at paintwork and flicked across windows. They were bouncing, thrown up out of their seats. There were complaints, shouts, “Oh I say …” and “Look here …” and “What the fuck …” Passengers were clinging to their seats. The driver in the mirror was angry and wild-eyed.

The lane closed in on either side. Sam could see nothing beyond hedges and shoulder-high cow-parsley. Then, in only a few seconds, the view opened on the left, the land dropping towards what might have been a stream. The coach was slowing now, approaching an old wooden five-bar gate, but not stopping. They went through it, over it into a field, almost in slow motion, the wooden bars cracking audibly under the wheels. A herd of half-grown steers lurched and bounded this way and that, avoiding the giant intruder, then turned and watched, with the kind of intelligent interest the young take in anything new, as it came to a stop under a tree.

By now there were yells of protest and complaint. The driver grabbed a small bag and his jacket. He stopped only long enough to deliver some final insult to his antagonist at the front and was gone. The late sun glinted on his oiled hair as he stopped only to fiddle with a switch out there. The door closed behind him and he disappeared back in the direction from which they had come.

“What did he say?” Sam asked the man across the aisle, but he was already deep in argument with his mobile phone.

The passengers sat looking at one another, glad the punishing ride had ended. There was indignation, but astonishment too, and even flutters of amusement. It seemed so far outside the normal order of things, they didn’t know how to respond.

“Has he locked us in?” a woman asked; and then, in a slightly shriller voice, “I hope he’s not going to blow us up.”

All who were not yet on their feet stood up at that, and began to make moves towards the front. It took a few moments to find how to open the door. Voices were raised, there was pushing and elbowing.

As the door sighed itself open, moving out and sideways, they pushed and jostled into the lovely late-afternoon field that smelled of cow and crushed pennyroyal. One or two removed bags from the side compartments; others left them there. The sense of panic was not quite past until they were all some way from the coach, up on the crest of the hill beyond which the land dropped down to the stream. There they stopped and turned, a group of panting people feeling variously confused, foolish, embarrassed. Angry too. Indignation would soon take over again.

And there was the coach, comfortably parked under the splendid tree, the cattle gathering around as though they might be next to board.

Mobile phones were busy now. Men swished up and down through the dry summer grass, shouting into their hands. The women seemed to stay each in one place, crouching or bending forward, but also shouting needlessly. Emergency services were alerted; the bus company was called. Families, business associates, lovers, were warned that someone would be late.

A sort of William Hague with the head of a comic-book alien was saying, “Yes, my dear,” – the “my dear” was full of Yorkshire irony – “as a matter of fact, I am. Alone. Alone with a couple of dozen other poor bastards and a herd of cows.” And he clicked her dead, a man telling the improbable truth for once. How satisfying!

“Those are not cows,” Sam told him.

The alien looked at him, blinked twice, and turned away.

To Letty Sam said, “They’re not cows you know.”

He borrowed her mobile and called his friend Charles Goddard. He and Letty were supposed to meet Charles and others for a literary reading at the Serpentine Gallery, after which there was to be supper. “We’re going to be late,” he said.

Charles, already at the gallery, wanted to know where he was calling from.

“We’re in a field in deepest … I’m not sure. Possibly Hertfordshire.”

“That’s progress. Is it nice?”

Sam looked around. “Yes it’s nice. Some corner of a foreign field that is forever England.”

“Are you in England or France, Sam?”

“No no – England, definitely. But that’s foreign for me. I’ve just come through immigration.”

“You need to get yourself an E.C. passport.”

“I’m working on it.”

“And you’re in … a field. Did you mean that?”

“We got dropped in the middle of nowhere by a furiously angry bus driver, and now we’re being held hostage by a herd of cattle.”

“What are you talking about, Sambo?”

Sam tried to explain. But where did you begin? “In fact,” he said, “I’m not sure what happened. Something incendiary was said. Umbrage was taken.”

“Umbrage.” Charles savoured the word. He was laughing.

“High dudgeon in fact. But no violence. He just left us here. You remember the Larkin poem? ‘He just walked out on the whole crowd.’”

Charles interrupted: “Sorry, Sam. Have to switch off. We’re moving indoors. We’ll keep your places for dinner. 8 o’clock if you can make it. O.K.? Ciao for now. Ciao-ciao.”

Sam and Letty deposited their luggage at Sam’s flat and took the taxi on to Exhibition Road. The Polish Club was a fine building, with a terrace looking out over gardens at the back, a splendid staircase to the upper floor ballroom, heavy-framed paintings, a bar and restaurant, with tables inside and out.

The friends, two couples, Charles and Githa, Jake and Jan, were sitting at a table at the end of a long room looking out on gardens that were fading into darkness and reflections. They had kept two places but were deep in conversation.

“The arseholes are lying, Charles. Where’s your brain, you cunt.”

This was Jake Latimer, an actor with an actor’s voice and delivery, so it boomed among the flowers and echoed off the moulded ceilings. “We’re being lied to every fucking day. They have self-correcting software. If they gap for a minute and type a truthful statement it inserts a ‘not’. Tony Blair can’t do a shit that’s honest.”

And then, because he’d caught sight of the newcomers: “Do sit down. Here – those chairs …”

They sat. The two women made welcoming motions but for the moment Jake was not to be stopped. He was turning to Sam now, while pointing across the table. “Our Charles believes in these fucking W.M.D.s. Unlike Blair he doesn’t believe in God – which I understand and appreciate – but he believes in Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction …”

“I didn’t say that,” Charles grumbled. “This is bullshit. I said anything’s possible and until we know for certain …”

“We should mobilise an army? Two armies? Ten fucking armies.”

“No, but …”

“We know where the oil is. Where are the fucking weapons?”

Charles sighed and leaned back in his chair. “How about you lay off for now, Jake? Give it a rest.”

Jake looked around the table. His face expressed astonishment, indignation. “Is this the issue of the moment or fucking what?”

There was silence. “I’ve just been reading the Guardian,” Sam said. “And yes, it’s the issue of the moment.”

“Thank you.” Vindicated, Jake waited for his challenge about the oil to be taken up. It wasn’t, so he took a different tack.

“Tell me,” he said to Sam, “since you’re a clever fellow – why would a nation capable of producing Rutherford and the All Blacks name themselves after a hairy fruit?”

Sam felt himself bridling. Hadn’t he been supporting the prick? “We don’t,” he said. “Or I don’t. And the kiwi is not a fruit. It’s a bird.”

“Apteryx,” Githa said. “Wingless.” Githa was Indian. She was slim and beautiful, quick and intelligent, with lovely dark eyes and a beautiful bow of even white teeth. Sometimes it seemed to Sam that Githa knew everything.

Jake frowned. He didn’t care what a kiwi was. He cared about Iraq, and oil, and those imaginary W.M.D.s.

“When we were kids,” Charles said in a tone of wanting to help, “what’s now called a kiwi fruit used to be called a Chinese gooseberry.”

Jake shook his head. “Good,” he said. “Excellent. Thank you. I needed to know that.” He poured the last of the wine around the table and raised a hand to no-one in particular, to the room at large, for more. He looked for a moment like a forlorn football player claiming he’d been fouled. There was another silence while everyone sipped.

“How was the reading?” Letty asked brightly. “Did we miss something special?”

“The reading?” It was quite dark out there now, and Jan was detained by her own reflection in the window. “It was O.K.” She flicked her hair out at the sides. “Wasn’t it?”

The other three nodded as if recollecting something that had happened last year. “Yes,” Charles confirmed. “It was very good. Brilliant, actually.”

London, Sam reflected, was a place where so many things were “brilliant” you lost track of them five minutes after they happened – during which five more brilliant things had happened, actually.

A waiter had seen Jake’s semaphore and was hovering. Letty and Sam ordered pastas and salads and Jake another bottle of wine.

Githa said to Letty, “And Sam told Charles you were in a field?”

“It’s true,” Letty said. “We were ’ijacked.”

She dropped the aitch. The story had to be told and Sam left it to her. Without the aitches it was more colourful. Now and then she made an effort and inserted one where it didn’t belong. Their flight had been with HairEire; but the coach ride, careering through the lane, brushing bushes on either side, was “air-raising”.

“’e was so angry,” she said. “Someone said something to ’im at the front of the coach, maybe about the Koran, or 9/11 … I don’t know what, but ’e lost ’is, you know – completely, and just left us there. And then a woman thought ’e was going to blow us to smithereens.”

Sam took it up. “We waited in that field. The police came – sirens and flashing lights. A replacement driver was sent. There was an apology from the company – forms to be filled in so we could reclaim our fares. Cops did a sweep of the bus …”

“A sweep?” Jan said.

“Looking for explosives …”

“Of course,” Jake said, his voice heavy with irony and disapproval. “Black moustache, swarthy skin – a Muslim terrorist. What else?”

“Muslim terrorists exist,” Charles said. “Don’t they? They’re not little green men who come down out of frying pans or flying saucers.”

Jake picked up his glass and stared at it. “I have measured out my life with frying pans.” He sipped, and savoured. “We’re being played upon.”

He looked around at them all, one by one, inviting them to disagree. “Fear is the terrorist.”

“I call it the 9/11 effect.” This was Sam, over breakfast, explaining to Letty, who had stayed the night in his small spare bedroom, the change in his two friends, Jake and Charles. A year ago they had seen eye to eye on most things, politics in particular; now they could hardly talk to one another without falling out and shouting. “Both Labour supporters. But Charles has stayed loyal to Blair. Jake thinks – well, you heard it. Blair is George Bush’s poodle.”

“Jake’s very forceful.”

“Big voice, lots of swearing. When I agree with him it seems to upset him – I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s my job – he probably thinks anyone who does my kind of work … But about Iraq and Blair, he’s right of course.”

Letty looked at her watch. “I have to go mon papa.” She kissed his brow and began to clear away the dishes.

“Leave them. I’ve got time.”

She pecked him again and headed for her room.

“Bye au’voir,” she called a minute later from the door. “See you Friday night if you like the idea.”

“I do. I like. See you then.”

He leaned forward and through the window watched her emerge from the front door, down the steps, and turn right and right again towards Paddington. She paused before the second turn, getting her scarf right.

“Your Perdita,” Charles had called her.


The 9/11 effect


1
SWEET THAMES …

AFTER GRADUATING IN LAW AND ARTS IN 1978 SAM NOLA came to London on what New Zealanders refer to as their O.E. – their overseas experience. There was a “squat” – young people from New Zealand and Australia in a house in Islington owned by the Council but unoccupied and boarded up. There was a crowbar break-in and a new Yale lock put on the door. The house was rewired for electricity, reconnected for water, and five or six friends moved in – not legally, but the law on squatting was complicated, there were certain rights once you were in, and they were not evicted. Work was not difficult to find if you were young and flexible, passport regulations were not as strict as they had since become, and for more than two years Sam lived and worked in London, and travelled in Europe, as the young from the Commonwealth did then, coming and going across the Channel in a dodgy Bedford campervan bought cheap and shared with friends.

In London there were young women in his life, girlfriends, some memorable and regretted when they left, others forgettable – or forgetful (of Sam). The best remembered and most regretted was Simone Sauze. Simone was French and engaged to a young Parisian, Gustav Robert. She had come to London to improve her English which she needed in her work. She and Sam became friends and then, after a time of confusion and some conflict, they were lovers.

In those pre-A.I.D.S., or pre-A.I.D.S.-consciousness days, Sam assumed that every young woman willing to share his bed was on the pill; or that she would say if she was not, in which case he would take the necessary precautions. Most were. Either Simone was not, or she was erratic and forgetful in taking it. When she raced back to Paris to be with Gustav, Sam didn’t know (and wouldn’t for many years) that she was pregnant. It should have occurred to him but it didn’t. Her departure and their farewells were full of arguments and reconciliations, pain and anger and tears, none of which he understood. She left him feeling bereft, that he’d been too casual, that he hadn’t done enough, or soon enough, to keep her. It was a time he would always remember with regret. Once gone, Simone severed all contact. Twice he went to Paris in search of her, but had no success. She was gone from his life, it seemed for ever.

So his memories of Paris were destined to be as a place of defeat. But memory is selective, and in Sam Nola’s case it tended to be upbeat. Even (and sometimes, he thought, especially) places of sadness were good ones to return to in memory. Because they were sad they were intense; and because they were not the present reality, they could be taken or left according to the mood and need of the moment.

Paris as he recalled it was a city of romance shrouded in a rather distinguished melancholy, with the fine sad tones of accordion music, péniches going by along the Seine, the smell of dust and scent of candles in the holy alcoves of the Sacré Coeur, café tables on pavements and under trees, and the Palais and Jardins de Luxembourg with gravelled tree-lined walks, handsome statuary, and the Medici Fountain. The Paris of his memory was sad because Simone had left him and couldn’t be found; it was beautiful because it was Paris, and because it was alive with the language she had murmured in his ear in those Islington nights.

He went in search of her without an address or telephone number; and seeing on a map the Jardins de Luxembourg a short walk from his hotel in the rue Madame, began his hunt there only because he remembered her saying once that as a young girl that was where she had gone to play tennis. For days he behaved like a tourist, wandering the streets hunting for her face, his eyes and ears absorbing so much more because they were not finding, and would never find, what they were looking for.

Often afterwards he told himself, or friends if they were listening and the moment was right, the story of walking at night in the rain from one café or restaurant to the next, reading the menus and the prix fixes, in the grip of an indecision that could be broken only by a sudden forced (and usually wrong) choice; and in the midst of all this melancholy rambling, somewhere in a warren of dark streets around the area of Saint-Sulpice, a moment when he and a stranger each went to pass between two parked cars and so confronted one another, and when he looked up he recognised the actor Marcello Mastroianni, star of Fellini’s La Dolce Vita and 8½. Sam’s instant recognition, and the pleasure it gave him, must have been obvious. He stood back, acknowledging the godlike presence, and gestured for Mastroianni to go first, which was accepted with a smile that unfroze the moment and the night. What made it special was that nothing was said. A tribute had been offered and accepted, and Paris had been for an instant bathed in a Fellini light.

But it was a light that couldn’t be other than fleeting. It was only a day or so later, still wandering, that he met, on the steep narrow Metro stairway to the rue de Rennes, a group of children who danced about him, patting him on the arm, the shoulder, the back, all shouting, demanding money, one holding up a newspaper in front of his face as if there was something they wanted him to read. He gave them some coins and they were gone, leaving him wondering what all that had been about – until it occurred to him to check for his wallet and that was gone too.

In the dingy police station right on the place de Saint-Sulpice he reported his loss. “Les Yugoslavs” was the weary response. These were Gypsy children and this was the way they were set loose to operate from camps on the edge of the city, their parents, or handlers, knowing that French law in those days did not permit police to arrest minors.

By the time Sam had made his statement (necessary, he was told, not for the police, who knew the criminals and could do little to stop them, but for his insurance claim) and come out of the inner office, the waiting room had filled with people there to report the same offence. The little gang of dancing miniature thieves had swept through the quartier snapping up wallets, money, unconsidered trifles, and on into the hinterland of the Boule Miche. Sam’s cash was gone and his driver’s licence. It was more a nuisance than a disaster, because in his luggage he still had passport and traveller’s cheques. But it had the effect of making him stop and ask himself what he was doing; and confront the fact that Simone was gone, that he wouldn’t find her, would not see her again. Summer was ending and suddenly it seemed the “O.E.” was over too: it was time to go home.

During those two years of freedom Sam had tried his hand at writing – in fact had written a whole novel, a thriller which he called Damn Your Eyes. It was, he supposed, an attempt to find something that might take him away from the law which had once seemed an attractive prospect, but which had begun to look restricted and unexciting. There were no “creative writing” courses in those days. People who wanted to write just bought paper and a portable typewriter and set about it. Sam had done that. His portable was a blue Olivetti, and he applied himself to it intermittently in Islington and while on the move in the campervan. He was fond of Damn Your Eyes, not so much because he was sure it was good, but because he had memories of working at it in strange and often lovely settings – in an olive grove in southern France, under umbrella pines beside a rural railway station, in an Italian vineyard on a hillside in sight of the sea. However it might appear to others, to its author its pages evoked scenes and fragrances which had nothing to do with what was happening in the story, but sprang from the circumstances in which they were written.

One last thing during the autumn of those final months in London was to find an agent. He was a somewhat off-beat boozy character, new to the trade, who would, he said, take it on. Two days before Sam flew out from Heathrow for San Francisco en route for Auckland, a contract was drawn up and signed.

Back in New Zealand, half excited to be seeing home as a foreign territory, half horrified by its random rawness, Sam set about doing what you did then if you were young, qualified, and a New Zealander. In summary, he fell in love with a girl called Ngaio, married her, fathered their two sons, worked, saved money, bought a house …

It was all, step by slow step, quite conventional, middle-class, prosperous, proper. It was as things should be. It was right. His parents were pleased with him; his employer (he was in commercial law) favoured and promoted him. His discontents were quiet, his boredom average, or anyway not extreme. He remembered London and the latitudes of his youth as, he supposed, his father’s generation remembered World War Two.

From time to time, with long intervals between, word came from his agent about the progress of Damn Your Eyes through a succession of publishers. One thought he should cut the whole of the Paris section; another thought the Paris section was full of promise and needed to be expanded. A third saw deeper elements that could convert Damn Your Eyes from thriller into literary fiction, but would require a complete rewrite. Some rejected it out of hand but never took less than six months (and prompting from the agent, prompted by Sam) to make the decision known. It was five years after his return to New Zealand that “feedback” (as it was beginning to be called) stopped altogether. Two or three years later again Sam enquired and was told his agent had been stung to death by bees on a visit to Central America. No-one in the agency knew what had become of the typescript. It was supposed to have been posted back to him but had never arrived. By that time Sam was a settled commercial lawyer, prospering in Auckland and thinking about buying a boat.

The ending of that life after two decades, the separation, the divorce, the guilt (yes, there was guilt), the signing over of the family home to Ngaio and the boys, leaving his safe job, coming back to London to look for a new one, sorting out passport formalities – that was a year of his life he would want to forget. Parts of it came back to him in moments of weakness, especially at 3.00 a.m. after too much alcohol. Sometimes, in company with his Oxford friends, Charles and Githa, he joked about it as his blue period – “like Picasso’s, only darker”. He tried to see it, when it had to be seen at all, as his time of liberation. Breaking the bonds couldn’t have been other than painful, and they had to be broken – that’s what he told the darkness of 3.00 a.m. He tried to be Edith Piaf and regret nothing; even sang it to himself in the half-light, waiting for the next car, the next ticking black cab at the curb-side, along Gloucester Terrace.

In all of this – the pain of transition, the separation from family and friends, the shock of finding himself “doing everything” (which meant shopping, cooking, cleaning, washing, ironing as well as going to work), there was a certain thin thread of exhilaration. There was another thread, equally thin, of hope – though for what, he was unsure.

The first three or four weeks back in London were a blindstorm of anxiety, self-recrimination and regret, from which, not knowing that better things were to come, he might well have given up and gone home. He had found temporary work on what was called “documentation” at New Zealand House in the Haymarket and was looking for the kind of legal work he was qualified to do when he saw advertised, and applied for, a job at the London branch of Interbank America. It was a lawyer they wanted, from his kind of commercial background, and the advertisement was full of the usual daunting imperatives disguised as friendly predictions: “You will work closely with prime brokerage and equities financing groups … You will negotiate trading agreements and liaise with regulators in different jurisdictions … You will form close working relationships with traders and management …”

There was a succession of interviews, none seeming to offer either clear hope of success nor promise of failure. Now he was being called back for another, the important one it seemed, with Reuben Leveson, the man who would be his boss if he got the job.

He left Gloucester Terrace with the sun shining and emerged up the long escalator out of the new Canary Wharf station (massive and beautiful, a modern equivalent of the ancient cathedrals) into the open air to find rain sheeting down out of a black sky. In the short time it took him to reach the Interbank America building he was sodden.

The boss, who looked ten years younger than Sam, reached out. “Reuben Leveson – Reuben,” and they shook hands. “I’ll call you Samuel if that’s O.K.”

“Sam.”

“Sam? Even better. Do sit down.”

He went out for a moment and returned with a towel. “Here. You look like a drowned duck.”

Sam applied it briskly and scrabbled in his briefcase for papers.

“Don’t worry about those. Coffee?”

They were in a kind of reception area with comfortable Scandinavian chairs and low tables, a small screen showing the markets and a larger one for teleconferencing, and one picture window looking out on the square. For a while they talked casually, about finding a flat in London, about how Sam came to be there – whether it was his first time and how he found it changed after two decades. He was being assessed, he supposed, not for what he was expert at doing, but for what he might be like to work with. Because he liked Reuben Leveson he felt at ease and hoped he might even be making a favourable impression.

“We’re interested in you as a commercial lawyer,” Leveson said. “A lot of your work would be with contracts. Your interviews have
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