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Chapter One

	4th March 2015

	 

	 

	Today was not a day for screwing up.

	When Joe saw Rachel queuing to complete her registration form, he felt both elated and helpless, as he always did. She was wearing a simple charcoal skirt and jacket that complemented her waspish figure. Her mousy blonde hair was pinned back. Normally, she wore it shoulder-length, allowing it to dry naturally after she showered. She was also, unusually, wearing make-up; just enough to accentuate her deep blue eyes and emphasise the perfect shape of her lips. The pressure to succeed, just for her sake alone, was suffocating.

	The Long Gallery of Marryfield House, an impressive two-winged Jacobean building, echoed with excited voices around him. The historic space was filling up with an army of young and hungry job candidates. Only a company like Schelldhardt could afford to lease a place like this for their recruitment day. The elongated rectangular room stretched nearly 200 feet. The high ceiling was decorated with gold leaf, and intricately carved wooden panels covered the walls. Many of the regular paintings and pieces of furniture had been removed for the interviews, replaced by folding canvas chairs that sat on the chequered marble floor like chess pieces.

	A Schelldhardt banner stretched across the magnificent central fireplace, flanked by refreshment stands on either side — the old sitting uncomfortably with the new. The banner carried the familiar Schelldhardt company slogan, “Business for good”. There were banks of desks, each with a staff member taking registration details, and Joe approached the nearest one, jostling with the other candidates. Far too many of them. Schelldhardt attracted the cream of newly qualified graduates, who arrived with naked expectation and ferocious enthusiasm. It was intimidating being around them. Everyone seemed smarter, brighter and more articulate than he was. As he stood amongst the young, immaculately presented group, it was as if he had gate-crashed the most glamorous wedding party ever assembled, with each candidate flawlessly turned out in expensive-looking suits and dresses. The atmosphere was superficially friendly, but there was no disguising the competitive underbelly: the smiles and laughter, punctuated with stolen glances and loaded questions, barely masked the competition. It was impossible to know who actually had the edge; Schelldhardt’s entry requirements were vague, and the qualities sought equally mysterious. The rewards were high, though: Schelldhardt famously cleared all student debt on day one of their graduate scheme. An invitation to the interview day alone was success, and Joe still had no idea how he had succeeded, having been awarded only an average degree from a mediocre university. Rachel’s credentials were hardly better, but her application left him no choice.

	Deep breath and stick to the plan, he told himself. There wasn’t much of a plan, though; just not messing up. The nausea that had sat low in his stomach was rising into his throat as he queued. Every hurdle was higher. Every time the planet spun on its axis, it was tougher to stay in her life. Hang in. Hanging in was all he knew, through school and university, and now this, but he had to be there to stand a chance. People change. What is attractive to us at twenty may not be so appealing at forty. You just need to stay in the game. Be available and ready to seize your opportunity when it presents itself. Get the job and live to fight another day.

	To Joe’s great relief, the invitation had not been a mistake, and he was given a red badge and a confidentiality agreement to sign upon registering. He wandered away from the desk, disoriented by the chaos around him. Voices echoed off the high ceiling, merging into a single muffled wall of sound. The leaded-glass window, still obscured by the morning frost, offered a good vantage point for viewing the entire room. Dusty shafts of sunlight streamed in, casting gangly shadows across the hall. The energy in the room was exhausting, and it was almost impossible to gather his thoughts. He just needed to think like Rachel. He needed to put himself behind her eyes. Why was she here? Because she wanted to change the world for the better. Schelldhardt offered an unrivalled global platform to do good, and that was what he claimed he wanted, too. Maybe he really did? It was becoming difficult for him to know where Rachel ended and he began, so immersed in her thinking and opinions. He would evolve with her into whatever she wanted to be.

	A man shouting nearby distracted him from his thoughts. The crowd’s collective tone had shifted from excited to agitated, and it was impossible to pinpoint the source of their frustration from a distance. Rachel emerged from the bodies at that moment, smiling when she saw him. She was wearing a yellow badge on her lapel. A different group?

	‘Application registered,’ she said. ‘Fingers crossed.’

	‘Mine’s in too.’

	‘An unexpected plot twist, though,’ Rachel said, gesturing towards the form in her hand.

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘You haven’t read it?’

	‘Read what?’

	‘You haven’t noticed the mood change either?’ she added, laughing. ‘The party’s definitely over. There are more candidates registered than interview places.’

	‘What?’ Joe said, scanning the piece of paper between his fingers. ‘Schelldhardt must have known that when they sent the invitations.’

	‘I guess they wanted to see who would actually show up.’

	‘That’s ridiculous.’

	‘Who would dare complain? There’s too much at stake.’

	‘So, how will they decide who…’

	‘We each have a question to answer,’ she said, before he could finish his sentence. ‘You have your own one inside that envelope.’

	‘My own one?’

	‘Don’t open it in front of me,’ Rachel said, pushing his hand away. ‘They are unique and confidential. Some people have already been eliminated for sharing them.’ Joe followed Rachel’s furtive glance to see Schelldhardt invigilators mingling with the crowd. A blank-faced middle-aged man looked in their direction, and Joe immediately looked away again.

	‘That’s so unfair.’

	‘Maybe, but there’s no choice if you want the job. Make it a good answer and hand it in,’ Rachel said. ‘That’s all you can do. I’m going to submit mine now and hope for the best.’

	She was gone before he could protest. Alone again, Joe nestled against the wall below the window, shielding his envelope from prying eyes. Succeeding in the interview was pressure enough, but the elimination question was an obstacle too far. When he opened the envelope, his face flushed instantly. He looked about him, hoping that somebody would confirm that what he was seeing was a joke. The room was noisy and indifferent. A second glance at the card confirmed that he hadn’t misread the question, but how could Schelldhardt have known to write it?

	There were already names being called. When Joe peered across the room, he could see that the crowd was thinning out. The lucky candidates filtered through a high-arched doorway that led from the Long Gallery towards the interview rooms, while the rejected shuffled back towards the exit, complaining as they left. No time to waste. Without further thought, Joe scribbled an answer on the card, hurrying to the nearest registration desk. The flushed, white-haired woman at his station looked from the card to him, recording the answer in unfathomable silence. He smiled, but she didn’t smile back.

	‘Rachel Harding,’ a voice called to his left. He spun around in time to see Rachel being guided towards the interview doorway. She had made the grade at least. He wanted to call out as she turned to look for him, but she was shepherded through the crowd by a staff member and out of sight.

	There were far fewer candidates left in the Long Gallery now, swimming in the dusty light of the ancient hall, their voices echoing nervously. He adjusted his tie for the fifth time and flicked at an offensive speck on his polished brogue. All he could do was wait and hope. When there were no more than a handful of graduates left in the room, exchanging anxious glances, he feared the worst. Joe opened the envelope again to see if he had imagined his question. The words were exactly as he remembered them and just as baffling as before.

	Is it right that you still pursue her?

	 

	When Joe’s name was called, it was such a shock that he didn’t move at first. Still dazed, he was led along a maze of corridors through the historic building. It felt as if he were part of a private museum tour. He was ultimately ushered through an ornately carved doorway, where three people sat in silence around a table waiting for him. Joe was morbidly drawn to the crooked teeth of the nearest interviewer and quickly looked him in the eyes.

	‘Joseph Massey,’ he said.

	‘William Fowler,’ replied the nearest interviewer, gesturing for him to sit, ‘and this is Christine Thompson and Martin Knight.’ Joe greeted them before lowering himself into the chair across the table.

	‘So, here we are,’ Fowler said, settling with his paperwork. ‘I have your details in front of me.’

	‘I wasn’t sure if you’d see me.’

	‘Why is that?’

	‘The elimination question was… unusual,’ Joe blurted.

	‘The elimination question was an exercise in thought,’ Fowler said pompously. ‘Nothing more, nothing less.’

	‘Even so, I’m not sure how…’

	‘We don’t set the questions, Mr Massey,’ interrupted Knight. Knight had milky blue eyes that dissolved into a pallid complexion. He tilted his head slightly backwards as he spoke, peering past his narrow nostrils. ‘Whatever you answered must have been satisfactory.’

	They were sitting in the library of Marryfield House. The shelves on all four walls were laden to their capacity with dusty books that appeared older than the house itself. The chairs were upholstered in crimson leather, arranged around a desk veneered with a Celtic parquetry design. The furniture sat on a large rug that almost covered the entire wooden floor. The windows were small, sacrificed to allow for optimal book storage, making the room darker than the others in the house, and a rich orange light filled it.

	Joe was relieved to move on from the initial awkwardness of the interview and assumed his best listening face as Christine Thompson explained the details of the Schelldhardt graduate scheme. She spoke as if addressing a room full of people, focusing on a space somewhere over his left shoulder and never making eye contact. This must have been an inevitable consequence of having to repeat the same information several times that day, but the temporary anonymity was very welcome.

	They asked a series of questions about Joe’s experience and qualifications. Fowler tended to over-elaborate, and his colleagues often had to stop him when he strayed too far from the point. Some of the interruptions were for Joe’s benefit. Thompson stepped in whenever he struggled to find an answer, offering additional information that would benefit his cause with a warm smile. Knight, on the other hand, seemed totally uninterested, and Joe felt as though he had already made up his mind. Knight repeatedly glanced at his watch, exposing an unpleasant expanse of hairy wrist each time.

	‘And now we arrive at the business end,’ Fowler said, shuffling his papers. ‘This graduate scheme requires a particular kind of person. Do you have close family ties, Mr Massey?’

	‘In what way, sorry?’

	‘Would you be able to commit to large periods of time away from home?’

	‘Are you involved in a serious relationship, Joseph?’ Thompson added, before he could reply. It felt like a loaded question.

	‘I’d certainly miss my mother, but working away wouldn’t be a problem,’ he said, hesitating for a moment, ‘and I’m not in a serious relationship.’ He noticed that Thompson was watching him carefully.

	‘We require a certain amount of sacrifice from our new recruits. For the first twelve months of this scheme, you would be working in a controlled environment where you would have no contact with your loved ones. Is that a problem?’

	‘No, that would be fine,’ Joe said, clearing his throat.

	‘And you have no other work or social obligations that would jeopardise your application to this end?’

	‘No, none. May I ask exactly where I would be working?’

	‘We can’t say at this point. The location varies. It’s a global company. I’m sorry I can’t be specific.’

	‘In this country?’

	‘Not necessarily, but possibly.’

	‘The company would provide all travel, accommodation and living expenses on top of your salary. Plus, of course, Schelldhardt welcomes all new recruits by clearing their student debt on day one, subject to certain restrictions,’ said Thompson, smiling.

	‘Though you can’t leave for three years without paying back the money,’ added Fowler.

	Knight was now openly ignoring everyone and appeared to be doodling on his pad. He moved his hand across the paper when he noticed Joe watching.

	‘The other important thing I need to mention is security. This entire interview process is subject to the confidentiality agreement you signed earlier. I need to stress that Schelldhardt takes this area very seriously. If details are leaked through any media, the matter will be investigated thoroughly, and the company has a strict policy of prosecuting infringements,’ said Fowler.

	‘This may sound heavy-handed, Joseph, but some of our candidates will be working on some highly confidential projects,’ said Thompson.

	‘I understand.’

	‘You don’t understand quite yet,’ said Fowler, grinning horribly. ‘You may find the final part of the selection process a little intrusive, if selected.’

	‘The final part?’

	‘Yes, there would be a screening procedure to complete, should you be successful.’

	‘A lot of companies perform similar checks,’ said Thompson.

	‘Though ours is more rigorous than most, I think it’s fair to say. They will delve quite intimately into your personal circumstances. Much further than the standard disclosure tests you may be familiar with. Is that a problem?’

	‘I’ve nothing to hide,’ Joe said, smiling. He wished that he hadn’t.

	‘I’m sure that’s the case, Joseph,’ said Thompson. Joe was now starting to feel tired. It had been a long day, and he just wanted to get through the interview. He asked a few questions when prompted, but felt they were pointless. If Knight had any part of the decision-making process, he was wasting his time.

	‘It looks like we’re finished, then,’ said Fowler. He leant over the desk to shake Joe’s hand, affording a final close-up view of his delightful teeth. ‘I wish you the best of luck with the next stage of the process. If you make it, of course.’

	Knight only smirked.

	 

	It was beginning to feel like a day at a theme park, with long waits interspersed with brief bursts of excitement. Each time Joe moved on, the room he found himself in was smaller than the last. Marryfield House was vast, but it was still odd that he hadn’t seen a single other candidate as he moved from area to area. He had expected to be escorted from the premises altogether after the interview, but after an hour of waiting in the stuffy reception room, things were looking more promising.

	A man crept across the wooden floor towards him. He was short and stocky, wearing a shirt and tie. He looked at Joe, then down at his clipboard.

	‘Mr Massey, please step this way.’

	Joe wasn’t sure what to expect, and what he found surprised him; he was led through the main kitchen of the house into a wide, cold, mostly bare storage room. In place of the regular furniture stood a large white machine, similar to those he had seen in hospitals. There were several cooling units adjacent to it, and the larder had been partitioned off behind a glass screen at the back of the room. There were two nurses sitting behind the glass, studying a laptop. One of them glanced up and smiled at him.

	‘Congratulations on reaching the third stage of the selection process. I am Michael Brace,’ the man said. He had close-cropped hair and a short white beard. His handshake was uncomfortably firm. ‘I will be running through the company screening process with you.’

	‘Here?’

	‘Yes, here,’ Brace said, smiling. ‘I expect your feet haven’t touched the ground.’ He led him to a desk where another laptop waited, tapping at the keyboard. ‘I need to run through a few things with you.’

	The questions were initially innocuous, confirming security details and verifying the information Joe had written on his application form. Then, as Fowler had warned, they became more personal. Schelldhardt had already run disclosure checks and had compiled a report.

	‘Let’s clear this up right from the start. We are aware of two significant episodes in your past: first, in 2002, and then in 2009. I can’t say that they enhance your application, but they don’t necessarily guarantee that you will fail. There were extenuating circumstances at the time. Do you wish to discuss them now?’

	‘I can only say that I deeply regret both of them,’ Joe stammered. ‘I fully understand the serious nature of my actions, and they are something I have to live with every day.’

	It was a shock that Brace had come out with it straight away. Joe had understood that both matters had been handled off the record, but in truth, he was in no fit state of mind at the time to know for sure. There was a moment of silence, and Brace watched him, pursing his lips, as he recorded some notes on the laptop.

	‘Let’s move on. Your mother was declared bankrupt in 1997, two years after your father died.’

	‘Is that relevant?’

	‘Everything is relevant,’ replied Brace, studying the screen. ‘Please don’t take this personally.’

	Joe’s medical history was next on the agenda, and Brace asked about the antidepressants he was prescribed for a short time as a teenager, before delving back into the anxiety issues he had experienced in his early school years. Joe had no idea the information was in his medical records, and he was sure it was illegal for Schelldhardt to obtain it.

	‘Your social media footprint is, on the whole, acceptable, but we need to discuss the activity at your home computer IP address. Did you share your house with anyone except your mother before university?’

	‘No, it was just the two of us.’

	‘So, this list most likely relates directly to you, I suspect. Your entire online history is recorded here,’ Brace said, handing Joe a piece of paper, and he sank into his chair as he read it. ‘We monitor for any red flags. Extremism, gambling, pornography — anything that Schelldhardt might find unacceptable. There isn’t anything particularly worrying on this list, but as a Schelldhardt employee, you need to be aware that this kind of activity, even in your leisure time, is carefully monitored by the company.’

	‘I understand.’

	Brace typed a few more notes into the laptop, peering over the top of his glasses. Joe watched the nurses behind the screen. The taller nurse was pointing at her computer. Something wrong? One thing occurred to him, though: if Schelldhardt had already investigated his past and found all the information they needed, then why were they proceeding with the checks if they were going to reject him?

	‘Right,’ said Brace, standing up, ‘you’re probably wondering what this is for?’ He pointed towards the mechanical elephant in the room. Joe nodded, also getting to his feet. ‘It’s an MRI scanner. Are you familiar with them?’

	‘I’ve seen them before.’

	‘These are a whole new breed,’ Brace said, smiling. ‘We need to run a few tests with your permission. It’s a compulsory part of the screening procedure.’

	‘That’s fine,’ said Joe, eyeing the circular tunnel that ran through the centre of the machine.

	‘Great. Please remove all metallic items,’ said Brace, holding a plastic tray in front of him. Joe fished out his wallet, keys and phone, and passed them to him. ‘The ring, too.’ Joe hesitated, but wrestled his father’s ring from his finger and placed it with the other objects. Removing his jacket, he climbed onto the soft table.

	One of the nurses joined Brace. Joe’s head was positioned between two restraints at the end of the table, and the nurse placed a pillow under his legs. The table rose slowly, level with the scanner entrance. It sounded like a roller-coaster car clicking its way to the top of the track.

	‘It’s important to keep still,’ said the nurse. ‘It will be very noisy inside the scanner, but there’s nothing to worry about. Remember, it is only capturing images.’

	‘We’re going to give you a light sedative to relax you. The sedation will be increased as the test progresses. You will remain responsive throughout the procedure, but you may experience some memory loss. There will be images displayed on the screen, and you will be asked some questions. There’s nothing more to it than that,’ said Brace. ‘I’m putting a controller in your hand. Use this to select your answers as they appear.’

	Joe smiled at the nurse, who rolled up his sleeve and injected him with the sedative. She placed headphones over his ears and pulled a plastic helmet over his head. There was a screen inside the helmet that displayed the word “Welcome”. He felt the controller in his hand, moving a pointer around the screen. He clicked on a green button to continue. Brace and the nurse moved away into the partitioned area.

	The sedative was beginning to take effect, and Joe felt calmer. The table whirred backwards into the mouth of the scanner, and the machine screamed into life. Despite the headphones, it was still incredibly noisy, and the electronic pulsing seemed to pass through his entire body. The sound constantly changed tone and rhythm, and just as he adjusted to one, a new pattern succeeded it. It was like being trapped inside the helmet with a maniacal violinist.

	‘Focus on the screen,’ said Brace through the headphones. ‘In a moment, a series of categories will appear on the screen. I want you to position them in the order of importance to you, with the highest first.’ As Brace spoke, the screen was filled with eight boxes, each a different colour. There was a different word in each: Family, Ambition, Relationships, Spirituality, Wealth, Health, Politics, Environment and Morality. ‘If you hover over any box, you can see further details,’ added Brace.

	Joe moved the controller across the screen, the machine still whining in his ears. As he hovered over “Relationships”, it revealed other subcategories. Each of these was divided further. The boxes could be rearranged on the screen. Joe immediately began thinking about how he could put himself in the best light for the interview, moving “Morality” and “Ambition” higher on the list.

	‘Please don’t try to second-guess the test. We can see when you do that,’ said Brace. ‘These categories must be arranged honestly, according to your own priorities. There are no right answers.’

	Joe grimaced inside the helmet. It was odd having his thoughts exposed like this, and it made him feel self-conscious. “Health” seemed an obvious choice to include at the top of the list. Some of the other categories were far more difficult to prioritise, and he became worried that he was taking too long to perform the task. He switched the order around at least 20 times until he was finally happy, then clicked the green button to continue.

	‘That’s excellent,’ said Brace, barely audible above the pulsing machine. ‘We are now going to resolve your top-line categories into a list. Once this has occurred, please re-prioritise the individual list entries that are now out of place. For example, as you have specified “Family” higher than “Ambition”, when these two categories are resolved, you may decide that you want to position “Second Cousin” from the higher category beneath “Career” in the lower category. Be totally honest with yourself.’

	This was tougher still. More items seemed out of place as he studied the list, and he felt the positioning of some of his priorities reflected poorly on him. There was far too much sitting above “Climate Change”, but he had considered everything truthfully.

	It took an eternity to arrange the list to his satisfaction, and even as he accepted his choices, a handful of items seemed misplaced. ‘Thank you,’ said Brace. ‘We are now going to increase your sedation level, and you will have the opportunity to alter your list if you wish.’

	Joe’s nose was itching. Wearing the helmet was worse than being in a hairdresser’s chair. He was going to say something when the nurse touched his arm, but the increased sedation instantly made it difficult to speak, and he mouthed like a goldfish.

	His list now seemed glaringly in error. Was his mother’s health more important to him than peace in the Middle East? Of course it was. Who had he been trying to fool? He rearranged the list effortlessly, smiling to himself in satisfaction as he completed the task in minutes.

	‘Excellent. There are some pictures of faces on the screen. I want you to click on the ones that best represent your emotions today.’

	The screen was blurring in and out of focus. He was dizzy, and the rhythmic pulsing now left him disoriented. A confused face on screen. He didn’t know how to answer the elimination question. An anxious face. He needed the job. There were a few random words exchanged between Brace and the nurse, but he couldn’t make sense of them. He could even be imagining the whole thing. The last vague memory he had was of Rachel on the screen.

	‘She’s the problem,’ said Brace. Or maybe he didn’t.

	 


Chapter Two

	23rd September 2014

	 

	 

	Arnold Shendi sat bolt upright in bed, blinking into the darkness. For a moment, he couldn’t place where he was. A myriad of hotel room layouts merged in his mind, with wardrobes and desks dancing together in the darkness, materialising, and then dissolving into the gloom. The door was to the right of the bed. A primordial survival instinct told him that much. He fumbled for a lamp, finally switching it on at full stretch. The monogram on the white bathrobe, hanging from the wardrobe handle, was the clue he needed. The Wellington Suite. He had decided to spend a few days in London to gather his thoughts after returning from a business trip. He remembered now. Everything was as it should be. He slumped back into the pillow, his heart pounding.

	A toilet flushed in the adjoining bathroom, and a naked woman emerged. Shendi put on his glasses and watched the lithe figure approach the bed. He momentarily struggled to remember her name.

	‘Heidi,’ she smiled, reading his mind.

	‘Of course, Heidi,’ he said, pulling back the bed covers. She slipped next to him, running her fingers through the grey hairs on his chest.

	‘Did you have another nightmare?’ she asked.

	‘Yes, I’m sorry if I disturbed you.’

	‘It’s fine,’ she said. A gust of wind blew rain against the window, and they sat for several minutes in silence. ‘I’m glad we’re in here,’ she added, pulling the covers closer. Shendi didn’t reply, watching the rivulets of water trickling down the glass. His throat was dry, and his temples ached. He inevitably caught a cold when he moved between time zones. No technique he had yet discovered fooled his body clock. Heidi fondled his chest, slowly moving her hand down towards his stomach. He pushed it back up, abruptly.

	‘What’s wrong?’ she said. There was too much to tell, and little he wanted her to know. He hadn’t managed to sleep for more than a few hours at a time for the last three weeks. The same problems swirled around in his mind without focus or resolution, tormenting him. The injustice made him so angry that his teeth were ground to rough edges. The little sleep he had was haunted by nightmares, forever drawn back to those darkest days of his life. Her contorted face was etched on his mind, deeper than any physical scar. He could not go on like this.

	‘Do you think I’m a good man?’

	‘I think you’re a great man.’

	‘But do you think I’m a good man?’ She didn’t reply.

	‘That’s why I like you, Heidi.’ And he meant it. There was an honesty in Heidi’s work that he admired. Sometimes he glimpsed other escorts staring blankly at the ceiling or glancing at their wristwatch as they moaned beneath him in a parody of passion. Some clawed at his back and screamed so loudly that he felt humiliated by their theatrics, but Heidi stoically endured his attention, at least showing him the respect of silence.

	‘You worry too much.’

	‘I think you’re right.’

	He stood up, trying to avoid the reflection of his portly naked figure in the wardrobe mirror, and pulled the robe onto his back. His eyes were reduced to narrow slits in his crumpled face, almost useless without the thick-lens glasses that cut a trough into his rounded nose. He was deathly pale.

	‘Do you want a drink?’

	‘It’s a little early.’

	‘It’s three o’clock,’ he said, pouring himself a glass of port from a decanter, ‘but ten o’clock in the evening in New York. How about a Manhattan?’ She watched him from the bed without replying for a moment and then pulled on the dress that had been discarded on the floor.

	‘Whatever you are drinking is fine,’ she said, joining him at the oak desk. He had already poured her a port in anticipation. They took their drinks from the bedroom into the adjoining lounge. As they opened the door, a voice called through the intercom.

	‘Are you okay, sir?’

	‘It’s fine, Julian,’ he replied to his bodyguard. ‘So vigilant,’ he said, grinning at Heidi.

	The lounge was exquisitely furnished and even bigger than the bedroom. The vast bay window overlooked Kensington Park, sleeping silently beneath in the darkness. He led her across the room to a couch. His paperwork was neatly arranged in folders beside it.

	‘I prefer to work here. I’ve had my fill of offices.’

	She sat next to him, careful not to spill her drink over the expensive upholstery.

	‘Surely someone could deal with this for you?’

	‘I have to justify myself somehow,’ he said, picking up a folder from the floor. ‘Plus, there are some things I don’t trust anyone with.’ He sat back and closed his eyes, enjoying the warmth of the port as it slipped down his aching throat. The folder also felt reassuring on his lap. It was good to have some semblance of order restored after the chaos. When he opened his eyes again, Heidi was perched awkwardly on the edge of the couch. She hadn’t touched her drink.

	‘Perhaps you could help me with some of this?’

	‘I don’t think I could.’

	‘Why not?’

	‘I’m not the right person.’

	‘I think you could be,’ he said.

	Before she could reply, he had opened the folder and lifted a stack of papers from within. He laid them in a pile on the carpet, carefully pushing the edges together until they were perfectly aligned. He noticed her looking at a sheet of paper on top with a colourful logo in the corner.

	‘If you read that one, I’ll have to kill you.’

	‘I’m sorry…’

	‘It’s just a request for money,’ he said, laughing. He handed her the letter. ‘Most of them are.’

	She smiled, but he could see that she was still uncomfortable. Heidi wasn’t sure what was expected of her, and her awkwardness was appealing. The situation was somehow more intimate than sleeping together. She held the letter in her hand, self-consciously reading it in silence as he watched. The rain pounded harder against the window, and the concealed lighting hummed in accompaniment.

	‘I’ve read about your charity work.’

	‘Yes, that’s one of the two things I’m now most famous for.’

	She avoided his eyes, knowing full well about the other. ‘It must be nice to be able to help people,’ she said quickly, sipping her port.

	‘I help people, but it isn’t nice at all.’

	‘Is that because of the… stories?’

	‘No, it’s because of the responsibility,’ he said. She blushed.

	‘I can imagine. How do you decide?’

	‘It’s arbitrary,’ he said, staring across the room. There was no point in pretending there was any kind of science to it. He read the letters, watched the news and reacted. He supported some causes because he wanted to and ignored others that he didn’t. There was no fairness or order to his thinking. Many of his contemporaries on the rich list amused themselves with their toys: car collections, bigger yachts, sports teams or even tropical islands. These things no longer interested him. Others simply obsessed over the accumulation of wealth itself, driven by an insatiable desire to eclipse their peers. Some strapped themselves inside rockets or plunged to the depths of the ocean in a relentless quest for amusement and self-justification, but these egotistical indulgences gave him neither. The planet was suffocating. Children were starving unnecessarily every day, and it sickened him. In his darker moments, he questioned why he should care. He was merely conceding his own advantage by giving his money away, but he believed in judgement at the end of it all. A life of eighty years was nothing in comparison to eternity.

	‘I read that you donated a large number of your shares in the company recently.’

	‘It’s true. Why do you think I did it?’ he said, nestling back into the plump cushion of the couch, watching her.

	‘I’ve no idea. I don’t take much notice of the newspapers.’

	‘That’s why I like you, Heidi,’ he said again, smiling.

	Shendi’s reputation had been butchered in the press. His lawyers were working around the clock, pursuing multiple lawsuits, but the rumours persisted. Why now, though? Twenty years had passed. It made no sense that the stories were suddenly so prominent in the public eye. Ironically, the internet was to blame for fuelling the flames; he was a favourite in conspiracy theory circles. The hand that fed him now had him by the balls. It had been far simpler when he was running his own company, but since the takeover, there were suited little college upstarts trying to undermine him in the boardroom. They were singularly wet behind the ears, but as dangerous as a pack of jackals together. He was still the CEO in name, although he now found himself on gardening leave — just until things died down a little, they said. There didn’t seem to be anything he could do to placate them. Even when he donated his shares to charitable causes, it was seized upon as an indication of guilt. Whatever he did, the questions remained. It was only a matter of time before the allegations were revealed by the mainstream media. His lawyers could not hold back the tide forever. There was still hope if his new plan could be delivered in time, but there was still so much to put in place.

	‘Are you okay?’

	‘I’m fine,’ he said, rubbing his eyes. His head was aching, and he was angry again. He suddenly wished he didn’t have to talk to her. Heidi seemed to pick up on his mood change, staring out the window towards the park in silence. Her nose narrowed slightly at the tip. He hadn’t noticed before, and it was quite endearing.

	‘I think I should go.’

	‘Before you do, I need your help with something,’ he said, becoming alert again. ‘I didn’t ask you in here just to read my begging letters.’

	‘I don’t think I’m the best person to help you.’

	‘You’re the perfect person to help me,’ he said, standing up. He padded across the carpet, bringing back a briefcase, which he rested on his lap. ‘I like you. More importantly, I know you understand what would happen if you betrayed my trust.’ He studied her anxious brown eyes, making sure she had absorbed the full significance of what he had just said.

	‘I’m not sure I want to be involved… in anything,’ she replied, hugging herself.

	‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ he said, entering the digital combination code right in front of her. The lid clicked open, and he pulled out a folder with several documents clipped together. ‘I want you to read this and give me your opinion. That’s all. I believe this is the answer to my problems.’

	She hesitated before taking it from his hands, and then slowly began to flick through the pages. After a few minutes of reading, she looked up, more anxious than she had appeared before.

	‘This can’t be real,’ she said.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	It took a few seconds for her to register who he was, and then her eyes began to fill with tears. Joe hugged his mother, taking care not to drop the potted plant he had brought her. She held him against her chest for a moment before studying his face at arm’s length, searching for hidden clues to his welfare. People said that they looked alike. They shared the same hazel eyes, and her hair was once the exact same shade of brown as his own. She dyed it slightly darker now, making her complexion appear paler than his, and the freckles on her cheeks were more pronounced. Their noses were the biggest similarity, slightly flat against their faces, though hers was narrower and more feminine.

	‘Happy birthday! Are you going to let me in?’ Joe said. She smiled, ushering him into the leaflet-strewn hall.

	‘This is such a lovely surprise. I’ll put the kettle on.’

	It was her fifty-third birthday, and the occasion had fallen in the same week that his mother had moved into her new flat. An early present to herself, she said. He was embarrassed by his own paltry gift, but he’d only been working part-time since graduation, barely covering his bills. She took the pot, admiring the flowers poking out of the top.

	‘They’re beautiful.’

	‘It’s a diascia. I know you like orange. I thought it would look nice on your new patio.’

	‘Thank you,’ she said, kissing him. She led him into the lounge, where there was barely room to sit amongst the piles of crates and cardboard boxes. Apart from the couch and television, the only items unpacked were two framed photographs, sitting on a shelf above a modern gas fire. One was a picture of himself as a baby, with his parents crouching proudly on either side of his pram. The other was a photograph of his father, not much older than Joe in the picture, wearing a suit, with his long fringe hanging to one side in a drastic Eighties style. Joe knew the picture so well, but the man so little. He was touched but also saddened to see the photographs already prominently displayed. His mother followed his gaze, and he felt he had to say something.

	‘At least Dad’s settled in okay.’

	‘We don’t move on well, do we, Joe?’ she said, smiling. He didn’t want to think about that for too long.

	‘It was a great journey down. It only took two hours.’

	‘That’s good,’ she said, reaching for her bag. ‘Let me give you something for the train fare.’

	‘It’s fine, Mum.’

	‘Here,’ she said, pushing a twenty-pound note into his hand. ‘You can pay me back when you get a proper job.’ It was a half-hearted refusal, and he crumpled the money straight into his pocket. They both knew he needed it. ‘Have you had any luck finding anything?’

	‘Nothing concrete yet,’ he said, hesitating. Having only just arrived, it felt too soon to revisit such a contentious subject, but she had caught him cold, and he was forced to elaborate. ‘I applied for the Schelldhardt scheme.’

	‘Joe, I thought we spoke about this,’ she said, placing her hands on her hips.

	‘We did, but I still don’t understand why you are so against it.’

	‘I just don’t think it’s the right company for you.’

	‘Mum, it’s one of the biggest companies in the world. They’re renowned for their great work.’

	‘So I’ve heard,’ she said, picking up a jumper and folding it angrily. ‘There are other rumours that aren’t so nice. You could apply for different jobs, you know.’ She didn’t meet his eye, dispatching another item from the pile of clothes in silence. ‘You can do better,’ she added at last.

	‘Better? Mum, there’s nothing else out there. This is as good as it gets, trust me.’

	For a moment, neither of them spoke, but he could see that she was upset. It wasn’t the corporate rumours that bothered her. It was Rachel, of course. His mother knew that she was applying too. After all these years, she still didn’t trust him. It was understandable, given what had happened, but it still hurt him. He needed to be part of Rachel’s life; she should realise that by now. Even so, he didn’t want his mother to be sad, so he smiled to defuse the situation.

	‘Anyway, it’s not looking hopeful, so you don’t have to worry.’

	‘Joe, I didn’t mean to…’

	‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘I think I would have heard something by now. I know that some people have already been accepted.’ In fact, he knew of one person who had already been accepted, and then rejected, all within the space of the three weeks that had passed since the interview. The man had stupidly posted details of the recruitment day on social media after receiving his offer, and within a few hours, the posts were removed, leaving him unemployed again. Schelldhardt was not bluffing with its threats.

	Their conversation was soon forgotten. She brought two mugs of tea from the kitchen.

	‘Are you going to stay the night? You can sleep here if you want to,’ she said, passing him a mug. ‘I’ve still got the inflatable mattress.’

	‘Yes, I was hoping to. I was thinking I could buy you a takeaway?’

	‘Oh, I’m meant to be going out for a drink. I could cancel it?’

	‘No, that’s great. You should go.’

	‘It’s only the girls from work. I can call them?’

	‘No, really. I’ll stay here and unpack some of these things for you while you’re out.’

	She smiled and kissed his cheek again. ‘That reminds me. A few of these boxes are yours. I found them in the loft. You can check through those if you like,’ she said.

	 

	His mother left the house at seven, after three outfit changes and two large glasses of Pinot Noir. The landline rang an hour later, and Joe was unsure whether to answer it. When he did, he was certain there was somebody at the other end of the receiver, but they didn’t reply. A secret admirer of hers, or just an accidental call from a handbag or pocket? He ignored it, but then the same thing happened three more times in succession.

	It was odd, but he started unpacking the boxes his mother had left him, keeping the telephone close at hand in case it rang again. The first box had a photograph on the top. It was a picture of himself, aged thirteen, his least glamorous era, standing overweight and spotty on the beach at Brighton. He quickly moved on, delving deeper into the box, where he fished out another photograph of his father. This was his personal favourite, still creased from where he had kept it beneath his pillow all those years ago. He had read so much into that blurry image, trying to deduce a personality from the quizzical face, frozen in time. It had been difficult growing up without his father, and for a time, Joe had resented him for not being there. Later, when he had come to terms with his father's absence, Joe imagined his father looking over him, judging his decisions and actions with the same ambiguous expression in the photograph
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