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  Burke moves between the two characters points of view, bringing both a persuasive male perspective and a sympathetic feminine position . . . Burkes bubbly
  enthusiasm for London, where the novel is set, is infectious, as is his characters passion for food, travel and romance Daily Telegraph


  


  Clever romantic comedy Closer


  


  I defy the most hard-hearted cynic not to find something seductive in his writing Sunday Express


  


  Burkes characters and their unfolding story have depth and charm Hello Magazine


  


  Refreshing Adele Parks


  


  A very skilful practitioner of a genre hitherto dominated by Nick Hornby and Tony Parsons Time Out


  


  Burke is very clever, a terrific find, a natural storyteller and definitely a talent to watch Bookseller
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  About the author
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  Sean Reilly was fifteen when it happened.


  Hed gone to bed as Little Jimmy Osmond and woken up as Barry White.


  Unlike most teenage boys, whose voices crack and wobble their way down a gentle depth gradient, Seans vocal drop had been rather more dramatic.


  On that fateful morning, when he opened his mouth to speak, he heard not his own voice but the big bass tones of a total stranger. This, understandably, threw him into a terrible panic. He
  rushed to the mirror, not quite sure what hed see looking back at him. Fortunately he saw what he always saw: a pale Irish complexion, piercing green eyes and hair as black as Guinness.


  Touching his face and tugging that hair, he was relieved to find that everything seemed normal before a sudden thought turned that pale complexion even paler. It was 1979, The Exorcist
  was still doing the rounds and Sean, who had sneaked in to see it at the Screen on the Green, was now considering the very real possibility that he might be possessed. He turned, slowly and
  nervously, to face the crucifix above his bed and waited for his head to start spinning and vile blasphemies to spew forth.


  Nothing. Phew. He still had a friend in Jesus. He cleared his throat and opened his mouth, but again heard a man with a very deep voice say, Mum.


  Another voice, shrill, Irish, with a slight note of alarm, replied from the kitchen: Whos that?


  My God! Even his own mother didnt recognise him! Its me. Sean.


  Maggie Reilly was kind and loving but from a hardy generation not terribly sympathetic to illness. However, even she had to concede that her mischievous, malingering son couldnt possibly
  put on a voice like that. Whats the matter with your throat?


  I dont know.


  If you think youre bunking off school, she began.


  I dont want to bunk off school.


  It was the first time Sean had ever uttered that sentence and the first time hed uttered any sentence with such depth and majesty. In fact, he continued, sounding like Shere
  Khan in The Jungle Book, Im quite looking forward to it.


  The initial horror soon wore off, and by the time Sean got to school, he was desperate to test-drive his new acquisition. Having seen the reaction of others, he realised that the Voice Fairy had
  been exceptionally benevolent and that things would never be the same again.


  Everyone around him began to treat him differently. Other boys decided that, with such a deep voice, Reilly must be hard enough to skate on. Even teachers, despite a wealth of evidence to the
  contrary, seemed to think the depth of Seans voice reflected the depth of his intelligence. There was a new certainty to his tone that could almost convince Mr Smyth, the geography teacher,
  that the capital of Vietnam was Cornwall.


  Outside of school, he was served in all the pubs around Islington where it was assumed that it was medically impossible for Bass Boy to be under eighteen.


  The real bonus for Sean, though, was the number of girls who were suddenly attracted to him. Their subconscious assumption was that, since eunuchs were always depicted with high-pitched voices,
  Sean Reilly must be endowed with something that resembled a babys arm holding a peach.


  Like a lot of London children with Irish parents, Sean was bilingual. Or, bi-accental. At school, he spoke with a London accent, but the moment he crossed the threshold of the Reillys
  council flat in Gaskin Street, hed switch to broad Irish. His talent for mimicry, complemented by a voice that sounded twice as old as its owner, meant he could now effortlessly assume the
  timbre of teachers, parents and priests.


  His impression of Father Carroll was so accurate that he was faced with two ways of using it. Either he could sneak into the confessional box and find out what his fellow parishioners had been
  up to. Or he could gather his mates round the phone while he rang Claire Carty, the most beautiful girl in London, N1.


  Ah, Cleere, he leered, in Father Carrolls gentle Waterford lilt, tell me what youre weering? Do ye have on the shtockings and the shushpenders, Claire? And the
  black underweer, Claire. Jaysus, I love the black underweer . . .


  Claire was horrified, having only known Father Carroll as a kind, almost saintly cleric. She was just seconds away from a lifetime in therapy when Mick McKenna, puce with the pressure of
  unexploded mirth, collapsed into helpless hysterics.


  Sean spent the next few days avoiding Claire or, more specifically, her two older brothers. When he finally bumped into her outside Steve Hatts fishmongers on the Essex Road, he
  expected her to grab the nearest wet haddock and slap him round the face with it. But her reaction surprised him.


  Sean Reilly, she said, with a sultry smile, youre a very naughty boy.


  As every male knows, if a girl addresses him by both foreand surname its a coy sign of affection.


  Look, Claire, he mumbled, crimson with shame, it was just a joke.


  But tell me, she teased, flashing her pale blue eyes and tossing back her ebony mane, do you really like stockings, suspenders and black underwear?


  Look, Im really sorry.


  You havent answered my question, she purred, her voice dropping almost as low as his. Do you like black underwear?


  Um . . . er . . . spose so, yeah, he croaked.


  Good, she said, slowly and deliberately. You know where I live, dont you?


  Er . . . um . . . yeah.


  Then come round about nine when my mum and dad have gone up the club. Ive got a little surprise for you.


  Sean agonised about whether he should go, convinced that the little surprise would be a good hiding from the two older brothers but, at eight forty-five, he finally yielded to the
  glorious thought of Claire Carty in black stockings and suspenders. At two minutes past nine, he was rewarded with the real thing.


  From that moment, Sean Reilly knew that his life would be led by his larynx.
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  Under-achieving parents are a wonderful thing. Pity the poor child whose mother is a human-rights lawyer and whose father is an eminent neurosurgeon. Far better to be blessed,
  as Sean was, with a mother who was a cleaner and a father who collected the tickets at Kings Cross station. Far better to have the bar of professional accomplishment set reassuringly
  low.


  Sean had been subjected to the maroon blazer and scholastic rigour of St Vincents Catholic Grammar School and, without his new voice, might well have stayed on for the sixth form, filled
  in his UCCA form and spent three years at a dull, provincial university. However, the new voice had brought with it an impatience to matriculate at the University of Life.


  Hed worked out that St Vincents was the worst of both worlds. It had the hard discipline, cold showers and tough academic grind of a public school without any of the social
  contacts. Boys left with excellent grades but with one vital lesson unlearnt: in the real world, its not what you know but who you know, and unless they wanted poorly paid work on building
  sites, those boys knew nobody. What was more, they all carried the cross of Catholic humility, just to make doubly sure that their potential was never fulfilled.


  Sean felt it was far better to get out as soon as he could and avoid a long, unexciting road that would lead, at best, to a job in IT and a small semi in Leighton Buzzard. He didnt care
  what he did for a living, as long as he could do it in Soho. For Sean, those mazy streets and twisted alleys encircled by Oxford Street, Regent Street, Shaftesbury Avenue and Charing Cross Road
  were the beating heart of the greatest city in the world.


  Soho was what every other latterly fashionable and edgy London neighbourhood, from Notting Hill to Hoxton, would try, and fail, to become. Nowhere else could ever be as central, as
  vibrant or as gloriously seamy as Soho.


  This relatively minuscule area had always punched way above its weight in social and cultural significance. It was home to the British music, film and sex industries. Its borders boasted the
  countrys biggest cinemas and theatres. Its magnetic pull had brought in generations of beatniks, bohos, writers, artists, poets and the sort of painters who werent also decorators.
  Maltese pimps and Danish whores had journeyed thousands of miles to seek fulfilment in Soho so Sean, who lived just a short bus ride away, felt like hed been born into shoes of solid
  gold.


  He took the first job he was offered  as a runner for a sound studio in Wardour Street. He spent every day running errands  delivering parcels, letters and contracts. He collected
  spools of tape, cans of film, rounds of drinks and trays of sandwiches. As a Catholic boy schooled by the Christian Brothers, taking orders was second nature to him. He was happy to help, eager to
  please, and was known and liked by the eclectic inhabitants of what was still very much an urban village.


  However, one Thursday afternoon his happy life as a runner was brought to a premature close. Patrick Brown, chief engineer, owner of the studios and Seans boss, spoke with a half-lisp and
  a nasal twang. He also had a habit of closing his eyes when he was trying to make a point, and Sean had captured this comic combination perfectly.


  He was holding court  or, as his mother would have put it, showing off  in Reception for the benefit of Suzanne, the cute blonde punky girl who took the bookings. She
  could hardly breathe for laughing and was, therefore, making no sound at all. Sean, eyes closed for his pitch-perfect parody of Patrick, had no idea that the laughing had stopped, and that the
  subject of his hilarious routine was standing right behind him.


  When Sean opened his eyes, he saw that Suzanne was flushed, awkward and embarrassed. His own facial expression immediately followed suit.


  Patrick nodded slowly. Very amusing, Sean, he said, not looking remotely amused. Can I have a word?


  As he followed Patrick into his office, Sean felt as he had when he used to follow Father Gabriel into the headmasters study to receive six strokes of the cane. At that moment, he would
  gladly have accepted a good thrashing rather than instant dismissal from the job he adored. Unfortunately, life and its punishments were no longer that simple.


  Sit down, Sean.


  Sean sat down and thought it best to say nothing.


  Quite a talent youve got there. Tell me, can you do any other impressions?


  Um, a few. Not very well but . . .


  Go on, then, said Patrick. He seemed to enjoy watching Sean squirm. Lets hear them.


  Sean ran through the usual crop: Ooh, Betty . . . I wanna tell you a story . . . You dirty rat . . . Of all the bars in all the world . . . and finished with Jimmy Saviles
  irritating yodel and a quick burst of Howzabout that then, guys and gals?


  Patrick still wasnt smiling. Youre a gifted mimic and you have an uncanny ability to sound much older than you are, he said, which suggests to me that you have
  a very good ear. He paused. And thats the first requirement for a sound engineer. He paused again. So how would you like to become one?
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  Are you lucky?


  This, apparently, was Napoleons first question to his troops. In his view, strength and courage were nothing without luck. When he went into battle, he liked to be bolstered by the flanks
  of fortune.


  Are you lucky?


  Sean Reillys truthful reply would have been Yes. However, he would also have been lucky enough to possess the wit and savvy to say, No, and avoid being blown
  to bits at the battle of Austerlitz.


  Sean had always been lucky, even before the Voice Fairy had arrived. Hed been lucky enough to have two older sisters who practically forced him to watch Top of the Pops every
  Thursday night, so he was into Roxy and Rod when his classmates were still watching Sooty and Sweep. He was also lucky enough to have an older brother, who didnt mind him tagging along to
  football matches and gigs as long as they were within walking distance of home. Since home was Islington, they could walk to Highbury and see Arsenal beat Chelsea, Liverpool or Manchester
  United.


  They could also walk across the road to the Screen on the Green to see an unknown band called the Clash play their very first gig supporting another unknown band called the Sex Pistols. That gig
  has since been elevated to almost mythical status. The number of people who claim to have been inside that little cinema on that occasion would have trouble squeezing into Wembley Stadium, but Sean
  Reilly really had been there, and was lucky enough to be able to tell people just how awful it was.


  Far better were Dr Feelgood, supported by Ian Dury at the Lord Nelson, and The Beat, supported by UB40 at the Hope and Anchor, both venues, again, just a short walk from Gaskin Street.


  Islington was also the home of Gary and Martin Kemp, so Sean was in the delivery room for Spandau Ballet and the nascent New Romantic movement. It was therefore only a matter of time before he
  was sitting in a jewellers just off Chapel Market having his left ear pierced. Sean had always wanted an earring. He loved the romantic idea that sailors wore gold earrings so that if one
  were to lose his life either at sea or in a brawl over a quayside hooker he always had the price of a Christian burial.


  His father, however, was less than impressed. Earrings, hed boomed, are for pirates and poofs. I tell ya, boy, thered better be a feckin boat
  outside.


  Sean was not discouraged. His new voice had given him the confidence to dress up, dye his hair and even borrow his sisters mascara for nights out at the Blitz and Club for Heroes. The
  fey, feminine appearance and deep masculine voice proved a bewitching combination for a succession of gorgeous girls.


  In the spectrum of Seans life, sex was at one end and his parents were right at the other. To keep them as far apart as possible, he had to leave home but he didnt want to leave
  Islington. Again, it was down to luck that he knew all about the Cash for Keys scam at Islington Council. To secure the tenancy of a nice little council flat in a low-rise block just off Liverpool
  Road, all hed had to do was turn up at the Nags Head on Upper Street to meet a shifty-looking employee from the Housing Department and pass him a thick brown envelope under the table.
  The only other way would have been to get himself pregnant.


  Back at work, his luck and his larynx had brought him a new career as a sound designer, pushing the buttons and twiddling the knobs to create the sound for TV and radio
  commercials. Hard work, natural charm and that in-built Catholic desire to please had quickly made him one of Sohos busiest, with a reputation for being able to make ads jump out of the
  radio.


  He soon picked up the tricks of the trade, and was continually devising new ones of his own. Cellophane, for instance, can be used to create the sound of fire, staple guns can be amplified to
  sound like real guns, motorbikes can sound exactly like light aircraft, and the sound of soldiers marching through long grass was actually Sean rustling an armful of quarter-inch tape. Although
  commercials featuring the famous line Have a break, have a KitKat had been running for years, Sean wasnt satisfied with the sound of the KitKat breaking in the middle: he made
  it harder and crispier by snapping a pencil instead.


  He felt lucky to work with some of the finest actors and most beautiful actresses in the world, who were only too willing, given the amount of money they were being paid, to endorse the products
  of whoever was writing the cheque.


  He felt even luckier when his work began to include balancing and enhancing the sound of big movies in Dolby Surround sound and invitations to Leicester Square premires.


  However, hed never felt luckier than the day he felt the intangible thrill of a pair of beautiful eyes gazing at the back of his head. He turned round and fell in love with Nikki Turner,
  a honey-blonde PR consultant, whod come in to record a radio commercial for the Sex and the City fashion event. The City, unfortunately, was Sheffield, so although the
  event lost its allure, Nikki lost none of hers. At the end of the recording session when she walked out of Seans studio, he couldnt bear the thought of her walking out of his
  life.


  It was two oclock and his luck kicked in again. The next client had cancelled. He was free till three. Normally he would have grabbed those precious sixty minutes to stretch his legs
  around the streets of Soho. Not this time. Nikki had asked for a CD of the commercial to be biked over to her office in Knightsbridge. Sean delayed this until hed put together a second CD to
  accompany it. At his disposal, he was lucky enough to have libraries of music and sound effects, which he plundered to great effect.


  As with a lot of confident people, Seans natural swagger deserted him when he was faced with someone for whom he harboured real feelings. Rather than ask Nikki out in an awkward, bashful
  mumble, he hid behind a stupendous production of sonic and musical wizardry. It began with a fanfare and Seans voice, saying, Nikki, hi, this is Sean Reilly. I wondered if you could
  answer the following question. Do you like . . . Then he cut together a succession of sound effects: the clinking glasses and cutlery of a restaurant, the moist creak of a cork being drawn
  from a bottle and the wine being poured into a glass, birds twittering, a brook babbling, an aeroplane taking off, seagulls, waves lapping a tropical shore, the thunk of a football hitting the back
  of a net, followed by the roar of a crowd, then some music: salsa, samba, soca, calypso, rock, reggae and soul, a snatch of big-band swing, some gentle sax and, finally, a crescendo by the Royal
  Philharmonic Orchestra over the tumultuous applause of the crowd. Then Seans voice returned: If you do, then phone me at the studio.


  She phoned. That night they were together in Seans flat. Hed lost count of the number of girls whod seen his bedroom ceiling, but he wanted to make sure that Nikki was the
  last.


  He loved everything about her: her natural, understated beauty, her intelligence, her sense of irony, her kindness and wit. After two blissful years and a wildly expensive trip to Hatton Garden,
  he arranged to meet her and a hundred guests at a beautiful country church in a picturesque village in Kent. He was happy to suffer the indignity of wearing a hired morning suit and a pink cravat
  to please his new in-laws. Without complaint, hed allowed what remained of his credibility to disintegrate as he and his bride had their first dance together as man and wife to the
  nauseating warble of Chris de Burgh singing Lady in Red. Even that couldnt spoil his happiness.


  His luck followed him from the reception to the honeymoon where their first child was conceived amid the opulence of the Oriental Hotel in Bangkok. It went back with him to London, and was with
  him when he found a huge, dilapidated house in Chiswick and a smiling manageress at the Halifax, who was only too willing to give him a mortgage.


  Again, he was lucky that so many of his ex-schoolmates had gone into the building trade: conscientious Catholics led by the ironically named Darren Crook (With a name like mine, mate, I
  have to be honest), who would never rip him off. They transformed the old house into a magnificent mix of original and luxurious features. With the paint barely dry, the final picture hooked
  into place and their daughter now almost two, Sean and Nikki felt ready to conceive again and, without difficulty, they did. With a gorgeous wife and two adorable daughters, Sean decided he wanted
  to spend more time with them.


  He was Sohos most in-demand sound designer, and that was the problem: hed become a victim of his own success. He was always booked out, sometimes weeks in advance. Hed had
  enough of sitting in a studio from nine until six, without a break, never seeing daylight from October till March. He began to dread the hours he had to waste with useless, indecisive people who
  didnt know what they wanted and made hapless actors do forty-three takes before deciding that theyd go with take two, after all.


  Most of all he was fed up with talentless people on the other side of the glass. The household names were fine  the bigger the star, the nicer they were. It was the others on whom he
  wasnt so keen. The second-rate luvvies who took themselves so seriously. They thought they could expunge the guilt they felt at voicing a commercial by behaving as though they were on stage
  at the National. He detested the thespian theorists, who explained in great detail how they would approach the script, then fail to deliver what theyd promised.


  Even these people were a joy compared with the E-list celebrities, who had found fleeting fame as models, boyfriends of models or contestants on reality TV shows. Seduced by the
  fast buck they thought they could make as voiceover artists, they then discovered it wasnt as easy as theyd thought. Entombed in soundproofed silence, they fluffed, they fumbled, they
  froze. They emphasised the wrong words, stressed the wrong syllables and breathed at the wrong times. Sean found himself cursing the fact that they were breathing at all, and it was this that
  pushed him into a life-changing decision.


  After he had carefully spliced together the only usable bits of seventeen different takes, compressing and balancing each one so that the finished piece would sound like one seamless read, he
  decided that enough was enough.


  Hed almost forgotten what a rich, mellifluous gift the Voice Fairy had left him all those years ago. Now he remembered.


  Having spent most of his working life listening to the most exquisite and the most abysmal practitioners of this art, he knew exactly what to do with his voice and, more importantly, what not to
  do. He knew how to read quickly without sounding rushed. In less than four seconds he could tell you that your home was at risk if you failed to keep up repayments on a mortgage or another loan
  secured on it, that mortgages were subject to status and that terms and conditions applied. He could adjust his tone to a multitude of settings and could, thanks to the luck of the
  (second-generation) Irish, produce an accurate array of accents from the Emerald Isle.


  It had taken years, but he had finally cast aside the crippling Catholic humility that had always prevented him using his sublime gift to make himself a fortune.


  Feeling happy and liberated, he declared to himself, I can do better than these people. From now on, my place will be on the other side of that glass. I can work a lot less and earn a lot
  more. I can spend more time with my family. I am the luckiest man in the world.


  And that, of course, was when his luck ran out.
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