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PART ONE

DARK SHIP



What might have been is an abstraction


Remaining a perpetual possibility


Only in a world of speculation.


What might have been and what has been


Point to one end, which is always present.


TS Eliot
‘Burnt Norton’, Four Quartets








DARK ROW



1


Somebody must have been playing tricks on Frank Kersh, because in the very last second of his life he was granted a reprieve from the electric chair.


Kersh lay on the narrow trestle bed in the twelve-foot-by-eight-foot cell, semicircles of damp spreading from the armpits of his blue work shirt. Through the barred window the Louisiana sky was a bright, aching blue. Another lousy perfect day. Kersh wrinkled his nostrils, smelling his own sweat, but what could he do? Let out of this stinking oven one hour in every twenty-four. When a man was going to die in nine days’ time you’d think they’d at least leave him his self-respect.


Somebody was wailing down the Block. That was the name some joker had given to Unit F-2, their last permanent residence:


The Block. Chopping block.


Very funny. Kersh might die laughing.


He lay back, hands clasped behind his head, and listened to the Nigra wailing his lament. Another guy joined in with a soft harmonica. Twenty-three blacks and three whites occupied the cells on Death Row. One of the black kids had just turned sixteen. He was pumped full of drugs to keep him quiet. For three nights he’d driven the rest of the inmates crazy, yelling and screaming and smashing his head against the bars. So now they kept him topped up, and he didn’t bother anyone.


Kersh wriggled his bare toes. He tried to imagine them sliding into cool black mud. He’d never know that feeling again. Standing up to his shins in the creek. He’d never taste cold beer either. Or touch a woman. The list of what he’d never do again was endless.


What had Jason, the black guy in the next cell, said? ‘It don’t hurt none, that’s what one of the guards told me. It just kind of tickles a little bit. There ain’t no pain. That’s what he said.’


‘How the hell does he know?’ Kersh had asked. ‘He tried it?’


Jason went grey in the face and shut his mouth.


There was a metal jug and a tin cup on the shelf above the bed. Kersh poured out some lukewarm water and sipped it. Within seconds, sweat popped out all over his body. It trickled down his legs, ran between his toes. Formed pools on the floor. His shirt scraped on his back. Hellfire couldn’t be hotter than this. But Kersh didn’t believe in heaven or hell. There was nothing. Void. Just empty cold blackness, like cool black mud. Frozen to a pinpoint of nothingness. The Bible-punchers talked about bright light and angels with wings. Or else about eternal damnation, purgatory. Given the choice, he’d go for damnation – who wanted to end up like some goddamn faggot with silver wings on a pink cloud?


A bird twittered on the window ledge.


Kersh pushed the lank fair hair from his forehead and stared up at it with his one good eye, the other a milky opaque blue. It looked dead. People never knew if he could see with that eye, so they dropped their own eyes, avoided his stare. He liked that. He used it brazenly, a leper flaunting an open sore, liked to watch them blink and turn away. He bet some of them were ashamed they had two good eyes.


The bird hopped about on tiny legs as frail as twigs. It cocked its head, observed him with an eye like a glittering bead. Frank Kersh didn’t move. The sparrow grew bolder. It hopped between the bars and stood on the inner ledge. Head cocked one way and then the other. It was a scrawny little thing, hardly an ounce of flesh on its fragile bones.


‘Hello, little fella,’ Kersh said softly. ‘Are you thirsty? That’s all I got to give you, a drink. Here we go.’


He slid off the bed, holding the metal cup.


The sparrow inspected the cell. Shiny green walls. Hustler pin-ups of spread-eagled women. Stallone with scarred biceps toting a machine gun. Dirty Harry with his long-barrelled Magnum. Half a dozen puzzle and crossword magazines, crumpled and dog-eared. The narrow bed with the hard flock mattress. The yellow plastic bucket with a lid, down there in the corner. Just this and the steel-barred sliding door.


Kersh’s twelve-by-eight universe.


‘Come on now,’ Kersh said soothingly. ‘You don’t like this heat any better’n I do, huh? Take a nice long drink.’ He half-filled the cup and stretched out, pushing it with his fingertips on to the ledge. The sparrow retreated and then came back.


Kersh leant against the wall and folded his arms, smiling.


The sparrow approached the cup, pecked at it. Then hopped up and clung to the rim with its tiny feet. Tentatively, it ducked its head, but couldn’t reach the water. It looked sharply at Kersh, then tried again. No dice. But it was a trier. Another wary glance and down it went again. Tail feathers stuck in the air.


Slowly, Kersh unfolded his arms – and pounced. His bony hands shot out, one for the cup, the other like a trap coming down on the rim. The grey feathery ball battered against his fingers. Its head poked through. But before he could clamp his hand tight down it had got free, a fluttery blur of feathers, and was through the bars and away.


A dark soaring speck against the blue …


The cup clanged against the bars, flung with all Kersh’s strength. He nearly kicked at the clamped-down metal leg of the bed, remembered just in time that he wasn’t wearing shoes, and smacked his fist into his palm instead.


Kersh dropped to his knees. He reached under the bed and pulled out the wooden box. Carefully, he lifted the lid and peered inside. Slitted red eyes glinted from a dark corner. The thick pelt of fur was smooth and shiny. The black nose and long whiskers twitched, never ceasing, sniffing for food.


The rat drew back, baring its yellow teeth, hissing in its throat, as Kersh bent nearer to see inside. He wanted to stroke it, but some creatures could never be tamed. He’d had it nearly two weeks, feeding it on morsels from his own plate. Maybe in time it would grow to trust him, let him fondle it.


Maybe in time. Nine days. That’s how much time he had left.


‘Just missed a yummy little snack for you, Manson, old buddy,’ he informed the rat. ‘A skinny little thing, hardly a mouthful. But a change from beef stew. You could’ve crunched the bones. Sorry ‘bout that.’


The long whiskers twitched; the slitted red eyes watched him steadily. No, it wasn’t ready for stroking. Kersh valued his fingers too much.


He winked at it fondly with his milky eye, and then glanced up, frowning. Footsteps. Quickly, he fastened the lid and slid the box under the bed. A couple of the guards knew about Manson, allowed Kersh to keep his ‘pet’ as a special privilege. But Meacham, the head guard, didn’t. And Meacham didn’t care that this was Death Row, and all the guys here were terminal. ‘What special privileges did the victims get?’ Kersh had once heard him ask a social worker. ‘You got any sympathy to spare, give it to their families.’


Kersh was sitting on his bed, sipping water, when the footsteps halted outside his cell. Meacham’s peardrop-shaped belly hung over his gunbelt. His soft pudgy fists rested on the third tyre where his waist should have been.


‘Put your shoes on and smarten yourself up.’ Meacham jerked his thumb. ‘You got a visitor, Kersh.’


The guard at the control panel operated the electronic door and Kersh preceded the head guard down the Block, past the row of cells with their lounging prisoners. One of them leant against the bars.


‘If it’s that born-again dame, give her one for me, Frank.’


In the next cell, the black kid was staring at the wall with vacant bloodshot eyes, saliva dribbling down his chin.


Farther along, a black guy rubbed his groin suggestively and licked his lips as Kersh went by. ‘That white pussy sure tastes good, man.’


Kersh gave him the finger and got a prod in the small of the back from Meacham’s bully stick as they went through the double security doors into the main corridor of F Cellhouse. TV cameras mounted high in each corner swivelled to watch them go. Plastic signs of red letters on a white ground displayed the geography of the Block: UNIT F-1, UNIT F-2, DETENTION, PROTECTIVE MEASURES, VISITORS’ SECTION.


Meacham unhooked his bully stick and pointed the way. Kersh knew it already. Meacham just liked handling his bully stick, the fat slob.


Afterward, puzzling over what had taken place, and when, Jeff Cawdor would wonder if it hadn’t all started on that particular day – at that particular moment – when he was standing at his office window on the 23rd floor of the Chrysler Building.


New York was shrouded under a thick grey blanket, a phantom city lost in a cloud of sulphuric mist. Lightning crackled like a plague of mad fireflies through the murk. He was enjoying the display from his grandstand vantage point, feeling safe and impregnable (like a child in a secret cave) behind the granite fascia and the tinted double glazing. Plus the fact he’d always, ever since he was a kid growing up in Torrence, North Carolina, relished the play of natural forces, the more majestic and awesome the better.


On that particular day, hands stuffed in his trouser pockets, a dreamy gawping look on his face, he hadn’t thought of this storm as being any different. Maybe the difference wasn’t in the storm itself, but in him. A couple of times he’d glanced over his shoulder, having that uncanny sense of there being somebody in the room with him. There wasn’t, but he couldn’t shake the feeling.


The morning had started ordinarily enough. He’d had breakfast with Sarah and Daniella, then driven in from his home in Franklin, New Jersey, his mind a million miles away as he listened to Scheherazade on the CD deck. Well, not a million miles, more like three and a half thousand – the distance roughly between Manhattan and Tuscany, where the three of them were to spend their first European vacation together as a family, after a five-day stopover in London. Cawdor had visited Europe many times before, on business, as a senior partner and chief designer for the civil-engineering company UltraCast International. On this trip he had people to see in London and Norwich, during which time his wife and daughter would stay with friends in Shropshire. Sarah had put in some time on her English family tree and come up against a mysterious gap in the late eighteenth century. Now she was hoping to pick up the trail again and trace it back through parish-church records, filling in the missing pieces. Daniella had never been to England, or indeed Europe, at all. She had vague, muddled ideas about England, fed by old black and white movies on TV, and the only place she had expressed any desire to visit was 221B Baker Street. His daughter would be stricken with disappointment, Cawdor reckoned, chuckling to himself, not to see hansom cabs rattling through fog-shrouded streets and to hear in the distance the baying of monstrous slavering hounds.


It was going to be wonderful! Sights, experiences, sensations; a whole new world the three of them could share together for the first time. And not least because he and Sarah would be seeing it all afresh through the girl’s eyes. Staring unseeingly at the roiling turbulence outside the window, Cawdor couldn’t stop himself recalling their last trip to Europe – his and Sarah’s. It had been sixteen years ago, two years after they got married and six months after Rebecca died. Their baby daughter had been another tiny statistic in the files labelled COT DEATHS. A perfectly happy, healthy child, just starting to take notice of the wider world beyond the protective perimeter of her mother’s embrace and her father’s cuddles and funny faces. A real family at last, which overnight had turned into a small, cold, rigid lump with clenched blue fists lying face down in the crib, and two desolate individuals for whom the planet, the entire universe, had ceased turning. That had been the reason for Europe. They had to do something, anything, go somewhere, anywhere, or go mad. So Cawdor had taken a clear six weeks off work and they had gone in search of other places, any form of distraction to fill the void. And – if such a thing might exist in some remote spot on the face of the earth – to find peace of mind.


But that was in the past.


Rebecca was a dear small memory. She would never be forgotten, and the pain would never ultimately be assuaged, but their life now had meaning and purpose – as well as lots of fun, laughter, and love.


Cawdor shook off the reverie, his dark-brown eyes sharpening into focus. He brushed back the wavy locks of unruly hair from his forehead and returned to his CAD workstation. The storm slowly abated, moving west across the Hudson, as the sky resumed a more tranquil aspect. From behind a ragged fringe of purple cloud a golden shaft of sunlight poured in through the window. Cawdor was distracted once again, his mind basking in warm sunshine from the vaulted blue of an Italian sky, his hand caressing worn, pitted stones that had been put in place 4,000 years ago, the tingle of blood-red Chianti on his tongue, the dry rasp of its aftertaste making his senses glow…


Enough, enough. He snapped out of it and concentrated on the job in hand: calculating some stress-load factors for a shopping mall in Lambertville, Michigan. It was pleasant drudgery, punching in the numbers and watching the columns multiply on the green screen as if breeding exponentially like a virus in a fifties horror flick. God, and to think he used to do all this with a slide rule, a pocket calculator and a tattered book of logarithm tables he’d carried with him since his student days at Columbia.


Twenty minutes later, deciding he needed to take a leak, he walked through the outer office on his way to the men’s room. UltraCast International occupied two whole floors of the building: the executive offices, administration and design team on this level; the civil-engineering section, site planning and accounts on the floor below. Sixty-three people in all, labouring on projects as diverse as schools, bridges, office blocks, multiple-screen movie complexes, and, currently, a hotel and open-air casino in Florida that was being overseen by Cawdor’s fellow senior partner, Don Carlson.


On the way back he stopped for a word with one of the design engineers in the drawing office, then asked Phyllis, his plump, efficient secretary with the dimpled cheeks, to get him a tuna-mayonnaise sandwich, bluecheese-flavoured potato chips and a Sprite; woolly-headed daydreaming while he watched the storm had put him behind, and he intended to work through his lunch break. This simple request brought a dimpling, sidelong smile from Phyllis. She was always smiling at him from under her eyelashes, as if they shared an intimate secret or a private joke. She had a crush on him, he guessed (no guessing about it: he knew damn well she did) and he shamelessly played on the fact as an angler plays a fish, pretending all the while to be blithely ignorant of the mute adoration shining out of her eyes.


Of course this made her adore him even more, which of course he also knew, and so the circle tightened its silken spiral.


‘You don’t know how lucky you are, not having to watch your figure,’ Phyllis said, reaching inside the desk drawer for her purse.


Oh God no, Cawdor thought. She wasn’t going to make some remark about his lean manly physique, was she? He didn’t mind silent worship in small doses, but this threatened to become embarrassing. Once he’d overheard her rhapsodising to another secretary about some guy with ‘sleepy bedroom eyes and a wicked seductive smile’, and then been mortified to realise this guy was himself.


Cawdor gave a weak grin. ‘I gotta few pounds I could stand to lose,’ he mumbled, speaking the truth. But Phyllis was blind to any – even the tiniest – imperfection in her hero.


‘Not that it shows. Take it from me. To say you have a desk job, you’re in pretty good shape. Most men your age –’


Cawdor retreated, almost blushing. ‘Er, thanks. Nice of you to say so, Phyllis. Still, better make that a Diet Sprite, OK?’ He turned and fled into his office.
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A thick sheet of laminated perspex prevented any physical contact between prisoner and visitor, a series of holes the size of dimes punched in it so they could hear one another. Tubular-metal-framed chairs were bolted to the scuffed floor, separated by narrow wooden partitions to provide an illusion of privacy. Three large fans moved slowly overhead, stirring the sluggish air. In the corner behind a square deal table a guard in a dark-grey peaked cap sat boredly watching the proceedings.


Kersh had been hoping it was Sophie. But it turned out to be that timid-looking dame again, May-Beth, who, it seemed, had embarked on a personal crusade to save his soul. Why him? He wasn’t religious. He didn’t and never had ‘believed’. Hell, he hadn’t been inside a church since he was nine years old.


He flopped down and stretched out his lanky legs. Good to get out of that cell though, even if he had to pay the price of being preached at.


The woman watched him, brown eyes blinking, her unpainted mouth curved in a small tight smile. She had soft, rounded, regular features. Wouldn’t have been bad-looking, Kersh thought, if only she’d take a little care over her appearance. Dyed and curled that straight mousy hair, for instance. Got rid of that fringe, which put ten years on her. As it was she was twenty-five going on fifty. He imagined her naked, and decided she’d pass muster. She was well blessed, and he liked his women big up there; the bigger the better.


‘Hello, Frank. How are you?’ She had a shy, hesitant way of speaking. Normally, Kersh didn’t go for the demure type, though the notion of May-Beth murmuring sex words to him in that little-girl whisper made his groin tighten.


‘How do you think I am? One thing for sure, I’m not taking out a subscription to Reader’s Digest.’


May-Beth’s mouth twitched – as if she knew it was meant to be a joke but didn’t get the point. She dropped her eyes demurely, pressed her lips together. ‘I thought maybe you’d be glad to see me…’


‘Oh, yeah? Why?’ Kersh pushed his hand through his thinning fair hair. To compensate for its baby-fine sparseness he’d let it grow long over his collar. He lit up a Marlboro, from his third pack today, and slouched back in the chair. It was close in here, metal grilles over the closed windows, the same stale air circulated by the fans. He felt slightly sick as the smoke hit his stomach.


May-Beth gazed at him with those pleading, cowlike eyes. ‘I pray for you constantly, Frank.’


‘Yeah?’ Kersh dragged in smoke and let it trickle from his nostrils. ‘Good for you,’ he mumbled, staring blatantly at her breasts. He had the itch today, no question about it.


‘There is hope. There is salvation. It isn’t too late – the Messengers can help you. Believe in them, Frank, open your heart to them, and they’ll offer you eternal life.’


‘Is that before or after I go to the chair?’


‘Do you want to die?’


‘You mean I gotta choice?’


‘The Messengers will show you the way. All you have to do is trust in them.’


It never ceased to amaze him how people could believe in this salvation crap. Now they were offering him eternal life. Jee-zuzz. He’d killed a dumb kid, fifteen years old, and he was going to burn for it. End of story. Why was she bothering him, for chrissakes?


‘Know what he said, the jerk?’ Following his own thoughts, Kersh watched the smoke spiralling upward. ‘Had his hand under the counter, reaching for his piece, and know what he said? “Make my day.” Make my day!’ His lips curled. ‘So I did. It turned out to be his last one.’ The glazed, milky eye watched the writhing smoke.


‘All for a measly thirty dollars,’ May-Beth said sadly.


‘You forgot the two bits and a quarter,’ Kersh wisecracked glibly.


That was six years and nine failed appeals ago, though to Kersh it was as near and sharp as yesterday. He blamed the damn car, acting up on him, same as everything else in his life. The Chevy had sounded like it was chewing ten pounds of ball bearings that day and having trouble swallowing them. Then a fart erupted from the tailpipe, making the car jerk forward and suddenly check itself, so that his forehead nearly smashed into the steering wheel. In fury he whacked the wheel with his fist. The Chevy retaliated by swerving off the blacktop and ploughing a furrow with its nearside wheels through the sandy hardfill.


Cursing, Kersh hauled it back, blinking hard against the glare of the setting sun beaming directly into his one good eye.


He’d been on highway 190 – Baton Rouge fifty miles behind him – somewhere between Opelousas and Eunice. This was Cajun country. The ‘gator shitkickers of the Louisiana swampland, Kersh thought of them with a derisive snigger. Them good ole boys could neither read nor write and slept with their own sisters. Ate spiced redfish and black beans for breakfast. Ughh! Last thing he wanted was to get stranded out here. They’d bend this city boy over a barrel and pump him raw.


He was heading for Shreveport and had a long way to go. Over 160 miles by his rough reckoning. He hoped to Christ the battered old Chevy would make it. Now, as well as grinding ball bearings to bits, the engine was giving off a high-pitched whine like a hornet trapped in a fruit jar.


As usual a feeling of impotent rage gripped him in its iron claws.


Why always him? Other guys seemed to get the breaks. He was still waiting for his. Nothing ever went the way he planned it. Nothing ever came out right for Frank Kersh. And that included his life.


An hour later, and the sun gone down, he turned off 190 at Ragley and took route 171 north to De Ridder. He really was in wild and woolly hick territory now. The locals probably had tails and howled at the moon. Even though born and bred in the neighbouring state of Mississippi, this was an alien world to Kersh. Literally. They spoke a different lingo – French or some such, somebody had told him. How in hell could you talk foreign and call yourself American, for chrissakes? It was unpatriotic.


He switched on the radio for company, but all he could find on every band was a cacophony of frantic footstomping to fiddle and accordion, played so fast it was like one long screech that made his head ache. He turned it off in disgust. Rhythm and blues and early rock ‘n’ roll was up his street. Something with a solid backbeat; better than this monkey music any day of the week.


Kersh peered through the bug-smeared windshield into the yellow tunnel of light formed by the single headlight and its flickering companion. The Chevy, like him, was one-sighted too. Drooping cypresses hung over the road, with stretches of soggy marsh backing off into the remote interior wilderness. Now and then he spied the dim glow of a homestead. When it had swept by, the darkness returned, a solid and impenetrable wall of night that seemed to close in on him from all sides.


More for comfort than because he actually felt hungry, Kersh stuffed the last of the cold, greasy double cheeseburger and onions into his mouth and flushed it down with a gulp of Carlsberg Export. Eating it reminded him that he’d broken his last ten spot at a truck stop on the outskirts of Baton Rouge to buy it. And thinking that made him glance in panic at the fuel gauge. He was a quarter full – or, according to Kersh’s stinking rotten luck, three-quarters empty. With 120 or so miles yet to go. Jee-zuzz.


He slowed the Chevy as the faltering yellow beam picked out a sign, white letters on a blue background. LEESVILLE. He missed the population figure underneath, but Kersh didn’t need to know it. Another hick town for definite, couple of bars, clapboard church, wooden houses with peeling paint and sagging porches. Couldn’t be anything otherwise out here on the backside of nowhere. His hands tightened on the wheel. Question is, buddy boy, Kersh thought, is the gas station slap bang on main street or some ways out? The gas station would be quiet at this hour – after ten – but anything too central would be bad news. And he fretted it might be one of those with a night window: the cashier safe and snug behind toughened wiremesh glass, an alarm button next to the register begging a thumb to press it and wake the burg from the dead.


It was a bad habit of his, creating problems before they arose – or that maybe didn’t even exist anyway. He was freaking himself out without any real cause. Just hang loose, Kersh told himself. Play the scene as it comes, on the wing. Experience had taught him that, if nothing else, in his 32 lousy years of life.


The gas station was on the final bend before 171 straightened out on its approach into town. Not perfect, not ideal by any means, but it could have been plenty worse. Main street was a ragged cluster of lights about half a mile away. A pick-up truck piled high with swollen sacks of grain went by in the opposite direction as Kersh drove in and pulled up alongside the pumps. The Chevy’s engine gave an ominous clunk as he switched off. Hope to Christ the bastard would start up again. If it didn’t he’d drop a lighted match in the fuel tank and boom the motherfucker out of existence. And serve it right.


A red-haired teenage kid with rolls of flab overlapping his jeans waddled across and unhooked the pump. He had a freckled, moonlike face, big and empty, and dreamy vacant eyes that gently smiled as Kersh told him to fill her up. Watching the kid through the side mirror, Kersh flipped open the glove compartment and slid the semiautomatic into the inside pocket of his dark-blue windbreaker. No need to check if it was fully loaded: it always was. He got out and performed a show of stretching, arching his back and angling his head to take a general look-see from his good side. No one else inside the cabin, its bare and shabby interior lit by cold blue fluorescents. Coke machine, a rack of magazines, a small TV on a shelf above the counter showing one of the Dirty Harry movies. Kersh couldn’t see a cash register, but maybe the place didn’t run to one. Same difference if the cash was kept in a drawer or a tin box.


With the kid still busy at the pump, he ambled across and stepped up on to the narrow wooden stoop, letting the screen door bang shut behind him. When the kid came in a few minutes later, wiping his hands on a rag, Kersh was at the magazine rack, his back to the door.


He waited until the kid was behind the counter and then slowly swivelled, one hand inside the windbreaker, the other hanging free at his side. He felt cool and easy. Not even breathing heavy.


‘All the cash you have, sonny. Hand it over. Now.’


The red-haired kid was staring at the lump Kersh’s hand made inside the windbreaker. Then he did something that made Kersh frown: he smiled a big empty smile. What the hell was this? Did the punk think he was playing games? Kersh took a step forward, hand still inside his windbreaker, and then he gawped.


The kid had reached below the counter-top and was holding a gun in his fat fist. From where Kersh stood it looked like a .41 Magnum. And the damn barrel wasn’t even shaking. Kersh felt his bowels loosen. It was a new and unsettling experience for him – situation reversed as he felt the same cold terror the victims of his petty thieving over the years had felt with a gun pointing at them. Could he run? Could he make the door before a blast from that fearsome weapon spread his guts over the wooden floor? No way, not with sweat running from his armpits and legs like jello.


And then, more incredibly still, the kid said:


‘Go ahead, scumbag’ – mouth widening in a grin that revealed a row of baby teeth with gaps in them, ‘make my day.’


Kersh couldn’t believe he was actually hearing this. Who did this shitkicker think he was, Dirty Harry? The younger generation watched too many movies.


Kersh looked up at the screen, where Clint Eastwood was chasing one of the bad guys down a dark alley. He looked back at the kid, who was still wearing the same gawpy grin on his fat face, and as he stared at the gun it suddenly came to him. The kid was play-acting. He had a mental age of five or six, and the Magnum he was holding, for God’s sake – was a toy. It was plastic.


Kersh found a watery grin. It was one of sheer relief. The sense of relief lasted three seconds, and then turned in a trice to a boiling cauldron of rage. To think that a moment ago he’d nearly crapped his pants! This submental shitkicker with the vacant smirk had made him feel, and probably look, too, like a glazed-eyed bunny rabbit quivering before the dripping fangs of a diamondback. Slowly, he brought out his bunched fist from inside the windbreaker and spread his hand to show that it was empty, and at the same time raised his other hand and fired from the hip, the slug taking the kid in the second roll of fat above his jeans. Yessirree. The old sucker punch. Nothing inside the windbreaker, sonny boy, except a bulging fist, the real hardware tucked into the back of his pants, the butt very conveniently placed for his free hand as it swept up behind and performed a fancy twirl to bring it on target, a manoeuvre he’d practised a hundred times in the mirror.


A look of surprise replaced the grinning gawp. The toy gun dropped from the kid’s fingers, and he clutched himself with both hands: blood leaking from his belly and running down inside and outside his bulging jeans and spreading over the floor. He took a step backward and slithered in it, did a funny shuffling walk in reverse and then tried a cartoon-character backflip which took him down with a crash that shook the floor, smack on to his fat ass.


Kersh peered over the counter. Flat on his back on the wet floor, the kid looked up at him. He was fully conscious and still surprised.


Kersh tapped the barrel of his gun on the counter. ‘You gonna cause me trouble, fella?’


The kid just stared at him. No more trouble there. Problem was, the kid – feeble-brained or not – would remember the lank fair hair and bad eye and thin puckered scar down the cheek. It took a long while to die from a gut wound, Kersh reminded himself – if you died at all. He couldn’t risk the gamble.


Plus, on top of everything, there was his own feeling to take into account. That he’d quaked in his shoes because a red-haired hicksville cretin with a freckled moon face had pulled a toy gun on him. That rankled. It riled. It fucking inflamed him. Frank Kersh didn’t like being made to look a sucker.


So to make amends he popped another through the kid’s throat, one into the heaving chest, and finished off the clip with three into the lard-barrel belly.


Should do it. The kid wasn’t going anywhere from now on, except maybe (if he’d been good to his momma) to sing with the heavenly host. Have a swell trip and don’t bother to write, asswipe.


Kersh didn’t want to get his boots all messy in that red swamp behind the counter. At full stretch he plucked out the bills from the cash drawer. Not much for his pains, so he scooped out the nickels and dimes as well. At the end of the counter, next to the window, there was a display of candy bars and lifesavers. Kersh picked up two handfuls of his favourite Twinkie bars and filled his pockets. He shook his head, thinking, Make my day! What a jerk-off. Too much TV; too many movies.


Already pushing through the screen door, he had a sudden second thought. More like a first thought, and a new one. The kid was dead mutton, no doubt about it. But didn’t the cops need a body to bring a murder rap? He was sure he’d read that somewhere. You couldn’t file a homicide charge on the basis of a body that couldn’t be found. Yeah, he was sure that was kosher. Lack of substantive evidence, or some such legal spiel.


Kersh debated with himself for a long time, nearly fifteen seconds.


He didn’t look forward to it, what with the awful sticky mess the kid was in, but he was coming to the view that it had to be done. There were swamps all the way along route 171, and that thought finally decided him.


Tasty midnight snack for the ‘gators on all that white blubber and it was farewell freckle face.


After wrapping the body in three or four burlap sacks he found in a back storeroom, Kersh got the soggy lump into the trunk and slammed the lid. The Chevy’s springs groaned. Fat fucker. On the bright side, he now had a free full tank of gas, and if his old pal the Chevy bastard behaved itself and started he was long gone out of here.


It did, and ten minutes later he was beyond Leesville and heading north through a night as black as the devil’s armpit.


‘Do you have any regrets about killing that boy, Frank?’


‘Is that it, the whole deal?’ Kersh sat up. ‘They want me to feel sorry for what I done?’ He was suddenly angry. ‘Listen. That dumb jerk deserved everything he got, trying to act the tough guy. No, I’m not sorry, you can tell ’em that. I stay the way I am – the one and only original Frank Kersh. They can have my soul and welcome, but I don’t regret a damn thing.’


‘That’s all right then.’


There was silence in the hot, still room. The guard had his head bent, reading from a magazine. Somewhere a fly buzzed, battering against a window pane. At least it had a chance, Kersh thought. Find a crack somewhere. Zoom up in the air and over the wall of Louisiana State Pen. If only, if only… It was all the dumb jerk’s fault for reaching under the counter. There was no need for it. And added to the kid’s mistake was Kersh’s error in thinking that without a body the DA couldn’t bring a murder-one rap. He was wrong. It was Murder Uno. With or without a body. Bloodstains in the car trunk were enough. The blood group and hair matched the dead kid’s. End of story.


May-Beth gazed at him calmly, hands folded placidly in her lap. ‘There is a way out, Frank.’


He said bitterly, ‘Sure, I know that. Hire me a big-shot lawyer. The two-bit shyster they foisted on to me couldn’t have proved Snow White was a virgin. What is it with you? Trying to fill my last nine days with some steady sunshine? Hey, tell you how you can help – sleep with the warden and get me a pardon. On second thought, that wouldn’t help my chances any. A face like yours could stop traffic.’ He sucked the last smoke out of his cigarette and ground it in the tinfoil ashtray. ‘I’m coming out of here a piece of burnt toast. There is no other way. So forget it.’


May-Beth said quietly, ‘When the Messengers speak of eternal life, they mean it. They have the power to save you. There is a moment between life and death, before the soul leaves the body. You can remain there, frozen in that single instant of time –’


Kersh interrupted harshly, ‘You don’t freeze when they shoot two thousand volts through you. Ain’t you heard? You fry. Your eyeballs melt. Sparks come outta here’ – He tapped his temple. His lips thinned as his good eye roamed up to her intent stare. ‘It isn’t my soul that needs saving, you stupid bitch. It’s my body.’


‘There isn’t much time, Frank. Just say you’ll agree to it.’


‘They’re offering me one extra second, right? I don’t reckon much to their eternal salvation if that’s how long it lasts. And what do they get out of it? Another soul they can chalk up on the big scoreboard in the sky?’


‘They ask for nothing.’


‘That’s the part I don’t like. It stinks. Everybody’s on the take for something. Hey,’ Kersh sneered at her, ‘maybe they want to put my brain in a glass jar! I seen that movie too.’


May-Beth clasped her hands in her lap. Her plain, unpainted face and dumpy body were like an insult to Kersh. He thought of Sophie, raw stringy hands, chipped nail polish. Eyes smudged with mascara. The girl of a petty crook and three-time loser. Mr Big Shot who’d never had the breaks, who’d never taken his chances, except the wrong ones, and never got away with any of them. He’d never had a knockout of a woman in his entire life. Somebody with class – like his all-time favourite fantasy, that snooty Sue Ellen dame out of Dallas. Big goo-goo eyes, moist lower lip, and legs right up to her ass. Instead it was that dumb bleach-blonde Sophie Molosz – or this dried-up stick of an old maid.


Always last in line, Kersh. Never up front with the smart money. He was sick and tired of it.


‘The second between life and death can be everlasting,’ May-Beth said softly.


He decided to humour her. ‘With me frozen in it.’


‘Yes.’ May-Beth’s brown eyes were calm and sure.


Suddenly he had an idea. ‘OK.’


It was so abrupt that she was confused. ‘You agree to it? You believe?’


‘Sure.’ He glanced casually away for a second and lowered his voice. ‘Take off your pants.’


‘What?’


‘That’s the deal. Do as I say and I’ll agree.’


He really had the hots today, and May-Beth was the only relief within a million miles. He didn’t think she would, and then his breathing shortened as she reached below the table. He lit up again greedily, his palms damp, and had the pleasure of watching her as she wriggled her hips, squirming in her seat as she tugged her pants off, then stuffed them in her purse. The thought of it made him rock hard. She gave a tiny scared nod to say she’d done what he asked. Lounging back in the chair, Kersh let his hand fall lightly over his aching crotch. ‘Nice, honey. Touch yourself. Know what I mean?’


He saw her hand move down, and a moment later she closed her eyes. Her chin started to quiver. Paper rustled as the guard turned a page, but he didn’t look up. Kersh worked on himself through the coarse weave of the blue serge work pants, his gaze never leaving her face. May-Beth’s mouth parted a little; her shoulders jerked in rhythm. She opened her eyes and stared into his, her throat moving, little panting breaths making her nostrils flare and contract. Then she gave a sharp sudden gasp and bit her lower lip, her eyes squeezed tight shut.


Kersh slumped back and groaned, and crossed his legs. He hoped the congealed stickiness around his crotch wouldn’t show through and betray him.


He sucked in smoke hungrily. They were all alike, these holy-roller broads. Ice on the outside, pure as the driven snow, but actually begging for it.


May-Beth’s eyes were bright, her cheeks flushed. ‘You agree to it, as you promised?’


Kersh lit another cigarette from the smouldering butt, and shrugged. ‘Sure. Maybe that way I’ll get to fuck you for real.’ Curiosity nagged at him. ‘Explain it to me. They strap me in the chair, right? They throw the lever… and then what?’


‘Don’t worry about it.’ May-Beth smiled. ‘I’ll pray for you, Frank.’


‘Yeah, sure. Whatever. You do that.’


On his way back to the Block, Kersh wondered what the hell had gotten into him to go along with such a crackpot notion. Perhaps he was more scared than he dared admit, even to himself. The prospect of death put all kinds of weird thoughts in your head. Everlasting life all wrapped up in a single second, for instance. Jee-zuzz.
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Phew.


Cawdor sank down into his swivel chair, wiping imaginary sweat from his brow. It coddled his masculine ego, having a woman find him attractive. Yet if he wasn’t careful there was a danger he might send out the wrong signals, and what started out as a harmless bit of office flirtation could end in –


Jeff Cawdor sat bolt upright in the chair. The imaginary sweat on his brow all of a sudden popped up for real: that’s how long it took for his autonomic system to react and his glands to respond to the shock of seeing a man sitting in the black leather chair across the desk from him. A dark-skinned man with a hollow-cheeked, intelligent face and large brown eyes that were made to appear even larger by the magnifying lenses of his silver-framed spectacles. His long, slender brown hands were clasped loosely in his lap, the collar of his expensively tailored overcoat, which had seen better days, turned up by his pointed ears.


Cawdor blinked, dumbly confused. How come Phyllis hadn’t said anything? Warned him he had a visitor? But that wasn’t right either, because he knew perfectly well that his secretary would never allow anyone – whatever the circumstances – inside his private office, where there was confidential information; definitely not while he was absent. That’s what the visitors’ chairs in the outer office were for. Visitors.


While he was staring and pondering, and trying to recover from his shock, the man said with the ghost of a smile, ‘Quite a storm we had. Did you enjoy it?’


His voice was cultured, his tone measured, each word enunciated carefully and precisely.


‘My name is Cawdor,’ Cawdor said. ‘And this is my office. Would you mind telling me who you are and what you’re doing here?’ It crossed his mind to call Phyllis in, ask her how this joker had managed to bypass her desk. Then he remembered she would be on her way down in the elevator, eagerly carrying out a love mission for her lean, rugged hero who existed only in her head.


‘I’m Doctor Khuman. How do you do?’


The Indian leant forward, extending his hand. His nails were long, pale ovals, carefully manicured. ‘Clearly you weren’t expecting me, Mr Cawdor,’ he went on, unabashed, when his offer of a handshake went unheeded.


‘Clearly I wasn’t. Should I have been?’


‘I… wasn’t sure. It isn’t possible, in every instance, to predict. I was hoping otherwise.’


Predict? The word made Cawdor wary. Into his mind swam the vision of an Indian mystic promising to foretell his future in return for a fistful of dollars. His tongue snagged against the rough edge of a metal filling that was working loose, making him wince, which served to sharpen his irritation. What was happening to security in this building? There were guards on duty in the lobby downstairs, plus UltraCast’s own reception desk, then Phyllis as the final frontier – and this guy waltzes past the bunch of them.


Doctor Khuman said, ‘I’m sorry for my unexpected arrival, but there was no other way. I can see from your expression that you are angry at this sudden intrusion.’


‘Not yet I’m not, but give me a couple of minutes. D’you ever hear of making an appointment? Or using the phone, maybe?’ Cawdor waved his hand over the cluttered desk. ‘Look, Doctor Khuman –’ (And what kind of doctor was he, anyway? Psychiatry? Divinity? Flying Saucers?) ‘-I really am very busy, as you can see. If it’s a medical charity or some religious cause, I suggest you write to us stating your business and I’ll see how we can help. I have deadlines to meet, so I’d appreciate it if –’


‘There isn’t time for that, my friend.’ The Indian was leaning forward, his thin elegant hands pressed together. He closed his eyes for a moment, two vertical lines creasing his forehead, as if concentrating hard. Silence hung over the faintly humming computer terminal.


He said, ‘This is difficult for you, Mr Cawdor, I appreciate that, but even more difficult for me to explain. How can I put this? There is some kind of disruption about to take place, though I sense it only imperfectly. You might call it a dysfunctional element in the flow of events, cause and effect at odds with one another –’


‘What are you telling me, that the end of the world is nigh?’ Cawdor interrupted. ‘I’ve heard all that before.’


Doctor Khuman’s smile was strained. ‘I knew this wouldn’t be easy,’ he murmured, half to himself. He sighed. ‘But I had hoped you would be prepared for my visit, you see.’


‘No, I don’t see. And I really don’t have time for this. I’ve tried to be polite, but you just barge in here and upset my work schedule …’ He frowned, genuinely perplexed. ‘Just how did you get in, right past my secretary? No way she couldn’t have seen you.’


Magnified by his silver-framed spectacles, the Indian’s eyes gleamed large and brown. ‘Oh, she did see me, of course, but then she became distracted. Her mind seemed to be elsewhere. In fact, so I believe, she was thinking of you. That seemed to be the general course of her thoughts.’


‘If you can read Phyllis’s mind, maybe you can read mine also.’


Despite his flippancy, Jeff Cawdor felt his heartbeat quicken. Unsettling that a total stranger should have picked up on the ‘secret’ shared only between himself and Phyllis; more than that, it was uncanny. He felt as if his innermost private domain had been invaded. Before he could check them, his thoughts took off on their own, raising such demons as blackmail, extortion, threats to his personal wellbeing and that of his family. Doctor Khuman, in actual appearance, didn’t embody the image of a blood-chilling spectre or the psychopathic axe murderer who casually walks in off the street, for example – but in the real world people didn’t always conform to the popular myths of Hollywood type-casting.


He voiced what was uppermost in his mind. ‘Have you come here to issue threats or to warn me about something?’


‘It wasn’t my intention to do either. You see, strange as it may seem’ – Doctor Khuman gave a slight shrug of his narrow shoulders - ‘it’s you, Mr Cawdor, who possesses the real insight into what I fear is a potential disruption. And in your hands alone lies the power to change it.’


Cawdor said testily, ‘Change what? How can I do that when I don’t understand what you’re talking about? If I had this “insight” you’ve granted me, then presumably I’d know what it is I’m supposed to change. I don’t, on both counts.’ He got up. ‘Seems you picked the wrong guy, doc. Thanks for the visit. You can find your own way to the elevator. Good morning.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Or good afternoon – whatever.’


The Indian remained seated. Even now, and in spite of the annoyance he felt, Cawdor had to admire his composure. If in actual fact the man was some kind of faker, or charlatan, he’d perfected it to a fine art. There was a quiet, dignified seriousness about him, a complete lack of melodramatic flourish, that made Cawdor almost accept him as genuine. Almost, but not quite.


‘Are you by any chance planning a trip abroad?’


Cawdor stared at him. Again, the sudden quickening of the heart. He resisted the urge to curl his fists, letting his hands hang loosely by his sides.


‘As a matter of fact, yes, I am. So what?’


‘With your family?’


‘Yes’ – Cawdor checked himself. ‘How do you know I’m married?’


Doctor Khuman stroked his pointed chin, frowning. ‘I can’t be certain, but there is something about your forthcoming trip that disturbs me.’


What’s the pitch now? Cawdor wondered. Travel insurance? ‘Listen to me for a second,’ he said, the testiness creeping back. ‘In place of all these vague hints about “disruptions” and “insights” and how disturbed you are about my welfare, why don’t you spit it out in words of one syllable? Then maybe I could extract an ounce of sense from all this. If you’re not peddling travel insurance, what are you trying to sell me?’ He grimaced as the rough filling found the tender spot again, right on the money.


Doctor Khuman had risen slowly to his feet. He said in his gentle, educated voice, ‘If I were a salesman, Mr Cawdor, I doubt very much I’d last out the week, do you? You’ve bought nothing from me, and you believe nothing I’ve told you.’ He spread his hands, sighing. ‘I do wish, truly, I could be more explicit. But, you see, I don’t know the precise details and exact circumstances. The beliefs that give rise to these feelings, this sense of foreboding, are of a general philosophical nature, not hard scientific prediction.’


‘What beliefs are those?’


‘The Tantric tradition of the Buddhist faith.’


Cawdor suddenly relaxed. He almost chuckled, the relief was so tangible. He hadn’t been too far wide of the mark, he reflected, when the notion of the Indian mystic looking for a hand-out had popped into his mind. Except that Doctor Khuman didn’t appear to be the panhandling type of religious zealot. Maybe he was genuine after all – a disciple of Buddhism, as he said – though that didn’t help Cawdor any. What he knew about Buddhism could be written in large block capitals on one side of a postcard. He recalled vaguely that they believed in reincarnation. You died and came back as a higher or lower order of being, depending on how well or badly you’d lived your life. Or something like that.


‘Look, I respect your personal beliefs, OK? You came here with the best of intentions, fine. Can I save us both some time, and say, Have a nice day and don’t get run over in traffic?’


Doctor Khuman bowed slightly. ‘I’m very sorry to have disturbed your business routine, Mr Cawdor.’ At the door he turned and said, ‘One last thing. Have you broken a mirror recently?’


In the distance, a rumble of thunder reverberated faintly as the storm moved over New Jersey.


‘No, so I’m not anticipating seven years’ bad luck.’


When Doctor Khuman had departed, Cawdor stood at the window and stared out at the city. It looked no different from how it had looked thirty minutes ago, except that now the dark clouds had gone and the buildings and streets were bathed in bright sunshine, like a gigantic stage set under the glare of arc lamps.


Nothing had changed; everything was reassuringly the same, or so it seemed.


Baking heat blasting off concrete: the cars in the parking lot of the Louisiana State Penitentiary shivered as in a mirage as May-Beth came through the gate in the chainlink fence. The prison was built on a concrete raft in an area of cleared scrub. Beyond this, the ground became a thin dried crust, liquid mud underneath, with gnarled trees, creepers and decaying vegetation forming a dense, steamy, impenetrable barrier.


Any prisoner unlucky enough to be lost out there had several hundred square miles of alligators and snakes to worry about – a prospect that made escape hardly more appealing than the dead man’s walk to the chair.


May-Beth’s distorted reflection rippled along the torpedo-shaped length of the silver trailer, its small portholes of smoked-blue glass like the blank stare of a blind man. Sagging on its axles, the trailer was at least thirty years old, and patchworked with the corners of posters long since ripped off, a few faded strips hanging down, yellowed and stiff. May-Beth reached for the tarnished handle, but before she could grasp it the handle turned and the door swung open on creaking hinges.


Inside, after the dazzling glare, it was black as the tomb, and stifling hot. May-Beth slid on to the bench seat, feeling her way, and heard the door click shut. After a moment or two she was able to make out the thin, erect shape directly opposite. Pale-faced, and in spite of the heat clad in stiff black suit and straight-brimmed hat, the man she knew only as Preacher sat with long fingers splayed on bony knees, the folds of material draped from his skinny flanks dusty and worn with age. May-Beth shivered. Whenever he gazed at her with those fathomless dark eyes set in bony sockets, she had the feeling of soft fingers exploring her mind, delving into her thoughts. She suddenly flushed hot, alarmed and mortified that he might be aware of what Frank Kersh had made her do. But he gave no sign: an absence of expression on the gaunt, lined face.


The trailer was moving. May-Beth glanced outside. Through the blue-tinted windows the landscape looked strangely dark, as if underwater, the twisted trees like fantastic growths on the sea bed.


‘You seem agitated, my child. Did he insult you in some manner, by word or deed?’


May-Beth avoided Preacher’s eyes. ‘No, not at all – nothing happened,’ she said rather too quickly, wishing the blood would leave her cheeks. ‘I asked him, like you said, about that boy he killed – if he was sorry for what he’d done. He said no, he wasn’t, and never would be. I guess he’s accepted it, the fact he’s going to die nine days from now. All the appeals have run out.’


‘He may die,’ Preacher said, ‘but some part of him, a tiny fragment, will continue to exist.’ He seemed deadly serious. ‘If you were able to convince him of the truth of our message.’ His eyes bored into her. ‘Did you convince him, May-Beth? Did he believe you?’


‘I guess so,’ May-Beth said evasively.


‘And he doesn’t repent!’


May-Beth glanced at him then, such was the throaty fervour in his voice. She sensed that he was trembling inside the stiff black suit and the plain white shirt, tieless, buttoned up to the neck. Yet not a tremor passed over his face.


She said hesitantly, ‘I just wish I could understand why this man’s soul is so important to you –’


‘Not to me, child. To the Messengers.’


‘I mean, to the Messengers.’


‘Should we abandon him, because he has sinned? This man Kersh is a challenge to our faith. He has a mind, devious and cunning, one that dwells in its own psychopathic universe.’ He released a thin sigh. ‘I could explain it, but these matters are beyond someone of your limited intellect.’


May-Beth’s shoulders went back. ‘Now that I’ve done what you wanted, got him to agree, I’m stupid, is that it?’ Her lower lip jutted out. ‘I may be stupid – I wasn’t educated in a proper fashion – but I ain’t dumb enough to believe you can save him from the chair in the last second. That’s what you told me to say, so I did. Maybe Frank believed it, but I don’t buy it. When they throw that lever and pump in the juice, that’s him gone. Finito. There ain’t time for him to spit.’


She drew breath, astounded at herself. There was a long timeless moment when nothing happened, except the silver trailer continued along the strip of concrete road that ran straight through the swamps. On either side scummy green pools bubbled and belched. Curtains of creeper hung down like witches’ hair. In the shallows, on the verge of the road, an arrow of ripples disturbed the surface as a scaly creature glided through the reeds, searching for dinner.


Stating it quietly, as a fact, Preacher said, ‘One second, my dear, can be a very long time. Longer than a human lifetime – but it all depends on the particular second.’ His eyes narrowed upon her. ‘Do you believe this is the only life you have?’


‘You mean another life, in the hereafter?’ May-Beth wasn’t sure she did believe that. She wanted to and, brought up as a Baptist, that’s what they’d preached at her since she was old enough to comprehend. Trouble was, she couldn’t remotely imagine what such a place would be like. Certainly not angels with harps and God with a long white beard reclining on a fluffy pink cloud. She rejected that childish vision, of course, but could find nothing to put in its place. Common sense battled with blind faith and defeated it every time. No contest.


Preacher inclined his lean body towards her, and again she felt those soft fingers worming into her mind. ‘I speak not of the hereafter, but of the herenow. I mean another life lived in the here and now. You have yearned for such a thing, May-Beth, desired it in your innermost secret dreams.’


Well, yes, she couldn’t deny it. Wasn’t everybody the same? Everybody daydreamed of living a life that was more exciting, more glamorous, more intensely felt. It was the human condition to imagine a fantasy world in which mundane reality was pushed aside and secret desires fulfilled. The fact that she’d been born, grown up and lived her entire short life in the small town of Dubach, forty miles away, was an even more compelling reason. Most of the folk from around here never left the state. Employment locally was with the cattle ranches, or they could head further south to the bayou and find work on the shrimpers or the alligator farms. As for girls her age, May-Beth thought bitterly, ambition wasn’t encouraged. Find a fella, marry and settle down, raise a family. The stuff she saw on TV, in the magazines she read, about a legion of strong liberated women forging ahead in a man’s world might have been happening on another planet. Sure, she dreamt of what it would be like, wished she could be one of them, but what use was dreaming and wishing when all the chips were stacked against her? Backwoods-educated, no college degree, no special skills or hidden talents, plain of face and round of form; the only thing she possessed was the honesty to admit that such an uninspiring package would take her exactly nowhere – except into a dead-end marriage with a houseful of kids, a thirty-year mortgage and varicose veins.


The unconscious recognition of this grim fate – and an obscure need to rebel against it – had perhaps led May-Beth to feel drawn to the Messengers when they showed up in Dubach the previous summer. They had arrived from somewhere up north in the ancient silver trailer and taken over a derelict chapel with a rusting corrugated-iron roof on Frog Wash Road, about two miles out of town. A closed, secretive sect, they didn’t actively seek converts, and it was only by word of mouth that their presence became known. Rumours started to circulate that the Messengers had charismatic healing powers. They didn’t hold services nor even have regular meetings. Neither did they solicit donations, and were rarely seen in town except once or twice a month laying in provisions. Along with the rumours, it was this air of mystery surrounding them that had first sparked May-Beth’s curiosity. Not that she needed physical healing, but she did feel an emptiness in her life, a kind of aimless despair at having nothing on the horizon to look forward to, and worse still – that this was the best it was ever going to get.


The Messengers hadn’t transformed her life (nothing so dramatic) but they had given her the precious possibility of hope. Ever since the evening in late summer last year when she persuaded her old schoolfriend Cheramie to take a ride with her out to Frog Wash Road, May-Beth had felt the – for her – unusual tingle of optimism. A few local people attended gatherings at the chapel, and pretty soon she started turning up on a regular basis, though without Cheramie, who soon lost interest when she met a boy from Farmerville with sideburns and a Mustang GT convertible.


It was Preacher himself, the leader of the sect, who asked if she was willing to visit the state prison. In agreeing, May-Beth had assumed the purpose to be a mixture of providing social comforts and spiritual solace to the inmate population. She assumed wrong. Preacher had in mind only one inmate, whose time on death row was ticking away rapidly towards zero. And why Frank Kersh in particular? To May-Beth he seemed not much different from the other convicted killers she had seen during her visits. Just as puzzling to her was Preacher’s insistent, indeed obsessive, demand that Kersh understood that ‘in the final second lay his salvation’, as Preacher phrased it. She had obeyed, done as he asked, but that didn’t make her any the wiser or convert her scepticism into belief.


In the same way, she found herself struggling to understand what he meant by the ‘herenow’. Maybe Preacher was right after all. Maybe she was just too plain dumb to grasp his meaning.


‘I can promise you another life, May-Beth, the one you secretly desire, if you will come with us on the journey. What is it you yearn for? Beauty? Fame? Power? Sexual conquest? All these can be yours if you believe in the power of our message. Come with us and you will reap your reward, I promise you.’


‘Come with you – where?’ May-Beth blinked at him in the torpid gloom of the trailer, feeling stupid again.


‘Into the mind of Frank Kersh.’


‘Nobody can do that, enter another person’s mind,’ May-Beth said, and then recalled with a shiver the creeping sensation she had of fingers inside her own mind whenever Preacher laid his flat, cold gaze upon her. But that was simply her imagination acting up, wasn’t it? Huh?


‘The power of belief is everything,’ he told her. ‘Without it, nothing is possible. Are you really so content with your life, May-Beth? No desire to change it for another? When there are so many futures to choose from, an infinite number of possibilities. A great shame that your future is already decided and mapped out because belief lies stillborn inside you.’


May-Beth felt the urge to cry out that he was wrong – she did want to change her life. She didn’t want to settle for a drab future already laid out before her in all its dreary, small-town detail. Preacher held out the tantalising promise of a wonderful world in which all her dreams would come true, but the worm of doubt, of unbelief, prevented her from grasping it.


Almost whispering it, she said, ‘Make me believe, Preacher. I do so want to.’


The straight-brimmed hat tilted forward, masking his eyes, as he looked down. May-Beth looked down too. On the floor between them lay a canvas sack she hadn’t noticed till now, tied at the neck with a drawstring. Preacher reached down, jerked loose the tie, and the mouth of the sack gaped wide. There was blackness inside and, though May-Beth couldn’t be sure, she thought she saw the sack move, as if something heavy was slowly stirring within, uncoiling itself.


She sat perfectly still, her mouth dry as sandpaper.


‘If you truly want to believe’ – Preacher’s voice floated towards her as from a great distance – ’prove it by putting your hand inside.’


May-Beth stared into the black mouth of the sack. Fear like an icy claw clutched at her heart, squeezing it dry. Was her fear stronger than her desire to believe? It was a test of her faith and willpower, she knew that; of whether she was prepared to accept with her whole heart the creed of the Messengers as the one and only truth.


A simple enough act, really, May-Beth told herself, to put her hand into an empty sack. No harm would befall her – no possible harm, because the Messengers would never gain a single convert to the faith if the act of conversion was of itself fatal.


She put her hand inside.


And something did move. This time May-Beth was certain. The information flashed to her brain. Her brain flashed a message to her hand. But, before her hand could react, it seemed to May-Beth that an aeon elapsed, as if time had frozen in a single instant.


She saw everything with stark clarity.


The passing swampland, gloomy and ghostly through the tinted glass.


The darkened interior with the erect, motionless figure sitting opposite, silent and watchful.


Her own bare arm inside the gaping mouth of the sack.


Biting back a scream, she yanked her arm out. But not quick enough. Two pearls of blood seeped from the puncture marks on the back of her hand. May-Beth stared at them, her throat closing tight with panic. Her body started to twitch and jerk in spasm. Then she was shaking uncontrollably from head to foot. She tried to say something, but her mouth was filled with foam. She went stiff and felt a creeping numbness in her limbs.


The sack had ceased to move, lay blackly gaping on the floor of the trailer. Preacher reached inside and brought out a heavy coil of thick rope. He held it up for her to see. May-Beth fell back limply on the bench seat. She looked at her hand, which was smooth and unmarked, without a drop of blood. Then she glanced quickly at the man facing her, the dark flat eyes set in bony sockets beneath the straight brim of his hat.


His lips moved.


‘Do you now believe, my child?’ she heard him say, his voice a million miles away.


May-Beth nodded.


The silver trailer moved on along the concrete strip of road that went straight as an arrow into the distance, the scummy green pools on either side belching softly in the heat of the afternoon.



4



Jeff Cawdor took a gulp of sparkling white wine and lay back, eyes closed, against the cushions. Curled up in an armchair, where she was reading a tourist guide to Tuscany, Sarah looked at him over her glasses.


‘The Uffizi Gallery. Remember, Jeff?’


He nodded.


‘Florence was wonderful,’ Sarah mused with a faraway smile. ‘I hope Daniella will like it.’


‘She’ll love the food. Those pizzas in the Via Porta Rossa that melted in the mouth. We ate them in that little courtyard with the roses climbing the trellis, shading off the sun…’


‘I knew it all along. You’re a romantic at heart.’ He could hear the smile in her voice. ‘You bought a print from a street-seller, remember? The ugly-looking old guy in a red robe, a pope or something, with a huge bent nose done in profile.’


‘Was that the print or the street-seller?’


Sarah giggled. ‘We had it pinned up in the upstairs hallway for a while. A Michelangelo, wasn’t it?’


‘Piero della Francesca. It wasn’t a pope, it was the Duke of Urbino. You threw it out? I liked that old guy.’


‘I took it down years ago, along with your Elvis posters. They’re probably all rolled up in the basement somewhere.’


‘So that’s what happened to them.’


‘You can’t remain a teenager the rest of your life, Jeff,’ Sarah admonished him, peering over her glasses. ‘Not when you have a daughter coming on seventeen.’


Eyes closed, Cawdor said wistfully, ‘Reminds me of something John Lennon once said: “Elvis died when he went into the army.”’


‘Smartest career move Elvis ever made.’


‘Going in the army?’


‘No, dying.’


‘That’s cruel,’ Cawdor said.


‘Sure it is. But true.’


Sarah was teasing him, he knew that, but both of them enjoyed it. Stretched out on the couch, he rested the hand clasping the wine glass on his stomach. It sank in an inch or so. He was reminded of what he’d said to Phyllis at the office, one day last week, about needing to lose a few pounds. Damn right he did. He used to jog every morning before leaving for work until he started getting a numbed feeling in his right thigh – trapped nerve or something – and gave it up. These days he did a few laps of the pool in the basement gym of the Chrysler Building, but not enough to constitute a proper exercise regime. Get a grip, he told himself. Thirty-eight is just the right age to start turning into a slob. What really piqued him, however, was that Sarah, without jogging, swimming or any other form of regular workout, never seemed to have a problem with her weight or shape. She wasn’t as skinny as those catwalk models, thank goodness, with their needle-sharp shoulders and flat chests and thin legs, but somehow or other she still managed to stay slender and firm in all the right places.


He sipped his wine. The dryness on his tongue reminded him of when he’d been daydreaming about Italy a week or so ago – the day of the storm, standing at his office window. He knew what his mind was hinting at, in which direction it was slyly nudging him. That’s how minds worked – ambushing you when you least expected it.


It was the appearance of Doctor Khuman. Of course.


Not that Cawdor had consciously resisted thinking about that strange meeting, but he hadn’t positively opened himself to any speculation about it either. And he hadn’t mentioned it to Sarah. That was a little odd in itself, because usually they shared their daily round of events, trivial or otherwise. So what the hell, Cawdor pondered, was it all about? Just a crank, then, this Doctor Khuman, a religious nut who happened to wander in off the street? Funnily enough, no; Cawdor found he couldn’t dismiss the Indian so easily. The thing that stuck with him, that he couldn’t shake, was that Doctor Khuman seemed to want answers from him – as if he expected Cawdor to know what he was talking about. What was it he’d said? Something about him possessing insight into a disruptive influence and having the power to change it…


And he recalled what his reply had been. Change what?


Jeff Cawdor thought of himself as a fairly intelligent, rational guy. He didn’t have any strong religious convictions, and his views on premonitions, psychic phenomena, and the whole ragbag of what could loosely be described as ‘the occult’ were, to say the least, sceptical. The mystery was why Doctor Khuman had touched a raw nerve somewhere. And he had. The fact that Cawdor had been skirting around the subject, never confronting it directly, proved it. Was he scared to? No, he decided, it wasn’t fear outright, not of the wet-palms, stomach-churning variety anyway; yet he had to confess to a vague apprehensiveness. A general feeling of unease … as if something was wrong, something he ought to know about, and didn’t. But what was it, for heaven’s sake?


The sound of the TV made him open his eyes. Sarah had switched on the late newscast. It was a regional cable station that covered both national and local news.


‘… and, with no last-minute pleas for clemency having been received, the sentence is due to be carried out at midnight,’ the florid-faced, bow-tied newscaster was saying. ‘The execution of Frank Kersh, convicted six years ago of the murder of an emotionally challenged fifteen-year-old boy, will be the fourth this year at the Angola State Penitentiary, Louisiana, bringing the total nationwide to forty-three. And now some local stories. Students at a school in Somerville, New Jersey, were alarmed to discover a six-foot boa constrictor hiding in …’


Cawdor swung his feet down and finished off the wine. ‘That’s it, honey, I’m turning in. Do you have a broadcast tomorrow?’


Sarah raised one eyebrow at him over her glasses. ‘Since tomorrow happens to be Wednesday, what’s your guess?’


‘My guess would be yes.’


Sarah worked from home, writing feature articles for magazines and national press syndication. Three evenings a week she hosted a phone-in radio programme for WCTC New Brunswick, dealing with all manner of emotional crises and rocky relationships. Cawdor liked to kid her that she was becoming something of a media celebrity, which happened to be not so much kidding as actually true.


In passing, he touched her hair and she reached up and squeezed his hand. ‘Won’t be long,’ Sarah said. ‘I won’t disturb you.’


‘Feel free.’


Upstairs, he changed into pyjama bottoms and went into the bathroom. He preferred taking a shower at night rather than in the morning – it helped relax him for sleep – but tonight he was too tired to bother, and also a little woozy from the bottle of Frizzante at dinner, most of which he’d drunk. He brushed his teeth and rinsed his mouth. The loose filling had been replaced: it felt smooth and solid. He picked up his shaving mirror in its swivel stand, intending to use the magnifying face to inspect the tooth in question, but as he spun the mirror over, his hands still wet, it slipped out of his grasp. The mirror hit the tiled floor, breaking free of the silvered metal rim and shattering in a burst of glittering fragments.


Earlier that evening, a few minutes after ten o’clock, the barber had shaved his temples and a three-inch strip round his lower calves. Kersh drank two cups of black coffee and smoked a cigarette. The execution was set for two minutes past midnight. At eleven-thirty the warden appeared, escorted by Senior Guard Meacham and three guards with restraint harness, should it be needed.


The Block was silent as Kersh was led away. Twenty-six pairs of eyes watched him go. He didn’t mind them seeing his shaven temples, but he felt ashamed, whether they knew it or not, at having to wear diapers. The worst indignity was having the guards examine the sticky-tape tabs to check they were secure before he was allowed to pull up his blue work pants.


Coming into the main corridor of F Cellhouse, the warden turned to the left. The chamber was one floor down, at ground level. Kersh tried to feel some emotion, but nothing came. He wondered if they’d drugged his coffee. Guys were supposed to scream, go berserk, so he had heard. But this was a quiet, dead-of-night walk. He looked straight ahead, noting the shiny patch of scalp through the warden’s thinning hair. Meacham and the other guards herded him in close.


In single file the party went down the stairwell. On the steel rail the paint had been worn down to the bare metal by years of sliding hands. They passed through a cinderblock passage into a small windowless room with a buzzing fluorescent light. An electric fan on the wall wafted the sluggish air. Two men rose as they came in. One was short and plump, neatly dressed in a dark suit, with horn-rimmed spectacles and a professionally composed face. He was holding a black bag. The other man, tall and lean in a faded black suit, looked to Kersh like a priest. Though Kersh hadn’t asked for one, he assumed it was standard procedure. They had a doctor, so why not a priest?


Meacham opened a further door, which had a porthole of thick glass set in it. Kersh looked through into the chamber. Floor, walls and ceiling lined with cork. The chair, stoutly constructed of wood, was fastened to the floor with metal plates. Rubber seat cushion and backrest. Rubber mat behind the chair, another one in front, for the prisoner’s feet. Leather-covered clamps on pivots were fixed to the arms of the chair and there were two further clamps at ankle height.


The warden put on his glasses and took a document from his inside pocket. He glanced up at the clock. 11:43.


They stood in a silent group for two minutes. The doctor stared at his shoes. The priest stood with eyes closed, hands clasped together on his chest. When the finger jerked to 11:45 the warden unfolded the document, pushed his glasses firmly on to his nose, and cleared his throat.


‘I now charge that you, Frank Rudolph Kersh, having been tried and found guilty of murder in the first degree, shall suffer the due penalty as prescribed by the Penal Code of the State of Louisiana, namely death by electrocution. I, Jesse D Taverner, warden of the State Penitentiary, am hereby empowered by the office vested in me to authorise the prosecution of the law to the person above named.’


He put the document away and took off his glasses.


‘Have you any last request, Frank, before sentence is carried out?’


Kersh brushed back his thinning hair. Something felt wrong. He realised it was his shaven temples. ‘Cheeseburger and fries to go. Pile on the onions, easy on the relish.’


The warden made a small weary gesture and turned away. Two guards held Kersh by the elbows, guiding him through. Meacham waited by the chair, his arms folded. For a moment Kersh stood there, feeling foolish, not sure what was expected of him. He became aware of the priest standing by his side.


‘Would you like us to pray together, my son?’


Kersh looked up at the tall, gaunt figure. He tried a shrug. ‘Sure. Go ahead if it’ll make you feel any better.’


He didn’t make the connection right off. Then he did. Sure – all that mumbo jumbo May-Beth had fed him about the Messengers. This guy was one of them, maybe even the head honcho. Was this what they were offering, their Big Deal, just saying a few lousy prayers to spin out his final minutes? His daddy had done nothing but pray, and look where it had got him. Kersh blinked hard. Damned if he was going to start praying now, whatever he’d told May-Beth. Whatever he’d promised her in return for getting his rocks off.


Yeah, that’s what they’d like to see all right.


Frank Kersh on his knees, sobbing his heart out, shit scared, begging their two-bit forgiveness.


But he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. He’d go like a real man, like Sly or Bruce or Arnie. Afterward they’d say, with awed respect, ‘Never batted an eyelid. Nerves of steel, that guy. Terrific guts.’


‘Is your soul at peace, my son?’


Kersh looked up into the priest’s lined face. His milky eye flickered. He drew breath and held it. He’d been about to say, ‘My soul is my business,’ but the words wouldn’t come. Because he’d been expecting to see bleeding-heart compassion, a glow of gentle forgiveness; and instead he was chilled to the marrow of his bones.


‘You believe in life eternal. You do believe.’


The eyes of the priest, set deep beneath bony brows, bored into him. Flat, grey, cold. The face austere, masklike.


Kersh started to shake. He mumbled, ‘If I pray, Father, will I be saved?’


‘Of course, my son.’ The priest gripped his shoulders. ‘Even those who pray in the very last moment will be saved. And in your heart you know it.’


Eyes boring into him, hands holding him in a grip of iron.


That’s true, Kersh thought. One second can be a very long time. Longer than a human lifetime. Infinite. The words floated through his mind; they seemed utterly convincing, and he believed them.


Meacham shifted his weight. ‘Father, excuse me. But we have to get on with this. The utility company schedule the surge for two minutes past midnight. If you don’t mind…’


The priest’s hands pressing down on his shoulders, Kersh knelt before him. He felt strong bony fingers gripping his head, digging into the flesh of his scalp until it was pulled taut.


Kersh bowed his head. And prayed.


When the priest and the warden had left the chamber, Meacham and the guards secured Kersh in the chair, pivoting the clamps and tightening the leather straps over his forearms and shins. The doctor then applied a film of K-Y jelly to Kersh’s temples and lower calves and fitted the electrodes.


The doctor stood up, wiping his hands on a tissue. He hoped to God the electrodes wouldn’t fall off or burn out. That had happened before. He’d seen flames erupt from a man’s head. Sparks blasting out of every orifice. Taken three tries and fifteen minutes to do the job. People wouldn’t believe you could pump 2,000 volts through a person and still find a heartbeat. The hell you couldn’t.


Meacham was the last to leave. He pulled the heavy door against the rubber seals and pressed the handle home. He went into the observation booth and stood with the others, looking into the chamber through the one-way panel. The lights dimmed to red. Kersh was sideways on to them, head hanging forward slightly. Eyes open.


At one minute to midnight the countdown started.


In the chair, inside the dark-red chamber, Frank Kersh was listening to the only sound he could hear: the thud of his heart. The heavy, thick liquid pumping, pumping. It should have been speeding up, as the ultimate moment approached, but instead each beat was getting slower… and still slower.


Something buzzed near his head. A fly hovered and settled on his left hand. Kersh stared at it. If he was going to die, he reasoned, so was the fly. Fried fly. But what if the fly lived?


Thud, went his heart, like a slow, muffled drumbeat.


Kersh watched the fly intently. Shiny metallic blue-black body. Legs splayed out. Feelers rubbing together, like someone fastidiously washing their hands.


Thud. And slower still.


Kersh watched the fly.


At two minutes past midnight the switch was thrown.


Thud.


Cursing his stupid clumsiness, Cawdor knelt down and started to gather up the larger fragments. He frowned, squinting painfully, as myriad dazzling lights seared his eyes, reflected from…


Where?


There was only one source of illumination, a single fluorescent strip above the bathroom cabinet. His heart suddenly constricted, as if squeezed in a fist, and his breath seized up in his chest. The fragments in his hands seemed to come alive. They were blazing with an iridescent rainbow of light and colour and movement.


Cawdor let the pieces fall, or rather they just dropped from his weak, trembling fingers. He shivered, his bare chest chilled with cold sweat. He felt dizzy and faint.


A scimitar-shaped fragment caught his eye, a swirl of images shimmering across its surface, dissolving one into the other and then separating, like several movie films projected simultaneously on to the same screen. He stared, dry-mouthed, and a thought from nowhere flitted through his mind, like a blown scrap of paper down a dark windy street. Behold in this mirror –


Within the scimitar-shaped fragment he saw a sailing ship, moonlight gilding the sails with silver. A man and a boy on deck, the man carrying something heavy and lumpy. A faint splash in the darkness, and then silence –


The image shimmered and dissolved into an exploding flash of white light tinged with crimson. The sheared metal of a gaping hole. An arm in a blue sleeve waving frantically in the searing blast –


And now a face, white, ravaged, leaning back exhausted against some timber planking, the sea rushing and thudding outside. A thin dark figure came down a ladder and stepped into a congealing pool of stinking, scummy water –


The scene dissolved and became a tower block 2,000 storeys high, poking up out of a toxic swamp of industrial waste. At its apex, a glass-roofed penthouse ablaze with light. From the railed balcony a man with thinning fair hair looked down, grinning –


Hunched over, Cawdor gazed numbly at the profusion of images. Each fragment, he now saw – not just the scimitar-shaped one – contained the same fleeting images. Each fragment contained the whole.


Unsteadily, he got to his feet. Swaying, he caught hold of the washbasin and held on grimly, clenching his teeth. The broken images glittered and shifted on the tiled floor, and it was as if the floor itself was moving, and with it the house, the entire world cast adrift from reality. What was happening to him? Had he gone out of his mind? He squeezed his eyes shut tight, hot breath shuddering in his throat. The mirror breaking – he remembered now – it came back to him in a flash what Doctor Khuman had said. Was this what the warning was all about? Had Doctor Khuman known that something like this was about to happen?


Whatever it was, it scared him witless. He daren’t even open his eyes in case the floor was pulsating with light and colour and movement. Give it a minute. Get a grip. It’s a migraine attack, he told himself: the flashing lights were a classic symptom. He took slow, deep breaths, supporting himself against the washbasin, the cold porcelain comforting and solid under his hand.


‘Jeff, what happened? Are you all right?’


Sarah stood in the doorway, her eyes large and worried, one fist curled to her chest. Cawdor allowed his gaze to drift slowly downward to the tiled floor at his feet, to where the shards of glass lay scattered, reflecting the strip of light above the cabinet.


‘It’s OK,’ Cawdor said, breathing deep. ‘No panic. I just broke a mirror, that’s all.’


Nothing.


Staring at himself in the bathroom mirror, Kersh presses his hand to his chest. No heartbeat. He’s somewhere, sometime between heartbeats. Incredibly – he can’t believe his luck – it has all come true, just as the Messengers promised.


And he hasn’t even had to sell his soul to the devil.


What is required of him, and for what purpose, he neither knows nor cares. Somehow he’s beaten the rap. Better still, he’s beaten the chair. So where is he now exactly – alive or dead? His last conscious thought had been of that fly on his hand. Thinking, Poor little bastard, you’re about to fry. That was it. Fried fly.


He can’t see it around anywhere. Must have escaped. That makes two of us, Kersh thinks exultantly.


He comes out of the bathroom, wearing just a black silk bathrobe, his bare feet sinking into the deep pile carpet. Windows surround him on all sides. Above, the glass-domed roof gives a view of the stars. He thinks it would be great to lie back and see a shooting star… and, the instant he thinks of it, a bright object arcs across the night sky.


Jesus, he couldn’t have wished for a better apartment. It’s like a dream come true. Carpeted steps leading down to a central well, with curved bench sofas in white fur. Low tables made of steel, embossed white leather and smoked-blue glass. A central TV, video and hi-fi console that comes up out of the floor when you point the infrared remote at it. On the upper level, a bar with red leather bucket seats on chromium stalks, bottles and glasses and silver shakers glittering under concealed spotlights, reflected in the mirror backdrop.


This is some swell pad. A place like this costs zillions. Only the high-rollers can afford it. And he’s finally made it. Frank Kersh, all the way from that bug-infested tenement in Brown Harbor, Biloxi, where you can cut the stink with a shovel.


For this, he reckons, they can have his soul. And welcome.


Smiling, Kersh strolls across to take in the view. No need for drapes this high up, because there’s nothing higher. The window slides silently back and he steps out on to the terrazzo-floored balcony, warm beneath his feet.


The city is spread out below him, a million lights sparkling like diamonds on blue velvet. It’s stupendous. It’s dizzying. It’s the most breathtaking sight he’s ever seen in his entire 38 years. The stars above and the lights below fill his universe, horizon to horizon, with dazzling splendour.


Kersh drinks it in. King of all he surveys. He knows, deep down in his heart, that this is everything he ever wanted, and everything he truly deserves. Even before it happened, he knew, positively knew in his bones, that one day it would be his. All that pimping and hustling and scratching around for nickels and dimes was just jerking off. He always knew there was something phoney about it. It just wasn’t him. Frank Kersh was destined – that was it, fated – to live this kind of life. It was just a matter of time before it happened. A matter of…


Time.


Why should that niggle him, like an itch you can’t scratch? He looks at his watch, but he isn’t wearing one. Those bastards in the pen took it away from him. There isn’t a clock to be seen anywhere. The apartment has everything, Kersh thinks, everything but time. What the hell. Maybe he doesn’t need it any more. When you’ve got all this, who’s counting seconds?


He takes a peek over the rail. Down. A long way down. The perspective narrows to an infinite point, deep in the dark canyons of concrete. Too far to see movement, even traffic. But down there, he knows, people are sweating and toiling and scurrying around like ants. Trying to make a buck. Trying to make something work for them. Lifting their snouts now and then to sniff the stratosphere, eyes gleaming with dreams of what it must be like to make it out of the heap, the herd, crawl to the peak of the dunghill… and live high up there in a glass penthouse on top of a granite tower.


Many are called, Kersh thinks with gloating satisfaction, but few are chosen. Tough crud, assholes. It isn’t that you had it and blew it. You just never had it. And it’s terrific. Never know what you missed. Because you ain’t gonna get it. Not a sniff. All for me. I’ve been chosen, so suck on that.


Time.


He can’t shake off that niggle. It bothers him. It chafes at him. Like something crucially important you’ve forgotten to do and can’t for the life of you remember what it is.


He could use a woman right now. A sweet, warm, accommodating woman.


And there she is (Kersh can hardly believe it), swaying towards him along the balcony. A pale vision swathed in chiffon. Large tearful eyes and quivering lower lip. She’s about to ask him something, this drifting vision, and then doesn’t. The question hangs on her moist trembling lips. But it never comes. Her eyes are huge, deep, dark, asking the unspoken question.


Kersh leans an elbow on the rail and strokes his chin. He slightly closes his milky eye, both to hide it and as a seductive signal.


‘Hi, Sue Ellen.’


‘Hello, Frank.’


‘You’re looking good.’


‘Oh, Frank!’ she says, clutching her thin white throat.


Kersh straightens up, squaring his shoulders. ‘Anything wrong?’ he asks with a frown. ‘Hey. Come on now.’ He draws in his stomach. ‘What is all this?’


She gives a convulsive sob.


‘What is it, honey? You can tell me.’


‘You’ve always been good to me, Frank. You’re the only person I can trust.’


‘Sure,’ says Kersh easily, grinning.


She comes closer, biting her moist lower lip. She spreads her arms wide, fingers splayed.


‘Hold me.’


Kersh pulls her to him, a little roughly, because he knows that’s the way classy dames like to be treated. Tough and tender. He breathes in her perfume, a fragrant cloud which makes him desire her, this instant. Right here and now.
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