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ONE


Pack of racists in bomber jackets called me a “fucking Paki” on the street the other day. The usual stuff about going back to where I came from. Racists never need facts or accuracy, and I wasn’t going to correct them and say I was actually Hindu, of Indian ancestry, not Pakistani-Muslim, and born and raised in Parsons Green in West London. I wasn’t going to break cover since I was on the job.


Buddha used to say there was no need to take revenge. If you waited long enough, the bodies of your enemies would eventually float by in the river. In my case, I had Ken and Clive to beat them up for me. Two violent, trained ex-coppers built like brick shithouses against four gangly racists in tracksuits? No contest. And did I say Clive used to be in the army before he became a copper? Soldiers were taught to kill people with their thumbs, if necessary. It had been a few weeks since Ken and Clive last fed their bloodlust.


“The fat one looks like a human version of a boil,” Julia said.


“He’s like everyone’s cartoon of what a British racist looks like,” I said. “I didn’t think that look actually existed.”


The blob of a man hit the ground. He wasn’t getting up again for a bit. He made me think of the Millennium Dome.


Two broken noses, one fractured jaw, and at least one concussion later, Ken and Clive walked back to us, happily sated. Their grins did not make me comfortable anymore.


Ken and Clive didn’t do it for me, of course. They just wanted any excuse to kick off and fuck someone up. It had been three weeks since they had gotten to quench their lust for violence, and these idiots fit the bill. The violence also reinforced their cover as my bodyguards.


Julia squeezed my arm as we continued on our way, Ken and Clive falling in line alongside us. Mark just nodded in approval.


This aggressive show of power seemed to impress our mark. Tarquin Gaskell-Bridger. I was a tycoon from Mumbai here to see his pitch for his dodgy anti-drone technology. He watched in awe at the short work my “bodyguards” made of those unfortunate dickheads. I was a prospective investor in his dodgy venture, and this was the kind of power at my command. Having Ken and Clive with me meant I was not to be fucked with.


“A perfect snapshot of the dystopian Dickensian nightmare that Britain is becoming,” Mark Oldham declared cheerfully.


He would say that. Mark was our disillusioned poet at Golden Sentinels Private Investigations and Security Agency. He looked upon the world through a haze of marijuana smoke and saw it broken and sad, and he could only laugh and make jokes. We were here because of him, and he wouldn’t have missed it for the world.




TWO


And so, from the street to a posh office, from street violence to boardroom jiggery-pokery in Canary Wharf. Snapshot of Britain, indeed.


Tarquin Gaskell-Bridger, the founder of Advanced Drone Defence Technologies (ADDT), laid it on thick for us. The speech he gave in his boardroom (on whose rent he was behind—we’d checked) was largely the same as the prospectus for his company, only this time the speech was presented with PowerPoint.


This particular wheeze was Mark’s idea, an undercover sting to schmooze a dodgy entrepreneur and get the goods on him.


To summarize: Golden Sentinels Investigations, our agency, had been hired by the shareholders of Advanced Drone Defence Incorporated to look into dodgy dealings in the company. They suspected that their money was being misspent and that the share price of the company was being massaged. Olivia Wong, our resident forensic financial analyst, had hacked into the company’s financial accounts and found that it was operating a pyramid scheme. No money was actually being earned from the shares. Gaskell-Bridger, the supposed inventor of the device, was paying himself a nice fat salary while funneling the shareholders’ money back and forth to make it look like the shares were paying off.


Unfortunately, this information had been obtained through hacking, which made it illegal and thus inadmissible in court, but it gave us a result from which to work backwards. So Mark Oldham went up on the roof of our office, smoked a couple of joints, and came up with a social engineering hack with which we could get close enough to catch Tarquin Gaskell-Bridger. That was how Mark rolled.


So here I was, “Sunny Rajaratnam,” a reclusive telecoms billionaire from Mumbai in town on a company-buying spree, complete with Julia posing as my personal assistant, Ken and Clive as my burly and extremely violent bodyguards, and Mark as our liaison with ADDT. Olivia had created an entire history for Rajaratnam’s many deals and acquisitions in India and across Asia, from starting out as a humble seller of cheap mobile phones to handling tens of millions of pounds and euros at a time, investing in various start-ups and humanitarian ventures, building ashrams and spiritual healing centers, with an interest in charities for victims of war. That made him surely an easy target for Gaskell-Bridger’s supposed drone defense technology. For Gaskell-Bridger, Rajaratnam was the ideal mark: the foreign lunatic with too much money. Mark had made sure that Gaskell-Bridger heard Rajaratnam was a bit touched. He was deeply preoccupied with his karma and claimed to have a very personal relationship with the gods.


The clients were paying full whack for this job, so we were offering the complete service. It wasn’t just the odd millionaire who had bought stocks in ADDT, but pensioners as well. Gaskell-Bridger had printed up impressive brochures boasting of the drone detectors his company was producing to make it safer for civilians in war zones to avoid becoming collateral damage. With code written by expert programmers who had previously worked for the government, he had set up the company to own the lifesaving software they were writing. He claimed he was talking to drone manufacturers about collaborating with them to make his proposed AI compatible with the drones’ friend or foe recognition systems—in an international cooperative bid to make drone warfare more humane so that only terrorists and not children would get blown up. He was in line for government military contracts worth tens of millions, which would shore up the company’s share prices. He’d had charts printed up and everything. After the initial investments were paid in, he had videos produced of the first units of the ADDT coming off the factory: sleek black boxes the size of footballs with Bluetooth and Wi-Fi enabled. There was a very professional-looking video of a prototype of the unit being tested in an open field in Hertfordshire: a noncombat drone flew while a laptop computer was operating the anti-drone unit to communicate with the drone’s recognition software. The computer displayed an interface that showed the drone sending back a signal acknowledging the unit’s signal and not targeting the dummies set up on the field. There was additional footage of the units being packed into boxes and being shipped to the Middle East.


Of course, all of this was complete bollocks.


As Benjamin Lee, our resident techie, had explained back at the office, “First of all, how would they be able to communicate with a drone’s operating system? Those are bloody classified, otherwise every enemy soldier and terrorist would hack them while they’re airborne. Second of all, that drone in their demo video is CGI. They just put extra grain in the footage to hide that.”


We did our search and found that yes, Gaskell-Bridger was selling units to Iraq, but there was no record of any anti-drone technology in the area. Marcie Holder even used her CIA contacts to confirm this for us. Yet Gaskell-Bridger had sold a hundred units to the Iraqi government at thirty grand a pop. Olivia checked with her hacker contacts and found that no one had written any code or program that had succeeded in interacting with the combat drones currently in operation anywhere. Benjamin reckoned anyone could make sleek little black boxes with some motherboards stuck in them to look like serious tech.


We were well aware of all this as we sat in Gaskell-Bridger’s boardroom listening to his effusive speech about wanting to expand the company and make the ADDT more accessible to countries that really needed it. And how Sunny Rajaratnam was the perfect partner to do it.




THREE


In the corner of my eye, a goddess watched.


She was enjoying the show we were putting on, as if it was all for her. If only my colleagues could see her … No, thank God my colleagues couldn’t see her.


O Bagalamukhi, I see you and know why you are here. My job is always a good show for you, isn’t it? We deal in truth and deceit, as you do. You might as well be the patron god of our business.


The gods were looking awfully flash these days. Whenever they showed up, I could recognize them by their blue skin and the symbols of their power—the headdresses, the weapons, the scepters, the lotuses in their hands—but they wore what everyone was wearing on the streets of London. Ganesha, watching over us from on high in his infinite patience and wisdom, wore a baseball cap and bomber jacket. Shiva had taken to nice suits. Kali seemed to like to mix it up on the streets and wear a leather jacket and jeans. And Bagalamukhi—today she was wearing an expensive tracksuit, texting the other gods about what we were up to and having a laugh.


We locked eyes (something I usually avoided) and she winked, giving me the thumbs-up.


I supposed they approved. I seemed to be an endless source of entertainment for them. Such was my lot. #Myownpersonalholyfool


She was texting now. I knew what would come next. She was telling her mates the show was about to start and they should come watch. It would be a giggle.


Social engineering was all about performance, of course, and it was my turn. I was wearing an expensive silver silk suit and tie with an Armani scarf and overcoat, my eyes hidden behind a ludicrous pair of large sunglasses, all the more to make me look so incredibly rich that I could look and say whatever the hell I wanted without being told off.


I nodded sagely at everything Gaskell-Bridger said and waited for him to finish talking.


“Any questions?” he asked, eagerly, nervously.


I looked at him, his middle-aged paunch, his respectable suit far less expensive than mine, the desperate gleam in his eye, the type I used to see in my secondary school students when I knew they were lying and they were afraid I would call them on it.


“The gods are here with us,” I said, trying not to oversell the thick stereotypical accent that would have made Peter Sellers cringe.


Julia and Mark nodded sagely. Ken and Clive stifled giggles. Gaskell-Bridger smiled, uncertainty creeping across his face.


“The gods are always with us,” I continued. “In fact, they’re standing in the room with us now!”


Gaskell-Bridger looked to the corner of the room where I pointed, a bit alarmed. He didn’t see anyone there. Only I did. Bagalamukhi had texted the family to come and see the show. Sure enough, Shiva, Kali, Vishnu, even Ganesha with his sage elephant head—the lot of them that bothered with our petty dealings—were there.


“They watch in judgment, and everything we do adds to our tally. So what we do today is of great importance.”


“Amen,” said Mark.


Am I entertaining you, my lords and ladies of the sky? Am I showing you a good time? I hope so, since I’m here making an utter prat of myself and blowing off a bit of steam, a bit of on-the-job catharsis.


So yes, Mark was well into my bringing the gods into this op. My colleagues by now all knew I saw gods. A few months ago, Mark had noticed I was glancing off to the side of the office and reacting to Kali hanging around my desk again, then asked me about it when we were up on the roof sharing a spliff. He’d suspected for a while, ever since I bought some pills off him to try to stop the visions. I came clean there, and decided to tell both Roger and Cheryl about it, telling them they had every right to sack me if they thought I was too mentally unstable and risked compromising my work.


And they were all right with it.


My boss Roger had been perfectly happy with my work for the past year. His reasoning was that given the crazy shit we put up with in our cases, my condition, if anything, helped me do the job better, so who was he to judge?


“You’re the sanest bugger in the room, in fact,” he said. “So more power to the gods, I say.”


Mark found it terribly exciting. He envied me seeing gods without the need for psychoactive drugs. In fact, he was appalled when I tried to get pills from him to stop seeing them. As far as he was concerned, I should carry on, “the more the merrier.” Olivia thought it was interesting, and it wasn’t unusual for her since she prayed to Chinese deities and consulted a fortune-teller in Chinatown. Marcie had always known because she’d secretly vetted me back when Roger hired me, and had seen my medical records. Benjamin just thought it was fun. Ken and Clive could take or leave the gods, as long as they got to fuck someone up along the way. Julia continued to monitor my condition, but she was my girlfriend, so she was more privy to my worries about my sanity than the rest of them. Cheryl didn’t offer any opinion beyond occasionally asking me how I was doing. God knows what she really thought of it, but she made it clear she didn’t have a problem with me at all.


Back to the present:


I spoke of gods to Gaskell-Bridger in the most matter-of-fact manner, as if I were just discussing the weather. That was the best way to sell madness. (I didn’t speak in tongues. That would have been overcooking it. I drew the line at speaking in tongues.)


“Mr. Rajaratnam is a great man,” Julia said without a trace of irony, putting her palms together in supplication. Somehow, we’d all decided there was no such thing as laying it on too thick here.


“A great man, indeed.” Mark jumped in, following suit with his palms and bowing. “This is why your company is a good fit for his plans.”


“We all do our part to create Nirvana on Earth,” I said sagely. “You, Mr. Gaskell-Bridger, are securing your place in paradise.”


Gaskell-Bridger nodded eagerly. I was sure he didn’t give a toss about any of this, as long as he got Rajaratnam’s money. Ken and Clive stood at the back of the room and settled into stone-faced stoicism. They would much rather have been dragging Gaskell-Bridger into an alley and kicking the shit out of him.


We were all wearing pin-cameras on our lapels, recording Gaskell-Bridger and every detail of his speech and his office, the footage streaming back to our servers at Golden Sentinels, where Marcie, Benjamin, and Olivia sat watching at their computers and recording every second.


“I have heard enough. My people will draw up plans,” I said.


And with that, we were out of there. Gaskell-Bridger even came down to wave good-bye as we drove away in our big, black Mercedes.


The next thing to do was to lead him on with a sense of momentum. We followed up with phone calls reiterating interest in buying a controlling interest in Gaskell-Bridger’s company and expanding it, opening a factory in India to manufacture more of the ADDT units. Plans were being drawn up by Rajaratnam’s team, which was really Benjamin indulging in some amateur engineering and architectural design. Julia promised to send Rajaratnam’s bank details, an elite private establishment that was really a dummy account created by Olivia, with the plan to open an escrow account for depositing the first payments. Mark asked Gaskell-Bridger to start transferring his company’s funds to the escrow account so that Rajaratnam’s money people could start properly budgeting and allocating the funds.


Contracts were duly drawn up. Gaskell-Bridger signed them. Eagerly. He did everything eagerly. But who wouldn’t be eager if they were being given nearly a hundred million pounds? He didn’t know that the hundred million pounds was vapor. The forty-five million he transferred into the escrow account, however, were very real. The investors’ money, in fact. What was left after Gaskell-Bridger spent it on champagne parties, holidays in Monte Carlo, and expensive furs for his wife and call girls? Marcie and Mark had drawn a detailed psychological profile for Gaskell-Bridger once we started researching him. We shadowed him for weeks, noting his routines, his watering holes, his favorite shops, his sports clubs. We knew whom he played squash with, how average he was, how long he liked to stay in the sauna.


That was how we knew which buttons to push by the time Mark contacted him posing as “financial advisor to Sunny Rajaratnam.”


Julia kept Gaskell-Bridger on the hook with regular phone calls where I would get on the line to talk about karma and the gods and our great work again. Sunny Rajaratnam was back in Mumbai running his telecoms company but taking time out to inspect the sites where the new ADDT factory was being built. All this to distract Gaskell-Bridger while Olivia tallied up the money and set to work.




FOUR


I haven’t mentioned my friend David Okri yet. David and I were close back in university. David was the one who got me this job at Golden Sentinels. David was the agency’s lawyer and had been approached by one of his other solicitor friends to see if the agency might be able to help Gaskell-Bridger’s investors. David was the one who introduced the investors to Roger and Cheryl, who in turn gave it to Mark Oldham as primary since he was good with the complicated cases. Marcie Holder was probably qualified, too, but she insisted on sticking to her chosen area of expertise, which was celebrity clients’ needs. David was a very good lawyer and would never suggest anything criminal. That was why he insisted on client confidentiality and usually recused himself from hearing anything that might constitute a crime.


But guess what Mark proposed to the investors?


If Gaskell-Bridger got exposed and arrested, it would take at least two years for him to go to trial and eventually be sentenced, and who knew when the investors would get their money back? Mark proposed that we could get their money back, and much sooner than the police ever could. As long as they didn’t ask how we did it.


The money drained out of the accounts, back to the investors. All it took was for Olivia, who controlled the account, to do a bit of typing and hit RETURN.


Then we went radio silent.


The night before we were to be at Gaskell-Bridger’s company, Benjamin snuck into the place and hid webcams in the office, the reception area, and the boardroom. This was where Benjamin was most at home, sneaking in and bugging. Hardware and surveillance were his thing. Every now and then he would get a job offer from GCHQ, but he always turned them down. Benjamin did not work well with rules and restrictions, and certainly not the Official Secrets Act. He liked to cause mischief, though he wasn’t actually malicious. He wasn’t a troll. He was your typical sarky Chinese lad who had grown up in Peckham and liked to fuck with people.


Once Gaskell-Bridger found the money gone, he would start to panic. First disbelief, then the dawning horror of the con man getting conned. The frantic attempts to get Rajaratnam or his people on the phone, but every number Mark and Julia had given him was out of service.


Sunny Rajaratnam was vaporware.


Sunny Rajaratnam was in the wind, his time was up and thus dispersed like a mirage. Olivia had erased all traces of him. His website was gone. His entire digital footprint was but a vague memory.


And Tarquin Gaskell-Bridger was well and truly buggered.


We’d given the investors all the evidence we’d gathered for them to do with as they pleased. That was what they’d hired us for, after all, to gather proof that Gaskell-Bridger had swindled them.


The investors voted to turn it over to the police, one of the rare occasions where our clients actually did things by the book and went to the Old Bill. Well, after we stole their money back for them. They left that bit out. The Serious Fraud Office began an investigation that didn’t take very long at all since they already had our evidence.


We knew Gaskell-Bridger was a flight risk, so Olivia hacked into his personal bank account and froze it. She reported fraudulent activity on all his credit cards and had them suspended. He wasn’t buying a plane ticket anywhere. He was stuck in Blighty, ripe for the Fraud Squad to come a-knocking. The day they came for him, he ran out the window and stood on the ledge of his tenth-floor office in Canary Wharf. It took them an hour to talk him off it, and it was all over the news.


“Good result,” Roger grinned as we all watched the telly in the office. Cheers all around as Gaskell-Bridger stood on that ledge, exposed for all the world to see.


“He’s not gonna jump,” Marcie said, chewing on popcorn. “He’s too much of a narcissist. This is a cry for help. It’s about getting attention.”


Over a year ago, I might have felt sorry for his humiliation, but now I felt no sympathy whatsoever. I was on the side of the pensioners whose money we got back.


When we got home that night, Julia and I celebrated in our own way. Addicts didn’t stop being addicts. They’re either in recovery or they aren’t. Julia was a recovering sex addict. Our job seemed to placate her addiction by substituting sex with the risk-taking behaviors of going undercover and pulling off feats of deceit and duplicity. She felt no urge to have one-night stands with awful blokes, staying monogamous with me. We were in for the long haul. And when Julia and I made love, the gods didn’t show up to watch. They granted me that bit of privacy, at least.


As Julia lay asleep in my arms, I thought about where I was now, since I first started working as a private investigator.


This is what it’s like to dance for the gods.




FIVE


Sundays were dinner with my parents.


My father seemed in good spirits since his surgery and recovery from prostate cancer, though he still didn’t approve of my job. My mother seemed a bit high-strung, but at least she wasn’t gambling or racking up debt. My sister and her husband, on the other hand …


“When are you going to give us grandchildren?” my mother would ask.


“When we’re good and ready,” grumbled Sanjita.


“Your father and I would like to see at least one before we drop dead.”


“Arrgh!” cried my sister.


Vivek stuffed his face with naan to avoid having to say anything.


Then my mother would ask Julia when we were going to marry. Julia would charmingly deflect, as usual. In my mother’s mind, it was no longer “if” but “when.”


At least it wasn’t as awkward as when Julia finally introduced me to her parents. We’d gone over for Sunday lunch a few months ago, and they were relieved that I was a normal, middle-class bloke instead of some sleazy nutter she might have picked up from a club. Julia told them I used to be a religious scholar, which helped.


“So you were a PhD candidate?” her father asked, impressed. “Why did you give that up to teach secondary school?”


“I decided that academia wasn’t really for me,” I said. “I felt I needed to be in the world, to be engaged, and teaching was a way to see how the world was evolving.”


“Ravi’s mother was a teacher,” Julia said, filling in the colors. “He was following in her footsteps.”


“She must be very proud,” Julia’s mum said, beaming. “So how did you two meet?”


“When I was being treated for my addiction.” Julia said matter-of-factly.


“Addiction?” Both her parents froze.


“Mum, Dad, I’d been meaning to tell you,” Julia said. “I have a problem with alcohol.”


The Sunday roast sat cold as the mood changed.


“What kind of problem?” Her mother choked.


“Alcoholism.”


“Surely that’s an exaggeration,” her father said. “Everyone has a tipple every now and then.”


“That was what I thought,” Julia said. “I did it to unwind. The course work at uni was quite intense, I had some relationship problems, and I started binging.”


What Julia binged on was not booze but sex. Sex with strangers. Sex with creepy men. Sex with unsuitable men from a club. Sex with at least one of her professors.


“Did … did Louise know?” her mother asked.


“She did. I swore her to secrecy.”


“Oh, poor Louise.” Her mother wiped away a tear.


“To think she didn’t even tell us about what you were going through when she was ill …,” her father mused.


“It was Lou who got me to seek treatment,” Julia said. “I woke up one morning in a man’s bed and I couldn’t stop crying. I called her and she came to fetch me. She took me to the doctor and I got a referral for treatment.”


“You two always looked out for each other, more than we knew how to,” her father said.


“And that was how I met Ravi,” Julia said, suddenly brightening up as she squeezed my hand.


“Were you in treatment as well?” her father asked, a veil of suspicion coming over his eyes.


“No,” I said. “I was a volunteer sober companion. I was assigned to help her cope, to keep her focus on her recovery, to not judge but help her if she relapsed.”


“Ohh.” Her mother nodded in approval.


“Eventually, we found we were attracted to each other, and I had to stop being her sober companion in order to be her boyfriend. We had to follow strict ethical guidelines. Julia continues to go to group meetings, but our relationship is now personal.”


“I see,” her father said.


Then her mother brought out a treacle tart.


“Well,” I said when we left. “That was all very English. Aside from the blatant lying.”


“Oh, including the blatant lying,” Julia said with a laugh. “Lies are as English as they come.”


“You could have warned me you were going to spring that on them.”


“Well, I thought I ought to confess to them I was in recovery. They’d been suspecting I had a problem and they worry about me.”


“But they didn’t know you were a sex addict.”


“They don’t know what that is. Dad certainly wouldn’t. They would say I was just oversexed or a slut. They don’t get it and I can’t be arsed to spend the next six months trying to convince them it’s a real thing.”


“So alcoholism is a more acceptable problem than sex addiction. Great,” I said. “And you were testing me as well, weren’t you?”


“I wanted to see how you were going to play along. Given how good you are on the job, I was curious.”


“You just used me to socially engineer your mum and dad.”


“And you passed the test,” she said, and gave me a kiss.


“You get off on this. That’s how you haven’t relapsed. You’ve traded social engineering for sex.”


“Win-win,” she said.


“It’s still acting out,” I said.


“But with more benefits.”


No wonder Bagalamukhi was following us so much these days. She followed us all the way from Julia’s parents’ house to my folks’, and lingered in my parents’ dining room when we visited them later. And it turned out even here, someone other than Julia and me was hiding something.


“Mum and Dad aren’t having sex,” said my sister when we stepped out to the garden for her ciggie break.


“I don’t generally think about our parents having sex,” I said.


“No, I mean he hasn’t been interested since his recovery. He just goes about his routine except for the sex. It’s driving Mum spare!”


“No wonder she seemed a bit tense. Wait— How do you know this? Did Mum tell you?”


“Course she did. Women talk. It’s what we do. What do you blokes talk about, just football?”


“Sanji, dads do not generally talk to their sons about how they bonk their mums.”


“Well, it’s becoming my problem because Mum is channeling all her pent-up sexual energy into nagging me and Vivek into getting pregnant. Bollocks to that! We’ve got to get more job security first! I have to deal with Mum, but you have to talk to Dad.”


“What do you want me to do? Throw a box of Viagra at him and say, ‘Here, Dad. Mum needs a good rogering. Have at it!’?”


“Don’t be a dick. For God’s sake, think of something. She’s going to get the nosy relatives involved. They’re going to form a whole group to gang up on me and Vivek and bully us into getting pregnant!”


I couldn’t find a way to talk to Dad about, oh my God, making more of an effort to have sex with Mum, but I had at least sussed out a way to get her out of the house and feel less frustrated.


Mrs. Dhewan, Mum’s friend and our local neighborhood loan shark and gang boss (under the guise of her grande dame persona), had opened a local food bank to help keep the poorest local residents and their kids from going hungry. It wasn’t a big one like the Trussell Trust, and its charity registration was still pending, but it had become an essential local fixture. Mum, as a former schoolteacher, would be good with helping organize and distribute the food. That should take up enough of her energy to not dwell on Dad’s negligence and hopefully get her off Sanjita’s back.


Little did I know the chaos this would unleash, but that was much later.


So life was good.


Well, as good as it could be when you’re paid to do dodgy things to clean the dirty laundry of the rich and powerful, and you’re hallucinating gods.


As private investigators, we are not nice people. We are not paid to be nice people. We are paid to solve problems by not being nice.


So that became our routine. Solve a big case, get paid handsomely, go out for drinks to celebrate, Julia and I, bonk each other’s brains out at the end of the evening. Wash, rinse, repeat.


I didn’t even think about it when we went to the wine bar near the office in Farringdon to celebrate the result for the ADDT case. As I sipped my gin and tonic, I glimpsed Kali standing in the corner of the bar, watching me intently. She wasn’t sticking out her tongue. She seemed oddly subdued. That was not the smile of someone who was amused or happy. Had she just shaken her head at me?


She was walking towards me now, past the punters in suits drinking and laughing.


I tried to ignore her, but she came up to my shoulder and, as she passed, whispered in my ear.


“You’re getting entirely too comfortable in your status quo, my lovely boy,” she said.


And with that, she walked out of the bar, texting on her phone.


… Fuck.




..........................................................
THE TRUE PRICE OF LONDON PROPERTIES
..........................................................
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ONE


Lev Sergeyevich Mayakovsky was one of the major Russian oligarchs who had swept into London in the 1990s and come close to taking it over, buying properties in Mayfair, as well as mansions, and football teams, and setting up all sorts of organizations and charities.


Throughout the early 2000s, Mayakovsky was rarely out of the news. It was impossible to avoid him and his fellow oligarchskis as they seemed on the verge of taking over London the way Arab money had been flowing into the capital since the 1970s. The Russians were the shiny new rich kids on the block, and the government welcomed them with open arms, more than happy to accept their lovely money to shore up the London and UK economy.


Julia, who was still pursuing her literature degree part-time, compared Mayakovsky’s story to a thick Russian novel.


“Just think,” she said. “He comes to England an outsider, in some people’s eyes a pariah. A man with money and resources but very little connections, which he remedies by throwing that money around to buy influence and a place on the map. He starts to step out in society with Cecily Harkingdale of the Sussex Harkingdales.”


“Landed gentry gone to seed,” smirked Marcie.


It was true. The Harkingdales were of that class that had lived off the rent on their land for over a hundred years, but had since fallen on hard times. Landowning wasn’t all it was cracked up to be these days if you were not the Royal Family. The Harkingdales branched off into The City and, what else, property speculation, but debt had been eroding their standing for over twenty years. Mayakovsky was their knight in shining armor, coming in from Russia, and they pretty much threw Cecily at him. He wanted that English aristocratic life, the Savile Row suits, attending social events as if he was a count in a Tolstoy novel. Interviews with him were full of soulful Russian allusions to literature and poetry.


“I feel my soul is Russian, but the romance of the English spirit touches my heart deeply,” he effused on Channel Four.


I remember that interview. A few million viewers must have vomited in disgust at the same time that evening.


But then there was the requisite scandal. No rich foreigner who put up sticks here with such a high profile was devoid of skeletons in his closet. Mayakovsky’s first wife showed up with his young son. This was the upmarket reality soap opera for people who were tired of gossip involving footballers and their wives.


Irina Petrovna Mayakovsky kicked up a very loud fuss the moment she arrived in London, landing interviews with the papers and society magazines. She was the first wife, who had stuck with Mayakovsky through the thick and thin of the Cold War years when he traveled all over Europe and the US, holding down the fort back home in Moscow and raising their son on her own while he was doing spy stuff under the guise of diplomatic activities. He couldn’t tell her what he was up to, of course, but he always sent money back and made sure she and little Sacha wanted for nothing, which was considerable in the dying years of the Soviet Union. She played the role of loyal wife as he weathered the fall of the Berlin Wall and the utter chaos of the perestroika years. She railed against his callousness, this woman who supported him in his leanest times only to be abandoned when he became prosperous, for a younger, more attractive model with a higher social standing. The media ate it up.


“That scandal was the shit,” said Marcie. “I remember my old PR firm chomping at the bit to rep her. Every PR wanted in on that gig.”


Of course, Marcie secretly being CIA meant that landing Irina Mayakovsky as a client would have meant acquiring a potential piece of leverage on her husband should the Company ever decide they had a use for him, like, say, propping him up as America’s man to run for President of Russia … but that didn’t come to pass. He was not a fan of America, and she refused all overtures to be represented by any PR firms. Perhaps she was sincere in her desire to just have her husband acknowledge her and their son, and then to live a quiet life after all.


Mayakovsky condemned the media coverage as a plot by his enemies to discredit and humiliate him. As a former spy, he certainly had his long list of suspects. It could have been one of the other media moguls out to take him down a peg, his former colleagues in the KGB-now-FSB running an op, someone in MI6 out for revenge, the CIA (though Marcie denied it). No one ever found out who paid for Irina and Sacha’s air ticket to London. Mayakovsky couldn’t marry Cecily Harkingdale because he hadn’t yet divorced Irina. Mayakovsky then had to make a very public display of atonement, helping Irina and Sacha get British citizenship, setting them up in a decent flat in Bloomsbury, far less extravagant than the luxury penthouses and condominiums he had bought all over London, making sure Sacha got into a decent school, then finally getting his divorce with a generous settlement to keep Irina housed and fed and alimony for Sacha’s upkeep. Now he could complete his fantasy of joining the British aristocracy by marrying Cecily. Then he set about his Great Project of being a patron of the arts, a donor to political causes for Mother Russia, supporting campaigns for reform there and even hinting he might run for president there, if there wasn’t a warrant out for his arrest, and showing up at all the right parties and events with his newfangled Sloane Ranger wife.


His last five years had been a more muted affair, though. Failures and disappointment had set in. No matter how many overtures he made, the Russian government refused to lift his arrest warrant. His marriage to Cecily Harkingdale didn’t pan out the way he had hoped, and gossip about their extravagant, furniture-smashing fights about not producing an heir were covered all the way from the tabloids to Vanity Fair to Popbitch. His football team didn’t break out of a six-year rut of losing streaks and lackluster player acquisitions, and he considered selling it. The massive overheads of his sponsorships and his stock investments also incurred losses to the point where he was no longer a billionaire. There were reports that he was depressed, and no one rode that black dog like a Russian.


“Reminds me more of Thomas Hardy,” I told Julia. “I used to teach my students The Mayor of Casterbridge for their GCSEs.”


Then one day, six months ago, Mayakovsky died.


The butler found him in the bath that morning, his head submerged under water for far too long and without a pulse. The autopsy concluded that he’d suffered a heart attack and lost consciousness. His high blood pressure and the various medications he was on didn’t help. His dreams of an English Happily Ever After turned out to be a chimera.




TWO


Do you think he really topped himself?” I asked.


“It’s entirely possible,” Olivia said. “The thing about extremely rich men is that they become obsessed with their legacies, what they’re going to leave behind and all that. If he was looking at the loss of his power, status, and wealth, the sense that he was a failure in his twilight years, I wouldn’t put it past him to just bump himself off out of despair.”


“And in the bath, no less, like a Roman emperor,” Mark said, ever amused.


“Not exactly the same despair of a pensioner on a council estate who can’t afford to continue living because his benefits have been cut,” Cheryl said in one of her rare contributions to our office chatter.


“The filthy rich have their own, more narcissistic versions of existential malaise and despair,” Mark said.


“They really are an alien species,” I said, shaking my head. “Worthy of their own nature documentary.”


Mayakovsky’s death was proving a huge inconvenience to his heirs and next of kin. It seemed he’d died intestate—that is, without a will. By law, his property should have gone to his spouse, so Cecily Harkingdale-Mayakovsky should have gotten it all, including the tens of millions of pounds’ worth of properties all over London.


If you were wondering where we came in, chalk it up to David Okri.


David might be Golden Sentinel’s lawyer, but he still kept in touch with his former colleagues at the practice where he had started out, and they used him as a contact when they needed the services of a prime private investigations firm like us. They happened to be Mayakovsky’s lawyers, and they’d always thought the Harkingdales were well dodgy. Mayakovsky’s lawyers were entering the discovery phase, taking inventory of his properties and assets while the Harkingdales were kicking up a fuss about getting what was their due as soon as possible. Cecily was merely the conduit through which they could claim all of Mayakovsky’s goodies. And they believed they were due everything he owned. This should be their payoff for putting up with him and his louche Russian ways when they let him into their pristine English family.


Except there was the rather inconvenient matter that there was a will, after all. This threw the Harkingdales for a loop. Naturally, Mayakovsky had had a will drawn up years ago when he married Cecily, but it had been changed, revised, and redrawn over and over again, codicils added again and again to the point where the will was scrubbed and a new one was drawn up. The Harkingdales were insisting they get on with it and conduct a reading of the will, but there was another snag. They were surprised when Mayakovsky’s lawyer announced that weeks before his death, he had had another will made without their knowledge, so the one that favored the Harkingdales could no longer be considered valid. Now the Harkingdales were tearing their hair out because they didn’t know what was in the new will. The lawyers were insisting that Irina and Sacha should be present for the reading, which implied they were going to get a share of the estate.
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