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            1

            Choices

         

         Somewhere out there in the future is the day of your death. One day it will become an anniversary: the day you died. Almost certainly you don’t know when that day will be. It just lurks quietly, patiently, waiting for you to arrive.

         Or maybe it doesn’t. The future is fluid, it’s not written in stone. The date of your death is not pre-set, which sounds comforting until you realise that what this actually means is that you are always standing on the edge of the abyss. At any moment you could fall into its depths. Or be pushed.

         These were the thoughts that were running around Maurice Malinowski’s head as he lay fully clothed on his bed, stout and sweating. Perhaps not his exact thoughts; he was feeling rather anxious so his own internal dialogue was a little crazier and more disjointed than this. But it all came back to the same thing: whether the date of his death was pre-set or not, he would still do his best to avoid it if he could.

         He was currently wrestling with the decision of whether to take a cab or the tube to the airport. The cab was ordered and would arrive at 6 a.m. Yet there was something disconcerting and vulnerable about sitting in the back seat of a car driven by a stranger. In whose employ might that stranger be? Vlad had people everywhere. Perhaps the tube was a safer choice after all.

         An hour later he sat in the third carriage of a Piccadilly line train which had slowed to a snail’s pace on its approach to Acton Town. He was trying and failing to quell the surge of panic which rose in his throat as the train came to a grinding halt. He closed his eyes in an attempt to bring his fear under control. Tubes often stopped on their approach to Acton Town because it was a busy junction. Vlad might have people everywhere but he was not in charge of the London Underground. The carriage shuddered back to life and moved slowly forward. Maurice opened his eyes.

         Without further delay the journey from Acton Town to Heathrow Terminal 2 would take approximately twenty-five minutes; ample time for Maurice to reflect on the choices that had brought him to this point. Playing in the £10 game at the TGR’s club had seemed like a reasonable idea at the time; a way to get his foot in the door. He was a competent bridge player. Nothing special, but he knew that his losses were unlikely to extend beyond a couple of hundred for an afternoon’s worth of cards. It had seemed like a good investment at the time; to get his foot in that door. Of course he hadn’t been interested in the bridge at all. What Maurice was interested in was the backgammon side game. The unofficial high-stakes backgammon side games which carried on into the small hours; the games where large sums of money reputedly changed hands on a single turn of the doubling dice. As far as backgammon was concerned, Maurice was an expert. But he wasn’t known in England; which was a good thing. It gave him an edge.

         Initially he concentrated on the bridge. He won a little bit, he lost a little bit. He paid his debts on time. He talked over the hands with the rest of the rubber players; commiserated with them about their bad cards, bad breaks and bad partners. He built trust. Then he started playing some backgammon. Losing strategically when it looked right, making his wins look like luck, affecting a growing addiction to the game. That was all he had to do. He never suggested playing for high stakes, he just waited for someone to suggest it to him.

         After four and a half months the day came. Maurice had played cards for several hours, lost eighty-seven pounds, and was collecting his jacket from the cloakroom when Artur, the manager of TGR’s, waylaid him.

         “Maurice, my friend, where are you off to?” Artur said affably. “There’s a party tonight. Maybe some more cards, some backgammon. Young Daniel’s coming in. He’s heard that you’re turning into quite the backgammon player and he’d love a game.”

         Maurice didn’t really know Daniel Crawford. As far as he was concerned, Daniel was just some rich little red-headed schmucko who played high-stakes rubber bridge and fancied himself as a backgammon player. Maurice had seen him at the club a few times but they’d never sat down at the table together. Maurice only played in the low-stakes game and Daniel had not deigned to make his acquaintance. Maurice would enjoy taking his money. He shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly and started taking off his jacket again.

         “OK, I’m in,” Maurice said.

         Now it would have been perfectly acceptable to take Daniel Crawford for fifty thousand. It would have simply created a new story, another small legend to be told and retold at TGR’s.

         “Hey, do you remember the time that schmucko kid got taken for 50K by some Pole – what was his name? Michal? Milek? I heard the kid had to sell his Porsche to pay the debt.”

         Even a hundred grand might have been within the limits of propriety. A hundred thousand would have secured a little flat on the outskirts of Gdansk, with enough left over for an annuity. Maurice even knew the apartment building he would have chosen. It was two blocks away from his favourite café. He would have been able to wander down there every day to drink krupnik and play chess. One hundred thousand would have represented a comfortable old age. Now there might be no old age, comfortable or otherwise.

         The problem was that Maurice didn’t stop at a hundred thousand. The party had been in full swing and there were people watching. The more Maurice won, the bigger the audience became. All those people who had watched him lose at the bridge table and despised him for it were now watching him win. Greed, ego, call it what you will, the feeling was heady and irresistible. He no longer had a choice, he couldn’t stop. And Daniel wouldn’t stop either. The idiot thought he could win it all back if he just had one more game. Daniel’s play became increasingly impulsive and erratic and all the time the losses mounted.

         Finally it was Artur who brought matters to a close. As they were setting up the board one more time he put his hand on Daniel’s shoulder.

         “Message from your father. Time to call it a night.”

         “I don’t want to call it a night,” Daniel barked in response. “I want to win my money back.”

         “He insists.”

         Daniel flung the counters in his hand onto the table; some of them rolled onto the floor. He stood up. His face had flushed to the same colour as his hair. He pushed through the onlookers and nearly ran out of the room. There was every possibility that he was crying. Daniel Crawford had lost two hundred and thirty-three thousand pounds.

         Maurice stood up as well. He beamed at the audience around him. He was expecting people to pump his hand and congratulate him but the room was strangely quiet. No-one would meet his eye except for Artur.

         “I don’t really know who you are,” Artur said gently. He pointed at the empty chair. “But do you know who that is?”

         “Daniel. Daniel Crawford,” Maurice replied. “What of it?”

         “Yes, he has his mother’s surname. Do you know who his father is?”

         Maurice shrugged nonchalantly for the second and last time that evening.

         “His father is Vladimir Haugr. Do you understand what that means?”

         Maurice stood there, his mouth opened and closed a couple of times but no words came out.

         “I think, if I were you, I would probably leave now,” Artur concluded.

         There had been no question of collecting on the debt. Maurice had gone back to his bedsit in a state of shock. At four in the morning he decided to pack and leave.

         How could he have known that Daniel Crawford, that little ginger twit, was Vladimir Haugr’s son? They didn’t look remotely alike. The kid had red hair for Christ’s sake. On the single occasion that Maurice could recall having seen both of them at TGR’s at the same time, they hadn’t even spoken. In fact, Daniel Crawford had pushed past Vladimir Haugr in the doorway to the playing area. Maurice had seen it with his own eyes. It was very rude behaviour; an insult. Vladimir Haugr would never let such an insult pass without consequence. Except when the perpetrator was his own son. As the tube rattled into a tunnel Maurice put his head in his hands. He wanted to sob at his own foolishness.

         He peered left and right anxiously, aware that his odd behaviour might draw scrutiny. But it was still so early in the morning that there were very few people in the carriage: just an elderly couple, a young woman with a pushchair and two schoolboys dressed for football practice.

         There was fifteen minutes left of the journey to Heathrow in which to consider the reputation of Vladimir Haugr. He was the owner of TGR’s Bridge Club. He held a major interest in several large London casinos and was rumoured to control several percent of the cocaine trade for the city. He was sometimes known as Haugr the Ogre on account of his volatile temper. But his more common moniker was Vlad the Impaler. This nickname was a nod to his maternal Romanian lineage and his ancestor of the same name who had ruled over Wallachia in the fifteenth century. It also referred to his aggressive style of bidding and play at the bridge table. But there were other more sinister reports associated with the nickname, whispers of individuals who had “fallen” or “jumped” from the upper storeys of various buildings over the years only to find themselves skewered on the iron railings below. The only solace that Maurice could find during that nightmare tube journey was that he was fairly certain there were no iron railings at Heathrow airport.

         Once he entered the main terminal building Maurice felt marginally better. He purchased a one-way ticket to Warsaw using the last of his sterling and checked into his flight. He only had hand luggage. There was something soothing about the smell of the terminal. It felt anonymous and safe. The CCTV cameras strategically located to cover every angle of the interior were comforting to him; designed as they were to prevent terrorist attack, they might just prevent Maurice from being set upon by men with iron railings before he reached the relative safety of an aeroplane.

         Before going through security Maurice stopped at a newsagent in order to buy a paper and some cigarettes. He was feeling calmer now, more in control. He selected The Times, one of the few things he would miss about England, and stood in the queue to make his purchase. There were two men in front of him and a woman with a buggy behind. Maurice liked babies and he peered into the pushchair to take a closer look. It was a young baby, no more than three months old, probably a boy if the soft blue cap on the infant’s head was anything to go by. The child was deeply asleep. Maurice could see his little chest moving rhythmically up and down through the padding of a striped navy romper suit. He was about to say something to the mother, a platitude, a compliment, something of the sort, when a bee stung him on the side of his neck. At least that was what it felt like. The panic came rushing back. He cast about himself wildly looking for the insect but there was nothing there. Maurice put his hand up to his neck only to feel the stinger painful and protruding. He pulled it out with his forefinger and thumb. As Maurice opened his mouth to scream a sudden weight seemed to crush his chest and he found himself unable to draw breath. His legs buckled beneath him and he collapsed to the ground flopping and flapping like a dying fish. The young woman knelt down and leant over him, an expression of consternation in her pale eyes. She took his right hand and held it firmly. Then she looked up.

         “Someone get a doctor!” she shouted. “He’s having a heart attack.”

         There were no choices left for Maurice any longer. His last coherent thought was one of surprise. Despite all the commotion, the baby in the pushchair was still fast asleep.

         
            ❦

         

         The baby was still sleeping when Cilla unlocked the front door to her flat some time later. She was also thinking about choices, although in a somewhat more detached manner than the late Maurice Malinowski had been. Cilla was contemplating the following remark:

         “’Tis not unreasonable for me to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger.”

         She liked Hume’s observation. It was one of those simple secret truths, hidden in plain view. People failed to see it because their eyes were closed and they couldn’t even remember having shut them. Cilla thought about the man on the floor in WHSmiths. She was certain that he was dead even as she began calling for help. She could see it in his eyes. Or rather that they weren’t his eyes anymore, just blank blown spaces; the eyes always gave it away.

         Once inside the hall she lifted the baby carefully out of his buggy and carried him through into the back bedroom where she laid him gently on the double bed. It was a pleasant bright room overlooking a long narrow garden which extended all the way down to the railway line. The baby’s eyes remained closed.

         “What a good boy you’ve been, Tommy,” Cilla said. She began to remove his clothes and fold them into a neat pile on the pillow beside him. She was very fond of the navy striped romper suit. It was a French design bought in Paris when she had been doing a job out there. “Maybe next time you can be Tammy instead.” Once the little body was naked she rolled it over and flicked the tiny switch halfway down its back from “on” to “off”. The baby’s chest stopped mid-movement and was still.

         The True-to-Life doll had been an excellent purchase. This was the third time that Cilla had used it. The baby was made out of silicone and if you didn’t actually touch the skin it was quite impossible to tell it apart from a real baby. Most importantly, its presence, peacefully sleeping in the pushchair, conferred on Cilla the golden halo of motherhood. Motherhood placed her beyond suspicion, which was very useful in her line of work. Although, obviously she never used the young mother persona for a job which might require a swift exit. It was impossible to move at any speed with a buggy in tow.

         She left the baby lying on the bed and wandered over to her dressing table. There were five mannequin heads there, four of which were wearing wigs. She looked in the mirror. Her short fair hair was soft and manicured, artfully highlighted with gold and platinum shades. It was a good look for a suburban stay-at-home mum. Cilla peeled off the wig, placed it on the naked mannequin head and began to brush out the blonde hair. Her own head was shaved. She had tried growing her hair and wearing a skull cap but it just didn’t seem to work. No matter which wig she wore she always overheated and then her forehead and upper lip would begin to perspire. This was unacceptable in so many ways. To begin with it was distracting. There was also the possibility that it might draw attention: a sweaty person looks nervous and guilty. Consider poor Maurice; he had been sweating so much for that entire tube journey, he had actually left two dark round buttock marks on the seat when he stood up. Also, Cilla found that the act of sweating seemed to create a loop in her cortisol and adrenaline production which in turn affected her precision. It was much simpler and easier to shave her head.

         She hated these rush jobs. They were always so crude and improvised. It was difficult to match the man to the death under such circumstances. But equally it was impossible to refuse Vlad anything when he was in one of his moods; he wasn’t called Haugr the Ogre for nothing. It was just lucky that Maurice Malinowski had been in late middle age and slightly stout, not overweight as such, but harbouring a hard little paunch under his dapper suit which would tend to indicate high cholesterol and some internal fat around the organs. A heart attack would be the obvious cause of death.

         She had compounded this diagnosis by announcing the heart attack to onlookers as it happened. By the time the airport doctor arrived Cilla was long absent, but the spectators who remained could be relied on to have breathlessly relayed this information to the attending medic, and this would have simply served to confirm what he was already thinking. No-one would notice the minute wound in the back of Maurice’s neck and Cilla had carefully recovered the dart which had caused it.

         She looked out of the window into the garden. The sun was shining through the two cherry trees, making dappled shadows on the lawn. There were jobs to be done in the greenhouse. Cilla slipped on her everyday wig: mid-length, light brown, nondescript, an approximation of her original hair as far as she could remember it. Then she opened the drawer of her dressing table, took out some disposable latex gloves from an open box and went outside.

         The greenhouse and potting shed were located past the two ornamental cherry trees towards the end of the garden as it approached the railway line. Both had running water and electricity. The only other way in which they really differed from a normal greenhouse and potting shed was that they were both scrupulously clean. The greenhouse doubled as a laboratory and there was a fridge and freezer in the potting shed to provide cold storage where necessary. Cilla always took the precaution of wearing gloves when she was working with her plants and stores. It was probably unnecessary but some of the chemicals were extremely potent and there was certainly no point in putting herself at risk with repeated handling. It was what she had been taught to do. She began by checking several batches of corncockle seedlings, watering and pinching out where necessary. She adjusted her grow lights. Then she moved on to assess her stores. The stores had become a matter of serious concern to Cilla. It was not simply the fact that she was running low on certain key compounds which could not be replaced; she was worried about the efficacy of those remaining. Each of them probably had a shelf life if only she knew what it was. Mixing the perfect toxin was both a science and an art form, but the potency of the final product was only as good as each of its constituent parts. There was no point in giving a man a heart attack only to find that he was sitting up drinking tea in his hospital bed three hours later.

         The art of poison was not Cilla’s only talent. She spoke five languages. She was a competent forger. She was proficient in the use of a number of small weapon-delivery systems, blowpipes, catapults and miniature crossbows. She was fully trained in the tactics of retreat and evasion. But it was the combination of these skills that created Cilla’s real area of expertise. Her speciality was the Dry Job: an assassination disguised as a death by natural causes. The term was a derivative of the more infamous Wet Job. The basic difference between the two was an absence of blood. But the subtle and far more important distinction was that a Dry Job did not involve suspicion. It was the perfect murder.

         Vladimir Haugr was her main client. He provided her with an apartment, a reasonable retainer and expenses in return for approximately five jobs a year and some babysitting. He did not object to her taking on freelance projects as long as there was no conflict of interest, i.e. she couldn’t bump off any of his major suppliers or customers, unless of course he asked her to.

         The problem was that Vlad didn’t really understand the level of planning and forethought that went into a proper Dry Job. He wanted someone dead and he wanted it now. What Vlad failed to appreciate, in Cilla’s opinion, was the existential principle behind the Dry Job, which was this: everybody dies. Each person’s death is out there waiting for them at some unspecified point in the future. Cilla’s role was not simply one of executioner; she provided the assessment and execution of probability. By examining a person’s life in detail it was possible to predict the likely time and cause of their demise. Then Cilla would seek to tailor her method to this prediction.

         Of course if her prediction was that an individual would likely die in their bed at the age of ninety, it didn’t help very much. But that was what brake tampering was for.

         Cilla usually took on several private projects a year. Her fee was fifty thousand pounds. The process was always the same: three meetings with a client, a large deposit followed by payment upon completion, no further contact, no repeat business.

         The first meeting was the introduction. This was often a rather strained and emotional affair. Clients frequently sought to justify their prospective choice of target with long and intense diatribes about how it was just and right that their partner, parent, sibling, etc. should die. Cilla generally listened to these denunciations quietly and when she was certain that the orator was done, she would explain the information that she needed the client to compile and provide her with so that the assignment could be completed.

         Then followed a cooling-off period of two weeks before the second meeting took place. At this meeting the information that Cilla had requested was handed over along with a non-refundable deposit of twenty-five thousand pounds. About fifteen percent of people failed to attend the second meeting. Another ten percent changed their minds at some point later on in the process, which was why the deposit was non-refundable. She never informed clients how the target would die, only the time frame within which the death would take place – which was generally three months. Cilla often took this opportunity to remind clients that, should they “forget” to pay the remainder of their fee after the deed was done, they could expect their own demise within a further three months – from natural causes, of course. So far, everyone had paid up.

         At the final meeting the remaining twenty-five thousand pounds was handed over. Clients sometimes expressed jubilation at this point, but were equally likely to demonstrate anguish, guilt and regret. Cilla was fascinated by this. It seemed to exemplify the cautionary message from one of Aesop’s fables: be careful what you wish for.

         As a result of her freelance work Cilla had savings of £350,000. This money was buried in cellophane-wrapped bundles of fifty thousand pounds at seven strategic locations around the garden. Obviously she couldn’t put the money in a bank account. But even if she could have done, Cilla didn’t actually have a bank account. Nor did she have a passport or a driver’s licence or any other form of identification. In fact, officially, she didn’t exist at all; which represented a problem, but also an opportunity.

         Once Cilla had finished her jobs outside she got ready for an appointment with a client. This would be meeting number two. The client was a stockbroker at Gerrards who wanted to murder his wife. He was convinced that she no longer loved him and was having an affair with her personal trainer. He had found solace in the arms of the Spanish au pair, Matilde. He felt that divorce would be both prohibitively expensive and emotionally damaging to their two small children. Death was preferable. Once his wife had been disposed of he planned to take on the role of grieving husband for several months before proposing marriage to Matilde. From what she knew of him Cilla felt that it was unlikely that the au pair would accept his offer, but so far she had kept this opinion to herself.

         Cilla arrived at the rendezvous twenty minutes ahead of schedule. This was her standard practice. She scoped out the meeting point, in this case the flower stall outside Embankment station, and positioned herself in a local café which afforded her a good view of the stall. All that was left to do now was to drink her coffee and wait. If anything did not look right or feel right or smell right about the meeting she could always just slip away.

         The stockbroker arrived promptly on the hour and stood outside the station pretending to read his paper. He was every inch the city boy: double-breasted suit, black oxfords, dark coat with a velvet collar. He looked twitchy but that was to be expected. He carried a brown leather briefcase and a large plastic bag. Cilla materialised softly at his elbow.

         “Shall we go to the park?” she said in way of greeting.

         Her meetings always took place in London parks. She particularly liked the ones with ponds and ducks. Victoria Embankment Gardens did not have a pond but it was next to the river Thames so there were ducks and moorhens in abundance. Cilla rummaged in her satchel for the bag of stale bread she had brought with her.

         “What are you doing?” the stockbroker enquired irritably.

         “I’m going to feed the ducks,” Cilla replied evenly. “Do you still want to go ahead?”

         “Yes, yes of course I do. I’m here aren’t I?”

         “Do you have the money?”

         “Yes.”

         “And the rest? All of it, everything I asked for?”

         “Yes.”

         “Well hand it over then.”

         The stockbroker passed Cilla the plastic bag. In return she handed him some bread. She could see that his hands were shaking.

         “What the fuck?” he said, holding the bread with distaste. His voice was high and strained.

         “Just feed the ducks,” Cilla instructed him. “It’ll calm you down.”

         For a minute or so they stood in silence tearing up the stale slices and throwing them to the birds. Some brazen seagulls appeared, swooping down from the slate-grey sky to intercept pieces in mid-air.

         “Now let’s walk,” Cilla said when all the bread was gone.

         “If all goes well, the assignment will be completed within three months,” she began. It was a prepared speech that she had repeated a number of times. “When it’s done I will make contact and you will pay me the balance. Is that clear?”

         “How are you going to do it?” the stockbroker demanded.

         “You don’t need to know.”

         “But I want to know.”

         “It’s much better that you don’t know how or when,” Cilla replied patiently. “That way when it happens you will be as surprised as everyone else. If you’re asked any questions you won’t need to lie. It’s safer that way.”

         “I want her to suffer,” the stockbroker insisted. “The way she’s made me suffer. Can you torture her first?”

         “Torture leaves marks. Marks raise questions,” Cilla said firmly.

         “But can’t you just make the body disappear? It’s my money that’s financing this, don’t I get some say?” The stockbroker spat his words out. Cilla looked sideways at him. Was he was going to be troublesome? Walking away was still a possibility.

         “Not really,” she replied. “If there’s no body and no explanation for your wife’s disappearance then that leads to questions. Even the most obtuse detective will have no choice but to entertain the prospect that she might have been murdered. As the husband you would be the principal suspect. Is that what you want?” Cilla held up the plastic bag towards him. “It’s not what I want.”

         The stockbroker turned away from her but he didn’t take the bag.

         It wasn’t the first time that a client had made this sort of request. Cilla always refused. If truth be told she actively disliked torture. For the most part it was distasteful and unnecessary. The only possible justification for it was to extract intelligence from a reluctant informant and Cilla had drugs that would do a better job of that anyway. She hated the sound of torture. And even worse than the sound was the effluence that always seemed to accompany the noise: blood, sweat, tears, urine, diarrhoea, vomit. In any case, Cilla wasn’t a sadist. She took a certain satisfaction in her work, the completion of a job well done, but she had little interest in pain for its own sake.

         With some reluctance, the stockbroker capitulated and Cilla brought the meeting to a close. She left him standing by a park bench, his shoulders hunched, his hands thrust into the pockets of his overcoat, staring gloomily at the brass inscription on the wooden seat.

         “In memory of my beloved wife Amy and the many happy hours we sat here,” he read out. “My wife’s name is Amy.” The stockbroker gave a short bitter laugh but the irony of this was lost on Cilla. It was one of those subtle emotions that she sometimes failed to understand.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

            Limits

         

         Cilla spent the evening sitting on the floor of her living room examining the contents of the stockbroker’s plastic bag and eating a Chinese takeaway. She had ordered a chicken chow mein, some prawn dumplings and a portion of fried seaweed. It was probably just cabbage rather than real seaweed but Cilla loved its sweet taste and the way in which the crisp strands melted on her tongue. Even after all the time that she had spent in England she could not get used to the volume and variety of food that was available. She could still remember the first time she went into a British supermarket and saw the meat counter; how she had stood there in wonder staring at the profusion of pork, lamb, beef, chicken, duck, turkey, even some venison, lying there glistening and inert, available to anyone.

         She had taken a long hot bath when she got home and ate the takeaway in her pyjamas; her cropped head was sleek like a seal. The twenty-five thousand pound deposit sat in five fat envelopes. Each freshly minted bale was still enclosed within its bill strap. Even though the money was bank fresh, she counted it carefully. Then she wrapped the whole lot in cling film and placed the lone package on top of the middle kitchen cupboard where it was out of sight but accessible. Once the balance was paid she would consider digging another hole in the garden.

         Cilla hoped that the stockbroker had had the sense to withdraw the deposit on five separate occasions as he had been instructed to do. Transactions of a few thousand could be explained away with drugs, call girls and expensive bottles of champagne in grotty nightclubs. But a single withdrawal of twenty-five thousand pounds plus a dead body might arouse the curiosity of even the least imaginative police officer. Of course, the police would need due cause to access his bank account in the first place. If they had due cause then it would mean that Cilla had not done her job properly. Cilla never gave the police due cause. What she gave them instead was The Story.

         The Story underpinned the Dry Job. It was the piece of living theatre: the straightforward, predictable, but highly orchestrated account of the end of a person’s life. It was Occam’s razor in motion based on the principle that, all things being equal, the simplest explanation for something is usually the correct one. The Story provided that simple explanation for the death. If The Story worked then there would be little or no involvement of the police. Instead there would be a funeral, one which preferably involved cremation, and everybody would get on with their lives.

         Some stories were easier to write than others. In fact some stories practically wrote themselves.

         Take the example of the psychiatrist she had bumped off two years earlier. In this case the client had been an elderly patient who claimed that Dr Khayad was blackmailing her. (It was unclear whether he actually had been blackmailing her or whether this was a paranoid delusion, a feature of the old lady’s dementia, but it was a moot point.) Doctors were easy to dispose of because they were generally unhappy, overworked and had access to lethal medication. Dr Khayad was no exception in this regard. He was on his fourth marriage, estranged from his children, and was a heavy drinker who was given to prescribing himself repeated doses of nonbenzodiazepines. All that was needed was some ethanol, a Valium chaser and a suicide note. Being a doctor, his handwriting was illegible but Cilla had attempted a faithful representation of his scrawl on the assumption that one of the wives or kids would probably be able to decipher it. She made reference to each of the children by name, told them that he loved them, it wasn’t their fault and recommended that they get on with their lives without him, etc. etc. She didn’t mention any of the wives. The first three probably hated him and the fourth must be an idiot or a gold digger.

         Over the years one thing that Cilla had learned from experience was that an unhappy person was generally a better subject for a Dry Job than a happy one. Unhappy people tended to have bad habits, bad health and often made bad choices. Any or all of these could be exploited and manipulated to create The Story. Unhappy people also made enemies, which was how they ended up as the target for a Dry Job in the first place. In fact when Cilla thought about it, most of her freelance work dealt with unhappy people: unhappy clients and their unhappy victims.

         Her work for Vladimir Haugr was different. Vlad might be a brutal narcissistic sadist but he wasn’t unhappy. Nor were some of his victims. Over the two years that Cilla had worked for him she had despatched twelve people on his behalf. This included one ex-girlfriend, three employees, three customers, two suppliers and several miscellaneous persons (including Maurice Malinowski) who had offended Vlad deeply in one way or another. She hadn’t impaled anyone on a railing. Her methods were usually more subtle than that, even when it wasn’t a Dry Job. Ten of the twelve hits were part of her contractual agreement with Vlad but the first couple she had done for free. They had been penance.

         In her life Cilla had seen a lot of death. Most people seemed to end without realising it. If they died in their sleep or with a bullet to the back of the head, this was self-evident. There was no warning of the momentous event that was about to occur. But even those individuals who had looked right into her eyes at the moment of their demise did not really seem to understand what was happening to them. They might look pained, frightened, surprised or furious but Cilla could not recall ever having seen a look of comprehension. It must be as Wittgenstein surmised:

         “Death is not an event in life: we do not live to experience death … Our life has no end in the way in which our visual field has no limits.”

         But Cilla also knew that she was the exception to this rule. She had been so close to death so many times: death she had caused, death she had witnessed, and her own near death on at least one occasion.

         The last time had been six months or so before. Cilla had been doing a job for Vlad. It was a simple enough operation: one of his men, Jacob, was cutting the coke and skimming the profit. Vlad had tolerated this for a while; he had given Jacob a warning, but nothing had changed and then customers started to complain about the product. An example had to be made. If Vlad let one man get away with this sort of thing then all the others would start trying their luck as well. Cue Cilla. It was not a Dry Job as such. Vlad wanted the man removed discreetly but he didn’t care if there was a murder investigation or not. The police wouldn’t care much either. Jacob was a known thug and they wouldn’t want to allocate resources towards investigating his death.

         Cilla decided to adopt a sleep-and-stick approach. She would chloroform Jacob and inject him with one of her remaining vials of Compound 146: the distilled poison from a western taipan sometimes known as the fierce snake. Its most important component was a powerful neurotoxin which led to paralysis and suffocation over a period of about forty-five minutes. Only a very astute pathologist would be able to identify the compound in his system afterwards. In all likelihood they would miss it completely and Jacob’s death would be attributed to some nebulous cause.

         Everything went off well to begin with. Cilla broke into Jacob’s first-floor flat at 3.35 a.m., one hour after she had seen the lights go off. She stood outside his bedroom door for a full minute timing his snores in order to assure herself that he was completely and deeply asleep. Jacob was a large sullen man and she had no desire to encounter him conscious. After the minute had passed she unwrapped the chloroformed rag, held it in one hand and turned the door handle to his bedroom with the other. Once inside she closed the door and paused silently to allow her eyes to achieve partial dark adaptation. Only when she could make out a clear outline of Jacob in the bed and was certain of the position in which he was lying did she proceed. In one nimble movement Cilla darted towards the bed. As Jacob completed his exhalation her hand clamped over his nose and mouth so that his next intake of breath was pure chloroform. He tensed for a moment and slumped. Having completed the tricky part of the procedure, Cilla turned on the bedside light, removed her backpack and took out the rest of her equipment. Once set up she rolled back the brightly patterned seascape duvet and took stock. Jacob lay there naked and hairy; he had good veins. She put a tourniquet on his right arm beneath the elbow, tightened it and prepared the hypodermic.

         Once she had administered the dose all that was left to do was wait. The ensuing three-quarters of an hour passed slowly. Cilla still had her gloves on so at least she could examine the contents of Jacob’s bedroom with impunity as long as she put things back where she found them. Not that there was much to examine. The space seemed devoid of sentiment or personality. The walls were bare; the bedding looked as if it hadn’t been changed in months. On the bedside table was a glass ashtray, a half-empty pack of cigarettes, a lighter, two girlie magazines and a detective novel. She flicked through the magazines but there was nothing to interest her there. She smoked half a cigarette, taking care to put the butt in her back pocket rather than leaving it in the ashtray. When she picked up the detective novel a dog-eared photograph fell out. Perhaps Jacob had been using it as a bookmark. It was a picture of a little boy sitting cross-legged and holding a puppy on his lap. The boy was squinting up at the camera with a big smile on his face. Cilla wondered if it was the child or the dog that was the object of interest for Jacob. The photograph stirred something in Cilla and a memory of her own threatened to surface. She pushed the thought away, placed the photograph back inside the book and rearranged the objects on the bedside table into their original positions. It was time to check on Jacob.

         His body was pale and had taken on the yellow waxy sheen of a corpse. Cilla sat on the side of the bed next to him. His skin was cool to the touch. She could not find a pulse and a mirror held to his mouth indicated that he was no longer breathing. Cilla leant over his face and pulled up one of his eyelids to do the final check. The pupil contracted.

         Before she could move Jacob’s hands were around her neck; pushing, choking, squeezing out the life. Cilla’s first instinct was to claw at those hands with her own, but she resisted this impulse. If she did that she would merely waste time and then she would die. As stars exploded in front of her and the inky black edges of darkness began to bleed into her consciousness she forced herself to grope around the bed for the hypodermic she knew she had left there. Her fingers found the syringe and with one final exertion she took hold of it and stabbed Jacob blindly in the face.

         Cilla was lucky on two counts. Firstly, when she picked up the syringe it was the right way up so that she stabbed Jacob with the needle rather than the plunger. Secondly, the needle found his eye.

         Jacob bellowed in pain. He released her throat and put both hands up towards his face. In the same instant Cilla took hold of the ashtray, smashed it against the bedside table and holding the remaining shard, she turned back towards the groaning man and sliced open the femoral artery on his inner right thigh. Clearly the neurotoxin in Compound 146 was not working properly, but perhaps the hemotoxin was still effective. Apparently it was: Jacob bled to death in less than two minutes.

         The whole incident was something of an embarrassment. What was meant to be a discreet Wet Job had turned into a blood bath. Vlad hadn’t actually minded very much. The violent nature of Jacob’s death served his purpose quite well. It made the other employees anxious and compliant. But Cilla had to wear a scarf for a month until the bruises faded. It also raised other issues.

         The first issue was her stores. Unless she had miscalculated the dosage for a large man like Jacob, Compound 146 had become unreliable. It must still have some efficacy. At full strength Jacob would have snapped her neck like a twig. A combination of chloroform and poison had clearly weakened him but it had not killed him. If one compound in her stores was compromised, how reliable were the others?

         The second issue was her limits. Wittgenstein was wrong. Cilla’s visual field had limits, her life had limits. She had seen them, the dark ragged edges of the abyss. After Jacob’s death she knew with complete certainty that if she kept straying beyond those limits her own life would end, just as she had seen all those other lives end. There would be another Jacob and this time she wouldn’t be so lucky. Or she would anger Vlad in some absurd way and he would turn on her. In fact the more she thought about it, the more improbable it seemed that she was still alive at all, after everything that had happened. She must be an anomaly, a statistical outlier, she had defied the odds. But the thing about probability was that it always evened up in the end, which meant her luck really couldn’t last.

         The third issue was herself. During those torturous moments when Jacob’s fat meaty fingers were pressing down on her windpipe Cilla experienced something close to an epiphany. The epiphany was this: she liked life. Sometimes she enjoyed life. She wanted to live. This came as something of a revelation. Cilla had always held a deep ambivalence towards life: other peoples’ lives, her own. And then on the verge of annihilation she realised that she didn’t feel ambivalent towards her own life at all. It was like waking up from a coma; she had been sleepwalking through a monochrome world and all of a sudden it had exploded into colour.

         This realisation was somehow fused with an impression of Jacob’s blood-soaked duvet. He was a big man, there was a lot of blood. The crimson stain had expanded outwards, engulfing the tessellating blue and green fish below. Cilla held the image delicately in her head, turning it over time and time again in the weeks that followed: the colours, the precision of the pattern on the duvet, the fish swimming in a slow-moving sea of blood. The memory had a reassuring clarity and coherence to it amidst the chaos and confusion that her epiphany had created. Only one other thing was clear to her. In order to preserve and cherish this life that she had so recently discovered she valued, she would have to find another way of living. There was no future in the way she lived now. Her life was nasty and brutish; without change it would be short.

         But what could Cilla do instead? How would she live? And what of Vlad? He would never willingly let her go. The only solution was to disappear and reinvent herself, to pupate and emerge as something new. Again.

         “The snake which cannot cast its skin has to die.”

         Friedrich Nietzsche. Not a first-rate theorist in Cilla’s opinion, he tended to over-dramatise, but good for the occasional aphorism.

         She flicked her mind back to the task in hand and emptied the rest of the contents of the stockbroker’s plastic bag onto the living room floor. She couldn’t just walk away from her life. Metamorphosis took time, preparation and funds. She had done her sums and estimated the cost at half a million; which meant three more Dry Jobs.

         A miscellaneous collection lay before her on the carpet. There were keys to a house, photographs, school reports, letters, copies of bank statements, club memberships and a variety of other documents. The wife’s Filofax had also been obtained. All these items represented the foundation on which Cilla would build a picture of Amy Levine’s life, and then, in due course, her death.

         The stockbroker’s wife appeared to be a typical example of her type. She was thirty-five, married with two children: Samantha and Michael, a pigeon pair. She had been born and raised in Kent, the Garden of England, had attended a private girls’ school where she had distinguished herself on the school tennis team and had risen to the position of deputy head girl. Afterwards she studied Politics, Philosophy and Economics at Bristol university where she met Paul Levine, her future husband. She achieved a creditable but undistinguished 2:1. Paul got a First in Maths. After graduation they came to London; Amy joined the graduate scheme at Saatchi and Saatchi, and Paul started life as a Blue Button, an unauthorised clerk on the stockbroking floor. At some point there had been a separation between them. There were copies of three letters from Paul to Amy from around this time and Cilla read this correspondence with interest. It was difficult to connect the lovelorn author to the bitter twitchy man she had encountered, but the letters seemed to have achieved their desired intention and the two were married soon after. Michael was born a year later. The couple bought a large house in a West London square and Samantha made her appearance in due course. The children were now aged five and eight. Amy no longer worked full time and her CV described her as an independent qualitative research consultant, whatever that might mean. There was little indication that she worked at all. A series of nannies and au pairs had been employed over the years. The current one was called Matilde. There were black-and-white copies of photographs of all the main protagonists: Amy on the tennis court, blonde and lithe; Amy and Paul getting married; school photographs of Michael and Samantha with freshly combed hair and gappy teeth. There was only one slightly blurry image of Matilde sitting at a dining table with the two children. From what Cilla could see Matilde was a dark, plump girl, pretty enough, but an unlikely object of infatuation; an infatuation so obsessive that it would cause a man to murder his wife. Not that Cilla knew much about infatuation. What mattered was that Matilde and Amy looked nothing alike so there could be no possibility of mistaking one for the other at the crucial moment.

         Cilla finished the remnants of her chicken chow mein and turned her attention to Amy’s Filofax, the small leather-bound personal organiser which would provide the details of Amy’s daily life. She was a member of an expensive health club. She saw a personal trainer once a week and played tennis three times a week. She did yoga. She belonged to a book club. They were currently reading The Beauty Myth by Naomi Wolf. Amy had several female friends whom she met regularly for coffee, lunch and cultural activities: visits to art galleries and the theatre. She had a private gynaecologist. It was all standard stuff.

         The notes at the back of the Filofax were somewhat more revealing. There were shopping lists, book titles, film titles, the odd jotting down of thoughts or intentions. Amy had round childish handwriting which slanted slightly to the left. She did not dot her i’s but formed a tiny circle above them and her lower-case l’s were widely looped. Cilla traced her fingers over a couple of the words; it was not a complex style and would be simple to forge if necessary. The most interesting page divulged a list of New Year’s resolutions. The first of these was: “Win Mixed Doubles”, followed by “Lose half a stone” and “Cook vegetarian twice a week”. There was also “Do your Kegels!!” and the rather generic: “Be Kind”. These all seemed rather banal aspirations for the year but the final two goals were more intriguing. One read “Hold it together” and the other “Keep to the plan”.

         But there was nothing in the contents of the plastic bag to indicate how Amy Levine might be persuaded to meet a premature end in an inconspicuous manner. She had no identifiable health problems and no bad habits. There wasn’t even any indication that she was having an affair with her personal trainer, whatever her husband might think.

         Cilla could only hope that closer observation would dredge up some dirt, divulge some hidden detail of Amy’s life, something Cilla could work with.
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