
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: A stack of books on a shelf

Description automatically generated]


[image: A person smoking a cigarette and a person sitting at a table

Description automatically generated]

Published in 2017 and revised 2nd edition 2023 by JK Publishing. Copyright © John Kemp Author

Front Cover, Back Cover © John Kemp, Michelle Parrish-Kemp

Cover Image ‘man smoking cigarette in restaurant’ by Kiriill Ryzhov from Dreamstime.com

Tan Fedora on front cover by Shanewar from Dreamstime.com

The author or authors assert their moral right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as the author or authors of this work.

All Rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, copied, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written consent of the copyright holder, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


Film noir is a cinematic term used primarily to describe stylish Hollywood crime dramas, particularly such that emphasize cynical attitudes and sexual motivations. Hollywood's classical film noir period is generally regarded as extending from the early 1940s to the late 1950s.

Film noir of this era is associated with a low-key, black-and-white visual style that has roots in German Expressionist cinematography. Many of the prototypical stories and much of the attitude of classic noir derive from the hardboiled school of crime fiction that emerged in the United States during the Great Depression.

Courtesy of Wikipedia.

Definition of film noir, plural film noirs: a type of crime film featuring cynical malevolent characters in a sleazy setting and an ominous atmosphere that is conveyed by shadowy photography and foreboding background music; also: a film of this type. plural adding -s: femme fatales and film noirs \-ˈnwär(z).

Merriam-Webster Dictionary

French in origin, the terms have been sufficiently Anglicized to form their plurals by adding -s: femme fatales and film noirs. Courtesy of Daily Writing Tips

Thank you and Credit to:

2023 Revised edition: Emily LeVault for Copy- editing and Development Editing.

Emily L @elevault on Fiverr

Cover Design: Nabin Karna

2018 Edition: Gabriel Bayes for Proofreading



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


For Noel & Joe


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One: Mini Bars
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I used to follow the rules. Now I make up my own. I have to. The Force kicked me out. 

Okay, so you’ve probably guessed, I didn’t follow all the rules...

My once exalted position allowed me to use a good tailor, eat in fine restaurants, and have a premium membership at a gym. Now my clothes are a tad frayed, I have a slight paunch and I can only dream of high cuisine.

I’m not complaining though, maybe the perks are all gone, but I don’t have a corrupt boss or a colleague who is going to get me killed. So, there’s that.

While I may not be climbing up a greasy pole anymore, I have been sliding down it. Fortunately, I haven’t reached bottom, not yet at least.

My son, Jake, tells his friends I’m a “gumshoe”. You will know me better as a private investigator. The work is erratic. Lately, I’ve been pursuing un-faithful partners on behalf of lonely spouses, which, to be honest, any moron can do. Most of it involves surveillance or falling asleep in a car or on a park bench in various neighbourhoods. 

It’s work, but I’m not going to buy a holiday home in Dubai anytime soon. However, it pays for the necessities. Amongst other things, my Indian takeaways, scotch and sodas from my local, O’Riley’s, and rent for a studio bedsit in Lambeth.

My landlord operates Yang’s Dry-Cleaning Service under the guise of an Escort Agency. Yes, you heard it right. He pays the escorts commission to bring in customers offering upwards of 15% discount; same day service on shirts, suits and trousers. Business is brisk and highly profitable. He is living his dream.

Yang is shrewd. His dry-cleaning business was going down the toilet until he changed his marketing strategy.

He unofficially rents me his converted broom cupboard. Just by clearing out a few mops and buckets, he’s become a landlord. My new office still smells like bleach and boiled ham, however.

I negotiated 75% off my personal dry cleaning at the same time. In a moment of weakness, Yang agreed.

Even after our arrangement, sometimes when he is passing my office door, he playfully wags his finger at me. ‘I see you have more dry-cleaning today. You drive a very tough bargain, Mr Sterling. Very tough indeed! But we make an agreement, so is okay.’

Even though Yang is always smiling, I sense it rankles that he gave me such a big discount. He will probably stick my rent up next. Like I said, shrewd.

Nonetheless, the office – which is overstating it a bit - is big enough for my desk, an adjoining chair and another chair for a client.

However, the cramped space has a window, and it suits my current ambitions. I have a fresh case, one that I hope will give me a firmer grip on that pole. This is how it came about...

From my window, with finger and thumb, I prised open two louvred slats of the venetian blinds. I looked out towards the South Bank and the passing people conspicuously going about their regular lives.

Their rough faces, tired eyes and loping gait signalled the start of the week. Motorcyclists weaved between the cabs and cars; people optimistically waited at bus stops as London heaved with the traffic rumble.

It was late morning, nearly lunch time. The smell of onion and garlic frying, mixed with the exotic spices of cinnamon, tamarind and turmeric, wafted up from the kitchen next-door.

Across the street, a man, the epitome of a nightclub bouncer, caught my attention. He stomped his feet up and down to keep warm, while engulfed by cigarette smoke. From a distance, he reminded me of Laird Cregar in This Gun For Hire.

More pertinently, he was staring up at my window.

I released one louvre and held just one slat open now, as I continued to observe him.

He seemed in conflict, as if plucking up courage. Finally, he tossed his cigarette away, crossed the road, and headed in my direction. 

I was reasonably sure he wasn’t coming to collect his dry cleaning.

I quickly cleared my desk of Classic Car magazines, cleared away yesterday’s half-eaten naan bread still wrapped in silver foil, and stashed a bottle of whisky in the drawer. I removed a dust cover, revealing an old Remington typewriter, and inserted a sheet of paper. 

At the last moment, I picked my fedora hat from the floor and carefully lobbed it in the air to land perfectly on the upper hook of the coat stand. 

When my potential “pole-grip” entered the office, I was punching away at the keys of the typewriter as if my fingers were experiencing a seizure.

I looked up, stopped and sighed, then pulled out the paper and indicated a chair.

‘Sorry, just finishing up a report,’ I said.

He ignored the chair and glanced at the typewriter.

‘Not many people use those nowadays.’

‘Unlike a computer, you can’t hack these.’ 

His eyes lit up. ‘You mean the Russians?’

‘I mean anyone.’ I shrugged. ‘Besides, you can’t beat good, old-fashioned detective work.’

He gave me an upside-down smile and then went over to the window, not to admire the distant Thames, but to watch the street three floors below. I observed him carefully, assessing his agitated behaviour. 

I speedily ascertained three obvious traits about him: he was greatly nervous, breathed noisily, and had a penchant for small talk.

The fourth thing was a question: why did he need my services?

He carefully sat down, overloading the visitor’s chair, then picked up a couple of my business cards, straining his eyes.

‘Stelling?’

‘Sterling P.I.’ I corrected.

He nodded. ‘I get it. That’s your thing.’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t have a thing.’ 

‘But,’ he muttered. ‘You have no first name?’

Was this guy for real? Of course, I had a first name. He had obviously watched too many Film Noirs. Well, that was okay. He was in good company with Jake and me...

‘Look, we’re not familiar and that’s how I’d like it to stay with my clients. It’s just Sterling.’

That was a bold-faced lie. An ex-client – who went on to become my ex-wife — was very familiar with my first name. But separation was the principle of the thing and the hope was to keep it uncomplicated.

He stared at my business card, then pocketed it.

‘How does someone even get into your line of work?’ he asked, incredulous.

‘You’ve come to see me, remember? I can only give you a few minutes of my time.’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘How can I help?’

‘I’m having some financial difficulties,’ he said.

That was a mood killer.

I offered him a cigarette to cheer him up and calm his nerves down. He glanced back, smiled, then went to take one, but thought better of it. He awkwardly scrunched it back into the packet. 

‘Sorry about that,’ he apologised. ‘I’m meant to be giving up.’

I took his cigarette, lit up and smoked it for him. He was starting to get on my nerves. ‘What can I do for you?’ I asked.

‘I have a dilemma,’ he said.

‘Join the club.’

‘I need some help. Detective help.’

I rolled my shoulders. ‘Well, this isn’t a paediatrician’s office.’

His eyes flicked about the dirty office. ‘What are your charges?’

I blew a ring of smoke into the air and played it cool. ‘That depends on what we are talking about here.’

He motioned his head from side to side as if clearing water from his ears. ‘Some overseas travel, the odd hotel stay...’

I nodded. ‘One fee for the case – to be decided—plus expenses ... Hotels?’ I shrugged. ‘Nothing fancy, a three-star hotel suits me well enough. Though I have been known to hit the minibar hard on occasion.’

‘Ten thousand.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, that would cover the bar nicely.’

He ignored my quip and acted as though my comment was perfectly reasonable. Go figure.

I studied my humourless client. He was middle-aged, with poor skin and half-way posh. No wonder he was in financial straits offering that kind of money around.

‘I presume you’re not just looking for a travel companion for your winter holiday,’ I suggested.

‘Nothing like that,’ he said without a trace of a smile.

‘What then?’

‘Security.’

‘Security?’

‘I don’t much like flying,’ he shared.

‘So, you want me to come along and baby-sit you?’

‘I need your protection,’ he said. ‘To keep me safe.’

‘From whom?’

‘The people that I have been doing business with.’

I flicked my ash. ‘Before I consider taking your ten thousand, I can give you some free advice...’

He raised his eyes.

‘...You might consider changing your business associates so you can sleep at night. People tell me it’s great.’

‘I can’t.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m how you might say, compromised.’

‘How are you compromised?’

‘I owe money, and to placate them I have to do a job for them.’

He had the look as if they had enlisted him into a chain-gang and he had to break rocks for a while.

‘What sort of job?’

‘It involves delivering a package.’

‘What sort of package?’

‘I don’t know – valuables they said. I haven’t got it yet.’

‘I see.’

‘Are you doing anything next week?’ he asked.

I thought of my extended lunch breaks and my daily stroll along the River Thames as I waited for the next tawdry case to come in. 

‘I might be able to re-arrange things a bit. At a pinch.’

‘So, are you tempted to take my offer?’ 

I didn’t aspire to be blinded by money, but yes, I was tempted to take his easy cash. I had a feeling this temptation might come back to haunt me, so I decided to dig deeper. I might have been digging my own grave, but I wasn’t going to jump into it voluntarily.

‘How much do you owe?’ I asked.

He rubbed up and down on his upper lip as if grooming an invisible moustache.

‘A hundred grand.’

‘Drugs ... gambling ...?’ I guessed. ‘What exactly?’

‘None of that, other things.’

I let the other things go for now.

‘Why do you feel threatened?’

‘Things could go wrong.’

‘That’s where you want me to come in?’

He nodded. ‘I presume you are not afraid to be hands on.’

‘You’re right,’ I smiled. I threw the cover back over the typewriter.

He sat there like a stuffed shirt. Initially, I’m not sure how much empathy I had for his situation.

‘What do you know about these debt collectors?’

‘Just that they have their hands in many pies.’

I waited for some light to be shed on the pies, but the lights were out.

‘So, who are they?’ I tried again.

‘Some of them are crooks, racketeers and thugs. I borrowed money from them to pay off some home decorating debts at first.’

Home decorating debts? That was a new one.

‘Any names?’

‘I don’t even know their real names. I know of three of them.’ He scrunched his face up and reeled off their nicknames. ‘... Fat Eddie ... Charlie Thumbscrews, Kneecap Knobby...’

I raised the palm of my hand to stop the nonsense.

‘I get the picture. They’re not volunteers for the Salvation Army.’ 

‘No, they’re not. They’re quite serious.’

‘Where did you meet this bunch of gorillas?’

‘Gorillas?’

‘They’re usually all the same, heavy-handed, dense — a little Neanderthal.’

‘Uh ... huh... You’re right. Bars, nightclubs in London mainly, close to where I used to work.’

‘And do you propose I meet with them to fix things?’

‘The only way I can fix things is if I carry out the transaction.’

‘Why did you take a loan from these people?’

He looked down at his shoes. ‘I suppose I lived beyond my means ... I got deeper and deeper into debt. So deep that I maxed out my credit cards and the bank wouldn’t loan me any more money. Then I lost my job ... I had everyone knocking on my door.’

‘And I’m guessing it was an expensive door.’

He nodded. ‘It was. A six-bedroom detached in Surrey.’

I sighed. ‘Living the dream, eh? Then it became a nightmare.’

He nodded. ‘Something like that.’

‘Have you any idea what sort of valuables you will be transferring to pay off this debt of yours?’

He solemnly shook his head. ‘No idea.’

‘What if it turns out that you are smuggling drugs – or worse still, you’re concealing a bomb?’

‘I have to take that chance.’

‘You must think I’m crazy if you expect me to do the same.’

‘Absolutely not. You can follow me and look out for my safety, but you’ll be in the shadows. The X-ray machine will expose anything inappropriate. It will be your choice whether or not to get on the plane if you do, you’ll just sort of, watch over me.’

‘Like your guardian angel?’

‘If you like.’

I blew out smoke from my mouth and mulled over his offer. He watched me mull.

I asked him when it was scheduled. He told me it was Tuesday of next week.

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘Heathrow.’

‘To?’

‘I’m not sure yet. The details will come later this week.’

‘And where do you pick up the goods?’

‘They said they’ll give me a parking space number at the airport and to meet there.’

I looked at him. His eyes were barely alight. I’ve seen that look in several clients before. It’s called desperation.

That look was good and bad. Good – I’d get to pay next month’s rent. Bad – I could soon be shovelling horse manure.

‘Just so we’re on the same page. You want me to come along for the ride—a flight from Heathrow—to some unknown destination ... looking out for your welfare until we deliver this mysterious package to some anonymous recipient? And presumably bring you back again in one piece?’

‘That’s more or less it.’

‘I don’t care about the less; is there more?’

‘No, no, that’s it in a nutshell.’

‘Are you quite sure?’

‘Honestly.’

Honestly—I didn’t trust that word, particularly when other people used it. Temporarily, I took him on face value.

‘Will they be following you?’

‘I’m not sure. I doubt it.’

I studied him.

‘They’ll kill me if I don’t do it.’ He brought his hands together as if in prayer. ‘Can you help me?’

‘Maybe.’ I shrugged. ‘It’s your money.’

‘It’s my life.’

I nodded. ‘That too.’

‘I’m not cut out for this kind of work,’ he snivelled.

‘Clearly.’

‘They’ve threatened me,’ he blubbered. ‘I need your help.’

I had never offered a handkerchief to a man before. It was pathetic. I withdrew one from my desk and passed it over. He blew into it; a noise came forth like a distressed whale surfacing to open water.

‘Finished?’ I asked as his blubbering subsided.

‘Yes. Thanks.’

‘Try and pull yourself together.’

He looked like someone had slapped him in the face. 

I didn’t mind the occasional bit of blood, a sprinkling of sweat, but I detested tears.

He straightened up.

‘That’s better,’ I said and then began to share my thoughts aloud. ‘We don’t know what you will be carrying ... who you are meeting... and when or where... I won’t be able to control anything at all... I’ll be little more than a chaperone to you.’

‘But can you help me?’

I forcefully pushed my cigarette stub out and mentally pictured the bottom column of my bank statement.

I counted to ten, so he didn’t think I was as desperate as he was. I looked him in the eye. I counted a bit more, just in case he was counting, too.

‘I’m not sure I can really help you ...’

He lowered his eyes in defeat.

‘... But I’ll be happy to take your ten thousand.’

Well, I was being honest, at least. 

My answer seemed to cheer him up. He patted his coat pocket. ‘I’ll give you half now, half on my return. The first half is refundable if you don’t get on the plane. Is it a deal?’  

‘I see you’ve built in some performance-related incentives, but yes, it’s a deal.’ I nodded.

He placed an envelope on my desk and got up to leave.

He didn’t wait for an invoice, which was just as well. I wasn’t great with VAT numbers, net income or itemised billing of any sort. I didn’t exactly have a business account either. What can I say? The business was struggling to get up off the ground.

‘Is there anywhere good to eat around here?’ he asked before he left.

Dismissively, I waved a hand. ‘It’s London. There are great restaurants everywhere you look – if you can afford them.’

And it was patently clear neither of us could. (Of course, he might have still been living above his means).

I shook the client’s hand. This seemed to confirm that this strange arrangement would actually take place, and my agreement to it.

‘How do I get hold of you?’ I asked.

‘I’ll call you,’ he said, flashing my business card. ‘As soon as I get the details.’

‘Your name?’

He paused as if in thought and looked out of the window. ‘Grey’.

‘One name...’ I raised an eyebrow and scoffed. ‘That’s your thing. But it’ll work.’

‘Hang on!’ I called. ‘I know a restaurant.’

He turned back from the door.

‘If you like Indian food; The Taj Mahal next door. Tell Ajay that I sent you. He’ll take care of you.’

It wasn’t the first time I had sent a visitor to Ajay. The truth was, he was taking care of me in return.

My new client thanked me and I studied him as I said goodbye. A newly formed smile was set across his face. Go figure.

If I had just spent ten thousand pounds, I would hardly be smiling, but our agreement must have lifted a weight off those considerable shoulders of his. Perhaps it was because he could share his burden with someone. Or maybe he was smiling at the possibility of extra poppadom’s and free samosas with his meal. Who knew?

I briefly contemplated why, when I was potentially ten thousand pounds up, I was the one who was feeling concerned, unable to raise a smile, and didn’t feel like eating.

I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake, or perhaps that’s what my instinct had been telling me all along.
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Chapter Two
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The next day, the phone rang. Grey had been instructed to travel to Los Angeles.

‘L.A.?’ I questioned. ‘Why L.A.?’

He was unable to enlighten me. I was starting to realise that his answers were as useful as a medical encyclopaedia from the 1970s. Out of date and incomplete.

L.A ... I pondered.

The Hollywood period of the 1940s and 50s, came to mind, particularly Film Noirs that I loved and watched so much.

If you asked me who played Sergeant Menzies in A Touch of Evil, I could tell you; who Sam Spade followed in The Maltese Falcon, or the dame that hitched a ride in Detour; the opening lines of Dead On Arrival or who the Swede was in The Killers. Easy. No problem.

However, my knowledge of modern L.A. (and outside of the old Hollywood studios) wasn’t very much at all ... Sure, I’d watched numerous Hollywood stars and seen the Walk of Fame; I’d also seen pictures of the famous sign and viewed the shops of Rodeo Drive from films like Pretty Woman.

And as a travel destination, L.A. would have been right up there — but this trip involved risk, and I knew I’d be blind to the pitfalls over there.

I needed to keep it uncomplicated: get in, hand over the valuables, and leave town. I booked a seat on the same flight as Grey, 11.00 a.m. British Airways from Heathrow, with a return flight ten days later. Maybe I’d take a little holiday, after all, I had a bit of disposable cash now. I suggested he book the same return and we travel back together. 

I put a few things into a carry-on case. They were the sort of things I’d usually take for any short break, not only to make it more exciting, but of a practical nature.

There was a body wear recorder, a high-resolution spy camera, a bug detector, a telephone line analyser, a wireless transmitter, handcuffs, and two meters of thin nylon rope. One by one, I pulled out a few of the items, ones that I wasn’t willing to forgo. Entering Customs and Immigration could be a trial, and I didn’t want to give up my toys.

I spent a few hours on the settee with a drink and a newspaper, drifting in and out of sleep. I woke up the next morning and took the train to the airport.
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I arrived at London Terminal 5 and went over to the car park and to Level 2. Grey had told me he was to collect the bag from space C16 at 8.00 a.m. precisely.

I remained out of sight. Then I glimpsed a car pulling up next to Grey; a window opened, and a man handed a bag over. A few words were exchanged and the mystery car was gone in a matter of seconds.

I emerged from the shadows, or in this case, from behind a white transit van and called over to him.

‘What did they say?’ I whispered.

‘That I would get a phone call when I arrived.’

I moved my hand to examine the compact dark-brown leather bag Grey had been given. It was a businessman’s travel-type holdall with distinctive buckles across the top; it was on the smaller size, Italian leather and hand-stitched.

‘The infamous goods,’ I whispered.

He withdrew it.

‘What is it?’ I queried.

‘They said they will know if someone has tampered with it.’

‘How will they know?’

He shook his head. 

‘They don’t know,’ I scoffed. ‘They’re using scare tactics.’

I yanked the foreign bag from him, placed it on the ground, unbuckled the two straps, then unzipped it. Stashed inside were some cheap detective paperbacks and a dozen or so socks.

Someone had a sense of humour.

I checked the lining at the bottom and then examined the outside of the bag. I noticed a discrepancy.

‘A false bottom,’ I guessed. ‘The leather was re-stitched and the bottom partition fully concealed. There could be anything in there.’

I motioned to rip it open. His hand intercepted mine.

‘No!’ he interjected. ‘Hands off!’

The recreant had some fight, who knew?

‘They told me it wasn’t drugs, firearms or explosives, but valuables,’ he said. ‘It’ll be okay. I’m sure of it.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘I can’t, but if that compartment is exposed, I’ll have no chance of slipping through security.’

‘Could be gemstones, I suppose ... maybe cash.’ I shrugged. ‘Either way, we will probably find out when you go through.’ 

‘I’ll take that chance.’

‘As long as you’re willing.’

‘I am,’ he stated. ‘Shall we go? I want to get it over with.’

‘Okay, it’s your gamble.’ I nodded. ‘If you’re ready, you can go.’

He recoiled. ‘Aren’t you coming?’

‘I said I would, didn’t I?’

He nodded and, with a sinking feeling in my stomach, I followed.
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After we separately checked in, I looked around for the three pantomime villains Grey had previously described to me. I was reasonably sure we were not being followed.

Grey purchased a newspaper from an outlet and while I waited for him, I picked up a slim volume entitled Pocket Travel Guide to L.A.

I watched as Grey proceeded to Security Control. I slowly made my way over too, then hung back.

Ahead, Grey pushed his bag through the X-Ray machine. My eyes studied the personnel at their posts. No eyebrows were raised and no alarm bells sounded.

Grey and his newly acquired baggage had made it. It was my turn, and with no hold-up, I too was through. We each stopped at a restaurant before reaching the departure lounge.

With time to kill, I bought a cup of coffee, which left an unusual after-taste in my mouth; it was the colour of engine oil and tasted like brake fluid. I had no use for it. I didn’t have a set of brakes or presently own a car. With a sharp grimace, I set it aside.

I ordered a full English, and when I paid up at the till, learning the cost gave me another pain in the gut. 

Food priced at half-a-week’s rent seemed out of whack. If I had stayed here another two hours, I would have needed to transfer some money around. And I hated banks almost as much as airports.

Grey sat a few tables away, eating. It was like glancing at an accident; you didn’t want to watch but you couldn’t look away. He demolished half of his breakfast without breathing. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, then returned to my little book of facts and trivia. At page three, I glanced up to see Grey on his feet and heading for the Gate.

After the usual wait, I boarded and sat directly behind him. I visually minded his leather bag.

‘You have to put that in the overhead, sir,’ the hostess instructed him. Without looking at me, Grey deposited the bag in the compartment above our heads.

When done, an attractive woman sitting opposite got up. As I glanced up from her ankles, I knew what John Garfield felt when he first glimpsed Lana Turner’s character in The Postman Always Rings Twice.

She went to store her bag into the same overhead space.

I wasn’t too concerned because Grey’s carry-on was now safely stored. The woman clumsily dropped her change, and the coins rolled about my feet. One by one, I collected them and returned the loose change to her. I caught her chocolate-coloured eyes. 

‘Planning to play the slots?’ I joked.

‘It’s leftover change from the airport,’ she said.

‘Too bad, we might have had some fun,’ I said and flashed a smile. ‘Who knows, maybe we still can.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘We wouldn’t have and we won’t.’

And that curtailed that flirtation.

We both returned to our own endeavours. She removed her distinctive leopard-print coat, and I glanced into the overhead and confirmed nothing was amiss. Grey’s case was untouched. Hers was a red case set at the opposite end of the overhead storage.

Everything was much the same as before except the view from the aisle, if not the conversation, was the best I had enjoyed for some time.
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I arrived in the City of Angels. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be seeing angels, however, as this was hardly a spiritual mission. In fact, it had the feel of a deal made with the devil.

I’m not sure if I believed in that stuff, but I wasn’t opposed to someone watching over me if they wanted. You could never have too much good fortune.

LAX was a large and lively airport. People bustled past me wearing colourful outfits. The bright hues of orange and yellow and green screamed, coming from a sober world of black and grey. I admired their sartorial daring.

I had the surprising, yet pleasant diversion of being called “sir” during numerous encounters, too. There was, ‘Can I take your order sir?’ ‘Another drink sir?’ ‘Welcome to L.A. sir’. 

I had been called “sir” in England, of course. On two occasions. Once, when I had someone in a headlock and another time when I was taking a statement while my foot was on a man’s neck...

I should add that I hadn’t used physical violence to get any sort of respect, however. And in mitigation, I had used force only after I had been assailed. Anyway, as I say, it was a cultural difference, but I liked it, nonetheless.

I collected my case from the baggage carousel, then headed out, past the Stars and Stripes displayed above the exit.

A head-splitting mix of heat, sulphur and diesel replaced the cool, dry air. I liked the crazy chaos and the newness of it all.

The hushed tones were now a constant drone, and I heard the hubbub of taxi drivers, porters, and check-in employees undertaking their business. Dollar bills exchanged hands quicker than planes took off and landed.

I eagerly lit up a cigarette and observed my client make hotel enquiries. He scribbled a note on the edge of his newspaper and left it on a seat. A moment later, I picked it up.

It read: The Residence Inn, 901 W. Olympic Boulevard, L.A. 90015 (Downtown).

I took the next taxi, the one directly behind my client. I asked the driver to take me there, although—just for my own silly amusement—I wanted to request The Blue Dahlia Club.

I looked out of the partially open taxi window. 

After a few minutes, I had no innate sense of direction. One freeway or expressway followed another, one surface street was similar to another and even the landmarks seemed to repeat themselves. I was the captive of my taxi driver.

When we came to a standstill, he caught my eye in the mirror. ‘Relax, there are a lot of cars in L.A. You have to go with the flow.’

‘It might be quicker to walk,’ I said, half-joking.

‘Walk?’ he laughed. ‘Nobody walks in L.A. Not unless they’ve lost their car.’ He smiled. ‘Relax, bro.’

‘I read there are more cars than people in L.A.’, I said.

My driver glanced in the mirror as if I had made the dumbest statement possible. Nevertheless, he gave me a polite and silent nod.

I buttoned my lip and resisted sharing my next comment about there being over 500 hundred square miles in L.A. to visit.

I sat back and looked out to the blue skyline and listened to the laid-back sounds of the radio. 

Before long, I became intoxicated by the warm air and captivated by the abundance of palms. With nothing more than idle thoughts and the anticipation of sleep on my mind, I half-closed my eyes.

The purpose of my visit already felt a couple of thousand miles removed. If I wasn’t careful, I’d soon be full of sunny daydreams, and looking to buy a guitar.

When I arrived, I took a seat and waited until Grey had checked in.

I briefly studied the floor plan of the hotel, then looked about. The hotel was bright and cheery, with giveaways on display, like bottled water, coffee and fruit that you didn’t ordinarily find in English hotels. Behind the reception desk, one man and two women busily took reservations. Whatever the problem, they seemed unfazed, always smiling, always deferential. 

The attractive Hispanic woman who served me was particularly friendly. She took time to explain every nuanced service the hotel provided, and I wondered if she might even become my personal tour guide.

Naturally enough, I enjoyed her company, but I had little interest in mini-tours, spa and health treatments with freshly baked cookies set out every afternoon in the lobby. I moved on, leaving her to attend to some Japanese tourists who seemed more enthused about that kind of thing.
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Chapter Six
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As I walked by Grey’s room, #22, when no one was about, I stooped and placed a tiny magnetic sensor at the base of his door; one small enough to be unnoticeable.

I hastened on, opening the door to my hotel room, #26, and gave it the once over. To these conditioned eyes, the room seemed as big as a ballroom.

It offered two queen-size beds, a bathroom and a minibar. There was something vaguely exciting about reserving such a vast room, one that could host, say, a bar mitzvah, a wedding or a wake. I had no such plans, of course.

Maybe, after inhabiting such a tiny office, I was now drunk on such a large space and my imagination was running wild.

I threw my bag to the floor and unpacked my stuff onto the bed and into the bathroom. Wherever, it didn’t matter. Looking around, I noticed the room had a connecting door. I checked it was locked.

Stepping back into the bathroom, I glanced at my reflection. My face was the colour of the washed-out tiles, my eyes as dark as the plughole in the sink, and my hair was as lank as the cleaner’s mop left in the corner.

I withdrew a bottle of tablets from my carry-on, took a bunch of vitamins, then splashed some cold water over myself. As if expecting a miracle, I found the mirrored reality disappointing, as the same tired face and blood-shot eyes stared back.

I turned on the big screen T.V., A film — one of those Spaghetti Westerns — came on.

I turned up the volume nice and loud because Ennio Morricone’s score was in full flow, solo trumpets and all.

I went over to the window for some air, a breeze, anything, but I realised they sealed me in like a fly trapped in a glass. 

I pulled the curtain fully back. The area directly outside was spotted with cars, fast-food restaurants, and palm trees, providing nourishment for the heart, the stomach and the soul. Presently, I didn’t have any such requirements.

I watched aimlessly for a while, trying to get a measure of the locale. Finally, I opened the door to get the measure of the minibar.

For the hell of it, I surfed through a few more T.V. channels. Like a charm, I located The Big Sleep.

An alarm sounded on my watch; the sensor on Grey’s door had activated. The door had been opened.

It was hard to pull myself away from Bogie and Bacall — even though I knew every line — but I had to.

I quickly put on my shoes and grabbed my wallet. Upon exiting, I glanced along the hallway to see Grey stepping into the lift just before the doors closed. I found the stairs and followed him to the hotel entrance. When he got into a taxi, I discreetly followed.

As I trained my eyes on the taxi in front, I wondered what Grey was up to. Was this some sort of game he was playing with me? Was he double-crossing me? My trust in him was quickly wavering.

After losing count of the intersections, we came into a run-down area. His taxi pulled up by the side of the road. I asked my driver to stop a little way behind. I glanced across to see that Grey had rolled down his window and was talking to an inhabitant of a tent city.

What on earth was he doing? 

I asked the taxi driver what it was.

‘Skid Row,’ he replied. ‘They’re all homeless.’

‘With nowhere to go?’

He shrugged. ‘All I know is they’ve been here for some time.’

‘Not enough shelters?’

‘I don’t know, I don’t care. All I know is it’s an eyesore. Sorry you had to see it.’

‘Me too.’

I looked at the tenants of Skid Row, their defeated expressions, their worldly possessions and their tents. Such a rich country, but yet, here in front of me, were such poor people. The same as back home. Go figure. After ten minutes, his taxi drove off, and I followed him back to the hotel.
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Chapter Seven
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When I returned, I said nothing, but I made my way to my hotel room. But first, I re-set the sensor at Grey’s door just in case his wanderings were a tendency.

Not ten minutes later, I heard the alarm go off yet again, then a muffled sound from beyond my door. 

I went to the peephole. It was Grey, my client, who had pushed a room key underneath the door. I picked it up. A note was wrapped around it.

Come over, to go over things. Here’s the spare key. I want to get some sleep shortly. 

I closed the door to the minibar and picked up the ice bucket. I exited and soft-shoe-shuffled along to the ice machine. I self-consciously filled the bucket with ice, as half-a-glacier (or so it felt) of crushed ice noisily poured forth.

I bided my time, making sure no one was about, and when the coast was clear, I sidled over to Grey in #22.

I slipped the key in, quietly closing the door behind me. I crashed the ice-bucket down.

Grey was sitting down with a slice of pizza in his hand and with a copy of USA Today on his knee. When he heard me, he startled. The paper and pizza fell to the floor.

‘Take it easy,’ I said.

‘It’s you.’

‘Of course, it’s me. You just pushed a note under my door.’

Grey’s eyes flitted about the room as if following the path of a demented fly. ‘You don’t think we’re being watched, do you?’ 

I gave half-a-laugh. ‘Of course not.’

He gave me a cold, untrusting stare. ‘Was anyone lurking out there?’

‘Believe me! There’s no one lurking out there.’

His nervousness was an eye-opener.

‘Are you alright?’ I asked.

He looked up, tomato paste and mozzarella dripping from his chin. ‘I feel like a sitting duck, just waiting.’

‘So, that’s comfort food?’ 

He shrugged.

‘What did you hand over to those people?’ I demanded.

‘What people?’

‘The homeless.’

He looked up. ‘You followed me?’

‘Of course, I followed you. I’m your guardian-bloody-angel, remember?’

‘How?’

‘I was getting some ice from the ice machine when I saw you get into the lift. What did you give those people?’

‘Money.’

‘Why? You don’t have any.’

‘They need it more than me.’

‘Are you mad? Attracting attention like that? Supposing they had...’

‘-Stolen the goods?’

‘Well.’

‘Well, what?’

‘Where is it?’ I demanded.

‘Where’s what?’ he queried.

‘The inflight magazine.’ I sighed. ‘The bloody bag, of course.’

He pointed to the wardrobe.

‘Okay, good.’ I checked it and put it back. ‘What did the gorillas say to you?’

‘Book a hotel.’

‘Then what?’

‘They would phone me and get the room number.’

‘And they haven’t?’

‘Not yet.’

‘When are they coming?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘I’m not sure I like it,’ I said.

He pushed a plate of pizza towards me. ‘Do you want some,’ he offered.

I pushed the plate back. ‘No thanks, but get all the comfort you need. I’ll get mine from a drink.’

‘Suit yourself.’

‘And don’t do that again.’

‘What? Leave the room?’

‘How can I protect you when you’re off on some jaunt?’

He glanced down, apologetic. 

I went to the minibar, opened the door, and paused.

‘What is it?’ he asked looking up.

‘Just comparing your minibar stock to mine.’

‘And?’

‘You have more beers.’

‘Swap if you like. I don’t drink.’

I extracted a cold beer and pulled the tab off. 

‘Did Ajay take care of you at the Taj Mahal?’ I asked,

His eyes lit up. ‘He produced a sampler of five dishes. Nice.’

‘Good.’

‘Why did he take such good care of me?’

‘He owes me. I’ve done him some favours in the past.’

‘What kind of favours?’

I shrugged. ‘One of his staff was stealing money from him.’

‘Did you discover who it was?’

‘Of course.’

‘How?’

‘I had a secret shopper paying with marked cash. I also rigged up some surveillance cameras. It wasn’t difficult, but he was grateful, it saved him a lot of money.’

I looked at Grey. He was half-listening and full of nerves.

‘I’ll check your room,’ I suggested. With my drink I took a leisurely stroll to all four corners. I noticed a connecting door, tried the handle, but it was locked.

‘All clear,’ I said to allay his concerns, then looked out of the window. ‘You’d like living here,’ I said.

‘Why’s that?’

‘There is a restaurant every twenty feet.’ I sat back down. ‘You’re sure you have my mobile number?’ I asked.

He checked his pocket and confirmed that he did.

‘Call me as soon as they call you,’ I instructed. ‘I’ll be here with you during the handover.’

‘Five thousand says you’d better be.’

‘We agreed ten thousand.’

‘Ten thousand when I get back home.’

I nodded.

‘Now what?’ he asked.

‘Get some sleep ... Anything aside from sitting there and sweating and eating,’ I suggested.

‘I’m not sure I can now.’

‘Then have a drink. That’ll help.’

‘That won’t do it either.’

‘Well, if you must, get something else from room service.’

‘What are you going to do?’ he asked.

‘Probably sink slowly into a slumber.’

‘Please don’t drink too much,’ he begged.

‘I can handle my drink if you can you handle your food.’

‘I’m relying on you,’ he said with a hard stare.

‘Don’t worry, I’m relying on me too,’ I chuckled. 

I patted my pockets. ‘Have you got a smoke?’

‘I told you, I’m giving up.’

‘I saw you “giving up” across the street from my office. Sorry to sound pedantic old boy, but there’s giving up and given up. Which one is it?’

He pointed to the bathroom. ‘There’s a packet in the side of my toiletry bag.’

I went over and offered him one. He declined. 

‘Sorry for encouraging you like that,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry about it. There are benefits and there are drawbacks.’

‘What are the drawbacks?’ I asked.

‘Well, my appetite has increased considerably since I quit.’

‘Hmm.... A chain smoker, were you?’ I joked.

I put my feet up on a footrest, leaned back and stared at the ceiling.

‘So, what work did you do?’ I asked in between puffs.

‘I was a stockbroker.’

‘That fits. You look the type.’

He shook his head. ‘I lost everything...’

‘Hey,’ I looked over. ‘You’ll pick yourself up.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘So, you lost your job, but you’ll be back, twice as strong.’

‘That’s the problem.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘I’ve worked for money my whole life – for things, possessions, you name it. But I’ve never done anything to help anyone. Nothing.’

‘Who do you want to help?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘You could start by helping yourself,’ I suggested.

He considered this. ‘What do you mean? Go back to college or something?’

I was thinking of a diet, nutritious food and exercise, but left it unsaid and open-ended. Not that I was in a position to judge others.

He shook his head. ‘Something is missing. I’m thirty-two and all I’ve ever thought about is how to buy a bigger house, a bigger boat and have better holidays.’

‘Sorry if I don’t shed any tears for you.’

‘You’re right, I am selfish,’ he continued. ‘And a bore.’

I wasn’t in the mood to listen to his meanderings, so I drank my drink faster. It did not discourage though him.

‘I want to change my outlook, help people, and maybe I’ll become a better person. You could too.’

‘Okay, okay.’ I threw a hand up. ‘It’s your life. Be a better person by all means. Just leave me out of it.’

‘I mean, how did my life go so wrong that I ended up here with you tonight?’

‘Thanks.’

‘You know what I mean; owing money to fraudsters.’

He looked over. ‘I’ve slipped so low and now I need services from people like...’

‘Me?’ I questioned. ‘Thanks again.’

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.’

‘You’re not exactly a purveyor of good cheer, are you?’ It was difficult to listen to this stuff with a half-empty glass.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I should probably be alone.’ 

‘How come you take one crumby plane flight and you’re suddenly holier than the Pope?’ I asked. ‘Are you suffering from altitude sickness or something?’

He seemed to give it some serious thought. ‘No, it’s not that. I had a lot of time to think about my life on the way over.’

‘Listen, you’ll be going home soon,’ I said. ‘You can start your second chance then.’ I sank the last of my drink and set it down. ‘I’ll leave you to your epiphany.’

‘You’re going already?’

‘If I stay any longer, you’ll have me signing up for the priesthood,’ I said, then paused.

He looked up. ‘What is it?’

‘I want you to take some photos of me on the Hollywood Walk of Fame tomorrow.’

‘I didn’t see you as a regular tourist somehow.’

‘Can you do it for me?’

‘Of course I will. I’m still curious, though. Why?’

‘I promised someone.’

‘So, who is that Hollywood photo for, a woman?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘A gumshoe protégé.’

His smiled straightened, his eyes became quizzical.

‘A story for another day,’ I said and left it at that.

‘Oh yeah...’ he uttered, catching my attention. I turned back. 

‘...The bag...’

I looked back, quizzical. ‘What about it?’

‘Could you look after it ... it makes me nervous having it here...’

I rolled my eyes and considered the idea. I went to the cupboard and retrieved it. ‘Okay,’ I obliged. ‘Let me know the moment they call.’

I took the bag and slipped out the door and re-attached that sensor. I glanced at the bag and had a niggling doubt about Grey’s request.

I was taking a chance here.

I returned to my own room.

After Bogie had finished settling a few scores, I lay awake listening to the constant wail of police sirens and a helicopter; it rumbled away above me, like a noisy washing machine on full spin.

Something dramatic was happening in the neighbourhood. I checked from my window, but it was a few blocks over, so unseen.

Regardless of the noise, I soon fell asleep. When I woke up later, it was quiet. Frustrated, I was unable to sleep again. As I tossed and turned, somehow, I missed those earlier sirens.
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During this period of stillness, I took a gin and tonic from the minibar, turned off the light, and opened the curtains. Lighting up a cigarette, I pulled over a chair to watch the world from my window.

A never-ending number of vignettes played out as people – couples mostly parked-up at the hotel or the adjacent restaurants. 

The twinkling lights outside the diners and eateries were warm and inviting. Inside, in near-silhouette, people I didn’t know, and never would, shared their stolen moments together.

The tired truth was that I felt alone. Maybe it was having to kick my heels and wait. Maybe it was my life. I was soon regretting things ... thinking back... and feeling remorseful. Damn it, Grey had me at it now.

I ended my half-envious contemplation of other people's lives and closed the curtains.

I reflected on the earlier part of the evening. I glanced over at the foreign bag. 

There was that nagging doubt again. The cynic in me.  First in my stomach, then in my head. An insurance policy was needed if you like.

From my case, I located a small Phillips screwdriver and left my room. I took the room number “22” from off Grey’s door and replaced it with the number from my own door: “26”. They imprinted each number on a small brass plate, so they were easy to remove and switch.

A minute or two later, I returned to my room and bed. After a while, fully dressed, I fell asleep.

***
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Sometime in the early hours, I heard a bang - conspicuously loud - as if one of those American baseballs had been whacked onto my headboard.

I rolled over and raised my head to look at the digital clock: 3.06 a.m.

For a moment, I tried to register my whereabouts. Maybe because I was tired – and maybe because I was jet-lagged—I thought I was back in London.

I heard another bang, then another and another. I looked to the door. Had someone gone postal? (As they called it over here).

I froze in a sobering possibility. My instinct superseded any rationale.

I shot up and out of the room and along the hallway. Midway, I pulled Grey’s spare key from my pocket, and a moment later, jabbed it into the keylock of #22 – or #26, as it was now.

Once inside, I stopped and took stock.

Uh-oh ... What a bloody mess...

My instinct had been correct; Grey was slumped on the floor, his shirt was blood-soaked, a horrific mess. I knelt beside him and checked his still warm wrist for a pulse ... Nothing. 

I could see the poor fellow had enough lead in him to drop him to the bottom of San Pedro harbour. He had been shot brutally and fatally.

My eyes glanced about as I breathed the sterile air that Grey no longer could. His dead body, his lifelessness, permeated not only my own thoughts, but the entirety of the room. My eyes returned to his ashen face. 

Yes, I was a cynical ex-cop, who had seen some ugly sights in my time, but I was upset and angry. I had let my client down. But I also knew that for whatever reason, he had failed to call me. Furthermore, the door alarm hadn’t activated.

I pushed my hand into his jacket pocket and retrieved his passport. I flicked the document open. Grey’s real name was Peter Eckland. I slipped it back.

His trip to L.A. had proven deadly, and the case had ended disastrously ... I was suddenly in a disorientating tailspin.

Momentarily, perfectly quiet, I could hear my breathing just above the sound of my own thoughts. I looked to the door.

I was snookered.

I was vaguely aware of murmurs and whispers outside that simmered and increased in volume, like a kettle coming to the boil. I was resigned to the reality of being trapped at the scene of the crime. My worst nightmare coming true.

I was unable to leave, but I remained calm. My eyes still darting about the room; they stopped at that connecting door...

My finding was interrupted by high-pitched voices in the hallway. 

‘I think the shots came from in there!’ A guest shouted.

That water was boiling, but I ignored the commotion, returning my attention to that other door.

I went over and tried the handle, and this time it was unlocked. 

Maybe there was a guardian angel watching over me after all...

I pushed the connecting door open, exposing the hotel room next-door. Thankfully, one that was unoccupied.

I had one answer at least. Someone had slipped in through the connecting door, possibly taking Grey by surprise ... With a key and all. Had he held out on them or been double-crossed? But why hadn’t he called me? It didn’t make sense.

I thought of his desire for that second chance and how it had now gone. I’ll be honest, it stuck in my gut a bit. But now wasn’t the time for reflection, and I put these disjointed thoughts on hold.

I doubled-back for another check of the crime scene. I had a couple of minutes, maybe less. I quickly went through his case, his pockets, and his clothes, looking for any incriminating evidence. Or connections to me. Oddly, his return flight ticket had been removed, not that it mattered much now. I removed my business card from a pocket. I exhaled.

A lucky break.

I heard those agitated voices outside the door rising once more.

Fingerprints.

I speedily wiped clean a couple of areas for my potential fingerprints, then fled into the adjoining room, quietly closing the door behind me. I waited and listened as the duty manager allowed access to the cops.

When a few minutes passed, I was able to slip out of the front door; the exit to this adjoining room was at a junction in the hallway, directly around the corner from Grey’s entrance.

I slinked across to another door leading to a stairwell. A bare halogen bulb cast my sharp-edged shadow as I progressed up one flight of steps. Reaching the next floor, I ducked into a little nook.

Like a guilty secret, I concealed myself in the shadow of a vending machine, biding my time opposite a display of dangling snacks. As I crouched down, I reflected upon the fact that Grey was gone.

After half-an-hour or so, a guest sauntered my way, counting out a handful of quarters. I feigned making a purchase and went back to my own room, taking the most convoluted route available.

The commotion had subsided and with a little stealth and good timing, I was able to slip back into my room, unseen.

Once inside, I collapsed into a chair. My heart was racing, my breathing erratic, and beads of sweat covered my forehead.

Yes, I was an old head (even at the ripe old age of thirty-three) but I could still experience anxiety from time to time, particularly as it involved murder and the stakes were suddenly, and unexpectedly, so high.

I temporarily pushed regrets of Grey’s demise from my head. I had some thinking to do. Although I was out of his room, I wasn’t out of the crossfire. 

I grabbed the foreign bag and opened it. There was no hidden compartment there ... no false stitching...

I hid the bag. A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door. It felt like the Santa Ana “devil winds” were rolling in.
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There were three, sharp rat-a-tat knocks. I suspected the knocks weren’t from the delicate hand of a chambermaid – or room service — offering soap and towels.

No, there was an urgency in those knocks. And force.

I’d been expecting the visit, however, and had quickly prepared. I could have checked out of the hotel but that was more dangerous than staying put.

I opened the door in my dressing robe. Standing there, a cop held a steady gaze upon me. I glanced at the name badge pinned to his uniformed chest, then his face. His intensity was palpable, his authority unquestionable.

‘How can I help, officer?’ I asked.

His stance and features softened, and he asked me if I would mind answering some questions.

I gave an eager nod and smile in an enthusiastic display of community spirit and general goodwill.

He motioned to enter, but I stood my ground. As nice as Officer Rodriguez probably was, I didn’t want to get too friendly with the L.A.P.D., so I stayed put in the doorway.

I knew a thing or two about behavioural studies, assessing deceit from a witness and what the cop would look out for – but in me.

‘No problem,’ I said in a light voice. ‘What do you need to know?’

‘There’s was a shooting incident along the hallway earlier this evening...’ he started.

I displayed a certain amount of interest and surprise. Hopefully about the right amount.

‘Did you see or hear anything?’ he asked.

‘I did hear a bang,’ I admitted. ‘While I was sleeping.’

‘Uh-huh.’ He made a note of that in his little notepad.

‘I didn’t know what it was at first,’ I said. ‘But it was so loud I guess it might have been a gunshot.’

‘How many bangs — or gunshots do you think you heard?’

‘Five. Four? No, five.’

He studied me. ‘Was it four or was it five?’

‘I think on reflection, maybe three, although I’m not fully sure. It could easily have been three, four or five, but I don’t think it was six,’ I offered. ‘I was asleep, you see.’

‘Okay, okay.’

He’d soon be thinking I was an unreliable witness.

‘How did you react?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Did you go out into the hallway?’

‘No.’

‘Did you open the door and look out into the hallway?’

‘No.’

‘So, what did you do?’

‘I took cover.’

‘Where?’

‘I went to the bathroom and locked the door.’

‘I see.’

‘Look.’ I shrugged. ‘I have an aversion to guns and getting shot. I’m not the big hero type.’

Standing there in my complimentary slippers and house robe, he could probably believe that.

‘Do you remember what time you heard the sound?’

‘No, not really.’

‘Did you know of the guest along the hallway?’

‘I don’t know anyone.’ I shook my head. ‘I’m here alone.’

‘The victim was a British national.’

I displayed a slightly heightened interest. ‘Oh.’ 

‘Aren’t you British?’

‘Yes. And naturally, I feel sorry for the fellow, British or not. I hope he makes a full recovery. 

‘That’s unlikely...’

He studied my reaction.

‘...He’s dead.’

‘Oh, I see.’

‘There’s something else as well.’

‘What’s that?’ I queried.

‘The manager said someone has switched the room numbers.’

I faked confusion as I turned back to the door to see. ‘How do you mean?’

The cop pointed to the brass plate. ‘Yours and the deceased. The numbers have been changed.’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Nor do we. Can you shed any light on this?’

‘None whatsoever, officer. I can’t. I’m sorry.’

‘What number did you see on the door when you first arrived?’ he asked.

‘Twenty-six.’ I squinted. ‘But I still don’t understand.’

He nodded. ‘The Guest tracker has you in room twenty-six.’ Once again, the cop’s eyes lifted towards the number twenty-two on the door. ‘It sort of links you to the other guest’s room, doesn’t it?’

‘How?’ I shrugged. ‘Any kid or prankster could have changed those numbers.’

I was waiting for him to try and connect the two vague dots he had between us and our room numbers. He couldn’t do it, or at least he didn’t try—not yet, at least.

‘When did you check in?’ he asked.

‘Yesterday.’

‘What time was that?’

I hesitated.

‘If you can’t remember, we can check.’

‘Wait,’ I paused. ‘Maybe I do remember ... I think it was about 3 p.m.’

‘Hmm,’ he grimaced. 

‘What is it?’ 

‘That was ten minutes after the victim checked in.’

Maybe he was connecting those dots after all.

‘Is that relevant?’ I asked.

‘No, probably just a coincidence,’ he said, but I wasn’t sure if he believed it.

‘I have a photo I want to show you. It’s of the deceased.’

Well, I didn’t think it would be of his cat.

He showed me a digital image on a small tablet. 

That was Grey’s ample features and his pitiful face, all right.

‘Do you recognize this man?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Take your time.’

The cop repeatedly tapped a finger on his chin as he studied me.

‘No, I don’t know him.’

‘And you’re sure you haven’t seen him anywhere?’

‘I’m sure.’

I looked into his eyes. Did he believe me?

‘Maybe you bumped into him by chance on your flight? You might have noticed him because he was a big man.’ 

‘Nope.’

‘You were on the same flight over,’ he added.

He wasn’t giving up and either he’d done his homework — or was guessing. Either way, his persistence impressed me.

‘If I was, weren’t four hundred other passengers?’

‘Yes, but they’re not in the same hotel and staying three doors down the hallway from him.’

He had a point. If the shoe was on the other foot, I might have been suspicious too.

‘And you checked in at the same time as him.’

‘Ten minutes later,’ I reminded him.

The cop stopped scribbling, looked up from his notebook, and caught my eye. I wasn’t sure if he thought I was being pedantic or shrewd, but he looked at me as coldly as if I had slept with his wife.

‘May I see your passport, sir?’

‘Of course.’

I went to collect my passport. By the time I returned, he had sneakily inched through the doorway and no doubt surveyed the room, too.

At this point, I felt like an olive stuck in sticky dough, swiftly heating up inside a pizza oven. I tried not to show it.

I handed the passport over. He studied my picture.

‘What do you do for a living Mr Sterling?’

‘I’m a Sky cable engineer,’ I lied.

‘Huh,’ he uttered. ‘What does that entail exactly?’

‘You know, installing dishes on roofs and stuff.’

‘You mean satellite dishes?’

‘That sort of thing, repair and maintenance, yes.’

‘How long are you staying in town?’

‘A day or two.’

He asked for and then checked my return ticket.

‘Business or pleasure?’

‘Pleasure.’ I looked down the hallway. ‘If you can call this pleasure.’
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