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      “I don’t think you understood me,” said Leo. “I didn’t say I wanted a separation. I said I wanted a divorce.”

      The last word hung in the air between him and Gail like a small purple bubble of poison gas. She waved her hand in front of her face, as if she could actually see the bubble, and batted it away.

      “Well,” Gail said, and shrugged her shoulders. “If that’s what you want, that’s what you’re going to get, I guess. Don’t you always get what you want? When it’s time to eat out, don’t we always eat where you choose for us to eat? We turn on the TV, and don’t we always watch the programmes you want to watch? I can’t remember the last time we went out and saw a film that I wanted to see. So if it’s a divorce you want, then that’s what you’ll get, I guess.”

      He sat there, seemingly stunned by what he had just heard. “Aren’t you even going to ask me who she is?” he demanded. “Aren’t you even curious?”

      “Oh, it’s a she, is it?” she sneered. “From the attention you’ve paid to me in bed these past months, I thought it might be a he. Actually, I don’t need to ask. It’s that skinny blonde with the long legs who works Wednesday nights down at the video rental place, isn’t it?”

      “How did you…?”

      “I think you might credit me with a little intelligence now and again. I am sure she picked out the really juicy titles from those back shelves marked ‘Adults only’, and you and she went back to her poky little flat in Willow Grove and watched them before the two of you played whatever nasty little games you’d just watched on the screen. No wonder you’re not interested in me. I don’t turn you on with that stuff beforehand, do I?”

      “She is not skinny. She’s thinner than you, anyway.”

      “And tits like a couple of half lemons, I bet.”

      “Not lemons,” he said. “Decent-sized oranges at least...” He stopped. Gail was laughing.

      “Decent-sized oranges?” she giggled. “Not even grapefruit?”

      “Damn you!” He stood up, the whole six foot three beanpole of him, his head almost brushing the ceiling of the small kitchen, and pushed his chair back. It fell over, frightening the cat, already unnerved by the almost palpable tension in the room, and which leaped, screeching, into Gail’s lap.

      “You frightened the cat,” she said to him.

      “Always stating the bloody obvious.” He stormed out of the room, pulled on his coat, and walked out of the house, slamming the door behind him.

      It was raining. It was always raining in this bloody town. Why had they chosen to live in such a shitty place? Because of his job, he said to himself. That’s why. The job he’d chosen for himself and didn’t have any more. And the poky little house he now hated so much that he felt almost physically sick every time he walked through the front door? That was his choice as well. She’d wanted the larger semi-detached out of the centre of the town, but he’d argued that it was too much for them to take care of, the garden was too big for them, and anyway, it was too far to walk to the shops. So he couldn’t blame her for where he was living.

      Bloody woman, he thought to himself. Always tired, always complaining about him being in the house, never doing the bloody housework. Mess and dirt everywhere. She never picked up his books or washed out his beer glasses or anything. And her cooking tasted like shit. Always trying to make him eat what she called “healthy” food, that looked and tasted like sawdust. She looked at a plate of egg and chips as though it was something the cat had sicked up. And the bloody cat. Don’t get him started on the way that she petted and cuddled that damn animal…

      He walked on, head down, swearing moodily to himself, and so engrossed in his own thoughts that he didn’t notice the other pedestrians looking at his moving lips and giving him a wide berth, looks of deep suspicion on their faces. After about ten minutes, he found he had run out of obscenities and was repeating himself, and looked up to see where he was. Oh, Christ! His feet had carried him to Willow Grove without his having been aware of it.

      Leo looked at his watch. Too early to call on Sharon? No, she’d be pleased to see him. A morning quickie would put him in a better mood, and would set her up for the day, too.

      He climbed the familiar staircase and knocked on the door.

      “Oh shit,” came a familiar voice through the door. “If you’re the papers, I’ll pay you next week. I don’t have the cash on me right now.”

      “It’s Leo,” he called.

      “I can’t talk to you now,” she answered him through the closed door.

      “You are talking to me,” he pointed out.

      “I mean, you can’t come in.” The door opened to reveal a tall blonde carelessly wrapped in a white towelling bathrobe, which flopped open, showing a pink nipple. She is skinny, Gail is right, he thought, as if seeing her for the first time. And she does have small tits. But her legs are long, though. And he wanted her.

      “What the hell do you want at this time of the morning?” All five foot ten of her seemed to be quivering, but he couldn’t tell whether it was with fear or anger. As he opened his mouth to argue, a male voice came from the bedroom.

      “Who is it, Shar? Do you want me to come and tell him to fuck off?” The voice was a lazy drawl, not like Sharon’s clipped urban accent.

      “I’m just going,” Leo shouted back at the bedroom. “You won’t even have to get out of bed.” His stomach was churning, and he felt sick as he watched Sharon close the door in his face.

      “And you needn’t bother coming round on Friday night,” she shouted through the door. “I’m going to have some fun for a change.”

      So what was it they’d been doing if it wasn’t fun? he asked himself bitterly, as he shambled down the stairs. He hadn’t had the heart to argue back. If you’d been a real man, a small part of him told another part of himself, you would have marched into the bedroom, hauled the little squirt out of the bed, kicked his arse for him, and shoved him out into the hallway without his clothes. And then it would have been time to deal with Sharon...

      But he knew that was a fantasy way beyond his capabilities. Leo had never been a fighter, and the idea of physical pain (his own, that is) repelled him. He would no more walk into Sharon’s bedroom and tackle the unknown opponent (who might not, after all, be a little squirt, but a top-flight rugger player) than he would leap out of the window and attempt to fly.

      He felt in his pockets, and came up with a few pound coins and a handful of miscellaneous silver and copper. He patted his other pockets, but failed to discover his wallet. If he were to go back home now, Gail would just laugh at him. She could tell he’d been to see Sharon, and she would know exactly what had gone on. God knows how she would know, but she would. Women had this instinct about these things.

      But if he didn’t go back, what might happen? She might cut up all his credit cards, after cleaning out all the cash. Or even worse, she might use the credit cards, firing up the computer, and ordering piles of stuff from Amazon. And then the bills would arrive, and they’d take months, if not years, to pay off. Could you still be put in prison for debt? He wasn’t sure, but he wouldn’t be surprised if it was possible.

      He turned back and walked towards his house. His house? Their house. The deeds were in his name and Gail’s. So if there was going to be a divorce, something would have to be done about that. Lawyers. More money that he didn’t have. Shit.

      And suppose he changed his mind about a divorce, and told Gail that he wanted to stay with her? Would she forgive him? Well, of course she would. I mean, she’d married him for better or for worse, hadn’t she? Well, even if this was one of the worse times, she’d stick with him. Wouldn’t she?

      A cold sweat covered his face, and the blender started up inside his guts again. He stopped in the middle of the street, put his hands over his face and moaned softly.

      “Come on, mate,” said a voice as a hand patted his shoulder. “It’s not that bad, is it? I’ve come down off the shitty stuff a few times, and I’m still alive.”

      “It’s nothing like that,” said Leo, taking his hands from his face, and looking at the speaker, who was dressed in a biker’s leather jacket and scruffy black T-shirt with filthy jeans. The face was framed in a mane of greasy black hair, tied in a clumsy ponytail at the back. The hand that wasn’t on Leo’s shoulder was holding a guitar case.

      Leo looked at the case. “Gibson 335?” he asked.

      The other nodded. “Close. A 330. How d’you work it out?”

      “It’s not an acoustic and it’s too big for a Les Paul or an SG. Doesn’t look like a Firebird. And what else is it going to be with a Gibson badge on it?”

      “Smart. Know something about guitars, then?”

      “A bit.”

      “Play?”

      “Not really. Just a bit. A few chords.” He looked more closely at the other and started back with a jerk. “Jesus Christ! You’re Nick Lakone, aren’t you? From the Killer Rabbits?”

      “So? I’m not ashamed of it. I don’t shout about it, either. You want my autograph? It looks like what you need is a nice cup of tea, mate, not an autograph.” Despite the biker look, he sounded more like Leo’s grandmother. “Come on. You can tell me what’s up while we have a cuppa together. I’m good at listening to other people, I am. One of my talents. When we’re on the road, my door’s always open. The other guys in the band, the roadies, whoever. Even the groupies come and tell me their troubles.”

      “Is that before or after you fuck their brains out?” Leo sneered. The man was obviously trying to be friendly. Trying too hard, Leo told himself. But what did he have to offer a rock star? Not money, to be sure.

      “I suppose I should hit you in the teeth for saying that,” said Nick. “But I won’t, for two reasons. First off, we’ve got a gig tonight and I don’t want to do my hands in. Second, you’re in a bad way, and I don’t think you know what you’re saying, or who you’re saying it to. So let’s go and get that tea.” He grabbed Leo’s arm in a way that left Leo no choice but to come along. “Oh, and by the way, I don’t fuck groupies. I wouldn’t want to catch anything from the other guys who’ve fucked them. Paul’s going to be dead from AIDS in a few years. I reckon Bobby’s got syphilis. Leo’s got— What’s up?”

      “That’s my name. Leo.”

      “Pleased to meet you. Leo what?” Leo remained silent. “You’ll tell me or you won’t. Doesn’t matter that much to me right now. Might later. Here we are.” He talked in quick disjointed bursts, as if a battery inside him was running down, and only providing sudden spasmodic bursts of energy to power him. He ignored the Starbucks in the High Street and entered the café next door to the green and white invader, where he was obviously known by the owner.

      “How’s it going, Nick? And who’s your friend?”

      “Could be worse, Ernie. This is little lost Leo. Two teas, if you would.”

      Leo was irritated by this casual description of himself, but held his peace. He had to admit that it was a reasonable way to refer to him at the moment, though.

      “You need the sugar,” Nick said when the teas arrived, shovelling three heaped spoonfuls into Leo’s mug.

      “I don’t take sugar,” Leo protested.

      “Dieting? Diabetic?” Leo shook his head. “Then bugger that. You’re taking sugar now, because I say so. Okay?” There was a quiet authority in Nick’s voice.

      The tea was hot, milky, sweet and very good. It was very different from the special Darjeeling mixed with Lapsang Souchong that Leo insisted they drank at home – what and where was home now? – but it was what he needed right now.

      “So?” Nick invited when the mugs were half-empty. “It’s not drink, or I’d have smelled it. You tell me it’s not the other, and I believe you. So it’s a woman?”

      Leo shook his head.

      “Okay, so you’re gay. I’m not that way myself, but I don’t give a shit if someone else is. So tell me all.”

      In spite of himself, Leo smiled. “No, it’s not a woman. It’s two women.”

      Nick grinned, displaying a set of uneven yellowing teeth. “Sounds like a good story. So tell it.”
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      “So you’re tired of your wife?” said Nick, two mugs of tea later. “Happens to a lot of us. Happened to me once.”

      “Didn’t know you’d been married,” said Leo.

      “Haven’t. Good as married, though. Still am.”

      “Same one?”

      “Yes.” He took a pull at his tea. “Forget the little bit on the side, mate. She sounds like the sort of tart that’s nothing but trouble.”

      “She told me she’d marry me if I divorced Gail,” Leo protested.

      Nick laughed. “They do that, some of them, don’t they? What did she take off you?”

      “She didn’t. She’s not that sort.” Leo bristled.

      “OK, mate, keep your hair on. Let me put it another way. What did you give her for her birthday?”

      “New flat-screen TV.”

      “And for Christmas?”

      “A diamond ring. We thought it was a sort of engagement ring.”

      “Seen her wearing it since then?”

      “A couple of times. Not recently. She said it was too flashy for everyday. Oh, Jesus, you don’t think she­—?”

      “You a gambling man, Leo? No, I won’t take your money on that one. And I’m not going to make another bet with you. You couldn’t afford the TV or the ring, and you’ve been worried sick that your missus is going to ask where the money’s gone?” Leo nodded. “See, I told you I was good with people, didn’t I?”

      “All right, damn you. Stop being so bloody clever, and tell me what I am going to do.”

      Nick finished his tea. “There’s something else you’re not telling me, isn’t there? I know it.”

      Leo looked around the room. They were the only people in the café. Ernie, the owner, had gone behind the counter and seemed to be busy counting saucers or something. “I don’t know why I’m telling you, but I am. There’s a lot of money saved up for me and Sharon – well, that’s what I had in mind when I took it from the bank where I used to work. I don’t think that’s going to happen now.”

      “Like how much is a lot of money? Ten thousand quid? Twenty? Thirty thou?”

      “Add a couple of noughts to the end of that last one.” He watched Nick’s face show surprise for the first time since they had met.

      “Three million smackers? Hasn’t anyone missed it?”

      “It’s money that doesn’t really exist. I mean that no-one’s going to miss it, really. See, at a bank, there’s lots of dormant accounts. That’s what they call the accounts that haven’t been touched for fifteen years or so. Usually they’re savings accounts. Sometimes the account holders just die, and the people left behind have no idea that the accounts ever even existed.”

      “So what’s meant to happen to it? This is getting to be fun, this is.” Nick looked at Leo over the top of his mug of tea.

      “Look, I don’t want to be rude or anything, but you said you’re meant to be playing tonight. Aren’t you meant to be rehearsing or something?”

      “Bugger that. I know the set backwards. Chaz, my roadie, can play almost as well as I can for the sound-check. He’s such an ugly fucking bastard, though, that there’s no way he could go on stage for me. Shame, he’s a good kid. Go on with your story. It’s getting interesting.” There was a quiet intensity in Nick’s voice. “Before you do, though, you hungry? I am. I could murder a plate of poached egg and baked beans on toast. You?”

      Leo was suddenly aware that he hadn’t eaten anything at breakfast. He’d been too busy arguing with Gail. His stomach seemed to have settled down a bit. “Sounds good.” Nick called the order to Ernie, and then leaned forward. “So tell me,” he said.

      “So what’s meant to happen is that after fifteen years, the money in a dormant account gets shifted to a common pool and it all goes to deserving causes.” This was the first time he’d ever explained to anyone what he’d done, and it felt good.

      “And you thought you were a deserving cause?”

      “None better.” Leo’s voice took on a new strength. “You see, someone had put me in charge of this sort of thing. Managing the dormant accounts, I mean. And if you know what you’re doing with the computers, it’s quite easy to cook the books. You simply fake a withdrawal just before the last one, which was fifteen years ago, and transfer the money to another account, which was set up more than fifteen years ago, and then was closed just over five years ago – I mean that’s what the records show when you’ve finished with them. And while that account was active, it transferred the money into another account, somewhere safe. But all the records have been destroyed when the ­account was closed. So no-one knows where the money is now.”

      “Pretty smart. Which bank do you work for?”

      “Did work,” Leo corrected him. “I got made redundant a few months back. Over six months, really. More like a year ago, actually, if I’m going to be honest with you. Austerity measures, they said. Been living on the redundancy pay since then. Bastards.”

      “Tough shit. Which bank was that, then?”

      Leo told him.

      “Holy fuck, that’s where I keep my money. How many more like you are there working there, ripping off these dormant accounts?”

      “Hard to say. I’d be willing to bet that there’s someone like me working in all the banks, though, doing the same thing.”

      “I guess it adds up pretty fast.”

      “Takes a bit of time and patience. I never take more than a couple of thousand out of an account at any one time.”

      “Still, a thousand here, a couple of thousand there. Pretty soon you’re talking real money.”

      “Right.” The eggs and beans arrived, and they applied themselves to the food. Halfway through the toast, Leo looked up. “Why are you helping me, and why am I telling you all this?”

      “Because I’m a nice guy, that’s why. Answers both questions, doesn’t it?”

      “OK. What are you going to do about it?” Nick looked at him. “I mean, I’ve just told you about a bloody great felony that I have committed. Aren’t you going to tell the police? Or someone?”

      Nick raised his voice. “Hey, Ernie! My friend Leo’s just nicked three million quid from a bank.”

      “Good for him,” came the reply. “Serve the bastards right, crooked load of buggers that they are. Reckon he’s going to be the one paying for the tea and toast, then?” He chuckled.

      “No, I still have my pride, thank you,” said Nick. “See,” he said, lowering his voice, “most people couldn’t give a toss.”

      “Police would.”

      “Sure they would. How long would it take them to prove anything without a confession from you?”

      “Point.”

      “Right then, the answer is, I’m not going to tell anyone right now, except Ernie, who I’ve just told, and daft old sod that he is, he took it as a joke. The question is, where is this money?”

      “Japan.”

      “Ja-fucking-pan?”

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time. I wanted somewhere where if anyone started sticking their noses into things around, they wouldn’t find it easy to get around, because of the language.”

      “And you, of course, have no problem with that?” Nick sounded sarcastic, but Leo took it in his stride.

      “As a matter of fact, that’s correct,” Leo answered. “I speak and read Japanese pretty well. Can’t write it that well, but okay. Studied it at uni along with computer science.”

      Nick sat back and looked at him. “You do? Well, well.”

      “What’s that meant to mean, for God’s sake?”

      “Just that we have a Japanese tour starting next week, and no-one in the crew who speaks a bloody word of the lingo. Come on, let’s get out of here. I’m paying,” he said, and bustled over to Ernie, where some sort of transaction took place.

      “Where are we going?” Leo asked.

      “County Hall, where the gig’s on tonight.”

      “Not this way, we’re not.”

      “We are if I say we are. Come on. Now tell me, Leo,” and Nick’s face turned to face him, the eyes now hidden behind a pair of mirrored aviator shades, “tell me just how you are going to get your three million nicker out of Nippon.”

      “Fly over there and withdraw it in cash, in US dollars. Then fly off to the Caymans and start a company there, with three million minus chump change capital. And take it from there.” Nick was shaking his head. “What’s wrong?”

      “Mate, you are out of your tiny little mind. World-class specialist in Oriental languages, perhaps, computer genius you are, maybe, and somewhere in the final running for Thief of the Year, but you haven’t got your head screwed on, have you?”

      “Uh?”

      “Didn’t you tell me just now that your wallet was with your wife, or your ex-wife, or whatever she is to you now?”

      Leo stopped short. His mouth literally dropped open.

      “I thought that was just one of those meta-things till I saw you just now,” said Nick. “Shut it. You look stupid.”

      “Metaphors. I’ve got no money to get over there, have I?”

      “Right, sunshine. No chequebook, no credit cards, no cash. Unless your Gail has been nice about things, and kept her hands off it.”

      “Can you call her and find out? Say you’re a friend of mine or something?”

      “That wouldn’t be far off the truth now, would it?”

      Leo fished in his pocket and pulled out his mobile. He turned it on, and thumbed the keys. “No signal here,” he said.

      “What company? Oh, them. Same as me. I’m getting a signal here.”

      They compared phones. “Same model. And mine says No Service and yours has four bars. Bloody hell! The bitch has stopped my phone, I bet. Use yours?”

      Nick handed Leo his phone, and dialled Gail’s mobile number before handing it back.

      Nick held the phone against his ear, a lazy smile on his face. “Yes, Gail? No, you don’t know me, but I’m Nick, a friend of Leo’s. Yeah, he’s okay, just can’t come to the phone right now. No, honest, he’s okay. Look, the thing is, he said he’d left his wallet at home. Any way I can come round and collect it?” His face changed. “You did what? Why? Well, that’s your privilege, I suppose.” He mashed the keys and put the phone back in his pocket. “Silly bitch has shredded your cards and your chequebook. Put them down the garbage disposal, and then burned the rest of the crap she found in there, she says.” He shrugged. “Women, can’t live with them, can’t live without them, can you?”

      “So what happens now? How do I get to Japan? It’s one of those accounts where you have to show up in person to do things.”

      “And in the meantime? Your best bet is to become one of the Killer Rabbits and help us out on the Japanese tour. That will get you where you want. You know something about guitars? Great. We can use you. Bobby gets through top E strings like they’re going out of style. If you can get a new string on and tuned in less than 20 seconds, Bobby will be your lifetime friend. Which, as I said, isn’t likely to be very long, seeing as how the galloping syph is galloping pretty bloody fast right now and the antibiotics seem to have given up the fight, but still, gratitude’s what it is, isn’t it?”

      “Visa? Passport? Luggage, spare clothes?”

      “We can take care of that sort of thing. We’re not the ­biggest band in the world, but I tell you, those Japanese are paying a lot of money for the privilege of seeing us thrash out a few simple bar chords and hear Leo – that’s our Leo, not you – hit the drums. I think we’ll be able to squeeze you into the tour without too much trouble.”

      “Well, thanks.”

      “Been to Japan before, then, have you?”

      “Three times. Tokyo, Osaka, Kyoto, Nagoya, Sapporo, Nagasaki.”

      “Great. No problem getting you on the tour. You’re our location tour manager or something, then. Fix us up with the booze and the women or whatever we need to keep us happy. Change Bobby’s E strings as well, and everyone’s happy, right?”

      “No drugs in Japan, you know that?”

      “Oh come off it, of course there are drugs there, aren’t there? Bit of dope, whatever?”

      “Yes, but you don’t want to do them. Unless you fancy a Japanese prison for a few years while they decide what to do with you. Believe me, you don’t want that. They’re crazy about that sort of thing, especially when it comes to famous foreigners. Look at what happened to Paul McCartney.”

      “Better tell all the lads, then. Don’t want to spend hours in police stations getting them out.”

      “Days, or years, more like,” said Leo.

      “Nah, I’m joking,” said Nick. “Our lot doesn’t do drugs. If they do, they’re out. Pig sees to that.”

      A rock band that doesn’t do drugs? What were they? Some sort of weird Christian sect? And who or what was Pig?

      They walked on together for a while, and then Leo turned to Nick. “What do you want out of this?”

      “Like I said, I’m a nice guy. I’m not going to insist on anything. I’ll just gently remind you that one man doesn’t need that much money, especially if he has no-one else to spend it on.”

      “You’re a hell of a guy, Nick,” Leo said after a hundred yards’ more walking.

      “Ain’t I just? You should see my halo when I’ve just polished it. Nah, I’m just an ordinary schmuck whose fingers bend into the right shapes, and who was lucky enough to meet the right people at the right time.” They turned the corner. “See, there’s the County Hall,” said Nick. “Told you we were going there. Just took the scenic route, that’s all. Let’s get in there and turn you into a Killer Rabbit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      All the action was backstage, in a maze of corridors and dressing rooms. Leo soon lost his bearings, but Nick seemed to know what he was doing. They came to a room where there were about twenty people, it seemed to Leo, all wearing the official Killer Rabbits tour T-shirt, and most wearing the same sort of greasy jeans that Nick was wearing. Some looked Indian, some were black, and there was one Chinese, by the look of him. There were a couple of women in the group.

      “Here, you miserable load of bastards,” Nick yelled at them. “Meet Leo. He’s going to take us round Japan. And he’s just stolen three million pounds from a bank, so he’s a good guy.” There was a faint ironic cheer from the mob (as Leo saw them).

      “Are you fucking mad?” he said to Nick as loudly as he dared. “Telling the world I’ve stolen three million pounds.”

      “It’s the best way of keeping them off your back.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “No-one’s ever going to believe that you actually stole three million quid. It’s a joke, right? Then if the police or anyone come looking, everyone’s just going to say, ‘Oh yeah? Leo the bank robber? Ha bloody ha.’ Get it?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Except your name isn’t going to be Leo in a while.”

      “Oh?”

      “Once you’re one of the Rabbits, you get a new name. Everyone does. Except for us, the band, that is.”

      “What’s mine going to be, then?”

      “Not my decision. That’s up to Pig there.” Nick jerked his thumb towards a massive biker type who looked as though he wrestled grizzly bears for a hobby, or perhaps as practice for mugging little old ladies and robbing them of their old age pensions. “This is Pig. I mentioned him to you back then. Pig’s our people person. Or if you want to be posh about it, he’s our HR manager.”

      Leo regarded the man-mountain with suspicion. “Him?”

      “Been with us more than ten years now. Great guy. I’ll take you over and introduce you.”

      Leo had always considered himself to be a tall man, but Pig managed to intimidate him with his sheer size and bulk. He had at least three inches’ advantage over Leo in terms of height, and his chest was probably twice as far round. His Killer Rabbits T-shirt had to be custom-made, Leo thought. They didn’t make them that size in the factory, did they?

      Pig looked down at him. It was an unfamiliar sensation. “Leo the Bank Robber?”

      “It wasn’t a piggy bank,” Leo said, taking a chance that this beast would have a sense of humour.

      It only seemed to take Pig a second to catch on, but Leo’s worst fears went unrealised. “Better not catch you stealing from my bank, mind you,” Pig warned Leo, extending a large paw. “Shake.”

      Leo’s hands weren’t small, but his right hand felt like a child’s as the mass of meat and muscle at the end of Pig’s arm enveloped it. There was a pressure that felt as though it could convert his hand to hamburger if Pig chose, but it eased off at the critical moment. Pig released his grip, and Leo rubbed his right hand as unobtrusively as he could manage.

      “Crane,” Pig said, after a few seconds of looking Leo up and down. “That’s what you are. Crane.”

      “Bird or machine?” asked Nick, who’d been watching with some amusement.

      “Eh? Oh, both. Skinny tall things, the both of them. So, Crane, you’re going to take us to Japan?” Leo nodded. “Speak the language, do we? Alligayto and all that?”

      “Hai,” said Leo and bowed in the best Japanese fashion he could manage.

      “Good start, anyway. What do you know about this stuff?” Pig jerked his thumb towards the mass of sound equipment and instruments.

      Nick replied. “He knew about Betty here,” tapping the guitar case. “Guessed she was a 335 rather than a 330, but not bad, considering the case was closed and he couldn’t see her. I’m off now. See you later, Crane, Pig.”

      Pig nodded approvingly. “Sounds as though you’re going to fit in as soon as we get you dressed right. Where’s your clobber?”

      “That’s a bit tricky to explain.”

      Pig put his head on one side. “So explain. I’m waiting.”

      “Well, you see, I’ve sort of left my wife and my girlfriend – well, I thought she was my girlfriend, but it seems she isn’t really…”

      “And the wife has changed the locks, so you can’t get into your house? And the stuff you had at the girlfriend’s? She won’t let you in.”

      “Yeah, you’re right about the girlfriend. The wife hasn’t had time to change the locks, I think. I only walked out on her this morning.” Pig raised his shaggy eyebrows. “Well, I suppose I didn’t know I was walking out when I left the house. But it seems that my mind’s been made up for me. She’s trashed my cards and my chequebook. Nick called the house for me.”

      Pig’s head moved slowly from side to side. “Nick. Lovely bloke. Always helping lame ducks over stiles.”

      “Don’t you mean lame dogs?”

      “I know what I mean. I know a lame duck when I see one, Crane. So I suppose you want one of us to go and talk to your old lady and get your stuff for you?”

      “Well, I’ll need my passport and a couple of other things. It’s not just a toothbrush and a spare pair of socks.”

      Pig laughed. “Passport? Scuzz will fit you up with a new passport as soon as he gets here. Some time this afternoon, he said. What’s the other shit?”

      “A Japanese seal. Sort of stamp with my name carved in the end. Banks and things in Japan use them instead of signatures.”

      “And you have a bank account over there where you need that sort of thing?”

      Leo nodded. “And whatever passport this Scuzz is going to give me won’t work with the bank. I’m going to have to prove myself to them. And that means my real passport.”
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