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“Each of us is more than the worst thing we’ve ever done.” 

- Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy
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Patrolman Dennis O’Brien sat in a field bordering the town of Pompano Beach, South Florida for two days and two nights and nobody seemed to notice him. Presumably even for a small town like Pompano Beach there'd be some crimes through those forty-eight hours; like it was known Mrs. Kleine was grooming a male, underage school kid and Mrs. Anne Baker was stealing money from her husband, which was a crime. And there was in fact an automobile collision which O’Brien's eyes must have witnessed-and Mr. Lewis was in the wrong for sure, and not Mr. Robertson which it initially looked like, him coming out of a side street on to the main drag. But Patrolman O’Brien, although no doubt registering all this, was not doing anything about it. O’Brien was sitting upright against a tree in the middle of some bushes. There was a small hole between his staring eyes. It had been caused by a 9-millimetre Walther automatic. The shot that killed him had been fired from very close range.

The girl scout who found him was near eleven and cool-headed. She felt for the man's pulse, touched nothing else, and ran high speed to Mrs. Cane's place which was nearest.

As it was the murder of a policeman, they sent 23-Unit out of Miami-five large detectives, none of them friendly with the natives of Pompano Beach who would have liked to have been helpful. 

As it happened the murder had nothing to do with the town. When the five detectives reconstructed the last moments of O’Brien's life, it went like this.

He was on patrol on Atlantic Boulevard, the main road into Pompano Beach. Some automobile passes, maybe speeding. O’Brien overtakes the guy, presumably waves him down, the man hesitates, the two cars stop with a minor collision. The guy's car bangs into the back of O’Brien's patrol car. He then shoots the cop and sticks him in the bushes with a view over the town. He goes back to his car, and makes one mistake.

In the collision the two cars must have linked fenders, the killer's front fender on top of O’Brien's rear fender. The murderer must have gripped his own fender, done some weight lifting and got his automobile free. However, he left one thumbprint and a smudged index fingerprint on the rear fender of O’Briens patrol car.

O’Brien's car was carefully examined for fingerprints, including the area which showed collision damage. The police mechanic, Maltby, was pretty sure that on the day of the cop's death, when he went out on patrol, that car was undamaged. 

Within hours, 23-Unit out of Miami had a suspect. The prints on the fender belonged to a James Palmer, alias Eddie Christiansson, alias Harry Kline etcetera. 23-Unit reckoned a guy who had knocked off a cop was in a hurry to move towns. They checked the airports. A man called James Palmer, answering the description of the wanted man, took the direct Pan Am flight, Miami - London, twenty-four hours previously. It was a one-way ticket. But it had been booked a month before.

23-Unit, Miami Police, followed the recognized procedure, which was to inform the Federal Bureau of Investigation who then telexed a wire photo and all details to New Scotland Yard, that a cop-killer was now in London.

About a hundred miles from London, in Stroud, in the Cotswold area, a reasonably well-known criminal called Eddie McNab pulled up at the traffic lights alongside a Daimler Van Den Plas limousine. The Daimler had smoked glass side and rear windows, like a pop star's car. The driver's compartment-it had a chauffeur's division-was plain glass all round.

Eddie McNab was driving a Jensen Interceptor, his pride and joy. There were two joys in his life, a girl called Shirly, eighteen, a stripper whom he employed and laid at the London night-club he owned, and the Jensen Interceptor. If he ever had to make the choice between the two, the stripper would be the first to go.

At the traffic lights he looked idly across at the chauffeur of the Daimler. The chauffeur was studying him. McNab's eyes wandered off for a moment taking in the main street of the pretty town, the grey Cotswold stone buildings under a weak sun. Spring daffodils lined up like parading troopers in the Norman churchyard.

The main street deserted. Two cats sunning themselves without real sun. Lunch hour. Not one single human in sight.

McNab looked back at the chauffeur and did a double- take. The traffic lights were still at red. The chauffeur had raised the thumb on his right hand and was looking directly at McNab. In any language that sign meant only one thing. The chauffeur was challenging him to a race.

McNab did a quick calculation. The Van Den Plas had the V12 Jaguar engine, a bloody quick motor; the Jensen was a V8, but obviously would corner twice as fast as a huge limo. His heart suddenly beating faster. Yeah, he could do it. He looked at the chauffeur, raised his own right hand, closed the fingers, stuck up his thumb, and waited.

The lights changed to green.

Both drivers peaked their revs before they slammed home the clutches and burned rubber trails down the empty high street and out of the town.

The Cotswolds are hilly country, not high hills but an area crisscrossed by valleys. As if the Ice Age had ended there and piled up the junk that glaciers had pushed four hundred miles from Scotland. The rolling hills now the green-brown of early spring, sheep grazing on grass that had been hit by frost.

The Daimler was first away. It had fifty yards on McNab in the first thousand yards out of the village. Eddie McNab expected that. He kept the gear in third and the revs steady around the five thousand mark. He knew the road. He had a weekend cottage north of Gloucester. The Daimler was probably heading for some place like Wotton, or fashionable Thornbury. He would have at least around ten miles of road on which to crucify this optimist.

The Romans made Bath one of their principal cities and they settled as far west as Bristol. And they built their roads which were wide and straight. And there were wide and straight roads in Gloucestershire and Wiltshire. But the road that the Daimler and McNab were racing on was something that had been a cart-track sometime in history and later just tarmacadamed over. It followed every contour of the land and twist of the valley.

McNab slipstreamed the Daimler, marveling first at the speed of the huge car, then its road-holding, and then its driver, in that order. The chauffeur knew how to shift the bastard. They were both dealing with country lanes no more than fourteen feet wide, often narrower. That bloke with his V12 engine and his Harrod's standard light grey chauffeur's uniform with peaked cap must have picked up his driving on some race-track somewhere. But McNab was no slouch- he'd done another type of racing. One of his proudest achievements was that, twice, the Richardson mob had used him as a wheelman on bank hold-ups, one involving a well-known dice with the Force.

An open stretch of road. The Daimler climbing now, using just four thousand revs to take it from ninety over the hundred an hour mark as it hit the peak of a hill.

“Jesus Christ,” McNab said aloud, but barely audible above the howl of his own engine.

The Daimler sailed over the prow of the hill, and bottomed its suspension with a crunch on the slope beyond.

McNab followed, mystified. It may have been an illusion, but as the Daimler went over the hill top a little of the weak sunlight did get through its front windscreen and the rear smoked glass, and McNab thought for a second he saw two heads. Could there be two people in the Daimler, the peaked- hat chauffeur and someone in the back, in the smoked glass compartment?

It was time now to use the Jensen's superior road-holding, time to show the chauffeur and his pal, if there was another lunatic on the ride, that a limousine was no match for a piece of machinery that had been designed on the drawing- board as a sports car. McNab knew that a half mile on and about five miles from Wotton the road went round and, widened, then went into a series of S-bends. That's where he'd take the Daimler.

His eyes sought the bend. His left hand on the gear shift, still in third, engine at five thousand. Then he slammed the gear into second, drifted the car through the bend, less than four feet separating him from the limousine. Then he declutched, peaked the revs at six and a half and punched the Jensen past the Daimler while the chauffeur was still lining it up and steadying it after the bend.

After that, it should've been a foregone conclusion. The Daimler never really had a chance. But the chauffeur wouldn't let up. McNab in the Jensen, waltzing the car through S-bends, listening to the music of the engine, the screaming choir of tyres. It was the first time he'd really driven the car, and tested its guts against his. And they matched. And he was driving away from the huge black monster that was growing smaller in his driving mirror. But still there. And he was loving every second of it.

He hit the outskirts of Wotton. The traffic lights in the main square of the tiny town were red. He pumped the brakes and he brought the car cruising to a halt.

In his driving mirror he studied the Daimler entering the village fast, and coming up as if to line up behind him. But McNab hoped the chauffeur would bring the big car alongside. Because as far as he was concerned the race was over. He'd clearly proven his and the Jensen's superiority.

The chauffeur brought the black limousine alongside. McNab had ten seconds to study the man's impassive face, staring ahead, not looking at all in his direction. And then suddenly one of the smoked glass windows at the back of the limousine, the one nearest McNab, powered down. And McNab realized there had been a passenger in the back of the limo....

The smoke-brown window slid right down and McNab saw a face he didn't recognize. And then he saw the 12-bore sawn-off shotgun come up and turn on him about a second before it went off and blew most of his brains around the immaculate white leather interior of the Jensen.

Detective Inspector Jack Castle, Flying Squad, sat in Bar Italia's Restaurant in Soho and watched his Scallopini Marsala go cold. He had ordered it. He couldn't eat it. He was thirty-six. He'd been eighteen years on the piss. But never ever a night like last night.

All he remembered was the full bottle of Johnny Walker which he'd seen off in the opening two hours of the Flying Squad Ball at Grosvenor House. He remembered that label, but not the others. And the hell of it was that he wasn't a drunkard. But just being around his colleagues socially made him nervous. And he'd worked out why last night. Before he went on to whatever it was after the Johnny Walker. What made him nervous around his colleagues was that they respected him, and he did not respect them. And that he had realized for the first time last night, and it was a hell of a lousy discovery.

And now tonight the Greek.

Theodoraki sat opposite him shoving ravioli into his face as if a race was on. Theodoraki was eighteen stone of Greek crap, and a snout, which means a police informer, and a poor snout. But he knew some of the Thomson people, and Castle was on to that firm.

So, he had called Theodoros Theodoraki, where he worked in the bookie's in Romilly Street, and the bubble suggested Bar Italia. Like Bar Italia was expensive, and was going to take a lot of explaining as an incidental on the expenses side of his diary.

He pushed the Scallopini Marsala aside and studied the Greek, trying through the blazing hangover to work out an approach. But there was no way but the direct way. “You know a bloke called Thomson. Frank James Thomson. Frankie Thomson?”

“Yes,” the Greek said through the spaghetti, “know the boy very good.”

“See him lately?"

“Not lately.”

“How lately?”

Theodoraki shoved some bread rolls in with the pasta, chewed the lot around and pretended to think. “Four, five months ago, maybe."

“Did he have money?” Castle asked casually.

“No money. You remember he had big chauffeur car? No car. And no cabs. I drop him at the bus depot, Victoria Station. No money."

Castle took all that in and wondered about it. "Then it'd surprise you if I told you he's been in Amsterdam and bought a hotel.”

“Amsterdam? Hotel?"

“Not a two-up two-down knocking shop, but a bloody great hotel on Dam Square.”

Theodoraki pretended for a moment he was bringing an intellect as powerful as Plato's on to the proposition. “Impossible,” he announced, but his eyes were shifting like two trade winds, giving away that he knew all about such possibilities as hotels, and more besides.

“I want to know who financed Thomson to buy the hotel-I want to know why a hotel. I know it's probably a front for a blag. What blag? I think you can find out things. I'm going to give you a week. Then I'm going to come round to your flat in Dean Mews with those two nice young sergeants of mine who you know, and they're going to kick the shit out of you.”

Theodoraki choked on his ravioli and grabbed for his glass of wine. “But what have I done, Mr. Castle?"

“Hand me your wallet,” Castle said firmly. Heads were beginning to turn in the restaurant; not that he was creating a scene, but obviously something was going on between the two men.

Theodoraki didn't argue. Castle opened Theodoraki's wallet. There were about fifty twenty-pound notes stuffed inside it. The taxpayer picks up the tab for this meal. Normally. This time you.”

He got up, dropped the Greek's wallet back on the table. He had seen Jules, the head waiter, on the opposite side of the room, answer a phone and turn and signal him. “A week. Then you get a visit. Or Thomson information. And for information about how you have a grand in your skite. Don't run away. That could become serious...."

He left the Greek facing two ruined meals and crossed to Jules, and took the phone from him. It was his guvnor, Chief Inspector Hammond.

“Castle? Eddie McNab's dead, near Wales. Shotgun. Friend of yours, yes?"

“No.”

“You knew him?"

“Snout of mine, occasionally. Perhaps four years back." 

“Why are you lying? You knew him well. What is it? You don't want to get mixed up in a murder case?"

“He was a nobody, and he was a snout. There's nothing deader than a nobody snout that's stopped talking.”

“You're on the case. Until I take you off it.”

Castle concentrated on his hang-over. In some recess in the corner of his throbbing head there was a way out, an excuse to get off the case, but he couldn't think of it. “Where are you?” Hammond asked.

“Bar Italia.”

“Have you got Billy with you?"

“Yes. He's outside.”

“Do me a favour. Go to London Airport, pick up a man called Lieutenant Ellis, Miami Police, Pan Am Flight 101, due in at 21.30. Take him to the Berkeley Hotel.” Castle let a little pause creep into the conversation. He didn't like the style of delivery of the request, or its type. “I'll see if I can fit that in. But just for the record, sir, I am not a fucking taxi service,” he said firmly.

Hammond was not intimidated. “Welcome Lieutenant Ellis to our shores. He's looking for a cop-killer in the Smoke. You're looking for a snout-killer in Wales or Gloucestershire. You've got lots of real words and common goals to discuss-“

Castle put the phone down on his boss. One day he was going to be fired for his insolence and insubordination. That would be when he lost his trump card. Detective Inspector Jack Castle's trump card was that he was one of the best detectives in the Flying Squad, and possibly in the whole of London, and he had the record, the printed words, the statistics of cases solved, convictions made, to prove it.

He left Bar Italia without a backward glance at Theodoraki. His driver, Constable Billy Roberts, sat in the Ford Consul. Castle climbed in beside him, carefully sat back, took out a bottle of Disprin, shoved in two, and chewed. “Where to, guv?"

“London Airport.” Castle looked at his watch. “No hurry. 21.30. Oceanic. We picking up a Yank lieutenant from the Miami Police Department.”

"What's that about, guv?"

“God alone knows."

Billy let the clutch in gently. In his eight years of driving Castle, he had learned how to exactly gauge his hang-overs—which were the ones where Castle was still speak able to; which the ones where you daren't say a word. Tonight was silent night.

James Palmer, alias Eddie Christopher, sat in his Curzon House Hotel suite, frustration building into real anger. He knew there was a plane out of London Heathrow to New York at midnight-got into Kennedy on or about two am. The way things were going, he would be on it.

He was annoyed because he had always had some lurking doubts about the enterprise. Then, when he got to London three days ago, the up-front money was there and that had temporarily reassured him. But no contact since. And he hated hotel rooms. And he couldn't leave it because these guys didn't call up and leave numbers to call back.

He had undergone a name and character transformation at London Airport. He'd had no trouble at Immigration or Customs and then had gone straight into the gents' lavatories, locked himself in a cubicle, unpacked his kit-bag with his battery shaver, and shaved off his moustache and sideburns. Then on to his nose a large pair of horn-rims. He compared the result in a pocket mirror that he also had with the shaving kit, with the photograph in a brand-new passport. He looked like Thompson.

The brand-new passport was in the name George Howard Thompson. That was the name he used when he registered at the Curzon House and picked up the big envelope containing the five thousand pounds sterling in cash.

He didn't stay in the suite all the forty-eight hours. He'd wandered the concourses, sat in the Coffee Shop. But always warning the switchboard that he could be paged-he would be in the hotel. He made one trip to the jeweller's by the main doors and paid nine hundred pounds for a watch. Even for him, and he was used to easy money in quantities, two thousand dollars for a watch was some serious bread. But it was a fine watch, or more accurately two watches. It was a Kutchinsky. It had two dials under a single flat plate of clear amethyst, with just a hint of pink in it, which went well with the crackle-finish solid 22-carat gold case. A traveler’s watch, so-called. One watch face showed the time in your country of origin, the other the country where you were. He noticed one watch dial read four o'clock. Four pm five days ago when he killed the lousy cop on the other side of the world.

It wasn't the first time he'd killed. By no means. But it was the first time he'd killed a cop. He still had a real hangover of nervousness about that.

He set one pair of hands on the Kutchinsky dial to London time, the other to New York time. That's where he'd be going if he cut out of this lousy town. He liked the watch. He missed his moustache. He'd taken three months to grow it. It suited him. He was tall and sparely built, attractive face but a little on the anonymous side of good looks. The moustache had set it off. The glasses and the hair he'd bleached before the plane flight put an extra eight years on him. He was thirty-eight. Now he looked forty-five.

It was six pm in the suite and he called room service for the twentieth time in his three days there. The service came fast-a BLT, diet coke, coffee, and a side order of mixed salad, plus the same little waiter who was always so attentive.

He reckoned the waiter must think he was some kind of nut-always in the room, every three hours room service, more or less the same order every time. 

“Good evening, Mr. Thompson.” The little waiter pushed in a trolley that could have carried a feast for six. “Your order, sir.”

"Thank you,” Palmer said. He was reading a copy of Holiday Britain, an incomprehensible magazine which was delivered free to the room and consisted of a hundred photographs of a technicolour country burning under a Saharan sun. This was supposed to be England? Palmer had been in London three times in his life. It had rained through all his visits. It was raining now.

“Shall I lay out your food for you, sir?” The waiter asked. “No, leave it on the trolley. I'll roll the trolley out when I'm finished.”

“Shall I show you what I've got for you, sir?”

Palmer looked up from the magazine, puzzled. “What d'you mean?”

“You'd like to see what we've brought you, sir?”

“You've brought me a diet coke, BLT, salad... that's what I ordered.”

“Extras, sir,” the little waiter said. He opened the door on the warm-box under the trolley. He pulled out a Smith and Wesson .38, a fifty-box of shells, and a continental-style, left-shoulder, leather-strapped canvas holster. He handed the three items to Palmer.

“Who the hell are you?” Palmer asked gently.

“One of your employers, sir,” the man replied. His voice had some regional accent Palmer didn't recognize. “We had to check you out. We're sorry we kept you waiting two days-“

“Three,” Palmer corrected.

“Sorry, we are.”

"What happens now?”

“You will drink your coffee, sir, before it gets cold.” 

“Fuck the coffee! What happens next?" Palmer's voice hard.

“You sit on your arse and you wait”-the voice of the waiter sharp, to match Palmer's-“and when we're ready we'll let you know. Maybe in an hour, maybe longer...” 

“Who's we?”

The waiter shrugged away an answer.

“And what happens when you get round to calling me, friend?”

“I'll take you to the Broker.”

“And who or what's the Broker?” Palmer annoyed now, feeling he'd been caught on the hop by a London hotel waiter turning out to be the contact. It hadn't occurred to him as a possibility.

“Anything we feel you must know, we'll let you know. Do as you promised, stick the trolley out in the corridor when you're finished with it. We're always short of trolleys. Thoughtless bloody tourists, mostly Yanks, never putting 'em in the corridors... bastards...” the waiter said without any real feeling as he walked out. He closed the door firmly behind him.

Palmer took the gun, the shells and holster over to the cupboard and stored them in the smallest of his three suitcases. He went back, sat down and looked at the food. For some reason he couldn't understand, he suddenly didn't feel hungry.
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Chapter Two
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Lieutenant John Ellis, Miami Police Department, turned out to be a tall man who gave very few words away. But Castle could work out a few things. He'd obviously been to England before. He wore a dark grey suit, white shirt, and club tie. There were frequent visitors at New Scotland Yard from the US, mostly FBI. They could be spotted at a distance of half a mile down Victoria Street-clothes too thin and lightweight for the English climate, always multicoloured socks. And the look of a race who went to their hairdressers daily, and had just a little too much trimmed off. Ellis's hair was long for a US cop. His clothes were New York Account Executive Madison Avenue. His age, Castle calculated, about forty. His voice was slow, quiet, and firm.

Castle showed his ident to one of the Special Branch men who took him through Customs and Immigration to pick Ellis up.

Castle made small talk. “You have a good flight?"

The man didn't answer. Instead, he paused for a moment whilst the Immigration people punched his passport with a rubber stamp, and then, turning his slow blue eyes on Castle, like he was noticing him for the first time: “Anything new on Palmer?”

“Nothing more than the telex at 09.00 this morning.” Ellis nodded. He'd received the telex.

“He came to London Airport. He landed as James Palmer. Immigration Officer asked him purpose of visit. He remembers the man said ‘business talks’. Immigration stamped him two months. You want to talk to the officer?” Ellis shook his head, picked up his briefcase, and headed for Customs.

Castle could see the bulge under Ellis's left shoulder. Nonetheless he couched it as a question. “Mr. Ellis, are you armed?"

Ellis looked at him and nodded.

“Small formality. The serial number of your gun.” Castle was already signalling a young Customs Officer and pointing towards a cubicle. He steered Ellis towards the cubicle. “Things get stolen in hotels. Including guns. Regulations. All serial numbers of all guns entering the country."

The US detective shrugged. From his expression it was obvious he considered his time was being wasted. There was another unspoken question in the expression. Did he look to Castle like somebody who'd leave his gun lying around a hotel to get stolen?

They walked into the opaque glass cubicle. Castle asked for the gun. Ellis pulled it out and handed it across. It was a Colt .45 Lawman.

“Lieutenant Ellis of the Miami Police Department will be with us for some time."

“Yes, sir.” The Customs Officer was young and enthusiastic. He took the gun to the desk lamp and read off the serial number on the stock and made a note of it on a piece of paper. Ellis still a blank face of controlled impatience.

“Sorry about this. I think you've been to England before. You appreciate we invented red tape.” Castle tried to make light of it.

“Any ammunition for this revolver, sir?” the young Customs Officer asked.

Ellis reached in his right-hand jacket pocket and pulled out a clear plastic tear-off pack-official Miami PD issue-containing a dozen shells.

The Customs man took them and examined them. Castle saw his sudden reaction. Castle reached across and took the plastic pack from the Customs man. Each of the .45 shells must have been placed in a vice and an X cut with a hacksaw across the business end of the bullet. When fired, the shell would spread and blow a hole three inches wide through any part of a man, instead of a half-inch hole.

“Dumdum bullets,” Castle said. “I know they're not legal in war.” He turned and looked at the Customs Officer. The young bloke shrugged.

Castle handed the plastic roll back to the visitor. “Can I ask you why you cut bullets into dumdums?"

The American took his time, then decided his answer. “If I shoot someone in Miami, Mr. Castle, I shoot to kill 'em.” He said it quietly. “Otherwise, I don't shoot at all.” It was the first time he had been genuinely communicative since his arrival in England.

They picked up Palmer at ten o'clock. Two men, one the little room service waiter, the other a man of average height but very broad, with a bald head on a bull neck. Palmer and the waiter's friend were not introduced. The waiter's friend may have been important; on the other hand he may just have been the chauffeur. He drove the battered Austin Cambridge from the hotel west to Fulham. Their destination a pub in the Fulham Road.

The place was crowded. It had been a long time since Palmer had been in a crowded English pub. The smell hit him again-a smell like a marine company sergeants' mess after manoeuvres, sweat and beer and men. The little hotel waiter began chattering on in a nondescript way, remarks about weather, horses, tomorrow's winners, and an attempt to explain to Palmer, who knew all about it and wasn't interested anyway, the business of English Pools and how people made fortunes winning them.

They were clearly waiting for somebody, the little waiter and the driver. The somebody didn't turn up. Closing time. The drunks in the nightly ritual with the barmaids about that one last drink, and snarling at the historic refusal. Slurred voices in a loud blanket of good-byes and good-will among those not blind drunk. Everybody beginning to filter noisily out. Now it was clear that the somebody who was supposed to turn up hadn't, Palmer began to get annoyed. The little waiter, ignoring the American's stony look, went off to make a phone call. He came back. “You're cleared,” he said.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?"

“The man came here half an hour ago and looked you over. You're who you say you are. We'll go now to his house."

“What man? What house? And you said you'd checked me out already?"

The little man answered one of the questions. “So, you've been checked again. People get killed in this game. I've got a vested interest in staying alive. Five more years I get me Curzon House pension coming. Come on.”

Then they were driving through night London, this time heading north. Palmer would have liked to know the areas they were passing through, but he didn't ask. He knew the centre of London quite well. After a big job in America he'd often gone to London or elsewhere in Europe for the cooling off period-in fact he felt he'd invented the device. A bank is heisted in some backwoods in Missouri-the cops don't turn their attention immediately to looking for the thief in Rome or London. First, they look locally, then they look interstate. Palmer considered it his trademark. He was sure the FBI, who were mostly interested in his activities, bank robberies being Federal offences, did not know this trademark.

He saw a liquor store. It had a sign on it-BRENT WINE AND SPIRITS. He tried to remember what he'd read about Brent. He decided it amounted to nothing.
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