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Chapter One




In the greater scheme of things, an employee desiring a word with the boss would not cause too many ripples in the murky pond of any company’s working life. Yet it did. 

   He saw her ambling down the general office, a gentle swaying movement, her tall slender figure covering the ground with minimal movement of the legs, or so it seemed. He tried hard not to look at her, but couldn’t, so snatched a last glimpse before returning his eyesight to the timesheets he’d been checking all morning.

   His office boasted floor-to-ceiling glass walls, and when the blinds were open, he could see what was going on through the general office. He fixed his eye line back to those damned sheets and prayed that she would walk on by, heading down toward the accounting section, but she did not. She paused outside. He knew she had, though he still didn’t look up.

   A tap came to the open door, a feminine tap, an apologetic tap, a gentle tap that meant trouble. She heard him counting something out loud, not knowing it was gibberish for effect, and then he glanced up.

   ‘Gringo, I need a word with you,’ she whispered.

   ‘Oh yeah? You know my office door is always open to you.’

   She glanced over her shoulder, back down the general office, and saw several raised faces staring back.

   ‘In private, if you don’t mind.’

   Mind? Why should I mind?

   ‘Sure,’ he said, standing and beckoning her outside. ‘The boardroom, I think.’

   He saw her nod and amble that way, leaving the prying eyes to wonder, as she headed for the sanctuary and secretiveness of the boardroom, that private space only ever troubled with important business. His mind wandered, pondering on what was to come. He could guess, but said nothing. He closed the solid door behind them, and motioned for her to take a seat on the far side of the huge polished oak table.

   There was the same smell in the room. The same odour that was there the day she first entered the hallowed territory of Dryden Engineering. The scent of furniture polish mingling with money and success, gleaming and new, ambition and wealth, a clean and unused smell that mere office staff never became fully acquainted with. She sat down and watched him pull back one of the twenty sumptuous leather chairs before he sat opposite.

   He began playing with his moustache, something he often did when he was anxious or stressed. She had first noticed that the day he interviewed her all of three years before.

   ‘So,’ he said. ‘What can I do for you, Glen?’

   She took a deep breath.

   ‘I’m sorry about this, Gringo, but I need to give in my notice. Thirty days. I’d like to leave at the end of the month.’

   It was one of the scenarios he had imagined, one of the worst if he had to admit the truth.

   ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Better job offer?’

   It was quite possible she’d had a better offer. Dryden Engineering paid okay, but not the best in the industry. There was a Yankee company up the road that sometimes hijacked their better staff with promises of free holidays in Florida, and secondments to their Philadelphia office. The best that Dryden Engineering could offer was a week at the head office in Reading, or down at the stores division in Bognor. Bugger Bognor! And then there were the Japanese. The bloody Japanese, an entire race of industrious individuals placed on earth to make the life of Dryden Engineering pure hell, so it seemed, and don’t even bother to think of the Chinese!

   She breathed out a short, jabbing breath, a dismissive blow as if to say: You don’t know anything, and at that moment he still didn’t.

   ‘No,’ she said, ‘nothing like that.’

   ‘Well what, then?’ he said, only just keeping the irritation from his voice.

   ‘Do I have to give a reason?’

   ‘It is usual.’

   ‘I see.’

   ‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’

   Her mouth fell open, and her eyes widened. What the hell has it got to do with you? She thought of blurting, but heard herself saying: ‘Certainly not!’

   ‘Well, what then?’

   ‘If you must know, I’m going to New York.’

   ‘New York?’ he heard himself uttering in amazement, New fucking York, and then he remembered that she’d told him something about a guy in New York, a banker, that’s what she’d said: He’s a banker, rolling in dough, apparently. It had all started as an Internet mating dance a year before, something like that, a guy, yes it was a guy, it would always be a guy with Glenda, but everyone dismissed her impossible dreams as hopeful romanticism.

   ‘I see,’ he said again, when he clearly didn’t. His mind raced ahead. What exactly did this mean?

   ‘How long are you going for?’

   ‘Six months.’

   ‘Six months!’

   He stared across the table and watched her bob her head, reluctantly, he thought, as if she felt he had no business in damn well asking.

   ‘Are you getting married?’

   ‘No one’s asked me,’ she said, ‘not yet,’ and she grinned in that captivating way of hers.

   He found that hard to believe. Girls like Glen did not remain single for long. She was choosy; that was the truth of it, and why shouldn’t she be with her assets and beauty. Glen could afford to be as choosy as she damn well liked, and they both knew that well enough. She was in the market for a long-term man; that was a fact that only she knew, though other people could guess as much, but she would not be rushed. No siree! She was determined to hook the right one, and if she had to travel across the ocean to do it, half way round the globe if necessary, then so be it.

   ‘I see,’ Gringo sighed. ‘Well, you’ll have to put it in writing.’

   She pulled a letter from the pocket of her checked grey dress and set it down on the polished oak before him. That took him by surprise. She meant what she said. Mister Gringo Greene, it said, in her neat backward sloping handwriting, written with the green ball pen she preferred to use, the same pen that would often get her into trouble. Gringo recalled hearing her supervisor, Miss Rivers, intoning down the office on many an occasion, Use black ink, Miss Martin, use black! But she rarely did.

   There was a silence that dragged on for longer than either of them wished, as they fought for something sensible to say.

   Finally, she broke the deadlock. ‘Is that everything?’

   ‘Eh?’ said Gringo, looking up. ‘Oh yeah, that’s it. All done and dusted.’

   She forced a smile through pursed lips and stood up and left the room.

   Gringo picked up the envelope and shook it as if it might contain more than a single sheet of paper. He brought it to his nose. Glenda Martin. He would recognise that aroma anywhere. He puffed out his cheeks and blew hard. They would have to find someone new. He would have to do the bloody interviews. He hated interviewing strangers, especially bright-eyed young women fresh out of college, still full of optimism and enthusiasm, as they displayed their papered qualifications before him. They would be better qualified than he was; that was a gimme, but could they do the job? That was something else. Probably not, and certainly not as efficiently as Glenda Martin.

   I picked up my qualifications in the University of Life, he heard his old boss intoning from years before, which was a euphemism for I ain’t got none! The sheer thought of it, of him, that balding red-faced man crazy about horseracing, reminded Gringo not to become the office bore, the office has-been that no one ever had a moment for.

   ‘Fuck it!’ he whispered. ‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’ and he slipped the letter into his jacket pocket without opening it, and went back to work.










  
  
Chapter Two




Glen’s last day coincided with a Friday, which was neat because a big drink-up was inevitable, when the guys, single and married alike, would take their chance, and make a move on one of the prettier lasses they may have had their eye on for months. 

If all else failed, surely there would be a kiss or three to be extracted from the swaying and departing Miss Martin. Afterwards, they would all have the weekend to sleep it off. Imagine if it had fallen on a Tuesday or a Wednesday. That didn’t bear thinking about.

   Everyone was going; that went without saying, everyone except Gringo, who had a prior appointment, or so he said. Not many believed him, and Glen certainly didn’t, but that was how it turned out.

   As it happened, Gringo had a long-standing appointment. He was meeting a buxom woman in a quiet pub on the other side of town, a woman so big he didn’t want anyone else to witness the tryst.

   ‘Your mind seems elsewhere tonight, Gringo.’

   ‘Eh? Oh, sorry Brenda, just work things, you know how it is. End of the month, targets to reach, figures to meet. All the usual hoopla.’

   Brenda fluttered her huge imported eyelashes.

   ‘The only figure I want you to concentrate on tonight, Gringo, is mine,’ and she reached across and took hold of his chilly hand and set it on her ample tummy. ‘If you know what I mean.’

   What am I doing here? He thought, but he knew full well what he was doing there. He was trying to forget all about Glenda Martin, and if Brenda Hodges was instrumental in aiding that target, then so be it. I might never see her again, he suddenly thought, still thinking of Glen, as Brenda, still holding his hand, began rubbing it up and down her stomach.

   ‘Shall we go and eat?’ she said. ‘I am starving.’

   Brenda was always hungry, and Gringo was happy enough to feed her and afterwards back at her small but smart apartment, anything was possible. Brenda had never been a tease, and that was one thing, maybe the only thing, he liked about her. She was as reliable as rain falling during the Lord’s Test, always had been, as he found himself sitting closer to her.

   ‘Fine,’ he said, ‘I fancy a steak.’

   ‘Me too!’ she said, sucking her teeth and licking her lips and getting her things together, and already heading toward the restaurant. ‘T-bone for me,’ she shrilled, ‘the biggest they’ve got! And a bottle of cold chardonnay,’ she added, just in case he forgot to order the drinks.



Brenda looked even bigger in the morning; Gringo had long since noticed that. He propped himself up on his elbow and examined her. She was still sleeping, snoring like a navvy, her white body reminding him of a killer whale beached in some Cornish cove.

   No doubt she would soon be awake and wanting breakfast. The full English for you, Gringo? He could hear her shrill voice filling the flat, hurtling down his ears, and if he stayed, following the bacon and sausages and eggs, she would want him as dessert, indigestion or not, and the whole idea had lost any appeal it ever had.

   He slipped from the bed and dressed. In the sitting room he found a pen and scribbled a note.

   Must go to work. Essential overtime. Couldn’t get out of it. I’ll call ya next week. Have fun, GG. XX.

   It was all a lie, but human beings lie all the time. They fib about everything, their age, their weight, their previous relationships, their drinking habits, their bedroom habits, their pay, their success, their qualifications, their education, their bank balance, their forebears, the size of their dongers, even their honesty, the list is endless, human beings lie and lie and lie, and Gringo was no different from all the rest.

   He tried hard not to tell fibs, most of the time, but had long since realised it was quite impossible to get through life in modern-day Britain without telling the odd porky-pie. Go with the flow, Joe, go with the flow. Do whatever is necessary.



He thought the office wouldn’t be the same without Glen, but it was exactly the same. The phones still rang, the computers still whirred and winked, and printers huffed and puffed and chucked out reams of paper, and still refused to work when it was essential they did. Photocopiers copied, the coffee machine still churned out the hopeless muck it called Fresh and Delicious, fax machines faxed each other all day and all night with more energy than he ever possessed, the internet intercoursed with other computers worldwide behind his back, behind everyone’s back.

   Does anyone really know what computers are talking about between themselves when the humans aren’t watching? And what the bloody hell are cookies if they aren’t something good to eat that are bad for you? Yeah, the office was exactly the same in Glen’s absence, as the men continued to lust after Melanie Tucker, the office glamour puss, though Melanie was happily married to Brian, so they said, and well off limits to all and sundry. It didn’t stop the men from looking and wondering though, and Gringo Greene was no different when it came to Melanie Tucker. 

   He still called her Miss Harris, and that always brought a smile to her wide-mouthed face, though she had not been a Miss Harris for over eighteen months, more’s the pity.

   Yeah, the office was exactly the same, except it wasn’t the same at all. Glen wasn’t there. He couldn’t keep an eye on her. He couldn’t see how well she looked. He couldn’t know what she was doing, or how she was feeling. He wasn’t even certain where she was. New York, they said, such a long way away, New bloody York, thousands of miles across the planet. Damn and bloody blast!

   No, the office wasn’t the same at all, not for Gringo Greene, though everyone else went about their business as if Glen had never worked there at all. It was as if she had never existed. Her name was never mentioned. Perhaps the men were all so hypnotised by the glamour that Melanie exuded like a stressed octopus oozing ink, or perhaps it was because the remaining women were just so happy to see Glen gone. One more competitor off the block, so to speak, one less beautiful woman to worry about; leaving more men for the rest of them.

Gringo noticed all this, though he didn’t once speak her name. He didn’t want to muddy the waters that had quickly settled after her abrupt departure. He wondered if he would ever see her again. He wondered if he would ever speak to her again. He wondered if he would ever kiss her again. Those heavy thoughts weighed on his mind; and other places too.










  
  
Chapter Three




Afew days later, Gringo was busy in the office. He was facing the ever-present pressure of targets to hit. It caused him occasional bouts of indigestion. 

Heavy agro flowed in from head office, and it all had to be fielded and sorted and dealt with. Gringo was a manager, the main office manager, and as such was put under increased stress, though he wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. That was the way of things at Dryden Engineering; that was the way of things in thousands of companies up and down the kingdom.

   His head was buried in the files, his mind thinking of several things at once, when his stomach began telling him that lunch was fast approaching, though he hadn’t ordered a thing, nor had brought anything with him, something he sometimes did.

   A tap came to his office door. Gringo glanced up. It was Melanie. She was smiling down while standing on one leg, half leaning into his private domain, a bunch of mixed papers, invoices and delivery dockets; hanging from her pink finger-nailed hand.

   ‘You wanted these when I’d finished?’ Gringo peered up and nodded.

   ‘Oh yeah. I have to sign them, and they must go in the mail tonight. Head office desires, and all that.’

   She took a stride into his office and leant down and placed them on his desk, and as she did so, her right breast brushed against his left ear. Accident or design? Gringo had no idea and wondered if Melanie did. He smelt her perfume and began speaking as if on autopilot.

   ‘What are you doing for lunch?’

   ‘No plans, Mister Boss.’

   ‘Buy you lunch?’

   ‘Course you can, Gringo. You can buy me lunch anytime you want.’

   ‘Half twelve?’

   ‘You go it.’

   ‘See you later,’ but by then, she had already gone.

  

Ten minutes after that, Gringo visited the washroom. He combed his dark hair and preened his moustache. He wished now he had taken more care shaving that morning. There were several nasty nicks under his chin. He washed them with cold water and dried them with a rough paper towel and cursed the gashes too, but they were still there. He noticed his shirt hadn’t been that well ironed either; it looked terrible, and he wondered if Melanie would notice. Couldn’t be helped, he wasn’t going to rush out and buy a new shirt, not for Melanie Tucker, not for a quick lunch down at the Shaman wine bar.

   At half twelve she came to his office door.

   ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Ready?’

   She had applied fresh lipstick; he clocked that well enough; she had brushed or combed her tumbling strawberry blonde hair, and she looked amazing.

   ‘Sure,’ he said, standing and buttoning his jacket. ‘Come on.’

   He hustled through the office, Melanie trailing behind like a Red Indian. If any of the dozy, deskbound workers noticed they were leaving together, they didn’t show it. They were probably too busy with their tuna sandwiches and Daily Mirrors and page three girls and checking their text messages as they worked on their lottery systems and competitions to win a new car or a fancy holiday in Dubai.



Outside in the city, it was a pleasant enough day. No need for a coat, not raining, and the sun was trying hard to bully its way through the thinning cloud.

   ‘Thought we’d go to Shaman’s.’

   ‘Great,’ she said, now walking beside him, close enough that their hips bumped as she swayed along the pavement.

   The wine bar was half full or half empty depending on your perspective on life. They grabbed a sofa in the far corner and pulled a table closer.

   ‘Drink?’ said Gringo.

   ‘White wine, dry.’

   ‘Back in a mo.’

   He ambled to the bar. Naomi was there as ever, and Naomi Skeets was an odd woman. She was married to the owner, Jackson Skeets, and he was standing in the corner at the far end of the bar as he usually did, watching who came and went, monitoring the banknotes tumbling into his till. Jackson nodded at Gringo, and Gringo nodded back. Jackson was a lot older than Naomi, and word on the street was that Naomi was having a fling with Jackson’s younger brother, Colum. He was there too, further along the bar, chatting up two skinny blondes who didn’t look older than sixteen. If that wasn’t entangled enough, Gringo had picked up rumours that Naomi’s real penchant was for young girls, girls it had to be said, just like the two pieces of skirt that Colum was flashing his new set of teeth at.

   ‘How are you, Naomi?’ asked Gringo.

   ‘I’m good,’ smiled the curvy, dark woman. ‘And I can see you are doing all right.’

   ‘Eh? How do you mean?’

   Naomi nodded over his shoulder toward the glamour puss sitting in the corner.

   ‘Ah, yes,’ he said, ‘Melanie, I’m doing fine, ta.’

   ‘What can I get you?’

   ‘Dry white wine and a G and T; make them large ones, and we’ll want some food as well.’

   ‘Okay. I’ll send over that lazy arse, Colum, if I can prize him away from those two little madams.’

   Gringo paid for the drinks and returned to Mel and sat down beside her, close enough he thought, but she linked his arm and tugged herself closer.

   ‘What were you two talking about?’ she whispered. ’You looked as thick as thieves.’

   ‘Trying to order food, that’s all. The guy will be over in a mo. Steak pie and chips do you? It comes recommended.’

   ‘Fine,’ she said, sipping the bucket of wine.

   ‘What do you make of these people?’ whispered Gringo, trying to speak without moving his lips, nodding at the bar staff.

   ‘Motley bunch, if you ask me,’ she said, from behind her glass. ‘The boss lords it over the rest like King Canute, but does he really know what is going on in his little domain?’

   How perceptive she was, he thought, as he told her of the gossip that circulated about their complicated private lives.

   ‘My God,’ she said, ‘you could write a book about all this.’

   Colum came and went, slavering over Melanie, as men of all ages were wont to do.

   ‘What a creep,’ she whispered.

   ‘I’m glad you said that. I’ve always thought it.’

   ‘You’ve cut yourself shaving.’

   ‘Yeah,’ mumbled Gringo, his hand going to the bloody marks.

   ‘I’m good at shaving,’ she said.

   ‘Yourself or other people?’

   Melanie giggled. ‘Other people, of course, don’t be so cheeky,’ and she soft-punched his near arm, while pulling herself yet closer, if that were possible, something he adored, and she knew he would.

   A young kid brought the meals, a stranger, a lad that Gringo had never seen before, and he couldn’t help wondering where he fitted into the strange ranks of the Shaman’s Bar staff. To cap it all, the cheeky little git winked at Melanie as he retreated from the table.

   ‘Bloody nerve,’ muttered Gringo.

   ‘He’s well cute,’ said Melanie.

   A few moments later, between shovelling steak pie down her throat, Melanie said, ‘So is this a date, Gringo?’

   ‘Course not!’ he said. ‘Dates have to be at night time, don’t you know that? You can’t have a proper date during the lunch hour. It’s not right; there is not enough time; and anyway, you are a married woman. Married women don’t go on dates.’

   ‘How sad,’ she said, ‘and who’s to say married women can’t go on dates?’

   ‘Don’t suppose Brian would take too kindly to it.’

   ‘You are right there, mate. He’d kill anyone who even thought of it.’

   It was only as Gringo expected. Brian Tucker was a mad bastard. Everyone knew that, not to be messed with, and Gringo had no intention of incurring the wrath of Mad Brian, even if the delectable Melanie was the ultimate prize. What’s more, he had no wish to have his recently cleaned teeth realigned, no thank you, nor his straight nose bent into a question mark.

   ‘Brian’s away on Saturday night,’ she whispered, sipping the wine again. ‘Conference in Birmingham, or something.’

   Gringo shook his head as if to check his hearing. What could she be suggesting? What was he thinking of a second or two ago about not incurring the wrath of Brian? And then he said without a moment’s hesitation or forethought, ‘How about dinner?’

   She smiled through the near side of her face.

   ‘Thought you’d never ask, Gringo. Of course I’ll have dinner with you, anytime you want.’

   ‘It’s a date, then.’

   ‘On one condition.’

   Gringo raised his right eyebrow.

   ‘Two conditions,’ she corrected herself.

   ‘And they are?’

   ‘You keep it a total secret. You must never tell anyone. Not a living soul. If Brian ever found out he’d kill us both, and I’m not joking.’

   ‘Course,’ he said. ‘No one will ever know, not from me, never.’

   ‘And secondly,’ she said, coyly, Gringo thought, as she licked her fork after finishing her lunch, before placing it in the centre of the empty white plate. ‘We go somewhere miles away, out of the district, away from prying eyes.’

   ‘Not a problem.’

   ‘Where will you pick me up?’

   ‘Do you know White’s bookshop in front of the Town Hall?’

   Melanie didn’t go in for books, in fact she hadn’t read an entire book since she’d left school eight years before, but oddly enough she knew where White’s bookshop was, if only because Brian was a petrol head, and had wanted the newest motoring book the previous Christmas, written by that curly haired geek off the television motoring show.

   ‘I know it, yeah.’

   ‘I’ll pick you up outside there at eight o’clock.’

   ‘Fine,’ she said, wiping her ample mouth on the white paper serviette.

   ‘Just in case there’s any problem, I’ll give you my phone number.’

   Gringo glanced around to check they were not being listened to. ‘But don’t write it down anywhere; keep it a secret locked up here,’ and he tapped the side of his head.

   ‘I’ll never remember a telephone number,’ she said.

   ‘Course you will. It’s safer that way; we don’t want anyone finding it,’ (and they both knew who he meant by anyone.) ‘It could cause problems.’

   ‘You can say that again. Brian would go ape-shit if he found out.’

   ‘All the more reason to be careful.’

   ‘I will never remember a telephone number,’ she repeated.

   ‘Yes, you will.’

   ‘How?’

   ‘Two plus four is?’

   ‘Six.’

   Gringo nodded. ‘That’s it; that’s the area code.’

   ‘246,’ she said, and smiled at her own logic, and watched Gringo bob his head.

   ‘What’s the rest of it?’

   ‘England won the World Cup.’

   ‘I don’t know that! I am not a boy, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

   Gringo had noticed that well enough, and what was more, Melanie knew he had.

   ‘1966!’

   ‘I wasn’t even born!’

   ‘That’s not the point. Neither was I! But there are two dates everyone remembers, 1066 and 1966.’

   ‘I’ll never remember that!’

   ‘Yes, you will, and if you forget, just ask someone. So what is my phone number?’

   ‘246,’ she said slowly, ‘1966.’

   ‘See! You’ve remembered it.’

   ‘But that’s only because you have just told me.’

   ‘No, it isn’t. Trust me. You will remember.’

   A puzzled expression came over her face, so Gringo began talking again.

   ‘You can ring me anytime you like. Doesn’t matter how late it is, doesn’t matter where you are, doesn’t matter if you have any money, just reverse the charges, if you ever need help of any kind, if you ever need someone to talk to, if you are ever in trouble, if you just want a chat, if you are going to be late, or can’t make it, call me. Understand?’

   Mel thought of that for a second and then smiled and said, ‘Yeah, okay. Thanks, Gringo, that’s great.’

   ‘So what’s my number?’

   ‘246-1966.’

   ‘You got it, kid. And where are we meeting?’

   ‘Outside White’s bookshop.’

   ‘When?’

   ‘Eight o’clock, Saturday night.’

   ‘And what are you going to do if you can’t make it?’

   ‘I am going to call you.’

   ‘Easy-peasy.’

   ‘You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?’

   ‘It’s my job. I’m a manager. I manage things.’

   ‘Are you going to manage me, Gringo?’

   ‘Damn right I am. Now come on, or we’ll be late back. We don’t want tongues wagging.’

   All four of Shaman’s staff stood behind the bar and watched them leave, though in truth none of them paid much attention to Gringo Greene. They couldn’t take their eyes off the curvaceous blonde, the same young woman who smiled at each one of them as she passed by.



   Back in the office, Gringo went about processing his paperwork with renewed vigour, whereas Melanie opened her diary to the back page and wrote Gringo’s number before she forgot, though she stopped short of feeding it into her mobile. Brian was always checking up on that, and it wasn’t worth the hassle. Fancy England winning the World Cup in 1966, she never knew that; you learn something new every day. I wonder what sport it was; she thought. I wonder if Beckham played. 










  
  
Chapter Four




On Saturday morning, Gringo rose early. No hangover for him; he had gone to bed before half ten and had slept well. He intended hitting the city; he was going on a buying spree, and thanks to his dear grandmother, he could afford to buy whatever he wanted. 

   She had left him fifty grand in her will, and he had spent it wisely. He’d bought a three-story townhouse off plan he referred to as his three-story bachelor pad. The market had been kind to him; the value had trebled, despite recent price retreats. On top of that, in the early years, he had thrown money at the mortgage company, so much so he’d paid off his debt. Gringo was mortgage free, and that enabled him to indulge his twin passions of expensive technology and women.

   He imagined hi-tech would impress his intended conquests, when in reality young women were not that interested in here-today-gone-tomorrow trash, a fact that passed Gringo by completely.

  

 He was in the city early, the first customer of the day in the House of Jaeger. He bought a new two-piece suit, black to match his thick hair and muzzy, made of best mohair with a big ticket to match. To complement the suit, he picked out a fine white cotton button-down shirt and was thinking about a new tie.

   He remembered his last date with Glen.

   He recalled her saying: ‘I like your tie, Gringo.’

   Prior to that, he’d never thought twice about his ties. ‘Yeah?’ He’d said, glancing down at it.

   ‘Yes, red, red’s dead sexy.’

   ‘You think?’

   She’d nodded and said, ‘For sure. It reminds me of an enormous tongue.’

   Gringo smiled. ‘All the better to eat you with.’

   ‘Precisely!’ and Glen had nodded and grinned as they shared another look, and both knew what they had in mind.

   ‘And would one like a new tie to go with the suit?’ minced the assistant, bringing Gringo crashing back to the here and now. ‘I can offer you one of the blue silk jobs free with the compliments of the management.’

   ‘Red!’ insisted Gringo. ‘It must be red.’

   ‘Now there we have a minor problem, sir,’ wittered the slight young man. ‘Only blue’s on offer today. Take the blue one, sir. Go very well, it would. Really well.’

   ‘Not interested, show me the reds. I don’t care about the width, so long as it’s red.’

   Gringo bought two red ties boasting discreet diagonal stripes, and after that he headed across the square and invested in a ridiculously expensive pair of shoes, black for sure, lace ups essential, and then as an afterthought, he dived into one of the men’s fashion boutiques, and picked up some fancy new black underwear, the kind of thing a porno star might wear, just in case he should strike gold, a store where he collected more than one lascivious look from the fat geezer behind the counter.



   Afterwards he hurried home, desperate to try on his new possessions, pausing only at the car wash, where he lavished the most expensive selection on his gleaming black beast.

   Soon after that, as he plunged the key into the lock at Gringo Towers, he heard a sound he didn’t want to hear. Inside, the telephone was pinging away.

   ‘No!’ he said aloud. Surely the stupid girl wasn’t ringing to cancel. He knew he shouldn’t have taught her that blessed number. It was his own fault, and now it was coming back to bite him on the backside. He dumped the bags on the sofa and rushed across the room and picked up the phone.

   ‘Nineteen sixty-six!’ he yelled.

   ‘And here was I thinking we’d moved into a new century,’ said the woman caller.

   Oh, thank you, God! Thank you! thought Gringo. It wasn’t Melanie at all, thank heavens for that; it was big Brenda.

   ‘Hello, Gringo,’ she purred. ‘I thought you might have rung me by now.’

   ‘Hello, Brenda…’ but before he could mention he was unavailable that night she was speaking again.

   ‘I thought, Gringo, I could cook you a lovely sirloin steak, just as you like it, I could make a real fuss of you, I’ll bet you’ve had a very stressful week, and later on, in return, you could make a real fuss of me… if you like.’

   ‘Are you thinking of tonight?’ said Gringo, ever eager not to close any door.

   ‘Of course I am thinking of tonight. When else? It seems ages since I’ve seen you. I’ve missed you, Gringo. Please say you’ll come. I’ve bought some new gear and everything.’

   ‘Can’t, Brenda, got something on tonight, important stuff. Really important. Maybe another night, eh?’

   ‘Oh Gringo! You are the end! Can’t you bloody well cancel? I’ve bought the steaks now, and four bottles of that claret you like.’

   She’d probably bought four bottles of the claret she liked, but no matter, No meant No. Crazed horses would not drag him round to Brenda’s pad tonight, not even if Melanie blew him out would he go there, not even if Melanie rang up in five minutes and cancelled, well maybe then, just maybe, every man had a breaking point.

   ‘Well when, then?’ she sulked. ‘Tomorrow?’ and in the way she spoke Gringo could envisage her pouting face.

   ‘Maybe. I’ll ring you. Sorry Brenda. Got to go.’

   He didn’t wait a moment longer to hear the cursing that was certain to be heading his way. For a short while afterwards he left the phone off the hook, something he was loath to do, because he always imagined an important call might be trying to get through.

   He gathered his new treasures together, leapt up the stairs to the top of Gringo Towers, and laid his things on the black silk-topped bed. He took a shower, ran the bath, and wallowed in a haze of bubbles for more than an hour, pondering on the night ahead.

   Nothing would be left to chance. He would take her to the best place he knew. He would lavish money on her like no man had done before. He guessed Brian had never made such a fuss of his wife as he planned to do. Gringo rehearsed his lines, revised his jokes; he even made little notes in his black leather diary, ace conversation starters and extra little funnies, just in case the date should ever grind to a halt. He could always dash to the cloakroom and refresh his mind, recharge his vocal chords with renewed ideas. Anything to impress her. Nothing would be left to chance.










  
  
Chapter Five




He always aimed to arrive on dates ten minutes late. Just long enough to keep them on their toes, keep them guessing. When he appeared, he expected to see them standing, waiting, wondering; glancing at their wristwatches. 

He hated it if they showed up late. It showed a lack of respect, a lack of interest, and that wouldn’t do.

   He glanced at the car's digital clock. 8.08. Perfect. Only the last block to negotiate, one more corner, left at the City Hall and he was there. White’s bookshop nestled in the centre of an old Victorian block on the left-hand side where he expected to see her standing, waiting, and she was.

   She was loitering in the doorway, both hands cradling her black handbag in front of her. She was wearing a long beige raincoat, an old thing he’d seen many times before. Not an auspicious start. He’d gone to so much trouble, and she’d turned up in an old rag-like coat that any self-respecting charity shop would have said: Thanks, but no thanks. He would have to have a word with her about that.

   Gringo smiled through the windscreen, a smile returned with interest, and then she opened the door and jumped in.

   ‘Hello, Gringo.’

   ‘Hello, Melanie.’

   ‘And how are you, man?’

   ‘All the better for seeing you.’

   ‘My God, you look smart. Is that a new suit?’

   ‘This?’ he said, feigning disinterest. ‘No, I’ve had this for ages.’

   ‘Where are we going?’ she asked, settling into her seat.

   ‘I thought we’d go to a country club I know, twenty-five miles from here. No one will know us there, leastways, they won’t know you.’

   ‘Sounds good to me.’

   ‘Did Brian get away all right?’

   ‘Oh yeah. He won’t be back till tomorrow night.’

   Gringo liked the sound of that, thrust the car into gear, and cruised away. Melanie fastened her seat belt and crossed her legs. He couldn’t miss the exciting rustle. She was wearing black tights, or maybe, just maybe, stockings. He mused on the thought for a moment as they headed for the ring road, and the quickest route out of town. Her perfume was strong; a scent that soon infiltrated every corner of the car. Gringo liked it and took a second sniff.

   ‘What’s the perfume?’

   ‘Do you like it?’ she smiled. ‘It’s called Frantic Fever.’

   Frantic Fever, fuck me! thought Gringo, and he laughed aloud. Who the hell thought up these crazy names?

   ‘What’s so funny?’ she said, giggling to herself, as Mel was prone to do.

   ‘Great name, eh? Brian buy it for you?’

   ‘Course he did. Who else would buy me expensive perfume? You never have, Gringo.’

   She had a point. He had never bought her perfume or anything else, other than a steak pie and chips, something he planned to improve on that night. If she played her cards right, Miss Melanie Harris, aka Mrs Melanie Tucker, could have whatever she damn well desired.



It took fifty minutes to drive to the country club, what with the city traffic and the Saturday night dating hordes out en masse. It was a pleasant evening, no rain, just a hint of chill in the air, hence the tatty coat he imagined, as he pulled the car into the packed car park.

   She glanced up at the ancient Cotswold stone building. It was bathed in yellow light, while to one side of the entrance, sitting within a small walled rose garden; was a large rectangular sign, gold letters on a pale green background; announcing: The Henderson Country Club.

   ‘Who’s Henderson?’ she said.

   ‘Some old guy, you never see him about these days; his three sons run the place now. They’ll be on parade somewhere.’

   Melanie had never been to a country club before, and neither had she met young men who part-owned such a salubrious establishment, two points that were not lost on her. She’d make it her business to find out more, and was looking forward to it, and a sense of excitement came over her, one she hadn’t experienced in months.

   There were three guys manning the door, suited and booted to impress. The youngest one, who Gringo had never seen before, stepped forward and enquired: ‘Are you members?’

   It wasn’t quite the greeting Gringo expected. One of the others was a Henderson, a big guy named Richie, the middle brother. He smiled at Gringo and the girl and said: ‘Good evening, Mister Greene, and your lovely lady; show them inside, Mark, Mister Greene is a valued member of our club.’

   The young one nodded reluctantly, opened the double doors, and ushered them inside.

   Melanie gazed about at the palatial bar; dripping with mahogany and marble and thick pale green curtains, with matching expensive pull cords, timeless quality that never went out of date.

   ‘What would you like to drink?’ said Gringo, as they stood at the rear of a packed crowd at the bar.

   ‘White wine,’ she said. ‘Where can I leave my coat?’

   ‘Oh yeah, sorry. The cloakroom is there, look, go and drop it off and I’ll fix the drinks.’

   ‘Ta, Gringo,’ and with that she disappeared into the cloakroom.

   The crowd at the bar drifted away. Gringo’s turn. He would have to pace himself. He didn’t want to spoil the evening later by being hoiked in by the local plod, and he couldn’t afford to lose his driving licence. Moderation was the word. And anyway, there were other reasons he shouldn’t get drunk, or so he imagined. She could drink as much as she wished, within reason, for no one wants a falling down and puking drunk woman, and certainly not him; happy and merry maybe, vomiting drunk, certainly not, but he would have to be careful. He ordered an alcohol-free beer, and wine for her.

   There were three guys working the bar, young and tall and fit and handsome, and they knew it too, perhaps college kids, or even local sixth formers earning extra cash to buy a car. They were busy, leastways they had been. Gringo noticed they had paused and were staring over his shoulder. Gringo turned round.

   She was standing there. Miss Melanie Harris, aka Mrs Melanie Tucker, dressed in a single item of clothing, a figure hugging black velvet dress, no sleeves, her hour-glass figure flat against the material, just a hint of the ample cleavage she possessed to keep the boys interested, unless they were blind.

   ‘Fucking hell!’ whispered Gringo.

   ‘Will I do?’ she said. ‘Do you like it?’

   ‘Do? Do? You’ll do for me,’ and he grabbed her arm and dragged her away to a vacant low table surrounded by three comfy chairs. ‘You sit there; I’ll get the drinks.’

   She may have thrown on that dreadful beige Mac, but beneath, shark’s teeth, what could you say? She looked like a Hollywood starlet. Talk about scrubbing up well, Melanie Harris might well be the most beautiful, nay, desirable woman in the entire county, leastways, right there, Gringo thought so, and he wasn’t alone.

   He worked his way back to the bar and paid the guys who were still nudging one another and beckoning toward Melanie. Gringo gave them his best Wild West Watch Yourselves look, his turned-down moustache appearing quite menacing, and it seemed to do the business, for they returned to their work and didn’t look at Melanie again… for all of a minute.

   ‘It’s nice in here,’ she said, sipping the cold liquid.

   ‘It is,’ he agreed, ‘and they serve a cracking dinner.’

   Right on cue, a waitress dressed in traditional black and white appeared and said, ‘Hello there. Are you dining with us tonight?’

   ‘We sure are,’ said Gringo, sharing a look with Mel.

   ‘Have you booked a table, sir?’

   ‘Yep. Gringo Greene.’

   The young dame glanced down at her list and smiled. He wouldn’t be the first young buck to insist he had booked a table when he hadn’t, but this time, he had. ‘Table twenty,’ she said, and she handed them each a vast menu. ‘Your table is now ready. Go in whenever you wish. There’s no hurry.’

   ‘Cheers,’ said Gringo, and the girl hustled off to meet and greet other lucky diners.

   ‘It’s nice in here,’ she said.

   ‘You said that before.’

   ‘Did I?’ and she giggled in that infectious, nervous manner she possessed, a vulnerable façade that was a killer for all men. ‘Well, it is,’ she said again, ‘nice in here, I mean. I thoroughly approve.’

   Once more, Gringo weighed her up. He glanced at her crossed legs, long and slender. Stockings, he was sure of it. Stockings and suspenders, it had to be.

   She saw him admiring her pins. She didn’t mind. Men did that all the time. At least with him she approved of the idea, enjoyed it even, whereas so many of the creeps made her skin crawl.

   ‘What are we going to eat?’ she asked.

   ‘Have whatever you like.’

   ‘It’s expensive.’

   ‘Think nothing of it. I invited you, remember. My treat.’

   But did he invite her, she pondered; or was he railroaded into it. Brian is away on Saturday night, she heard herself suggesting in that wine bar. The hint could not have been clearer.

   She picked up her bag. ‘Would you like me to go halvy-halfy?’

   ‘Don’t be so ridiculous!’

   Just as well, she thought, for Melanie had no intention of paying for a damned thing. She couldn’t, even if she wanted to. She only possessed a tenner to her name, and that wouldn’t even buy a starter.

   ‘If you’re sure.’

   ‘Damn sure, now shut up about the money and choose some food.’

   It was Gringo’s attempt at being masterful. Not a bad effort, but if he’d wanted to be a real bastard, to be really masterful, he would have demanded to see the colour of her cash, right there, right then. That’s what Brian would have done, not that he would have brought her to a place like this, not in a million years.

   The Henderson Country Club would have made Brian uncomfortable, which meant he would never cross the threshold, though he boasted a wide circle of friends, and that made Melanie glance around, half expecting to see one of them staring back at her, at them, glaring their disapproval. As for Gringo, as for being masterful, he still had a lot to learn. Poor man.

   ‘I’m having the crab starter,’ said Gringo, noticing his hunger.

   She pulled a face. ‘I hate crabs!’

   ‘Not crabs,’ he grinned, ‘fried crab cakes. They’re delicious.’

   She wasn’t convinced.

   ‘Would you mind if I had the garlic mushrooms?’

   Mind, why should I mind? and then he wondered what was really in her thoughts at that moment.

   ‘Have whatever you like, I told you.’

   ‘Yeah, I’ll have them, and a steak, well done. I hate it bloody.’

   ‘Me too,’ said Gringo. ‘Come on, let’s go through,’ and he stood up, making ready to go. Melanie drained her glass and let him take her arm as he led her through to the dining room next door.

   The table was small and intimate and was groaning under the weight of silver cutlery, best white china, three different sized crystal glasses on either side, a cute vase of carnations and a single fat and stubby lighted candle in the centre. The chairs were mahogany with padded maroon seats and backs, and were as comfortable as they looked. Gringo helped her into her chair and sat down opposite.

   ‘It’s like Christmas,’ she said, and it was.

   The same super-efficient waitress came to the table and took their order.

   ‘Would you like wine?’

   ‘Bottle of Champagne, Moet Chandon,’ said Gringo in a hurry, and the girl smiled at him and at Mel before scuttling off to fetch the queen of drinks.

   ‘Champagne,’ said Melanie slowly. ‘You won the lottery or something?’

   ‘No,’ said Gringo, ‘not yet, maybe one day.’

   The girl was back, with the heavy glass bottle in her linen-covered hands.

   ‘Would you like me to open?’

   ‘Sure,’ said Gringo, confident the girl would do a good job.

   Melanie grimaced. Her experience with Champagne look-alike drinks opened by Brian at Christmas, or on her birthday, always produced an explosion of epic proportions, the cork thudding into the ceiling, threatening the light fittings, threatening anyone who was in the way of the ricocheting stopper. Mind you, Brian would always act the fool and shake the bottle first, the attention seeker he was. Gringo was right. The girl twisted the bottle, not the cork, and it came away with a decent pop but no spillage. The pop had been enough to attract the attention of nearby diners, several of whom peered over at the handsome couple who were sharing Champagne, the lucky things. Someone must be doing well; perhaps it was a wedding anniversary or an engagement proposal dinner.

   The waitress poured two glasses and bent down and whispered in Melanie’s ear: ‘Your husband knows how to treat a girl. Where do you find a man like that?’

   Melanie giggled and covered her wedding ring as she swigged the drink, the bubbles sweeping up her cute Huguenot nose, as the waitress slipped the bottle into the wine cooler and retreated to the bar.

   ‘She thinks you’re my husband.’

   Gringo smiled, for once lost for words.

   ‘It’s nice in here,’ said Melanie, emptying her glass. ‘I know, I know, I said that before, but it is.’

   Gringo sipped his drink and took an eyeful of the young woman sitting opposite.

   ‘What is it?’ she said, clocking his inspection.

   ‘I was just admiring your beauty.’

   ‘Get off! Bet you say that to all the girls.’

   Come to think of it, he probably did, but in this case it was justified.

   ‘There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.’

   ‘Well, the answer is no,’ she said, grinning like a kid reading the jokes from a Christmas cracker. ‘I’m already married.’

   ‘Not that, you prune.’

   ‘What then?’

   ‘You don’t happen to have Glen’s address, do you?’

   A moment of silence followed before she said: ‘What, in America?’

   Gringo nodded.

   ‘Is that why you asked me out?’

   Perhaps it hadn’t been the right time to ask.

   ‘No, course not. I’ve got some papers for her, that’s all, references, that kind of stuff.’

   ‘Send it to her home address.’

   ‘Glen said she wanted them ASAP.’

   That was a lie, but Gringo was confident Mel wouldn’t know any different.

   ‘Are you sweet on Glenda, or something?’

   ‘No, course not. What made you think that?’

   ‘You better not be!’

   That was an odd thing for Mel to say, he thought. You better not be! What difference would it make to Mel if he were sweet on Glen?

   ‘No, it’s just that I’ve got these papers of hers, and I don’t know what to do with them.’

   ‘Well, if you must know, she did give me her address, but she also said I was not to give it to anyone else on pain of death, and especially not to you. Sorry, Gringo, but sisters stick together and all that. No can do.’

   ‘That’s cool,’ said Gringo, trying hard to remain calm and appear disinterested, though he couldn’t help wondering why on earth Glen would not want him to have her address. That hurt him, though he struggled hard not to show it.

   They were both glad to see the waitress back with crab cakes and garlic mushrooms. She caught Gringo’s eye and nodded at the bottle. He raised and lowered his eyebrows, and she refilled Mel’s glass, with just a top-up splash for him.

   

After that they talked small talk, or at least Melanie did, and he was happy to let her natter on. He was a good listener, always had been. Records and songs she liked and had bought, films she had seen, holidays they had enjoyed, places they had visited, and new places she hankered to see, relatives who made fools of themselves at a recent Tucker family wedding, new carpets they had bought, and better ones she had set her heart on.

   As she rambled happily on, Gringo watched her without appearing to do so. The way her lips devoured her food, and the way they pursed when she drank. The way her big blue eyes looked at everything as if they were seeing the world for the very first time, like a kid’s eyes on their birthday, the way her breasts moved with her breathing, the way her dress constricted her honed and toned body, the way she tossed her tumbling, blonde hair back over her shoulder whenever it had the temerity to stray onto the table.

   Melanie Harris, as Gringo preferred to remember her, was the archetypal dumb blonde. The glitzy, super-attractive office glamour puss, without a brain in her head. And yet, and yet, that was unkind and incorrect. Somewhere in that dizzy head of hers lurked a clever girl who occasionally burst forward with acts of brilliance that stunned everyone. When they happened, and it had to be said, they were rare; they were all the more surprising. There was that dreadful business earlier in the year when All Nippon Steel had overcharged them £250,000 on a heavy-duty wire contract. No one had noticed that, not even Gringo himself, nor the entire accounts department, and the bill had passed all checks and scrutiny, and was within eight minutes of being electronically settled.

   Gringo could still hear Melanie’s voice soothing through the office, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she’d discovered.

   ‘Why are we paying them a quarter of a mill too much?’

   The office had come to a juddering halt.

   Bloody good question! Why are we? Check every damned invoice that All Nippon has ever sent. Check every damned invoice that anyone has ever sent! Jesus Christ! Somehow the story reached head office, though not from Gringo’s lips. He definitely did not want to be associated with such a monumental cock-up, but now he was, no matter how hard he might try to deflect the blame.

   Dryden Engineering had rewarded Melanie Tucker with a bottle of Cava and a £50 book token. They knew how to look after their staff. Melanie thought it pretty cool, especially when Gringo bought the book token from her for forty pounds cash. She was quids in, though she never mentioned it to Brian or he would have wanted his share. No, Melanie Harris was a smart kid who happened to be extremely attractive and very desirable, as Gringo reaffirmed when he treated himself to another eyeful, and that cleavage that made his mouth stone dry at the very sight of it.










  
  
Chapter Six




Melanie had never tasted Baked Alaska before and pronounced it the King of Sweets, as she insisted on calling it.

   ‘Puddings,’ Gringo had mentioned once or twice, but for Mel they would always be Sweets.

   Neither had she seen or tasted flaming Zambucas either, and she adored the theatrical performance, as Gringo implored her not to drink until she was certain the blue flame was out.

   ‘What do you do with this?’ she said, waving the hot coffee bean before his eyes.

   ‘I could tell you.’

   Mel giggled. ‘Don’t be so naughty,’ and she glanced around at the emptying dining room. ‘I need the loo, Gringo,’ she whispered through slightly slurred words.

   ‘You know where it is. I’ll meet you in the bar in a few minutes.’

   She stood up and smoothed down her dress and said: ‘Don’t go away. I haven’t finished with you yet.’

   Gringo winked at her as she turned away. In the next minute, the waitress returned and sat in Mel’s chair. A little familiar, thought Gringo, but she was a decent-looking thing, with her bright red lipstick and pageboy short, black hair.

   ‘Your wife seems to be enjoying herself.’

   ‘You think?’

   ‘I should say so.’

   ‘So you think I’m on a good thing tonight?’

   ‘I’d get her home right now if I were you.’

   ‘Thanks for the advice, but I think there’s some dancing to be done first.’

   ‘I hope she knows how lucky she is.’

   ‘I think it’s slowly dawning on her.’

   ‘Sorry to introduce a sour note, but here’s the bill,’ and she slipped it across the table.

   Gringo glanced at it. A few pennies shy of £400. He would wager right now that Melanie would be shocked to see such a thing. It wasn’t far short of what she earned in a week. Probably as well she didn’t see it at all. Gringo took out his wallet and counted out fifteen twenties, and an extra one for the girl.

   ‘Thanks for looking after us,’ he said, nodding at the cash.

   She thought of that for a second and then stood up and collected the money, but before leaving she bent down and whispered in his ear: ‘If you ever get fed up with her, you come and see me, you know where I am.’

   ‘I will,’ he said, slightly taken aback, and his answer must have surprised her too because she stood there for a second, gazing into his eyes to discover if he meant it. Then she turned and skipped away as Gringo headed for the cloakroom.

When he came out, Melanie was standing outside the door of the Ladies, looking relaxed and radiant. She was chatting to one of the young kids from behind the bar. He must have been about six years younger than her, but it hadn’t stopped him taking his chance to speak to her, and ask her out, but when he saw Gringo and that fearsome moustache that conjured up visions of six guns and duels in some dusty Western town, he hopped off in a hurry.

   Gringo offered her his arm, and she took it as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

   ‘Now then, Miss Harris, I believe you’re fond of dancing.’

   ‘I love dancing!’

   ‘Yes, I thought you might. Time to get down those stairs.’



A long and straight staircase led down to the disco, a set of stairs that many a giddy punter had struggled to negotiate. Mel’s heels insisted she take great care, but they were soon through the door to be met by banks of waving blue light, pulsing toward them like something from a science fiction film.

   The music started again; a crashing beat that matched the light show spot on. Gringo grabbed her arm and dragged her onto the packed dance floor. She threw her arms in the air and shook her head, her hair exploding around her like a halo, and then they were lost in their own little world, their eyes locked together, their bodies jerking and swaying to the overpowering rhythm.

   Brian hated dancing of all kinds and never ventured onto the floor. Gringo disliked dancing too, but hid it well. He’d learnt early in life that the best way to get jiggy with a woman was to get her on her feet and set her dancing. He wondered if it would work. If he had to bet on it, he thought it might, but, don’t forget, he reminded himself, she was an underling from work, and more than that, she was married to the brutish and violent Brian. Gringo tried hard not to think of such distractions.

   There was slowy on the mixer deck, and Mel was now draped all over him. He cupped his hands around her back, across her buttocks, as she pulled herself closer. Gringo stirred, and she knew it.

   ‘You are a naughty boy, Gringo Greene.’

   Just for a second he thought of Glen. All thoughts of her had vanished up till then, after that difficult question he’d asked Mel earlier, a pig’s ear of a question to issue, in retrospect. If I’m a very naughty boy, then what does that make you? he thought, but said nothing, contenting himself with pecking the porcelain neck that had presented itself.

   ‘How did you know to kiss me there? I love being kissed there, more than anywhere else… almost.’

   ‘I didn’t know,’ he said, though he was lying again. In his experience, every woman he’d ever met adored being kissed there. Leastways, he’d never met one that didn’t.

   He glanced over her shoulder at the bespectacled guy playing the music. On the near side of the deck in big silver letters it said: This is a Celine Dion Free Zone. Don’t ask. Don’t even think of asking. Show respect!

   That was fair enough as far as he was concerned. He wouldn’t ask, not in a million years. The slowy was ending. In a moment, everyone knew the heavy beat would be back. Hip-hop, House, Dance, Trance, Techno, Jungle, whatever it was called that week, Gringo liked it, when in truth he wasn’t into music at all.

   ‘Can I have a drink?’ she panted.

   ‘Sure. What do you want?’

   ‘Lager, extra cold.’

   He took her hand and dragged her to the bar and ordered two beers. He would not leave her alone in an ocean of ravenous sharks. Melanie was the tastiest creature in the sea by some distance, and the place was full of hunters.

   ‘Where’s your bag?’ he said, noticing it was missing.

   ‘In the cloakroom,’ she said, gulping her drink. ‘I left it there.’

   ‘Go steady on the booze.’

   ‘Yes, Mister Boss.’

   ‘And don’t be cheeky.’

   She giggled again. ‘I’m just refuelling. I haven’t finished dancing yet, not by a long way.’ She emptied the glass and took his hand and dragged him back to the floor.

   Some time later, people began leaving. A little while after that, the DJ said: ‘Make the most of it, guys; this one’s the last one.’

   It had all ended so soon, yet they’d been there hours. As ever, there were one or two moans and groans, but not so much from the guys. The last tune started, a slowy. Gringo didn’t recognise it, a young woman singing a big ballad, not unlike the banned Celine herself. Mel knew the track, for she was crooning every word into Gringo’s left ear. It was the winning song from one of those Saturday night TV talent shows that Gringo never watched.

   Mel tugged herself closer. Gringo returned the hug, and as she turned and stared into his eyes, it was the moment. He kissed her, just as he knew she wanted him to. In that second, she looked the same as every woman yearning to be kissed. She displayed the same moony face, those identical steady, expectant, and demanding eyes. Gringo had seen that look a thousand times before, and it was true. At that exact moment, every woman, regardless of height, build, colour, creed, or age, looked identical. He couldn’t explain it, and he doubted if anyone could.

   The kiss was gentle to begin with, turning harder, and hotter and more passionate as it progressed, as the best kisses always do. He was getting excited again, and he wasn’t alone.

   When they came apart, between breaths, Mel said, ‘You know something? I’ve always fancied you, Gringo.’

   ‘Have you? Really?’

   ‘Yeah, course. Didn’t you know? Even before I married Brian. I always thought that one day you might ask me out.’

   ‘Then why didn’t you say?’

   ‘It wasn’t for me to say! It was for you to act!’

   He thought back to the day he’d first met Mel. Interviewing her in the boardroom where he’d liked her from the very first moment. She’d landed the job before she’d opened her mouth. What was it his old boss used to say? Always employ the one you’d most like to screw.

   Sure, it might have been politically incorrect, and sometimes it went against what was best for the firm, but overall it was sound thinking that often paid handsome dividends. He remembered that soon after she’d joined the company, she announced her engagement to the big-mouthed fool, and the next day was seen wafting her sparkly ring in front of the girls and fellas alike. Maybe that put him off, though he found that hard to believe, both back then, and right there.

   ‘You should have said something.’

   ‘I didn’t think you would be interested in a dizzy young thing like me, what with you being the big boss and all.’

   ‘Your trouble is you don’t understand how beautiful you are… and how clever.’

   No one had ever referred to Melanie as clever before, and certainly not to her face, and though she suspected he wasn’t being serious, she loved it.

   ‘Are you trying to get into my knickers, Gringo? Clever? Me? You’re having a laugh.’

   ‘You are cleverer than you think. You don’t give yourself enough credit.’

   Before she could answer, the record came to a swirling end and the brighter lights came on. The bar shutters were down, the barmaids had all gone home, barmaids downstairs, barmen upstairs. On the dance floor, only three couples remained, and it wouldn’t be long before the cleaners appeared.

   ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘time to go.’

   

He followed her up the stairs and watched her make for the cloakroom to collect her bag and scruffy Mac. Gringo went to the men’s room, and when he came out, she was there waiting. She’d fixed her lipstick and slipped on her coat. They shared a fleeting smile and headed for the door.

   The same three guys were back on parade, the opposite of meeting and greeting. The younger one was yawning. Couldn’t stand the pace, thought Gringo. Richie saw them coming and held the door open.

   ‘Thank you for your custom, Mister Greene; hope to see you again soon.’

   ‘Thanks, Rich, excellent as always.’

   ‘Nighty-night, boys,’ said a grinning Mel, stepping out into the night.

   ‘Goodnight, Melanie,’ said Richie, as he closed the doors behind them.

   They heard the bolts going on, they must have been the last ones out, unless they were having an all night lock-in, which was not unheard of at the Henderson Country Club, when the card tables would be set out, and the big money high rollers from dubious backgrounds would begin playing poker.

   In the past, Gringo had let himself be lured down that track just once, with the inevitable result. He’d had his pants removed, not literally, but not far off. He’d never stray that way again, and anyway, what would your average red-blooded male prefer? To stay behind and play cards? Or take your chances with the beautiful girl? No contest. Never was, never will be.

   They stood at the top of the six stone steps for a moment and breathed in the cool night air. There was a moon, a whopping yellow presence glittering down on all those lucky enough to notice.

   ‘Look at the moon,’ she said.

   Gringo would normally notice the moon about once in ten years. Maybe that night was the night. He offered her his arm, and she linked him as they danced down the stairs together and headed across the car park toward the car.    










  
  
Chapter Seven




He pulled the car key from his pocket and pointed and fired. The doors unlocked with an audible click, emphasised on the still night air. Lights went on, inside and out. 

She hopped round to the passenger side and jumped in.  For a moment they sat quietly together. She’d turned in toward him, sitting with her knees together, pointing at the gear stick.

   ‘Enjoy yourself?’ he said, gently.

   Mel nodded.

   ‘Really?’

   ‘One of the best nights ever.’

   It couldn’t get much better than that. Gringo smiled.

   ‘Come here.’

   They leant closer and kissed, the only contact between them, lips. And again. She tasted of mint, as if she had been chewing gum, or had freshened up her mouth in the cloakroom. It was pleasant, but she didn’t need the flavour of mint to taste wonderful. He’d pulled her closer, deep into his arms, and she let him reel her in. She didn’t think she could stop herself, and anyway, she didn’t want to stop. 

   ‘Wow!’ whispered Gringo, when they eventually came apart.

   ‘Where did you learn to kiss like that, Gringo?’

   ‘I’ve had lots of practice.’

   ‘I’ll bet you have, you bugger.’

   ‘Do you fancy a coffee?’

   ‘Sure, so long as there’s a big slug of whisky in it.’

   ‘Maybe, if you’re good, now do up your seatbelt.’

   ‘You are awfully bossy.’

   ‘Someone has to take control.’

   She didn’t answer. She was beyond caring. 

   Gringo started the car and roared from the car park. A sixth sense kicked in. He had been drinking, not a lot, it was true, but drinking nevertheless, and it was late on a Saturday night, or to be more correct, early on a Sunday morning, and the local patrolmen would be under strict orders to stop and arrest anyone over the drink drive limit, and especially anyone speeding and driving like, well, a drunken driver. He eased back on the accelerator. He may have wanted to get her home as quickly as possible I’d get her home right now, if I were you. But it was more important to arrive safely, and without any interruptions from the boys in blue. He turned on the radio. It was that song again; it was everywhere, the young woman off the TV.

   ‘I love this record,’ said Mel, and she reached down and turned up the volume. ‘You don’t mind?’

   ‘Course not.’

   She turned it up still further and began singing aloud, and after that the news came on. 

   ‘I hate the news,’ she said, ‘it’s freakin’ boring,’ and she turned it off.

   Gringo didn’t say a word.

   ‘What sort of house have you got, Gringo?’

   ‘Modern, warm, comfortable.’

   ‘Expensive?’

   ‘Not when I bought it.’

   ‘But it would cost you a lot now?’

   ‘Now I couldn’t afford it.’

   ‘Describe it.’

   ‘Three stories, three bathrooms, modern, minimalist, I hate clutter, it does me fine.’

   ‘Three bathrooms?’

   ‘Yep, one on each floor.’

   ‘And you live by yourself?’

   ‘Most of the time.’

   ‘Don’t you get lonely?’

   ‘Not often, and when I do, I go out and find some company.’

   ‘Like me?’ she giggled.

   ‘Yeah, like you.’

   ‘I’ve always wanted to see your house.’

   ‘Have you?’ 

   Gringo wondered why that should be, though he didn’t say. He glanced across at her. Her first finger was in her mouth. She was sucking it as a kid might, and she was nodding.

   ‘Well, you will see it, just as soon as we get home.’

The close was quiet and deserted as he pulled into the street. Three sodium lights cast their orange macabre beams across the parked cars and closed windows. An old cat ran from beneath one of the cars and yowled, before taking refuge under next door’s Mercedes. Gringo drove the car onto the drive right in front of the front door and cut the engine.

   ‘Home, sweet home.’

   They exchanged a brief look, Mel rolling her eyebrows, then stepped out of the car and closed the doors, hers a little noisily for his liking, as they stood and stared up at the sleeping red brick house.

   ‘It’s fab,’ she said.

   ‘You like it?’

   ‘I love it.’

   He opened the door, flipped the hall light on and beckoned her inside. Off the hall to the right was the open plan kitchen, dining, and sitting area with a small bathroom behind that. The main sitting room was on the first floor but Gringo used the ground floor as often as not. His favourite white leather sofa was there, and his big new TV fixed to the wall. He couldn’t tell you why, but he much preferred lounging on the ground floor. He closed the blinds and curtains and put on some discreet lighting.

   ‘Can I use the bathroom?’

   ‘Sure, it’s through there. Coffee?’

   ‘Yeah, so long as it’s strong.’

   Gringo fired up the coffee machine and took out a bottle of whisky. It was four fifths full, not his favourite drink; in fact he was a moderate drinker altogether, leastways, he told himself that.

   Melanie had returned. She’d ditched the coat. She’d fixed her lipstick again, and done something to her hair. Gringo couldn’t keep his eyes from her, as the coffee machine was coming to a climax.

   ‘Can I ask you something?’ she said.

   ‘Anything you like.’

   ‘Can I have another kiss?’

   ‘You can have a kiss any time you want.’

   ‘Really?’

   ‘Sure. Anytime.’

   ‘Come here then,’ she said.

   ‘You come here.’

   ‘No, you come here.’

   ‘You come here! Or the offer’s lapsed.’

   ‘Don’t be such a goat,’ she said, as she ran to him and threw herself into his arms.

   The kiss was longer this time, hard and passionate. She’d generously reapplied Frantic Fever, all over, it seemed to him, maybe too liberally, but hey, if that was the worst thing to happen that day, then so be it. She thrust her groin toward him, she was a fireball when roused, no doubt about it, as Gringo returned pressure in that special area, and she must have approved of the feeling because she let out a long deep sigh like an animal. When they came apart Gringo said, ‘Go and sit down,’ pointing to the sofa, ‘while I finish the coffee.’

   ‘Okay, bossy boots!’

   He turned his back on her, smiling to himself, as he poured coffee into the china mugs, leaving room for a top up. He opened the Scotch and splashed a dash in hers, she’d had enough to drink and he didn’t want her falling asleep, or worse; and a larger slug for himself. He didn’t mind whisky in coffee, and he hadn’t drunk too much. He took the mugs to the sitting area, put them on the glass coffee table, and sat beside her.

   ‘So what do you think of the house?’

   ‘I think it’s fab, not that I’ve seen it all yet.’

   ‘Play your cards right.’

   She giggled again and sipped the coffee. Then she set it down and opened her arms wide. He didn’t need asking twice. He grabbed her and hugged her and kissed her lips and neck, in that special place she thought that only he knew, ears, nose, and mouth again. She couldn’t get enough, and neither could he.

   Minutes later they came apart and he stood up, bent down and took off her high heels, grabbed her legs, and swung her round so she was flat on her back on the sofa. He undid and removed his shoes and turned back to her.

   Then he was on top of her, his legs on either side of her, pressing down, his lips searching out hers again.

   ‘Blimey Gringo, you don’t waste much time.’

   He imagined she would not want it any other way.

   ‘Shut up and kiss me.’

   ‘I’ll do anything you want, Gringo.’

   ‘Really?’

   ‘Anything at all.’

   ‘You’re playing with fire, Miss Harris.’

   ‘I don’t care. Do you want to go upstairs?’

   Do I want to go upstairs? He pondered on her suggestion. Do I want to go upstairs? Stupid question.

   ‘Well?’ she said.

   ‘What do you think?’

   ‘I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.’

   ‘Of course I do.’

   ‘I will, on one, no, two, conditions.’

   ‘You’re one for conditions all right. I’m listening.’

   ‘No biting, no scratching, no bruises, no marks.’

   ‘That’s four conditions.’

   ‘No it isn’t, that’s the first.’

   ‘And the second?’

   ‘You never tell anyone, not a living soul, ever.’

   ‘Course I won’t. What do you think I am, a Kiss-and-tell-Mickey?’

   She had no idea who Kiss-and-tell-Mickey was, and had no intention of asking.

   ‘You agree?’

   He could stop himself biting and scratching, though he wasn’t sure he could leave her without a collage of bruises.

   ‘Sure,’ he whispered.

   ‘All right, Gringo. It’s your lucky night.’

   He nodded slowly and smiled his best wicked smile and said: ‘Get up those stairs!’

   ‘I can’t. You’re pinning me to the sofa.’

   Gringo peeled himself off and stood aside.

   ‘My room’s at the top of the house.’

   She kicked her legs round and stood up and giggled, before running to the stairs. ‘The top of the house,’ she squealed. ‘The very top of the house,’ and in the next moment she ran up the staircase as if her life depended on it. Gringo moved to the stairs just in time to see her rear end disappearing around the top of the banister. He heard her giggling and more frantic footsteps as she ran up the next flight.     

He licked his lips. His mouth was as dry as an old deckchair in high summer. He returned to the coffee and drained the mug. It made no difference. He shrugged off his jacket, threw it to one side, and followed her up.      








  
  
Chapter Eight




The bedroom door was ajar. He eased it open. She’d removed the dress. There was no sign of it anywhere. She was standing beside the bed, facing him, staring at him, hands on hips, legs apart. 

He’d been right all along. Stockings and suspenders. Black. Everything black. She looked like a siren from some fantasy movie, or one of those vamp-like characters you see in teenage graphic novels. He licked the inside of his mouth and made to move toward her.

   Mel threw up her hand.

   ‘Stop,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Stay!’

   Gringo stood still, feasting his eyes. 

   What a woman. What a body.

   She turned toward the bed and kicked up her right leg, placing her tiny foot on the black silk sheet, undid the stocking, and rolled it down. Every few seconds she would check he was watching. His tongue was showing. She wasn’t surprised.

   She threw the stocking on the carpet and turned and removed the other, then unhooked the suspender belt. It fell to the floor. She reached behind her back and unhooked the straining low cut bra. She did that cross over motion with her hands as she eased it off and threw it in front of him. Gringo wanted to go to her, and she knew it.

   ‘No!’ she said again, ‘Not yet!’

   She licked both index fingers and inserted them beneath the elastic of her knickers, flexing it several times, before easing them down, then stood before him, no hint of self-consciousness, naked, her hands clasped together behind her back.

   Gringo gawped. His mouth had never been so dry.

   ‘So Gringo, how do you want me?’

   ‘On the bed! On your back!’ 

   He was surprised he’d managed to speak at all.

   She sat gently on the side of the bed, knees together, and swivelled around, like a lady getting into a sports car, as she settled into the centre of the bed.

   ‘You don’t need to wear anything. I’m on the pill.’

   It was just as well. Gringo had no intention of wearing anything. He didn’t believe in things that reduced his pleasure. If the girl fell pregnant, well wasn’t that what was supposed to happen? And another thought dropped into his mind. It was something that Glen had said on their last date. Melanie won’t be getting pregnant for a long time yet because apparently Brian is firing blanks. 

   Brian is firing blanks.

   How Glen knew about that, he had no idea, and right there, he didn’t care, but if that was the case, why was Melanie on the pill at all? It didn’t make much sense, but thinking about it, maybe it had something to do with why Brian was such a bad tempered bastard.

   Melanie opened her legs.

   Gringo gasped.

   His eyes gazed down, transfixed on the ultimate prize.

   She saw the electric shock that flickered across his pupils, and detected that fleeting animalistic look in his eyes, and she liked it. She liked him. She always had. Gringo knew she’d detected it, that recognisance. He couldn’t help himself.

   ‘Well, Gringo,’ she said. ‘What are you waiting for?’

   He moved to the foot of the bed and unzipped his trousers.

   ‘You need taking in hand, my girl.’

   ‘And I suppose you’re the man to do it.’

   ‘Damned right!’

   He dropped his pants and leapt on the bed, onto Melanie Harris, also known as Mrs Melanie Tucker.

   He held her head firmly in his hands, forcing her to stare into his eyes, into his soul. They kissed again, gently, then firmer still, harder, until their heads were swimming, and when they came apart Gringo nibbled her ear, no biting, and then he whispered: ‘All you have to do, darling, is concentrate.’

   ‘Concentrate on what, Gringo?’ she said breathlessly.

   ‘On me, of course.’  

He woke at 9.24am. He was lying on his back. His head was to one side, and he was staring at the pulsing red digital clock. But it wasn’t the alarm that had woken him. It was Melanie. She had been up since 8.30. She’d borrowed Gringo’s snazzy black, satin dressing gown, and had sneaked downstairs to make herself breakfast, toast and marmalade and coffee. She’d still found time to take a quick shower and now she was back, washed and ready, on the bed, with him.

   Gringo groaned.

   She didn’t speak. She couldn’t, she was too busy with him.

   9.41am. She rose and sat astride him, smiling down, the black gown open, draped down her body, her still wet hair plastered to her head and shoulders.

   ‘And how are you this morning,’ she said, smirking, as she rocked to and fro.

   ‘I’m good.’

   ‘I should jolly well think you are, after all the fabulous treats you’ve enjoyed over the last twelve hours.’

    Gringo rolled his eyebrows as if treats were only to be expected.

   ‘Don’t take me for granted, Gringo.’

   ‘I’m not, I was just thinking.’

   She eased herself up and down.

   ‘Thinking about what?’

   ‘When am I going to see you again?’

   ‘I don’t know, Gringo. Brian doesn’t go away that much. It won’t be easy. He must never find out.’

   ‘But you want to, don’t you?’

   She smiled coyly and said: ‘That’s for me to know, and you to find out.’   

   ‘We’ll just have to make the time. That’s all there is to it.’

   She shuddered and shook her head as a bead of sweat made its way down the canyon between her breasts. 

   ‘I can’t stay all day, just in case he comes home early.’

   ‘I’ll drive you home.’

   ‘No! Just drop me in the city. I’ll jump a bus. That’ll be fine.’

   ‘Whatever you want.’

   ‘Brian’ll be very hungry when he gets in, that’s for sure.’

   ‘What are you going to feed him?’

   ‘Not for food, stupid! For me! He won’t be in the house more than ten minutes before he rips my knickers off.’

   That was too much information, so far as Gringo was concerned. It didn’t seem right somehow, him sharing this fabulous girl with that thick bastard.  The thought of him, and her together…

   ‘I’ll have a long soak when I get in.’

   ‘Yeah, I see.’

   ‘So Gringo, in the meantime, all you have to do is concentrate…’ she teased. ‘On me, Gringo, on me.’

   Touché girl, touché.

On Sunday afternoon at half past two he dropped her in the city centre outside White’s Bookshop. He’d noticed that as soon as they’d entered the city limits she’d sat lower in her seat, the collar turned up on her crappy old Mac. She seemed nervous, perhaps a little guilty, he imagined, and he guessed she was frightened of being seen with him, or maybe she was just terrified of Brian, or perhaps both.

   He pulled the car to a standstill before the bookshop window, all bedecked out with posters for the new Lee Child thriller. He left the engine running and leant across to kiss her farewell. She turned away.

   ‘When am I going to see you again?’

   ‘You will see me tomorrow, Gringo, at nine o’clock sharp in the office. We work together, remember,’ and before he could say another word she’d jumped from the car and was hurrying away towards a red single decker bus that had pulled up in front of them.

   He watched her smile up at the driver, before stepping onto the bus. Gringo guessed it would make the bus driver’s day. It would make anyone’s day, being smiled at by Melanie Harris in that wicked, comely way of hers.









