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			00.30, 15 January 2014

			Westbourne Park Road, Notting Hill, London W2

			 

			Rakesh Sarkar came off the Westway driving his twenty-first-birthday present from his father through the back streets of Bayswater as if he was his grandmother. The spliff he’d smoked was giving him eye-crinkling giggles at the absurd image of a bespectacled little old Indian lady hunched over the steering wheel of a Porsche 911 Carrera. It had taken all his self-control not to open up the throttle on the raised dual carriageway, with London stretched out glittering at his feet while Renault Clios and Opel Corsas overtook him on the inside. 

			The reason for this reluctant, law-abiding drive back to his flat in Arundel Gardens was that he’d been out with relatives at a restaurant and drunk wine before going to his English girlfriend’s flat in Shoreditch to knock back shots of Glenmorangie, smoke a joint and have dispiritingly rapid sex. The following morning he had a five a.m. call to be at his commodities trading desk at Trafigura Limited on Portman Street. He’d been late once before and the only reason they’d allowed him to continue his internship was because his father, Uttam Sarkar, was the owner of India’s largest commodities conglomerate, the Amit Sarkar Group. 

			The alcohol and drugs meant that the Porsche had to be driven at a speed so slow it was almost stalling with outrage. So he was infuriated when an unmarked white car overtook him and switched on blue flashing lights above the rear bumper. The giggles vanished as he pulled into the kerb, lowered the window and hyperventilated the damp night air.

			Two police officers got out holding up hands against the headlights and made a sign that he should turn off his engine. One of them approached the driver’s side. The other walked slowly around the car. Sarkar coughed, stuck his head out of the window, sucked in more cold air.

			‘Anything the matter, officer?’ he said.

			‘Little bit erratic there, sir,’ said the policeman.

			‘Erratic!’ said Sarkar, instantly maddened. ‘What do you mean, erratic? I’ve never been so careful in my life.’

			The officer came down to his level, sniffed.

			‘Never been so careful in your life?’ he said. ‘Can I ask you if that’s because you’ve been drinking, sir?’

			‘No, I haven’t, officer. I don’t drink and drive. Absolutely not.’

			‘There’s a smell of alcohol on your breath, sir,’ said the officer. ‘Are you sure you haven’t been drinking? You did cross the central road markings on several occasions, and we associate that with driving under the influence.’

			‘I can assure you I have had nothing to drink,’ said Sarkar, heart thumping in his throat.

			‘Just look this way, sir,’ said the officer, shining a flashlight into his eyes.

			Sarkar blinked, felt foolish.

			‘Your pupils are dilated, sir,’ said the officer. ‘Perhaps you’ve been using drugs and that’s what’s made your driving even more erratic than if—’

			‘It wasn’t erratic. I was driving at the … below the speed limit. If I crossed the central line, it was only because there were parked cars on either side. We are in London, you know.’

			‘We do know that, sir. We’re with the Metropolitan Police,’ said the officer. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to step out of the car and take a breathalyser test, sir.’

			‘What the fuck …’

			‘Just try and keep the language and your temper under control, sir. We’re only doing our job. Can’t have people driving around under the influence, can we? End up killing people, then where would you be?’

			‘Look,’ said Sarkar, desperate, ‘what’s it going to take?’

			‘It’ll only take a few minutes, sir … if you’re clean.’

			‘You know what I mean, officer.’

			‘Do I?’ said the officer, frowning. ‘Sergeant, just come over here, please.’

			The other policeman joined him. Two hard faces peering in at the driver’s window.

			‘You’ve got our full attention now, sir. Just say what it was you wanted to know. What’s it going to …?’

			‘I asked you “What’s it going to take?”’ said Sarkar.

			‘And I said a few minutes if you’re clean, and you replied …’

			‘I replied: “You know what I mean, officer.” And I think you do.’

			‘Do I understand that correctly, Sergeant?’

			The two officers looked at each other, eyes narrowed.

			‘I think he’s offering you a bribe, sir.’

			‘How much are you willing to offer … as a bribe?’

			‘A grand.’

			‘A grand, eh?’ said the policeman. ‘One thousand pounds.’

			‘Make it two. One each,’ said Sarkar.

			‘Do you have this money on you, sir?’

			‘No.’

			‘So how’s that going to work?’

			‘I have it at home. In a safe.’

			‘I think the best thing for you to do is go with the sergeant in the car in front, and I’ll follow you home in your little motor. How’s that? Best be safe if you’re inebriated.’

			Sarkar got out of the car, handed over his keys, followed the sergeant to the unmarked police car and got in.

			A policewoman was sitting in the back, blonde hair tied up in a bun. As he sat down, closing the door, she leaned towards him and he felt a sharp prick in his left buttock. He yelped with shock.

			‘What the fuck was that?’

			‘Sorry, sir?’ said the policewoman.

			The sergeant got into the driver’s seat, pressed the central locking button.

			‘I felt something sharp go into my backside,’ said Sarkar.

			‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said the policewoman. ‘Now would you mind breathing into this?’

			‘Yes I bloody would,’ said Sarkar. ‘You stabbed me with something.’

			‘Stabbed you?’ said the policewoman, shocked, showing him her empty hands. ‘Let’s just wipe the seat. We get all sorts in here, you know. Drinkers, drug users. They sometimes drop their syringes.’

			‘Are you telling me I might have sat on a drug user’s syringe?’

			‘Well it’s never happened before, but you’re complaining so I think it’s worth checking.’

			‘I want to get out of this car,’ said Sarkar, ripping at the door lever.

			‘Just keep calm and breathe into this, and we’ll check if your alcohol level—’

			‘I AM NOT going to be CALM!’ roared Sarkar. ‘I am NOT going to be breathing into your bloody breathalyser. I might have picked up HIV from a syringe rolling around in your car.’

			‘We’re not bothering with that,’ said the sergeant. ‘We’ve come to an agreement … apparently.’

			‘Oh really, Sergeant?’ said the policewoman, ignoring the raving Sarkar. ‘What sort of an agreement?’

			‘He’s offered us two grand,’ said the sergeant.

			The Porsche 911 Carrera roared past them, disappeared into the night.

			‘Where the fuck is he going?’ said Sarkar, staring out the window, digging his iPhone from his pocket. ‘I thought he was supposed to be following us, not tearing off down the street … I’m calling my lawyer. There’s going to be no two grand now.’

			‘Just tell us where to go, will you, sir?’ said the sergeant.

			‘The nearest bloody police station,’ said Sarkar. ‘I’m not putting up with this. That fucker’s run off with my car.’

			The policeman checked the back seat in the rear-view, raised an eyebrow at the policewoman, who slipped off her shoe, leaned back, raised her foot and kicked Sarkar so hard in the side of the face that his head ricocheted off the window. 

			Silence. The policewoman took the iPhone from Sarkar’s slack hands.

			‘I do hate it when they get shouty,’ she said.

			‘I thought you’d given him enough trank to take an elephant down.’

			‘We’re not in the movies, you know.’

			 

			Klaus Weber, chauffeur to the Deal-O supermarket heir Hans Pfeiffer, was sitting in the reclining driver’s seat of an S65 Mercedes listening to Mahler’s Symphony No. 5 played by the World Orchestra for Peace, conducted by Valery Gergiev. He had grown to like classical music driving Hans Pfeiffer around Europe. Pfeiffer lived in Switzerland and didn’t like flying; only did it if absolutely necessary. He also didn’t like talking very much, and certainly not to people like Weber, with whom he struggled to find anything in common, so there was plenty of time for listening to music. 

			‘How’s it going, Klaus?’ said Jack, who’d just drifted over from his limousine, peaked chauffeur’s cap in hand. ‘Hey, like the music.’

			‘Alles gut,’ said Weber, leaning across the seat. ‘Mahler.’

			Despite this being his third consecutive night outside Chinawhite, all the other chauffeurs had ignored Weber. He’d walked past their cars smoking a cigarette but none of them had lowered their windows. Like Jack, they were mostly carrying celebrities around from club to club and rarely spent more than an hour at any one location. Jack was the only one who’d been friendly.

			‘Fancy a coffee, Klaus?’

			‘Sure, but where at this time of night?’

			‘Tinseltown, Great Portland Street. Just round the corner. Two minutes’ walk. Stays open till one o’clock.’

			Weber checked his watch, weighed it up.

			‘OK, just a coffee.’

			‘They do food as well. Nachos. Burgers. Don’t turn your nose up at it.’

			‘Don’t what?’

			‘Don’t worry, mate. Let’s go.’

			Weber was one of six drivers on the payroll. But tonight he wasn’t waiting for Hans Pfeiffer. This time he was sitting up the road from one of the fanciest nightclubs in London, hanging on the whim of Pfeiffer’s nineteen-year-old daughter, Karla. When she’d finally had enough, she would text him to pick her up. He would ease down to Winsley Street, open the door at Chinawhite’s and she’d hop in off her Jimmy Choos to be taken back to the Pfeiffers’ Chelsea town house.

			Weber’s precisely engineered German brain reckoned he wasn’t going to hear from Karla until at least two o’clock, as tonight she was in the company of Wú Gao, the very beautiful son of the Chinese real-estate heiress Wú Dao-ming. This was the couple’s third evening together at Chinawhite, and each night had been about an hour longer than the last.

			‘So how’s it been with Herr Pfeiffer in London these last few days?’ asked Jack.

			‘Oh, you know, the same thing every day,’ said Weber, putting on his Hugo Boss uniform raincoat but not the peaked cap. ‘We drive around. Look at property. They talk. I don’t hear anything. I just drive the car.’

			The rear passenger seats of the Mercedes were completely glassed in and hermetically sealed. Weber never heard a word of any of the discussions between Pfeiffer and Wú Dao-ming. He’d been driving them around London looking at potential development sites for luxury apartments, for which there was a huge demand in China. Pfeiffer already had more than forty Deal-O supermarkets around the capital and understood the investment opportunities, while Wú Dao-ming had the clients. Communication with Weber was via an intercom and consisted of the word ‘Stop’ and not much else. He was careful not to mention Wú Dao-ming to Jack. Pfeiffer was very strict about commercial security. He didn’t want anybody knowing who he was talking to.

			Karla and Wú Gao hadn’t known each other for long but they got on. They spoke in English, which was their only common language. Wú Gao was in the first year of an economics degree at the LSE and it was he who’d proposed they go to Chinawhite. Karla was in her first year at Central St Martin’s College of Art and Design. Wú Gao was mad about art. His mother had an extensive collection of Chinese artists. Karla was mad about Wú Gao.

			‘You know who I’m waiting for tonight?’ said Jack.

			‘Somebody different to last night?’

			‘Always different.’

			‘I don’t guess very well,’ said Weber, stiffly.

			‘Scarlett Johansson,’ said Jack. ‘She’s over here to see Jonathan Glazer, you know, the director of Under the Skin.’

			Weber looked blank. Jack shrugged, and as they walked past the Market Place Bar he took Weber’s arm and pulled him down a narrow alleyway, a cut-through to Margaret Street.

			‘Quicker this way,’ he said. ‘You like German movie directors?’

			‘I prefer football.’

			‘Don’t tell me … Bayern Munich.’

			‘How did you know?’

			‘It’s written all over you, Klaus. Arjen Robben, Franck Ribéry, Thomas Müller. Top bloody notch.’ 

			As they walked past Ryman, a tightly gloved hand flashed out of the shadows and hit Weber hard on the side of the neck. He stumbled, fell on to all fours and found himself staring into the grey slabs and joins of the paving stones, his vision dark-edged and pulsing. 

			The man who’d chopped him across the carotid stepped out of the dark and stuck a hypodermic into his left buttock, ramming the plunger home. He straddled Weber, who’d collapsed on to his elbows, grabbed him around the chest and lifted him to his feet. Jack found the car keys in his trouser pocket, along with a wallet. They stripped off the Hugo Boss coat, which Jack put on, and removed his mobile phone from the inside pocket, checked it. A car pulled up on Margaret Street, reversed on to the pavement as far as the single post in the middle of the alleyway. The boot sprang open.

			They walked Weber, toes trailing, to the car, folded him in and shut the lid. The gloved man handed Jack a small canister before getting into the passenger seat. Jack walked back down the alleyway and returned to Weber’s Mercedes. He opened the rear door, stripped off a piece of tape from the canister and stuck it below the seat. He got behind the wheel, turned on the Mahler and put Weber’s mobile phone on the armrest. Waited.

			At 01.45 Jack received a text from Karla telling him she was ready. He put on the driver’s cap and rolled down to Chinawhite, where she was waiting with Wú Gao. He pulled up, started to get out of the car. Karla told him not to bother and they climbed into the back.

			Jack pulled away heading west. He took out his own mobile phone and pressed the dial button, which triggered the canister to release nitrous oxide into the passenger area. Within a minute the couple started giggling, heads thrown back. They were holding hands and their faces rolled closer to each other. Jack checked them in the rear-view, saw the euphoria sweeping over them. Their lips touched and parted, their tongues flickered, but they were laughing too much to sustain a kiss for very long.

			Jack wheeled the Mercedes round, heading east. His passengers were oblivious. He rounded Russell Square, aiming for a small side street off the Gray’s Inn Road where there was high-walled off-street parking by a small warehouse. He pulled in, unlocked the rear passenger doors. Two men opened them from the outside. Karla and Wú Gao turned to see the masked men reaching in. They nearly smiled before their faces were engulfed by chloro­formed rags. The masked men got in the back, closed the doors. Jack pulled out on to the Gray’s Inn Road.

			 

			‘Call this number,’ said Siena.

			‘Who do I talk to?’ asked Jerry.

			‘Dunno. Someone. They’ll have stuff. We need more stuff.’

			‘You’re already fucked up, Si.’

			‘Get outta here,’ said Siena. ‘I haven’t even started.’

			The music thumped in the walls, fizzing up from the basement through the floors. They were sitting in a bare room at the top of a house on Leonard Street in Hackney. Lighting came from the orange street lamps below through uncurtained sash windows. Siena had her knees up to her chin. Jerry was lying at her feet. He rolled over and noticed that she wasn’t wearing any knickers.

			‘What happened to your pants, Si?’ he asked.

			‘Don’t be a perv, Jerry.’

			‘Couldn’t help it. I’m just lying here and—’

			‘I don’t know,’ she said, dismissing it, waving him off. ‘I must have fucked somebody. Can’t remember. Call the number. We need something.’

			The door opened. A head of long blonde hair looked round, saw them.

			‘Hi,’ he said.

			Silence.

			‘Mind if I time out in here?’

			The music was cartwheeling up the stairs behind him.

			‘Just need some space is all.’

			Siena and Jerry looked up, said nothing.

			‘Got some weed if that helps?’

			‘We done weed,’ said Jerry.

			‘All right, I got some pills. Different colours.’

			‘We done Smarties too,’ said Siena.

			‘Got some lines of blow, but it don’t look like you got the … surfaces for that.’

			‘We can make surfaces for that,’ said Siena, suddenly enthusiastic, nudging Jerry with her foot.

			‘This stuff ’s very pure, got to be careful with it,’ said the blonde guy. ‘Don’t want to have to peel you off the ceiling at six in the morning.’

			‘Like how pure?’ asked Siena.

			‘You Aussies?’ asked the blonde guy. ‘I’m just hearing a little twang there.’

			‘She’s Aussie,’ said Jerry. ‘I’m from Dalston.’

			‘Go get some glass, Jerry. We need surfaces like the man said. What’s your name?’

			‘Joe,’ said the blonde guy.

			‘I’m Siena. He’s Jerry,’ she said.

			Jerry got up, brushed past Joe and left the room.

			Joe squatted down opposite Siena. He was young and fit. His blonde hair was central-parted. He tucked it behind his ears, stroked his goatee.

			‘So how come you got such pure blow?’ asked Siena.

			‘I have friends,’ said Joe. ‘My weed you turned down. That’s not just any old weed. My tabs’re not just any old tabs.’

			‘What’s so special about your weed?’

			‘It’s called AK-47. Grow it myself. Maybe not quite up there with Super Silver Haze but it’s close. The seeds are flown in from California.’

			‘And the tabs?’

			‘I got me a guy with access to a university lab. He does things like isolate the powerhouse drug from kratom. You know kratom?’

			‘Heard about it in Thailand. Never tried it.’

			‘Well this lab tech can isolate the 7-hydroxymitragynine from the alkaloids in the kratom leaves.’

			‘Whatever the fuck that means.’ 

			‘It means he’s found a way to extract a drug ten times stronger than morphine, but with no addictive qualities, you hear what I’m saying?’

			Jerry came back in with a piece of plate glass.

			‘So what’s with the blow, Joe?’ he said, happy that he wasn’t going to have to chase down any more stuff.

			‘I have a Mexican guy who supplies me with uncut product,’ said Joe.

			‘Can we meet him?’ asked Siena. 

			‘I’d introduce you, but he’s unpredictable. Has a habit of killing people he doesn’t like, and there’s no telling.’

			‘You’re fucking with me,’ said Siena.

			‘He was born and raised in Ciudad Juarez,’ said Joe. ‘Thirty thousand people a year get killed there. It’s like a war zone but with a death rate ten times higher.’

			‘Shall we, like, get on with it?’ said Jerry, bored by Siena fancying yet another guy who could get her high.

			Joe produced a tiny bag and a razor. He uncapped the razor, sliced the top off the bag and poured the small quantity of white powder on to the glass. He made three thin one-inch lines with the razor and handed a stainless-steel tube to Siena. She snorted a line and the effort knocked her back into the wall. As Jerry snorted his line Siena’s neck became longer and she let out a little cry as of a distant child playing. Jerry fell back slowly and lay there with his groin slightly raised.

			‘Oh, ma-a-a-an,’ he said.

			Joe snorted his line, took the hit in his stride, dropped his head back.

			‘Oh my God,’ said Siena. ‘Let’s go party.’

			They went down into the basement, threw themselves into trance music so dense they could almost chew it. Siena got in close to Joe. The sweat soaked through his T-shirt, showing the edges of his pecs. She slapped his chest, wrapped her arms around his neck. They went back upstairs to the empty room with the orange light. She knelt down, let him know that she was available, looked back at him. Joe clocked the lack of knickers, slipped on a condom. Afterwards they sat with their backs to the wall.

			‘You going to let me try one of your kratom tabs?’

			‘They’re not cheap.’

			‘I got money.’

			‘Doesn’t look like it.’

			‘That’s how I play it,’ said Siena.

			‘So … where’s it come from?’

			‘My mother owns Casey Prospecting Limited in Western Australia. We keep China in iron ore.’

			‘Whoa,’ said Joe. ‘She know you’re in a dive like this?’

			‘She’s knows I’m in London.’

			‘Right. So let’s make sure we don’t have an ugly OD scenario on our hands.’

			‘You can OD on kratom?’

			‘This mix you can,’ said Joe. ‘Strictly one tab … no more’n that.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘How old are you?’

			‘What do you think?’

			‘I hope you’re over sixteen.’

			She punched him in the arm for taking the piss.

			‘Well?’ he asked.

			‘I was seventeen last week,’ she said, kissing him on the mouth. ‘You?’

			‘Twenty-four in October.’

			‘Then let’s do some kratom.’

			He gave her a tab, which she knocked back with Coca-Cola.

			‘You going to take one?’

			‘It’s better I keep an eye on you the first time.’

			‘You’re different,’ she said. ‘Not many guys give a shit.’

			‘Don’t want your mum coming down on my head.’

			‘You ever seen my mum?’

			‘No.’

			‘She’s over two hundred pounds,’ said Siena. She gasped.

			‘You OK?’

			‘Just getting something from the kratom.’

			He waited. They stopped talking. She fell asleep. Ten minutes later he picked her up and put her over his shoulder, tugged her dress down over her bare bottom and walked downstairs. He didn’t meet anybody.

			Outside, he walked down the street and a car pulled up alongside him. He lowered Siena Casey into the back seat, got in with her. The car pulled away.

			‘Everything OK?’ asked the driver.

			‘Perfect,’ said Joe.

			‘Great. That’s four in the bag for tonight. Just a couple more to go.’

			‘Tonight?’

			‘One later this morning, one tomorrow and we’re done.’
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			06.30, 15 January 2014, 

			St George’s Hill Estate, Weybridge, Surrey.

			 

			Irina Yermilov was up early. Sergei, her husband, always liked her to be dressed and ready to see him off whatever the time. And dressed meant dressed up, not just jeans and a T-shirt. It had always been like this, even in the days when he’d been a lowly mafia soldier in Prague living in a hotel on Wenceslas Square. She’d always had to get up in the morning, put on full make-up, her best spray-on minidress and high heels to accompany him down to the roped-off breakfast area where they would eat in conspicuous isolation in front of the tourists and other idiots who thought that Prague was still working in the spirit of Vaclev Havel. At least he treated her with respect. None of his cronies could bring their prostitutes to the table. And some of them came down with three girls to show what real men they were.

			The cook was laying out the breakfast: blinis, sour cream, caviar, syrniki, rye bread, sausage, cold cuts and scrambled eggs. Irina was looking her devastating best as Sergei came downstairs. He was flying to Moscow for a high-level government meeting and was in no mood for conversation. The breakfast room overlooked the St George’s Hill golf course. Yermilov didn’t see it, didn’t care about it, didn’t even play golf.

			‘Is Yury coming down to say goodbye?’

			‘He’s just getting dressed,’ said Irina. ‘You know what he’s like in the mornings.’

			‘Is he playing today?’

			‘Yes, the under tens are playing Downsend this afternoon.’

			‘You will go and watch?’

			‘Of course,’ she said, giving a little hurt pout.

			‘Sometimes you have your other things,’ said Yermilov, as if they were trifles.

			Irina said nothing, served him his black tea in a glass in an ornate silver holder, which was just about the only thing she did for him in the mornings.

			Sergei tucked a napkin into his neck, covering his tie, shirt and jacket. He ate. A lot. He weighed in at two hundred and fifty pounds. His eyes had got smaller, pig-like, as his face had grown around them. He breathed heavily through his nose. He looked at his 18-carat gold Rolex, which pinched into the skin of his wrist, assessing the time he could devote to this meal. He wolfed blinis, sour cream and caviar, followed by several syrniki, before starting on rye bread, eggs and sausage. He washed it all down with the strong, sweet tea provided by Irina, who was a little under half his weight and still had the figure of the promising tennis player she’d been when she’d first bumped into him.

			She’d got to the point where almost every day she regretted that extraordinary meeting in a Moscow nightclub. She knew his type from the company he was keeping and the way the nightclub owner was falling over himself. In fact it was the nightclub owner who’d asked her if she would care to join Sergei at his table. She refused and the sweat came out on his face. No, she wouldn’t go to him. She wasn’t some whore. He had to come to her. Which he did. On the dance floor. He was young and beautiful in those days, and loaded with money, which he was keen to blow on her at every opportunity.

			Then they went to Prague and she saw what he was doing. He beat up people who didn’t pay his extortionate protection rates. He had his men smack the girls around who weren’t getting enough customers. She’d heard he tortured people whose relatives had run up casino debts and that he killed debtors if they couldn’t come through with the money. But by then it was too late. There was no way out and somebody else had come along to make sure she would never leave. Yury.

			There was the thunder of small hooves as her nine-year-old son hurtled down the stairs. He was washed, brushed and dressed in the Danes Hill School uniform of black trousers, white shirt, tie and grey pullover with a blue V. He went to his father, who hugged him and kissed his neck, stroked his head. Sergei loved his son with an intensity that surprised Irina. She’d never felt anything like that passion from him in the twelve years they’d been together. In fact he’d kept her at arm’s length in almost every aspect of their lives, and lately, thank God, that included sex. 

			She had no real idea what he did for a living now. She knew it was business and that he had powerful connections in government. She also knew that it wasn’t the straightforward brutal stuff that he’d been doing in Prague. He was in that strange middle ground that only modern Russia specialised in, somewhere ­between industry, government and crime.

			She fussed over Yury, got him eating and happy, which she knew Sergei loved to see: a healthy appetite and humour were the essentials. Sergei responded by making funny monster faces, which made Yury giggle but only convinced Irina that he was revealing the aberrations of his inner life. 

			Finally the company car rolled down the drive to the neo­classical pedimented building that had recently been valued by a local estate agent for insurance at £14.5 million. It was an armoured Mercedes with a heavyweight driver and a bodyguard in the back. The same way Yury would travel, except the boy’s Mercedes wasn’t reinforced. Sergei stood up, ripped the napkin from his neck and wiped his mouth. He beckoned to Yury, who hopped off his chair and gave his father a huge hug, arms stretching around his full girth, face buried in his stomach. Sergei kissed the boy’s head. They parted. Irina was given a dismissive flap of the hand over his shoulder.

			‘See you Tuesday,’ he said.

			Irina and Yury went to the window, which made the picture Sergei Yermilov demanded to see – mother and son waving goodbye. The Mercedes pulled away. There was a palpable relaxation in the room. The troublesome monster had departed. Now they could start enjoying themselves.

			Fifteen minutes later, a VW Passat arrived with driver and bodyguard. They parked by the garage, opened the door and drove out in the family Mercedes, stopping in front of the house. The bodyguard got out and looked around warily, as if he was on a Moscow street rather than outside a luxury house in St George’s Hill. He rang the bell. Irina busied herself getting Yury’s laptop and books together and the case of clean games kit that the maid had washed and ironed. Yury held his iPhone to his chest with both hands. Irina gave him a big kiss on the lips. His eyes shone back at her. 

			Yury was unfazed by the fearsome bodyguard, who smiled at Irina revealing a gold tooth and a grin so lacking in humour she was concerned at letting her son go into his care. The boy threw himself across the back seat, followed by the bodyguard. The car pulled away and headed for the road outside the perimeter of the exclusive estate. Yury’s thumbs danced over his iPhone.

			In a few minutes they came out on to the Byfleet Road and headed for Oxshott and Yury’s school. They were early so as not to get caught in the school rush. Sergei Yermilov did not like his son’s car being stationary in traffic, where there were fewer options for escape, and so Yury was sent to school about forty minutes before all his school friends.

			As the driver pulled away, a truck eased out into the road behind the Mercedes and stalled across both lanes. The Mercedes travelled fast along a stretch of road with no traffic in either direction. As it passed the turning to the Silvermere Care Home, a police car pulled out from a side road on the left and the driver was forced to stop. At the same moment another police car pulled out behind them, blocking their rear. Two officers got out of the car in front. They were dressed in peaked caps and flak jackets and had holstered weapons on their hips. The driver checked the rear-view, saw two similar officers coming from the other car. He looked at the bodyguard, who shrugged. Yury looked up from his iPhone to find that real life had become more interesting.

			The driver stared at the approaching officers with eyes narrowed, full of suspicion. His legs were squeezed shut with a PSS Silent Pistol between them. The bodyguard had access to an MP-443 Grach. The four officers drew level with the car. In each case one was slightly ahead of the other and the rear officer had his hand on the Glock 17 in his holster. The lead officer in each pair asked the occupants of the car to open their doors, making a gesture so that it was understood.

			Even the driver wasn’t a hundred per cent sure what triggered his next move – some intuition bred from frequent assaults– because he suddenly kicked open his door, which knocked over the lead officer, and produced his PSS. He had no time to fire. The rear officer drew his Glock 17 and put three bullets in his chest and one into his head before he’d even fired a shot.

			At the same moment the lead officer at the rear yanked open the door and fell away so that the shot that came from the MP-443 Grach shattered the window but didn’t touch him. The officer behind already had his Glock out and shot the bodyguard in the head. The blood spray speckled the bewildered Yury’s face. He was still holding his iPhone. The lead officer recovered, reached in, knocked the iPhone out of the boy’s hands, grabbed him by his pullover, shirt and tie and hauled him over the inert bodyguard’s legs. Yury started kicking and screaming. The rear officer produced a handkerchief, put it over the boy’s face and he immedi­ately slumped. The lead officer walked back with him draped over an arm while the other officers kicked the doors shut and trotted back to their cars. They moved off. As they approached the Silvermere Haven Pet Cemetery, they flashed the truck, which pulled into the lane so that they could pass. 

			The police car in the rear turned and drove back, flashing the truck stalled across the road. It manoeuvred out of the way and they drove past heading for the M25. The operation had taken three and a half minutes.

			 

			By midday, DCS Oscar Hines, the new head of the Metropolitan Police’s Kidnap and Special Investigations Unit, had made all his decisions. He had told no one. Since his appointment, which had come with the news that DCS Peter Makepeace was now the new head of the Organised Crime Command, he’d realised that the offices were rife with rumours of cuts and redundancies. Under those circumstances nobody liked to see their new boss working in total secrecy on new plans.

			He looked through the numbers on his contact list and made his first call of the day to DI Mercy Danquah, who was away giving a course on Special Investigations techniques.

			‘This is DCS Oscar Hines,’ he said.

			‘Hello, sir. How can I help you?’ said Mercy tentatively.

			‘I’d like you to come back to the office and present yourself here first thing tomorrow morning.’

			‘Can I ask what it’s about, sir?’ she said. ‘As you know, I’m giving a course here. I can’t just walk out. Something has to be said.’

			‘You don’t have to worry about that. I’ll see to everything,’ said Hines. ‘Just make sure you’re here tomorrow morning. Thank you. Goodbye.’

			Mercy clicked off her phone and looked around the people sitting with her in the canteen. They all stared back, some with food on the way to their mouths.

			‘Got to go,’ she said, standing. ‘Sorry.’

			She went into the lobby and out into the rain, where she stood under the canopy of the entrance and made a phone call to her lover, Marcus Alleyne.

			‘It’s me,’ she said. ‘What are you doing tonight?’

			‘It sounds like I might be doing something with you, whereas I had been thinking of having a quiet night in on my own,’ he said. ‘You all right, Mercy?’

			‘No, I’m all wrong,’ she said. ‘I’m booking a table and we’re going out to dinner. You come round to mine and we’ll catch a cab. We are drinking tonight.’

			‘You’re sounding very … purposeful, Mercy.’

			‘This might be the last time we go out for quite a while,’ she said.

			‘And why’s that?’

			‘I think I’m about to lose my job.’
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			17.00, 15 January 2014

			LOST Foundation offices, Jacob’s Well Mews, London W1

			 

			‘I want you to find my father,’ she said, in a deep voice with a little croak in it, sexy.

			‘How long ago did he disappear?’ asked Boxer.

			‘Three days,’ she said, sitting back in the white leather chair.

			‘Only three days,’ said Boxer. ‘You know the LOST Foundation doesn’t—’

			‘Yeah, I know it doesn’t.’

			‘So what are you doing here, Siobhan?’ asked Boxer. ‘The nearest police station is where you want to be.’

			‘I don’t want to go to the police.’

			‘Any reason?’

			‘I know my father wouldn’t want them – or anybody else – nosing around in his affairs.’

			Boxer leaned back from the bare table in the initial meeting room: no phones, no computers, no interruptions for the families they saw there. The young woman stared at him. Her broad shoulders relaxed inside a pricey grey leather jacket with oversized fur collar and zips going every which way. Her elbows rested on the arms of the chair with strong hands hanging down over a high-waisted long black leather pencil skirt, which had ridden up to show muscular calves enclosed by black ribbed tights. She crossed her legs with no protest from the leather.

			‘Why come to me?’ he asked, trying to work out how old she was, the expensive clothes going a long way to disguising her youth.

			‘I was advised.’

			‘Who by?’

			Silence. Her foot started nodding with her thoughts.

			‘Going to give me a name?’ asked Boxer.

			‘That’s my business,’ she said.

			‘Just out of interest, where are you from?’

			‘Not relevant.’

			‘Not strictly, I know. It just helps me … culturally. You sound English but with a slight American accent and you have the look of a South or Central American. Venezuelan maybe. Habla español?’

			‘Si, mi madre era Cubana, and my father’s English. I did some schooling in the States … my father has business interests there.’

			‘How did they meet? Your parents.’

			‘On my father’s yacht.’

			‘You said “era”. Does that mean your mother’s dead?’

			‘She died just over six years ago. Breast cancer followed by liver cancer.’

			‘And how old are you?’

			‘Twenty-eight.’

			‘I don’t think so,’ said Boxer, taking a stab: not easy to age people in their twenties.

			‘Then why ask?’

			‘Don’t make me fight for every answer,’ said Boxer. ‘It tires me out and I lose interest.’

			‘Twenty.’

			Boxer raised his eyebrows.

			‘Ish,’ she said. 

			A knock. The door opened without waiting for a reply.

			‘Sorry,’ said Amy, backing out. ‘I didn’t know you had people.’

			‘What’s up?’

			‘The heating engineer working in your flat says he’s finished but wants to talk to you.’

			‘I’ll call him back.’

			‘Hi, I’m Siobhan,’ said the young woman, swivelling in her seat, stretching out her hand, which caught Amy off guard: un­expectedly formal. She stumbled reaching forward to shake it.

			‘My daughter, Amy,’ said Boxer.

			‘I’ll leave you to it,’ said Amy, retreating under Siobhan’s unswerving gaze.

			The door closed. Siobhan turned back to Boxer.

			‘Where’s she from?’ she asked, eyes wide.

			‘Very funny,’ said Boxer. ‘Her mother’s Ghanaian …’

			‘And you’re English,’ said Siobhan. ‘We should get along just fine. Nice looking girl. How old is she?’

			‘Were the police looking for your father at the time of his dis­appearance?’ asked Boxer, ignoring her, not comfortable with the look she’d given Amy.

			‘Not actively.’

			‘Look, why not go to them? They’ve got far more resources than me.’

			‘My father’s a very private kind of guy. The sort of information I’d have to give the police is not what he’d like to have out there,’ she said, flinging a hand at the window. ‘The people he does business with wouldn’t like that kind of … scrutiny. Is that the right word?’

			‘It’ll do,’ said Boxer. ‘You’ve seen my colleague Roy Chapel, he’s ex-police—’

			‘But I’m not talking to Roy Chapel,’ said Siobhan. ‘I’m only talking to you, Charles Boxer. Nobody else.’

			‘There are plenty of people a lot more qualified than I am to find your father,’ said Boxer. ‘Private eyes with contacts everywhere, even in the criminal world if that’s what you’re hinting at. I’ll give you some names. You can tell them I sent you.’

			‘I’m not interested in anybody else. I only want you.’

			‘What if I’m not available … or interested?’

			‘My father and I were staying at the Savoy Hotel,’ said Siobhan, riding over that little wave. ‘Since my mother died we’ve been very close. He takes me with him everywhere. He doesn’t go for a walk in the park to smoke a cigarette and leave me behind sitting in a hotel room with no communication for three days.’

			She was leaning forward now, elbows on the table, her hands clasped, resting her chin on them. She had long, thick, dark, glossy hair falling in waves to her shoulders, framing her face, which was both strong and beautiful. She had a wide red lipsticked mouth and a slight gap between her very white front teeth. Her light brown eyes under a pair of long, darkly gabled eyebrows transfixed him, held him to account.

			Something about her left Boxer hanging in the balance. He couldn’t make his mind up one way or the other and wasn’t sure about what. She was a danger to him, he’d intuited that, but he could feel an irresistible pull into some innate darkness.

			‘This doesn’t mean I’m taking on the job, but let’s have your father’s name,’ he said. ‘Preferably his real name and his age.’

			‘Conrad Jensen,’ she said. ‘But everybody calls him Con … not for the obvious reason. As I understand it, you’ve got to be straight-talking if you want to get anywhere in the security business. And he’s seventy-two but doesn’t look it. He’s tall at six foot three, lean and fit. He’s got a beard at the moment, which I don’t like.’

			‘Photo?’

			Siobhan played with her iPhone, handed it over.

			‘That was taken four days ago in Green Park,’ she said. ‘He dyes his hair.’

			Jensen was in a wool coat, a burgundy scarf and a black trilby. His beard was brownish mixed with grey, but well clipped and shaped like a shovel. Boxer zoomed in on the face, which did not look as careworn as he might have expected. Jensen’s dark hair was touching the collar of the coat. He had high cheekbones and his eyes were an intense blue and stared into the camera, giving the face a mesmerising charisma. 

			‘How long did it take before you called someone about Con disappearing?’

			‘Three hours,’ she said. ‘He told me he’d be gone for an hour. I try not to panic.’

			‘And who did you call?’

			‘His girlfriend Tan … short for Tanya. Her surname’s Birch, although you could switch the r for a t and get a more accurate picture of what she’s like.’

			‘And?’

			‘She was pissed … annoyed, I mean. And possibly drunk, too. That would not be unusual,’ she said. ‘She was always annoyed if she found out we were in London and Dad hadn’t called her.’

			‘So why did you call her?’

			‘Just in case Dad had gone over there for a … you know … fuck, and not told me.’

			‘Was that the nature of Con and Tan’s relationship?’

			‘Fuck pals, you mean?’

			‘If you like.’

			‘I suppose so,’ said Siobhan, sitting back, hands clasped over her stomach,’ I mean, he didn’t call her up for philosophical or literary discussions or to go out to the theatre, the opera or even the movies. It was always dinner in somewhere like Locatelli’s or the Wolseley and then back to her place.’

			‘Did you ever go?’

			She frowned and pouted.

			‘Tan and I didn’t get along. Ever since a couple of years ago when I went to stay with her while Dad flew off to a meeting in Amsterdam.’

			‘Want to tell me about that?’

			‘None of your business. You haven’t even taken on the job and you want all the dirt,’ she said, reclaiming her iPhone.

			‘You got any siblings?’ asked Boxer.

			‘Not that I know of.’

			‘Half-siblings?’

			‘None that have ever been talked about.’

			‘Who did you call after the angry Tan?’

			‘Dad’s lawyer, Mark Rowlands.’

			‘I don’t know that name.’

			‘It took me a while to track him down. He was on a trip down the Amazon.’

			‘What did he tell you to do?’

			‘Sit tight until he called me back.’

			‘And that took a while?’

			‘A couple of days,’ she said. ‘But when he did, he gave me your name.’

			‘Does Mark Rowlands think your father has been kidnapped?’

			‘If he has, then nobody’s thought to ask me for a ransom.’

			‘That doesn’t answer the question,’ said Boxer. ‘Did Mark Rowlands give you my name because I’m a freelance kidnap consultant or what?’

			‘I think it’s probably more along the lines of “or what”, because he didn’t tell me you were a kidnap consultant.’

			‘What did he tell you?’

			‘He told me that you ran this charitable foundation called LOST, that you were skilled at finding people. And yes, he mentioned that you were a negotiator but he didn’t relate it to kidnapping.’

			‘That’s interesting.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because I’m known primarily as a kidnap consultant. I am not particularly skilled at finding people. I run this charitable foundation for personal reasons.’

			‘What are they?’

			He looked at her long and hard with a stare that should have had her shifting in her seat. Siobhan smiled back, her tongue flickering in the gap between her teeth.

			‘I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours,’ she said.

			‘My father went missing when I was a kid, seven years old. I never heard from him again,’ said Boxer. ‘I like to help people who’ve suffered the same sort of loss.’

			‘Tan came back from work early and found me fucking a boy on the sofa.’

			‘I thought you were going to tell me the real reason Mark Rowlands recommended my services.’

			‘The real reason?’

			‘I’m not a PI. He didn’t mention my kidnap consulting skills. I used to be in homicide and Amy’s mother is a detective inspector. So why, given my lack of primary skills and all my police connections in this burning metropolis overflowing with investigative talent, should you come to me?’

			Silence.

			She knew. He could tell she knew the one thing nobody was supposed to know about him. He could also tell that she’d been told not to mention the unmentionable.

			‘How old were you?’ he asked, switching the subject.

			‘When?’

			‘When Tan caught you with the boy.’

			‘Not quite sixteen,’ she said, relieved to be off the hook. ‘But that wasn’t it.’

			‘What was it?’

			‘I think it was because we were on her best white leather sofa.’

			‘So if Con didn’t meet Tan, and kidnapping doesn’t seem to be a concern, where else could he have gone?’ asked Boxer. ‘Your father presumably has business associates, and Mark Rowlands will have—’

			‘Dad doesn’t work with anybody. He might team up with someone for a contract but never on a regular basis. He keeps himself to himself. But he has plenty of businessmen and other … types he deals with.’

			‘So what’s his game?’

			‘He supplies security to the US military.’

			‘But he doesn’t work for one of the known private security companies?’

			‘He’s a private contractor … that’s all I can tell you. He hasn’t sat me down and talked me through his business. I listen to his phone calls when he’s in the room. I pick things up. That’s all.’

			‘Any names?’

			‘Some, but you don’t get to hear those until you’ve taken on the job.’

			She was impressive, had learnt a few things listening to her father, not a common trait in the young.

			‘Do you know the value of any of these contracts? Have you heard figures?’

			‘They’re not peanuts.’

			‘If you’re in the Savoy …’

			‘You don’t have to worry about my ability to pay.’

			‘I’m not. I’m interested in levels. Hundreds of thousands, millions, tens of millions or more?’

			‘More,’ said Siobhan. ‘What does that tell you?’

			‘It’s just an indication of risk.’

			‘Are you risk averse?’

			‘Is that one of your father’s expressions?’ asked Boxer. ‘I’m a kidnap consultant. I don’t take risks with other people’s lives. That’s the extent of my aversion. What about Con?’

			‘My father was never risk averse, but that doesn’t mean he was reckless. He just … pursued his interests.’

			‘Does that mean financial or business interests or just what fascinated him?’

			‘He tried to avoid being bored even for money.’

			‘Where do you live now?’ he asked, finding her caginess tiresome, but impressed by the way she played her hand. ‘Are you still in the Savoy or of no fixed abode?’

			‘I moved into a flat in Islington this morning. Lofting Road. A short-term rental.’

			‘OK, that’s good. Don’t want you out on the streets,’ said Boxer. ‘So where do you and your father live normally?’

			‘These last few years he’s had his work cut out in the Middle East,’ said Siobhan. ‘We have a flat in Dubai, been spending time there.’

			‘All right,’ said Boxer. ‘Give me your mobile phone number and I’ll let you know.’

			‘Why can’t you let me know now?’ she asked, dropping her guard for a second, showing her need.

			‘Because now I’d have to say no, whereas later I might say yes … depending.’

			‘On what?’

			‘On how my enquiries go.’

			She got up to go, keeping her eye on Boxer as she collected her things, trying to think of something that might persuade him to say yes. As she headed for the door, Boxer couldn’t help looking at her: the long silver zip that travelled the length of the skirt with its winking pull tab hanging below the hem, her black stilettos with the silver detail above the heels, her narrow hips, her broad shoulders, her hair cascading over the grey fur collar, which didn’t look fake.

			At the door, she turned, caught him looking at her and interpreted it right. Not sexual, just curious. Puzzled even. She reached for the handle and revealed a chunky Breitling Galactic stainless-steel watch and bracelet on a wide caramel wrist. If anything persuasive had occurred to her, she’d decided that saying nothing was more powerful. She nodded to him, closed the door quietly.

			Boxer stared after her, still dazed, definitely not at his best after an all-night poker game in which he’d lost £120,000. He’d returned home at first light, collapsed into bed. He’d woken up at three in the afternoon remembering the dangerous thought he’d had only the previous morning (one of those that no one should ever be tempted to think) that life was good. His relationship with Amy, built on the solid rock of trust, was getting better as they worked more closely together. He was in love with Isabel, who he’d consulted for on the kidnap of her daughter a couple of years ago, and the passion had not abated. Mercy had turned her attention to her new boyfriend, Marcus Alleyne, and had eased herself into a friendship with Boxer rather than insisting on being his lover manqué. He was even getting on better with his mother, Esme. Amy, who was very close to her, had been instrumental in that. All this had meant that he was careful about the consulting jobs he took, travelled less and was as close to being happy as he’d ever been. 

			And then he’d lost heavily at poker. No cards and all his bluffs had failed, and yet he couldn’t tear himself away from the table. Now Siobhan had stepped into his world. He knew that this job was something he shouldn’t even have to think about. The answer was a screaming NO! The kid looked like trouble on stilts. And yet … there was something fascinating about her, and Conrad too.

			The first thing he had to find out was how she knew about his willingness to kill people who’d done wrong. As far as he was concerned there was only one man in London with that knowledge: Martin Fox of Pavis Risk Management, who’d given him freelance work since he’d left the salaried security of the top kidnap consulting private security company GRM. He hadn’t worked for Pavis since the job he’d done for Isabel and her ex-husband Frank D’Cruz, negotiating the return of their daughter Alyshia. There’d been offers but he’d turned them down, didn’t like Fox’s intimate knowledge of his past. Fox had been clever enough not to press him, understood his sensibilities. Now, as Boxer’s thoughts rumbled on in the aftermath of Siobhan’s powerful charisma, he began to wonder whether this was just Martin Fox making an indirect approach. 

			Boxer made the call.

			‘It’s been a while,’ said Fox, coming on the line.

			‘I think we should meet,’ said Boxer.

			‘I’d given up on you.’

			‘I’ll see you at our usual bench.’

			‘Now?’

			‘I’ll be there in twenty.’

			He hung up, put his coat and scarf on, tucked his Canadian trapper’s hat under his arm and went out into the main office, where he saw Siobhan still there fitting a black furry Cossack hat on to her head and finishing up a conversation with Amy. She slipped her hands into some black leather fur-trimmed gloves, hunched her shoulders and walked out, one hand in the pocket of her calf-length raincoat, the other yanking out an umbrella from the coat stand. She swaggered a little and returned Boxer’s unflinching gaze. He waited until he heard her heels on the stairs.

			‘What was that all about?’ asked Boxer.

			‘My earrings.’

			‘Your earrings?’

			‘And she asked me out.’

			‘To what?’

			‘A Sarah Lucas show at the Whitechapel Gallery.’

			‘Sarah Lucas?’

			‘Not your kind of thing, Dad.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘Instinct,’ she said and shrugged.

			‘You going to go?’

			‘If I don’t get interrupted any more and I can finish my work.’

			‘What do you make of her … Siobhan?’

			‘She’s cool.’

			‘You want to expand on that?’

			‘Why? She want us to work for her?’

			‘Me. She wants me to do something for her.’

			‘Like?’

			‘Find someone,’ said Boxer, walking to the window, looking down on Siobhan as she came out into the mews. ‘Her father.’

			‘So what’s the problem?’

			‘That’s where I was hoping for some help from you,’ said Boxer. ‘There’s something … not quite right about her. I was hoping for some intuition of the female kind.’

			‘Not quite right?’

			‘I can’t explain it,’ said Boxer. ‘At one point I asked her how old she was and she said twenty-eight.’

			‘That’s how she dresses.’

			‘Then she said she was twenty … ish.’

			‘Same as me … ish.’

			‘It’s not her age that bothers me. It’s her instinct for lying, which is never good in a client. And … there’s something else.’

			‘Maybe she wanted you to take her seriously.’

			‘I took her seriously all right,’ said Boxer. ‘I had no problem with that. Never for a moment struck me as someone to take lightly. You?’

			‘What?’

			‘Come on, Amy, get your head in gear,’ said Boxer. ‘That girl’s trouble and I can’t see why. Let’s have some youthful insight.’

			‘Like?’

			‘She seemed attracted to you.’

			‘Lesbian?’ said Amy, scoffing. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Dad. Male fantasy.’

			‘Not mine,’ said Boxer. ‘You came in, she introduced herself and when she turned back to me she was …’

			‘What?’

			‘In a heightened state.’

			‘Of what? Excitement?’

			‘Looked like it to me.’

			‘I didn’t get anything like that off her,’ said Amy. ‘We just talked.’

			‘Are you going to go to the Sarah Lucas show with her?’

			‘Like I said, if somebody lets me get on with my work.’

			‘Call me. Let me know how it goes. What’s she do … Sarah Lucas?’

			‘You don’t need to know.’

			‘Did Siobhan give you her mobile phone number?’

			Amy nodded. Boxer beckoned it out of her. It was different to the one she’d given him.

			‘One other thing,’ he said, from the doorway. ‘Call the Savoy and just make sure for me that Siobhan Jensen was staying there these last few nights.’
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			17.55, 15 January 2014 

			Marylebone High Street, London W1

			 

			Boxer walked down to Oxford Street automatically checking his back, making sure he wasn’t being followed. He was clean. As he took the escalator down into Bond Street tube, he looked up, saw Siobhan standing at the railing looking down on him. She tinkled a wave, raised an eyebrow. Con had taught her a few things.

			In Green Park he made his way to the bench where he always met Martin Fox. It was empty. He was glad of his fleece-lined hat as he sat waiting in the freezing dark.

			Martin Fox approached from Constitution Hill. His office was in Victoria, on the other side of Buckingham Palace, which was now lit up behind him, making the park feel darker. His silhouette, with fedora, raised collar and flared trench coat, gave him the look of a professional cliché. His shoes with steel heel tips rang out on the wet tarmac between the high bare trees and the gleaming grass. He hovered to see whether a handshake was forthcoming. It wasn’t. He sat on the bench leaving a good space between them. Silence, apart from the distant roar of the metropolis.

			‘Been working, Charlie?’

			‘I’ve been playing a quiet game since that D’Cruz job a couple of years ago.’

			‘I heard about your daughter’s … travails,’ said Fox.

			‘Who from?’

			‘Your mate in MI6, Simon Deacon. We meet in the Special Forces Club once a month. He says he hasn’t seen much of you either.’

			‘Been keeping a low profile,’ said Boxer. ‘In fact I’ve been spending as much time with Amy as I can. I’ve done some “re­prioritis­ation”, as you’d probably call it.’

			‘I can understand that after what you went through,’ said Fox. ‘How’s Mercy these days?’

			‘She’s still with the Met’s Kidnap and Special Investigations Unit, but not quite as driven as she was before,’ said Boxer. ‘She’s done some …’

			‘Some what?’

			Boxer decided against it. Fox knew far too much as it was.

			‘What can I do for you?’ asked Fox, feeling Boxer dry up. ‘I haven’t got any work, if that’s what you’re after. You’ve drifted off the scene since D’Cruz.’

			‘I’m all right on that score. I did some jobs in South America to keep my hand in.’

			‘Who gave you those?’

			‘My US contacts,’ said Boxer, no names, Fox always digging.

			‘Well we haven’t come out in the cold and wet for a drink,’ said Fox, ‘so what is it?’

			‘Do you know a lawyer called Mark Rowlands?’

			‘No.’

			‘Do you know a security contractor called Conrad Jensen?’

			‘I know that name.’

			‘But nothing about him?’

			‘Not off the top of my head other than that he has contracts with the American military,’ said Fox. 

			‘For what?’

			‘Security and IT, I think. Not sure of the specifics,’ said Fox. ‘Why do you want to know?’

			‘There’s been an approach.’

			‘To work for him?’

			‘You sound surprised.’

			‘As far as I know he doesn’t touch kidnap negotiating,’ said Fox. ‘Unless he’s making a move into that part of the market, which seems … unlikely.’

			Silence again. A helicopter scudded above the stripped trees, lights winking.

			‘Or,’ said Fox, ‘is this a roundabout way of telling me he’s been kidnapped and you’re looking for intelligence? Except …’

			‘What?’

			‘Nobody would come to you direct with a job like that. They’d go to GRM. Are we going to lay our cards on the table or are you going to play me the whole night long?’

			‘The person who made the approach knew something about me.’

			Fox turned his head slowly in Boxer’s direction.

			‘Right,’ he said, ‘and you think because of what came out about your “additional service” in the D’Cruz case that I’m responsible?’

			‘It occurred to me.’

			‘Let’s get something straight about your “special service”, Charlie. You started it. You left GRM. I gave you a job. The first one passed off without incident. Then there was the case of Bruno Dias’s daughter, Bianca, which went horribly wrong. You got her back, but badly damaged. It had an effect on you. Then you did the Russian job with the Ukrainian gang and that’s when you offered your special service. Not me. You. The Russian gave you the intelligence and you followed it up. When the Russian offered you money, you told him you’d prefer a donation to LOST.’ 

			‘How did Bruno Dias know about the LOST Foundation and that I’d be open to him making a contribution for the work he wanted me to do?’ asked Boxer. ‘You know I can’t afford those offices we’ve got in Jacob’s Well Mews. They’re Bruno’s donation.’

			‘That was just coincidence. As I remember it, Amy was supposed to go with you on that trip. If she’d been there, none of that would have happened.’

			‘The coincidence is you, Martin. He knew about my special service from you. I’ve become your niche in the kidnap consulting business. Why would anybody go to Pavis when GRM are just down the road?’

			Nothing back from Fox.

			‘You were the one who started offering my special service, Martin,’ said Boxer. ‘And that was not your prerogative. You told Dias. Just admit it, for God’s sake.’

			‘All right, yes, I told Dias. He was mad with rage …’

			‘And now it’s out there, which is why this girl came to see me this afternoon. I know she knows. I can see it in her eyes. And she’s been told to be careful. Not to say it to my face.’

			‘Which girl?’

			‘Conrad Jensen’s daughter.’

			‘And she heard it from her father’s lawyer, Mark Rowlands.’

			‘Who got it from where?’ said Boxer.

			‘Not me,’ said Fox. ‘Are you trying to find out if I’m making an indirect approach to you to recover Conrad Jensen?’ 

			‘Are you?’

			‘No. Rowlands could have got that information from …’

			‘Where?’

			Silence.

			‘This is what I don’t like,’ said Boxer. ‘It’s getting to be common knowledge.’

			He could hear Fox thinking.

			‘Has Conrad Jensen been kidnapped?’ he asked eventually.

			‘Nobody’s asked his daughter for a ransom yet and it’s been three days.’

			‘So what exactly is the job?’

			‘To find him.’

			‘But why you?’

			‘That’s what I want to find out,’ said Boxer.

			 

			Amy turned right out of Whitechapel tube station and, walking through the vestiges of the Bangladeshi market, which was being packed up for the night, headed for the glittering helix lines of the distant Gherkin.

			There was a very long, stone-cold sober queue outside one entrance to the Whitechapel Gallery, while a gaggle of less sober people were steaming out of another. Two bouncers manned the door, rebuffing chancers who could see where the party was. Amy sent a text to Siobhan, who told her to ask for Kev at the door. Kev took out his mobile phone, checked it, compared Amy’s face with what he had on the screen and carved her away from the scrum outside. 

			Siobhan was striding down the corridor with two glasses of pink champagne. Before Amy could ask how Kev could possibly have had a photo of her on his mobile, Siobhan handed her a glass, chinked it with her own.

			‘Let’s take a look,’ she said, and grabbing Amy by the arm led her into the main gallery, which had the feeling of bedlam about it, as wildly dressed couples circled exhibits: a vest stretched over a table with two Galia melons hanging in the neckline, next to a filthy, torn mattress with two fried eggs and a coat hanger with a kipper dangling below. 

			‘The Full English Nightmare,’ said Amy.

			Siobhan laughed and they wandered underneath Zeppelins with masturbating arms upstairs through a room of photos of a male dangling steak above his genitals, opening a beer can as if it was his cock and the predictable foamy spurt. Siobhan only slowed as she came to a couple of vast bleached male members, which appeared like the abandoned driftwood beams of an ancient galleon, where she emptied her glass. They went downstairs to the bar where she poured more champagne.

			‘What do you think?’

			‘Glad my dad didn’t come,’ said Amy.

			‘Modern art not his scene, or just embarrassing to stand next to your pa looking at a tumescent three-metre cock on the floor?’ asked Siobhan. ‘Sarah’s obsessed.’

			‘You know her?’

			‘Sure?’

			‘How?’

			‘I’m interesting,’ said Siobhan. ‘Fancy one of these?’

			She flipped the lid of a small tin box to reveal some white pills.

			‘What are we talking about?’

			‘Ecstasy … nothing wild.’

			They socked back a pill each. Siobhan refilled the glasses.

			‘So what makes you so interesting?’ asked Amy.

			‘You’ll see,’ she said. ‘Lucian Freud wanted to do me when I was thirteen, but my father wouldn’t have it.’

			‘Do you?’

			‘Paint me.’

			‘He had a bit of a rep for the other.’

			‘My father’s objection wasn’t that he might have fucked me,’ said Siobhan. ‘More to do with wanting me to sit for five hours a day for a year. We weren’t in London that much and, shit, I mean that’s like two thousand hours of your life.’

			‘My father would’ve probably killed him.’

			Siobhan stared at her for a beat.

			‘But if he was painting you,’ she said, ‘trying to see into you? I mean, looking at you as if you were an animal. Don’t you think that would be fascinating and … seductive?’

			Amy had her back to a white brick wall. The drug was making her more alert to the people around her, mellowing her insides too, making them treacly. Siobhan loomed over her. She was taller on her high heels. Amy sipped her champagne, wouldn’t look her in the eye, not sure what she’d find there.

			‘A friend of my father’s seduced me like that,’ said Siobhan. ‘Didn’t just take an interest in me as a kid, asked me what I thought about stuff … like my mother dying. Nobody would talk to me about that. Most people just glide past each other. They don’t dig. Too afraid of what they’ll bring to the surface.’

			‘How old was your father’s friend?’

			‘Sixty-eight.’

			‘God.’

			‘Does that disgust you?’

			‘So how old’s your father?’

			‘Seventy-two,’ said Siobhan. ‘My mother was twenty-three when she met him. There was an age difference of twenty-one years. Age doesn’t mean that much to me. Nor gender.’

			She kissed Amy on the lips, her tongue darting between her teeth, sliding over her tongue, the roof of her mouth, quick, electric. The charge slammed into the back of Amy’s head, ran down her spine and legs, earthed into the tiled floor. 
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			18.30, 15 January 2014

			Green Park tube station, London W1

			 

			A call. Boxer remembered he hadn’t spoken to the heating engineer who was installing a new radiator in his Belsize Park flat.

			‘How’s it going?’

			‘All done, Charlie. Now all you need is a decent boiler. The one you got in there would make them go quiet on the Antiques Roadshow. And by the way, who’s Charles Tate?’

			‘Me.’

			‘Not according to my invoice.’

			‘Yeah, I know, too complicated to go into, but … it’s me. Why?’

			‘I found a package addressed to Charles Tate under the floorboards when I was putting in the new pipework. Feels like a video cassette. I’ve left it on the kitchen counter.’

			Boxer hung up. He had been about to go round to see Isabel, who’d just flown back from Mumbai after six weeks with her daughter, but now he had to investigate that package, couldn’t resist it. He called Isabel, who said she was still groggy with jet lag and would rather he left it until later.

			Crammed into a rush hour tube, he stared into the coated backs of the passengers pressed against him. The time he’d spent as a boy and an adult searching that flat for a letter, a card, any tiny scrap of a note from his father. Something that would tell him, personally, why he’d had to go, to abscond, why he’d had to bloody leave him, his only child. It was the main reason he hadn’t sold the flat. Couldn’t bear the idea that he might have missed something. 

			He’d persisted in the belief that his father was a straight guy. He was an accountant, for God’s sake, trained at Price Waterhouse no less. Studied PPE at Oxford University. A judo champion. One of the four judokas the British team was going to send to the 1964 Tokyo Olympics until he’d torn his knee ligaments. A man who didn’t smoke, hardly drank, hadn’t even got any points on his driving licence. They didn’t come straighter than his dad, David Tate. 

			Then, as a homicide cop, Boxer had looked into his father’s cold case, the John Devereux file, which had been the only reason he’d become a detective. Devereux was the TV commercials director his mother, Esme, had produced for until he’d been found murdered in his Bibury home on 13 August 1979. The next day his father had absconded before the police could interview him. Boxer had been determined to prove his father’s innocence, but the investigation hadn’t been quite so straightforward and had been the main reason he’d left the police force to become a kidnap consultant. Sod history. History had never done him any favours. 

			And now here he was again. Hunting after history.

			He got back to the flat in Belsize Park by seven o’clock. The package was addressed to him in his father’s handwriting. CHARLES TATE in big capitals. It was Esme who’d changed his surname to her maiden name when it was clear her husband wasn’t coming back. On the reverse side, again in his father’s hand, were the words: To my only son, Charlie. Lots of love, Dad xxx. He remembered the madly scribbled note that Esme had shown him nearly two years ago, when Amy had run away using the same words in her note that his father had written on the day of his disappearance: You will never find me. This time the writing was not as erratic as that note to Esme, but not as neat as other letters he’d inspected over the years. 

			Boxer had a sudden vision of his father sprinting up to the top of the house during those last, mad minutes before vanishing into oblivion, picking up a holdall, stuffing clothes into it as he went. But then he couldn’t quite picture him with the time or presence of mind to find a cassette tape, fit it into an envelope, write his son’s name on both sides, rip up the carpet, claw a hammer into the crack of a floorboard, wrench it up, throw the package into the cavity, hammer the pins back and kick the carpet over the grippers. No, this was done well before that awful day.

			It touched Boxer to think of his father doing this for him. All those years living in hope that he would have secreted a note to him and yet it had never occurred to him to look under the floorboards. Why would he? Why would Mr Straight Tate leave a package under the floorboards? He realised now that this must have been planned and that there was some calculation involved. He wasn’t supposed to find it immediately. Maybe it was inappropriate for a seven-year-old’s eyes. It struck him, too, that this was supposed to be found only by happenstance or not at all. It was curious to feel his father’s mind at work. Perhaps not so different from his own as he thought of his safe with his poker winnings, the piles of cash in different denominations, the gun under the kitchen floor with the spare magazines and his secret numbers. As if he, too, knew that one day he might have to get out of his life with only moments to spare. Maybe we’re all like this, he thought, fingering the package. 

			He turned it over and over in his hands, imagining his father’s touch and care all over it. It was a buff envelope with a butterfly fastening, which had been taped over as well. The glue had aged and dried so the tape came away easily. He pinched open the butterfly and a video cassette slid out. Boxer recognised the old Betamax tape that had enjoyed brief popularity before the VHS format took over, because his mother’s production office had been full of them.

			He had a surge of excitement that this was a video message and he was going to see his father talking directly to him. Tears came into his eyes. Something like eggshell cracked in his chest as he felt the emotion welling up from his stomach. On the other side of the cassette was a faded sticker from Dex-Box Productions and, in his father’s hand: Found May 17th 1979. Found? The date was three months before his father had absconded. Perhaps, thought Boxer with some delusory joy, this had nothing to do with Devereux’s murder and his father’s disappearance. It was just a communication with lots of love, Dad xxx. But then why ‘Found’? Why hide it? He shook the envelope and a folded piece of paper fell out.

			 

			Marcus Alleyne was sitting in his second-hand white Peugeot Bipper, which was still emblazoned with the daft cartoon logo of the cleaning company that had sold it to him. He thought it made him less obtrusive. He was parked next to some garages opposite a block of flats in East Walworth. The van was full of cigarettes he was going to deliver to a bigger supplier. He was nervous about the way the business had come to him. Although he’d worked with Harvey Cox before, it had been a while ago and he didn’t know his sidekick, but at least he’d been vouched for by Glider. 

			Then again, this was the first job he’d had from G in the last eighteen months. There’d been a breach of trust between Alleyne and the north London gangster. When Amy had gone missing a couple of years ago, Mercy remembered that Alleyne was the receiver of some cigarettes Amy had smuggled from the Canaries. It had been a bit of fun for Glider. Mercy had forced Alleyne to give her Glider’s address and had sent Boxer round to visit. Since then Glider hadn’t given Alleyne any work. 

			This business hadn’t come direct from G. When he checked back, Glider’s mobile number went through to some woman called Jess, said she was G’s new security boss and was acting on his instructions. She told him it was a regular bit of business, ten grand a month, with Harvey Cox and his sidekick Delroy Pink. Ten grand was too much for Alleyne to ignore and he wanted to get back in with Glider. But was it a set-up? Had the cops got to G? Fear slipped the leash and the thought that he might be part of a deal for a lighter sentence galloped through his mind. He saw himself from above sitting alone in a police cell waiting for his telephone call, the one that would drop Mercy to her knees. 

			‘Calm the fuck down,’ he muttered.

			He was smoking a cigarette with a few strands of grass in it to take the edge off. He had the window open a crack to let the smoke out and the cold, damp air was blowing in. He turned on the engine, cranked up the heating. A white transit pulled up and a young black guy got out of the passenger side.

			‘You Marcus?’ he asked.

			Alleyne blanked him. That was not supposed to be the opening gambit. The young black guy leaned back, looked into the transit, shrugged. A rail thin black guy got out and came to Alleyne’s window walking in what seemed like exaggerated slow motion.

			‘Sorry,’ he said, looking in with a bloodshot eye. ‘What he mean is: Glider sends his best regards.’

			Alleyne shunted him back as he opened his door. The younger man shuffled to the front of the Bipper. 

			‘We going to do it here?’ asked the rail thin man, looking around at the dead end made up by garages on either side, a wall joining them.

			‘You Pink?’ asked Alleyne, thinking what a ridiculous question to ask a black guy.

			‘That’s me.’

			‘Who’s driving?’ asked Alleyne.

			Pink nodded the younger man to the driver’s side.

			‘Who’s he?’

			‘Jarrod.’

			‘Move your van forward, Jarrod. I don’t want you parked up in front of me. Take it between the garages.’

			‘How we going to do this?’ asked Pink. ‘You want him to reverse in there?’

			‘You and I are going to start with the money, my friend,’ said Alleyne, looking at him warily.

			‘Yeah, right. Ten grand is what we agreed.’

			‘He reverses between the garages and you get in the passenger side of my van.’

			The man nodded to the driver of the transit, wound his finger round and pointed to the garages.

			Alleyne waited, sniffing the air, wondering if this was going a bit off or were they just being thick, these two?

			The transit pulled away, turned and reversed up between the garages. Pink got in the passenger side of the Bipper. Alleyne eased himself behind the wheel. The man handed over a brown envelope packed with two blocks of fifty-pound notes. Alleyne counted through one and measured it against the other, put them in his inside pockets. He pulled out and reversed up alongside the white transit.

			‘You take the two boxes out the back and I’ll get the other two out the side door,’ he said.

			He slid the side door back, unloaded the two boxes and brought them down to the back of the transit. When all four were loaded, he nodded to Pink and turned to shut the rear doors of the Bipper.

			And that was when Jarrod appeared from behind his van, his arm swinging sideways.

			A hard jolt to the back of his skull. Alleyne’s forehead thumped into the rear door of the Bipper. White sheet lightning flashed behind his eyes and he was falling into the black abyss.

			 

			‘I’m not really into that,’ said Amy.

			‘You don’t sound very certain of yourself,’ said Siobhan, sipping her champagne, grinning her little gap-toothed grin.

			She wasn’t. She’d never had a kiss like that before in her life. Even in the heat of the bar her nipples had gone hard and her breathing rapid. There was some kind of current fizzing in her coccyx and the treacliness in her stomach meant that she had to consciously resist the desire to run her hands over the black T-shirt straining over Siobhan’s breasts under her grey leather jacket.

			‘Was it the tab you gave me?’ asked Amy.

			‘I doubt it,’ said Siobhan. ‘That was just a placebo … mini aspirin. Maybe we should get some fresh air.’

			She took Amy’s glass, put it on a table and walked her out of the bar with her arm around her waist. Amy tripped down the steps and staggered into the street. Siobhan caught her, cupped her breast. Amy felt the strength in Siobhan’s arm, the roundness of her bicep pressed into her side. 

			The cold air sharpened up Amy’s mind but she couldn’t help herself. She slipped her arm under Siobhan’s jacket, around her ribs and caressed her breast. She wanted another one of those electric eel kisses and pushed her face into Siobhan’s neck, felt its cords under her lips.

			‘Let’s go somewhere and relax,’ said Siobhan, smiling.

			They sat on a crowded overground train opposite each other. The distance in the aisle felt huge, but when the woman next to Siobhan left her seat, Siobhan put her finger up forbidding Amy to join her. They got off at Highbury and Islington and walked down Upper Street, hands clasped like lovers, as a homeless couple prepared themselves for the night in the doorway of a travel agent. Siobhan pulled Amy off the main road and led her down dark, glistening streets of Georgian terraces.
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