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Prologue


Devils take all shapes and forms. Angels too. At six-foot-nine, Jeremiah O’Connell came in two sizes, big and tall, and he could be devil one minute, angel the next. His clothes were expensive but practical, beard tidy not fussy; his hair was part-way to getting long, and it framed an action-hero square face and grey eyes. When he laughed, which was often, the sound was filthy, smoky and joyful. But if you called him a nasty bastard, you wouldn’t be the first, and nor would you be the last.


One problem. Jerry wasn’t psychic. If he’d been psychic, then maybe he’d have stayed away from Cedar Tree Avenue on that warm LA night.


Then again, knowing him, maybe not.




Part One




Chapter One


Cedar Tree Avenue was typical for this part of LA: long, straight and shabby, with sparse palm trees either side of a wide street and a canopy of power lines overhead. Neglected buildings were either dull grey or a beige the colour of soggy cardboard. Sidewalks were strewn with litter and abandoned furniture.


This was a street where breeze blocks and corrugated iron were the preferred building materials. Where the twinkling lights and vibrant colours of Santa Monica, Westwood and Beverly Hills were close enough to touch but might as well have been a thousand miles away for all that they meant to those who called it home.


At night, it was even less appealing. Christ, Jerry had thought, looking left and right as he drove, taking in the neglect, what a shithole. He was hunched over the steering wheel of the Prius, a nondescript silver thing that he hated but drove anyway, because sometimes you had to bite the bullet and play safe by keeping things inconspicuous. He’d affixed an Uber sticker in the rear window, just to complete the picture.


Ah. There it was. The strip club he was looking for. It went by the name All Fur Coat, except the ‘T’ of ‘coat’ was missing.


All Fur Coa …


He selected a space and reversed into it, adjusting a wing mirror in order to ensure that he could see behind as well as ahead. Old habits.


And now to the task at hand.


He pocketed his phone and was just about to go to work when something outside caught his eye. From where he was parked, he could see the club’s front entrance, but also a side door. Now, Jerry knew a lot about clubs. Having started his working life on the doors back home in Essex, what he didn’t know about clubs wasn’t worth knowing – so that side entrance would be used by the girls. Probably there was a more private and secure rear door for when they wanted a smoke, but they’d use that side entrance when they needed to score – just for ease, just for the speed of it.


Right now, there was a geezer hanging around it. A Latino-looking guy, he wore a black denim jacket, black jeans, hair slicked back. A tattoo poked out from the neck of his T-shirt, curling up behind his ear. But it wasn’t the clothes that gave him away. It wasn’t the dark, leathery skin, pitted, like he’d been left out in the sun. It was just the look of him: the watchful eyes. The mouth, crooked and spiteful. Not far away was a black Ford Falcon, sprung low. Gleaming and ostentatious, it was a drug dealer’s car.


Even so, Jerry probably wouldn’t have given it another thought but for the fact that the guy looked so agitated. Like he had something more than just a drug deal on his mind.


Jerry took a deep breath, checked his watch and decided that the job could wait a few minutes. He was going to see how this panned out first.


He didn’t have to wait long. The door opened, out came a girl and right away the neck-tattoo guy was in her face, closing off her retreat into the club as he backed her up against a wall. His face was contorted, voice raised but not quite shouting. His shoulders were thrust back, fists clenched by his side.


Jerry exited the car and wandered across, pulling his camel-hair coat around him. It was the girl who saw him first.


Neck Tattoo noticed the way her eyes widened, and he wheeled to see Jerry approach. ‘What the fuck do you want?’


There’s a time and a place to steam in and knock a geezer down, but this was not that time. Jerry would probably never see the girl again and the last thing he wanted was to make life harder for her by clomping her boyfriend. Instead, he simply stared. That was it. Just stood and stared, flint-eyed.


And when Neck Tattoo looked back at Jerry, he saw no fear, no heightened state, no fight, no flight – nothing. Jerry might as well have been ordering a skinny latte for all the emotion he showed. He’d learnt his trade back in the day; he’d learnt it on the job. The hard way. And nobody knew better than him that the moment you showed fear you were dead.


‘I was just going to give her phone back,’ said Neck Tattoo, all but backing down in the face of Jerry’s hulking presence. ‘That’s all.’


The girl’s eyes flitted from Jerry to Neck Tattoo and then back again. ‘Give me it then.’


‘I don’t have it with me,’ growled Neck Tattoo over his shoulder.


‘You called Janice,’ she said. ‘Told her you were here to return my phone.’


‘I just wanted to speak,’ said Neck Tattoo. He was trying to sound bruised. Lying.


Jerry cleared his throat and then spoke for the first time. ‘Look, mate, leave it for the night is my advice. Get the phone another time, hand it in to the club. Time to move on, yeah?’


The girl jutted her chin in thanks, turned and slammed back into the club. Neck Tattoo sniffed, and although he looked mollified, Jerry could see that his eyes blazed. For a moment or so, the two of them stood looking at one another in the otherwise empty parking lot, the night still and warm around them.


‘Time to move on, yeah?’ repeated Jerry meaningfully.


Neck Tattoo looked at him for a moment more and then brushed past, stomping to his car. Jerry watched as it fired up with a blatting sound that seemed to vibrate the air around them, followed by a blast of music. With a screech of tyres, it pulled out into the traffic of Cedar Tree Avenue, leaving a mini cyclone of fast-food wrappers in its wake.


Jerry thought that was the last he’d ever see of that guy.


He was wrong about that.




Chapter Two


Jerry ambled towards the strip club entrance, pulled open a door and moved into a vestibule area, where a doorman sat on a bar stool looking at his phone. Jerry tried to hide his contempt, resisting the urge to tell the guy to get his arse outside, which was where he should be. Standing. Watching. Being a fucking doorman. Not sitting inside texting like a kid.


The guy looked up at Jerry, down at his phone and then, in a double take, back at Jerry. In the next second, he was scrambling to his feet, broadening his shoulders and narrowing his eyes. ‘What up?’ he croaked.


From behind him came the muffled thump of the strip club music. The phone went away, hands into the pockets of his bomber jacket. Making it clear to Jerry where he kept his weapon – whatever that might be.


‘All right, mate?’ said Jerry. ‘You open for business, are you?’ He was taking the piss, but it went clean over the head of the doorman.


‘Always, always,’ nodded the doorman, ‘just as long as you’re not after trouble …’


Jerry held up his hands. ‘Just here for the booze and the birds, mate.’


The doorman held the door open for him and he moved through into the foyer. A woman in a booth took his money. He passed into the main club and took in the scene: dancers gyrating at poles on a central stage; sleepy-eyed waiting staff; a clientele who looked like part of the furniture. The overall feel was one of lethargy, boredom. The afternoon after a heavy night when the world has nothing more to show you.


He took a seat, ordered from a waitress who introduced herself as Ashley, and then, when she returned with the bottle, asked her, ‘You got a girl here called Commodore?’


Commodore. Fucksake. What a stupid name.


‘Yeah, Commodore’s here,’ replied Ashley warily. ‘Who wants to know?’


‘A fan. I’ve been told her dancing is utterly sublime,’ said Jerry, tongue-in-cheek, affecting the voice of a connoisseur. Taking the piss again. He kissed his fingers. Grinned.


Ashley wasn’t having it. ‘She’s new.’


‘Word travels fast.’


‘All right. Well, you’re in luck, she’s on soon.’


Jerry sat back, drank his beer in three long slugs and then ordered another one, Ashley even more wary now, which was just as he intended. Sure enough, from the corner of his eye, he watched the arrival of a guy he decided was probably the duty manager. Jerry knew the type: scrawny little guy with a wispy beard, cheap, shit suit and shoes that didn’t match. The kind of guy who’d take advantage of the 
women.


In turn, the duty manager beckoned to Ashley to join him. They spoke briefly, the waitress glancing over at Jerry, nodding, before the manager was joined by a bouncer in black cargo pants and trainers. More conversation. More glances towards Jerry. Ashley departed to go about her business. The bouncer and the duty manager remained, just at the periphery of Jerry’s vision but staring his way.


Now Jerry looked over, maintaining eye contact. Next, he stood, turned and very deliberately repositioned his chair so that instead of facing the stage, it now faced the two men. He regained his seat, lifted his beer bottle and saluted them, mouthing Cheers.


They gave no response, just stared. The manager said something to the bouncer. The bouncer nodded and made his way over to Jerry.


He was a big guy: goatee beard, thick dark eyebrows. Probably knew his way around a fight. As he arrived at Jerry’s table, Jerry stood, reached for a chair, pulled it out. For a moment or so, the two men faced one another, and then the bouncer sat, Jerry doing the same.


‘What can I do for you?’ asked the bouncer. His gaze was steady, but light glanced off a line of sweat on his forehead.


‘You’ve got a girl here called Commodore, yeah?’ began Jerry. ‘Don’t answer that, it’s a rhetorical question. I know you have. Thing is, she’s leaving with me, so I’d appreciate it if you’d let Commodore know that we’re going, like, now. Tell her to pack a bag, take anything that’s hers. She’s not coming back.’ Jerry checked his watch, the flash of his gold Rolex not lost on the bouncer.


The bouncer regarded him. His expression barely changed. ‘Fallen in love, have we?’ he said.


‘It makes not a blind bit of difference to you why I’m taking her. Just: I’m taking her.’


The bouncer pulled a face, shook his head. ‘Commodore’s not free to leave. We set her up here, which means she works for us until such time as she’s paid off her front money, and she’s nowhere near doing that. What I’m saying is, she ain’t going nowhere.’


Another bouncer had appeared and was standing a few tables away, hands clasped in front of him, still as a statue. Jerry gave him the once-over, reflecting that you could always tell if a geezer knew what he was doing by the way he held his hands. Behind his back or down by his sides? Forget it, guy was an amateur, you might as well have them in your pockets. In front was a bit better, but the real pros had them up high to make it easy to deflect.


Meantime, the girls on the poles were still dancing, but at the same time were looking across. Even the few customers had raised their eyes, their attention arrested by something that was only slightly less commonplace than the sight of naked flesh and the taste of warm beer – the threat of imminent violence.


‘And now,’ said the bouncer, as though he had regained the upper hand, ‘I’ll have to ask you to go.’


A moment passed. Their eyes locked. Jerry didn’t move.


‘I’ll tell you what, I’m going to give you my card,’ said Jerry. It was already on the table. He slid it over.


‘Just says “Jeremiah O’Connell”, and a number,’ said the bouncer without picking it up.


‘That’s all you need,’ said Jerry. ‘Make a few calls. I’ll wait for you to speak to whoever you need to speak to.’


It took about ten minutes or so. Then the bouncer with the goatee returned. ‘Commodore will be out in a moment,’ he said flatly. His eyes betrayed nothing, but Jerry saw the tension in his shoulders. A vein that stood out on his neck. Both tells that Jerry knew well – signs of one predator sizing up another.


‘Well done, mate,’ replied Jerry.


The bouncer gave him an appraising look, seemed about to say something, but thought better of it and then moved away. Moments later, Commodore appeared, pale and drawn. Her eyes were tired, and she wore streetwalker clothes.


‘They say I have to come with you,’ she said blankly.


‘They’re right, darlin’.’


Hope for the best, plan for the worst – that was what they always said. He was prepared for a fuss. Tears. Screaming, maybe even fists, and he was ready to carry her bodily out of the door if needs be.


Instead, she just looked at him with tired, dark-rimmed eyes that no amount of caked-on make-up could disguise. She might be beautiful again, maybe, at some point in the future. But right now her world had robbed her of looks and life. Drugs had brought her low, and when she asked, ‘Did my father send you?’ and he told her yes, the look on her face was one of relief.


In short order, he made the call, drove to The Saddle Ranch further along and delivered the girl into the grateful arms of her father. An envelope was handed over. ‘There’s a lot of money in there,’ said the father.


Jerry shrugged. ‘Price was agreed. Twenty grand for her safe return. You got her back, you pay up. Simple as that.’ His face darkened. ‘Not planning on quibbling about it now, are you?’


The man seemed to remember himself, shook his head, and when he handed over the envelope, it was with a look of gratitude, of relief. He watched as Jerry stowed the envelope in his inside jacket pocket, got in the car and took off.


For his part, as he took off along Cedar Tree Avenue in the shitty Prius, Jerry was looking forward to a drink at the Naughty Pig on the Strip.


Which was when it happened.




Chapter Three


The thing that happened was in fact two things that took place in quick succession. The first was as Jerry drove and found his eyes going across the street to a gas station, his attention arrested by a guy he saw standing on the 
forecourt.


It was Neck Tattoo, the geezer from the parking lot at All Fur Coat. Except he was no longer alone. With him was a second bloke who wore a hoodie and was taller – north of six foot – but otherwise similar in appearance. Another Latino. Before they both climbed into a black beat-up Ford van parked nearby, Neck Tattoo tossed a pack of smokes at the new guy, and then something else. What looked like a roll of black duct tape.


Jerry slowed, watching as the van pulled out of the gas station, headed in the opposite direction – back down the street in the direction of All Fur Coat. At the same time, his mind ticked over the possibilities. Thinking that he didn’t want to jump to conclusions; that it could be something or it could be nothing. And even if it was something, then was it really his something? After all, he’d done his bit back at the club, and if the stripper couldn’t keep out of trouble, then perhaps she was beyond help, like maybe she’d made the wrong career choice.


And maybe that duct tape was for home repairs.


Except no. Not that. And he’d made it his business as soon as he’d got involved back at the club.


Fuck it.


He checked his rearview and swung the Prius in a U-turn, changing lanes, pulling close to the sidewalk and keeping an eye on the van up ahead.


And then the second thing happened, when suddenly – and way too late – he saw a flash of a child on a bicycle, heard a bang – no, felt it – and hit the brakes.


Jerry was not one to panic. He rarely broke a sweat and he never worried. But there was a first time for everything – he’d never hit a child with his car before.


In moments, he was out of the Prius and round the front. A little girl, eight or nine years old, was lying on the ground, bike beside her. For a terrifying second, she was still, and Jerry felt the air close in around him. But then – thank fuck – she stirred and, slowly, groggily, pulled herself into a sitting position. He crouched to her and she scuttled away. He held up his hands, palms out, like, I mean you no harm, desperate to help her but not wanting to scare her further. She looked like a waif, dressed in an outsized LA Lakers basketball shirt and jeans. Her jeans were torn at the calf. Must have been from the accident because he could see fresh blood. She had a bump on her forehead, too.


But what really floored him was the look in her eyes as she pulled herself to her feet. Not pain, humiliation or anger just a terrified, hunted look – a look so terrible that he was momentarily taken aback.


All of which meant that he was painfully slow to recover as she took off along the sidewalk in an unsteady, half-limping run, leaving her mangled bike behind.


‘Hey,’ he managed, rising to his feet, still in a state of shock. ‘Hey darlin’. Stop.’


But she was gone, swallowed up by the darkness as she dashed towards an alley between two boarded-up stores.


His hands were in his hair.He’d have to go after her. He had to find her. It was like a physical need in him to make things right.


At the same time, he saw up the street, where, in the distance, the van was indicating, making a turn – pulling into the All Fur Coat parking lot.


He thought about the little girl, and then he thought about the duct tape, trying to decide what to do and realising there really was only one choice.




Chapter Four


Jerry pulled into All Fur Coat in time to see the two Latinos, Neck Tattoo and Hoodie, leaving their van and making their way over to the club’s side entrance. As they approached, the door opened and the girl appeared, only this time she was more cautious, staying in the doorway, ready to duck back inside if they cut up rough.


Jerry saw her hand outstretched, her mouth forming words. She wanted what they’d no doubt promised: the phone.


The two Latinos had stopped an unthreatening distance away. Jerry used the opportunity to reverse into a space, killing the engine and watching to see whether his arrival had been noted.


It hadn’t. Neck Tattoo and Hoodie stood with their backs to him but slightly at an angle. Neck Tattoo was smiling, trying to put the girl at her ease, full-on charm offensive. At the same time, his mate was throwing looks left and right, and Jerry saw a bulge in his jacket pocket – a duct-tape-shaped bulge.


Now it felt as though Neck Tattoo had won the girl’s confidence. He’d enticed her out of the doorway at least. A beam of light at the frame blinked off as she stepped out into the night and the door shut behind her.


In the car, Jerry murmured, ‘No, darlin’, no,’ certain that she was putting her head into the lion’s mouth but needing that last bit of confirmation before he made his move.


He got it when Neck Tattoo popped a cigarette in his own mouth and offered her one. She stepped forward to take it, just as the fella seemed to discover that his packet was empty. He gestured to his mate, like, Have you got cigarettes? and the mate produced one from inside his jacket. Just one.


And that was it. That was all Jerry needed.


He unlatched the door of the Prius, was out and moving over, swiping the cigarette out of the girl’s mouth.


Neck Tattoo reacted right away. ‘Oh, man, you again. Fuck off, hombre.’ Beside him, his mate bristled and his presence no doubt gave Neck Tattoo courage. There were two of them now. They probably thought that together they could take Jerry, but they didn’t know Jerry.


‘You,’ he said to Neck Tattoo, the leader. He proffered the cigarette. ‘Put this in your mouth right now.’


Neck Tattoo sneered. ‘I ain’t doing shit, hombre. Now fucking turn around and walk away.’


Like a proper amateur, Neck Tattoo touched a hand to the back of his jeans, telling Jerry where he kept his knife and which hand he favoured. Simultaneously, Jerry took a step to the side, closing the distance and bringing Hoodie in front of Neck Tattoo, lining them up.


Neck Tattoo now had his hand at his belt, about to 
draw.


Behind them, the girl looked confused. ‘What’s going on?’


Jerry held up the cigarette. ‘Laced with something, darlin’,’ he told her.


‘What?’ The colour drained out of her face.


And now Jerry pointed at the bulge in Hoodie’s pocket. ‘And what’s in there, eh?’


Everything happened at once. The girl gasped, turned and ran back for the safety of the club. Neck Tattoo swore and reached for his blade. Hoodie stood between them, his mouth agape.


And Jerry attacked.


He grabbed Hoodie, yanked him forwards and headbutted him. He put all of his height, power and experience into that butt and knew that the nose was broken and the guy would be blind with watered eyes. He grabbed the geezer’s hood, dragged it over his head, gathered it in his fist and thrust his dazed body to block Neck Tattoo. For a moment, the two Latinos were in a tangle, and then, as Hoodie dropped to the deck, Jerry grabbed Neck Tattoo’s arm, twisted it and put him down to the tarmac.


Neck Tattoo was mewling and crying as Jerry dragged him to the van and pulled open the doors. Somehow, he’d known what to expect and there it was, right in front of his eyes: a mattress, a screen and a small studio light. The guy writhed and screamed as Jerry took it all in. Again, Jerry put him down to the tarmac and was about to stamp him when he had a better idea. At his feet was an empty Coke bottle, spiderwebbed with cracks. Jerry reached for it, jammed it into the guy’s open mouth.


Then kicked his mouth shut.


The bottle shattered. Jerry stepped back as the bloke gagged and spluttered, spitting his teeth out like bloodstained Tic Tacs, glass slicing through lacerated lips. At the same time, he tried to move away, fearing further violence, attempting to make his way underneath the van, like a cat crawling away to die.


Jerry looked down at him dispassionately and then turned, returning to the second bloke, who still lay out cold close to the side entrance of the club. He dragged him back to the van, slapped him awake and dumped him down next to his mate, who lay still, blinking, but in agony.


‘Come look at your mate’s face,’ said Jerry to Hoodie, whose nose was spread across his face.


The guy took one look at the scarlet pulp that had once been his friend’s mouth and paled.


‘Right then,’ said Jerry. In his hand was the laced cigarette. ‘Now smoke this.’


Jerry waited until he’d lit up and was smoking before he decided to leave. Before he did, though, he made sure to take their IDs, just in case they had any ideas about calling the police on him.


He always stayed one step ahead.




Chapter Five


The girl slid from the bed, dragged on a T-shirt and took a seat at the dressing table to apply lipstick. The money, paid upfront, nestled in her purse and the deed was done. The lipstick was her way of saying, ‘We’re done here.’


‘So how did a stone-cold fox like you end up as a hooker?’ he asked from the bed.


He’d been nervous before, all aw-gee-shucks, playing up the out-of-towner, fish-out-of-water bit. But now he wore a sated look, the kind of grin you might call ‘shit-eating,’ if you were so inclined.


‘I’m not wife material,’ she replied in the mirror. Her stock response.


‘Oh yeah? You girlfriend material then, maybe?’ he offered.


‘I’m using wife interchangeably with girlfriend,’ she said, smiling to offset the weariness she heard creep into her voice. ‘Wife, girlfriend: neither are me.’


‘See, where I come from, a girlfriend can also be—’


‘A mistress? Yeah, I get that. Fact remains—’


‘As does my question.’


She sighed. ‘Look … Steve. An hour ago, you weren’t bothered why I was a hooker, right? Just as long as I was 
one.’


He conceded the point. ‘But I sure was thinking it.’


She shrugged and dropped the lipstick into her bag. Time to wrap things up. ‘This is LA. Maybe we have better-looking hookers than you do in Arizona.’


‘Utah,’ he corrected, with a little irritation.


And damn, because she prided herself on the details.


‘Did you have fun, honey?’ she asked instead, hoping the conversational swerve wasn’t as jarring for him as it felt to her.


‘Oh yeah, I sure did,’ he said, yawning, stretching. ‘How about you?’


‘No doubt about it,’ she said, grabbing her bag and standing. ‘But all good things come to an end.’


A turn off Sunset, a two-block journey to a street lined with palms and Noah was home, wrestling with the door to her bungalow, edging inside and nudging it closed with her hip.


The bungalow was small and the air con blasting too cold gave it a chilly, unwelcoming feel, like the house didn’t want her around. She felt her heart sink a little as she moved through to the kitchen to dump her bag of groceries on the counter.


Silence. Just the sound of groceries relaxing in the bag, distant traffic. She found herself thinking about Jacqui, or Jakki, or however her housemate had been spelling – beg your pardon – styling it that week. She’d used to rag on Jacqui for the name-styling thing. Even so, she was just about the closest thing Noah had to a friend.


Jacqui had started out as a dancer – as in, pole and lap, not Cats at the Pantages – and that’s what she’d been doing when she and Noah first became housemates. She’d been good fun in those days, regaling Noah with tricks of the dancing trade, like the one where she’d pretend to show an interest in a guy by opening his jacket, surreptitiously checking the label and if it wasn’t designer then moving on to the next mark. ‘If they’re wearing a tie, you twirl the tie, like so …’ She had demonstrated with a magician’s hand, ‘until you can see the label.’


‘Okay,’ Noah had said. ‘But not all rich guys are so … obvious, right?’


Jacqui had looked confused, and like everything else that Jacqui did, she did it in a big way, raising her shoulders, spreading her hands, knitting her eyebrows together theatrically, as a look of total perplexity made a tour of her features. ‘Obvious? It’s “obvious” having a label in a suit? What? You think that’s flexing?’


‘No, but you know what I mean. Um, I don’t know, Mark Zuckerberg? Bill Gates? You see those guys and they’re wearing polo shirts and T-shirts, beige chinos, dad stuff. They don’t look rich, do they?’


Jacqui had rolled her eyes. ‘That’s because they’re Mark Zucker­berg and Bill Gates. They can afford to not give a shit. Their face is their passport. Anybody else, they have to look the part, have to dress it. That’s what you’re looking for, kid, I’m telling you.’


Jacqui had tried porn. That didn’t go well. Some of the girls in porn made good money – the ones with thousands of followers on Twitter, who made it onto Howard Stern, who starred in rap videos. Most didn’t do so well, and Jacqui was one of those. Porn, in the end, was a flameout, a wrong-turn career move from which she had emerged battle-scarred and bloody, and if not with a full-scale coke habit, then definitely with an increased appetite for it.


Meantime, Noah had been doing well, pulling in the big bucks. She did her best to carry Jacqui along in her wake, even introducing her to her madam, Vera, but that had crashed and burned. A chaotic and strung-out Jacqui had chosen the day of her meet with Vera to be even more chaotic and strung-out than usual. Back at home in the aftermath, she seemed to resent Noah all of a sudden. Noah had watched helplessly, heart breaking, as her previously warm and funny friend became increasingly bitter and vocal about it.


‘You think you’re better than me,’ Jacqui had raged during one of their fallouts.


But Noah didn’t think that and never had. She just thought she’d made better choices. Comparatively better anyway. And she wanted help paying the rent.


Then there was the way Jacqui had left. The final argument. Noah had gone in hard; in return, Jacqui had replied in kind, called her ‘poison’. They’d both said regrettable things, but neither had apologised, and two days later, during which time silence had hung over the bungalow like a shroud, Jacqui was gone. Not a word then. Not a word since.


And Noah missed her. She had some money saved, so rent wasn’t a worry for a while, but even so, she wished she’d tried harder to repair their relationship; wished she had been more understanding. And even though she knew all the stuff about it being better to be alone than stuck in an unhappy marriage, she found her gaze going around the silent house and had a hard time believing it.


Noah shook herself. She wasn’t by nature a person given to gloom and introspection, and she didn’t want to start now. Okay, so do something. She’d already punched the clock. No more work tonight. So fuck it. Time to get trashed.




Chapter Six


As blowjobs go, it wasn’t exactly award-winning stuff. Then again, what did you expect from a desperate, destitute junkie?


In his hand, he held a vial. It was about an inch long and the circumference of a pencil, the kind used for perfume samples, except that inside this one nestled a rock of crack that in the mind of this junkie, and others like her, was easily worth a quick blowjob sandwiched between the paint-sprayed walls of a piss-stinking alley.


After he was finished (and the exact details of that particular process had been agreed in advance), he watched with pleasure the face she made as she swallowed. When she reached out with a trembling and desperate hand, he made her beg and cry until she threatened to go to the boss, at which point he relinquished and let her snatch the vial from him. The look in her eyes was a look he knew well. Like a hunted animal finally finding sanctuary.


Just then a shadow fell across the mouth of the alley, and he looked up to see a familiar figure. In an instant, the junkie was gone, flashing him a crooked, knowing smile, and he turned, buttoning up his jeans, to speak to the new arrival. As he did so, he sensed someone else at the far end of the alley, swivelled and saw his suspicions confirmed. He was boxed in.


Now it was his turn to swallow.


The two sentinels were dressed similarly: black jeans, oversized black sweatshirts, thick chains. The first guy had drawn his gun from the waistband of his jeans.


‘Someone wants a word with you,’ he said and then stepped aside. Behind him was a third guy: older, white, and cut from an entirely different cloth. Not for him the street uniform. He wore a navy suit and dirty off-white sneakers. His hair was long and unwashed, and with his slight stoop and downcast gaze, he had the look of a man who was dreading returning home to face the music. This was the bossman.


His name was Ronson Beaufoy.


And yet, when he raised his eyes, they glittered with malice, the smile he wore signalled danger more clearly than any clothing, and his voice when he spoke carried terrible promise. ‘Well looky here,’ he said.


‘Boss, listen, please, I was going to make up the money. I just fancied a blowjob.’


Beaufoy looked around as though unable to identify the source of the voice, before calling to the man at the far end of the alley, ‘Sasha, make sure you find that junkie and beat the living shit out of her, won’t you? Do it out front so that we all know what happens to those who think they can get away without paying. Remind them that …’ and here he looked up as though to address a higher power, paused a moment, then bellowed, ‘it’s a cash business.’


His words seemed to climb the walls of the alley and escape over the roofs of the adjoining apartments. In their wake, just traffic noise and far-off sirens.


‘No, let me do it, boss,’ stuttered the dealer. Sweat glinted on his forehead, his voice cracked with mounting panic. ‘I’ll fuckin’ get her. I’ll beat her like you want. I’ll make sure it’ll never happen again.’


‘Oh, it’s never going to happen again.’ That smile once more. From inside the dishevelled linen suit came a long blade – known in the community as The Knife. ‘You can be sure of that.’


At a nod from Beaufoy, the two heavies moved in and grabbed the dealer. He was a guy they knew well, a colleague, a friend, even. They’d stood on corners, shot the shit, played Xbox, shared innumerable blunts and plenty of women; they’d called each other bro and looked out for each other on the streets.


But all of that meant nothing and they felt nothing, knowing that it would be the same if the roles were reversed, as they turned a deaf ear to his pleas, ignoring his whimpering as their leader advanced.


The knife was held low and it stayed low as he began his work, and the faces of the two men were blank as the pleading and then the whimpering turned into screams that escaped the sheer walls of the alley and were heard in the adjacent buildings and in the small parking lot out front.


But nobody called the cops. In response, blinds were drawn and apartment doors eased shut. The residents of Sunshine Heights knew better than to get involved with Ronson Beaufoy.




Chapter Seven


The Naughty Pig was the destination whenever Noah wanted to rinse the pipes. True, it was a touch redneck for an LA joint, lots of red strip-lighting, maybe too much noise from the pool sharks and their girlfriends, TVs competing with hair metal from the jukebox, like, hey, 1982 wants its bar back.Even so, she felt comfortable here. I like it. So sue me.Besides, at home was just an empty, silent house. Not for the first time since Jacqui had left, Noah wondered whether having a coked-up and broke housemate was better than no housemate at all.


She took a seat, rested her elbows, hooked her boot heels on the stool and ordered a drink. She’d been coming here for about two years, knew the barman, Jake, who in return remembered that her favourite drink was Jack Daniel’s and Coke on the rocks. She sat playing with it for a moment or so, mulling over whether to throw it back or make it last.


Ah, what the hell. Down it went. Along the bar, a big guy in a camel-hair coat had arrived and taken a seat, leaving a few stools between himself and her – Good stuff, my friend, she thought, keep your distance.Jake approached him, about to take his order, but without looking, the big guy pointed down the bar towards her, the noise in the bar not enough to drown out his voice when he spoke. ‘Serve the lady first.’


Delivered the way it was, Jake’s feathers remained un­ruffled. Noah wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Serve the lady first. Jesus.


Then again, the second thing most noticeable about this guy besides his size was his voice. He was an English guy. A Londoner, maybe, his distinctive accent enhanced by a rasping, growling delivery.


She opened her mouth to object, but he stopped her before she could speak, ‘Don’t go saying nothing just yet, darlin’. Hear me out if you would. Here’s the deal. If you’re sitting there having just knocked back that JD and Coke in impressive time and looking very much like someone in need of a second, then I’m buying.’


Normally, it would annoy Noah to the point of actual physical violence if a guy spoke to her like that. Any other day and the word ‘darlin’’ alone would be enough for a little mouth-sick.


Normally. But there was something about the guy, a look in his eye, or maybe the fact that he was English … something, anyway, that produced a smile instead. And when they made eye contact and held it, she found herself more bemused than irritated by him. And that was a first.


Even so, that was it – for a while at least. She drank and messed about on her phone, at the same time keeping an ear on the conversation along the bar, where the big guy ordered drink after drink, tossing nuts into his mouth and chatting to Jake.


He talked, she noticed. He liked to talk. But he also listened. His eyes were crinkled, intent on Jake when it was the barman’s turn to speak, nodding with understanding and prompting him with further questions, rather than jumping in with his next unfunny quip or self-aggrandising statement, something most other men seemed to do – something Noah hated. And Jake liked the guy, you could tell. He’d gravitate back to him, upending the bottle of Scotch without being asked, bringing more bags of nuts.


A waitress in denim hot pants approached, plopped a tray of shivering empties on the bar and gave the big guy a quick cuddle, momentarily disappearing into his coat.


‘Everybody being nice, darlin’?’ he asked her, with a meaningful side-eye at the rowdy pool players.


‘Sure, Jerry,’ she grinned, blowing hair from her face and turning with a fresh tray of drinks. She caught Noah’s eye. They shared a look, and for a moment Noah wondered if the waitress was about to say something. Found herself wishing she would. But then the tray was hoisted upwards and the waitress was gone.


Twisted Sister on the jukebox. Noah tossed back the last of her JD and Coke and ordered another just as one of the pool players approached, hitting on her.


‘Hi, honey, can I buy you a drink?’


‘I’m good, thanks,’ she said.


‘You waiting for someone?’


‘Whatever I’m doing, I’d prefer to do it alone, if it’s all the same to you.’ She flashed him her very best winning smile. ‘Maybe another night, huh?’


The idea was to stay firm but keep him sweet, maybe even flatter him a little, defuse any rejection he might be feeling. Sure enough, it worked. Off he went, a little flushed, but with his dignity intact. She cast a glance at the big guy – Jerry – who raised his drink, toasting her diplomacy, and she raised it back.


Moments later, Jake appeared, elbow lifting as he poured a ribbon of Jack into her empty glass. Without thinking, she knocked it back.


Okay, she thought, seeing that she’d released a tiny rainfall of spilled JD on the bartop, keep it tidy, Noah, better not get too trashed…


But it was too late. She was wobbling …


‘Careful, darlin’, careful.’


Seeing that she was about to go, and manfully resisting the urge to shout, ‘Timber!’ and let her fall, Jerry scooted along the bar as the girl lurched to one side. Either way, she stopped herself in time, warding him off with a held-out 
hand.


‘I’m fine, I’m fine,’ she said, although it was more of a slur, ‘I don’t need any help.’


Trouble was, she was drunk, and since he was the one who’d been buying her drinks, he felt partly responsible. Question now was whether she was a good-natured, funny drunk, or the other kind.


‘You wouldn’t be doing that, you know, if you knew anything about me,’ she continued. ‘I’m poison.’ She held up both hands and wiggled her fingers, though what on earth it was supposed to mean, Jerry had no idea.


‘You’re not poison, darlin’, you’re just a bit pissed,’ said Jerry.


‘Pissed?’ she spat, rearing back. ‘What am I pissed about? What could I possibly be pissed about?’


‘It’s what we say back home, darlin’. We say pissed; it means drunk.’


‘What?’ she said, drawing the word out like whaaaaaaat. ‘Pissed. It means angry. Irritated. Ready to smash somebody in the face. And anyway, pissed or trashed or whatever I am, you still wouldn’t be looking out for me if you knew what I do. Have a guess. Go on.’
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