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To Andrea and Matthew




If you haven’t read a Colin Bateman novel before, this is what you’re missing;


‘As sharp as a pint of snakebite’ The Sunday Times


‘A joy from start to finish … witty, fast-paced and throbbing with menace’ Time Out


‘There is more to Bateman than a racy plot. His prose is intelligent as well as aesthetically satisfying, his dialogue toughly funny and tone-perfect’ Mail on Sunday


‘Bateman has barged fearlessly into the previously unsuspected middle ground between Carl Hiaasen and Irvine Welsh and claimed it for his own’ GQ


‘Terrific mordant wit and a fine sense of the ridiculous … the writing is great’ Evening Standard


‘If Roddy Doyle was as good as people say, he would probably write novels like this’ Arena


If you have read Colin before, you’re already an addict.




PROLOGUE


Murphy hates this place.


Scotland Yard. Nobody says New Scotland Yard, like it says on the tin; they say, Scotland Yard. Scotland Yard. Like it’s something out of a 1950s Wizard or a B movie. Worse, a British B movie. Like it’s something special, not just a big building with paperwork. They like to think of it as the nerve centre. He likes to think of it as a Christopher Reeves kind of nerve centre, everything’s there, but it doesn’t quite work, but one day, one day there might be a revolutionary breakthrough, and then watch out, you, you dastardly criminals.


He comes here as little as possible, and more recently, never at all. He slumps in the back of the lift as they rise to the eighth floor, uniforms all around him. He’s wearing his own uniform, of course, it’s just a different one: black jeans, one knee gone to white, black T-shirt, bomber jacket, zips on the arms for the little pockets where you can hide things like squares of chocolate or surface-to-air missiles. He ran a comb through his hair this morning, big sense of occasion and all, but all it really did was drag the mess to one side, making him look ever so slightly foppish. He soon fixed that.


He really hates this place.


Maybe he should have shaved, actually cut his hair, put on a nice suit. It’s not like he’s been working and has to stay shabby. Make the effort, Marty, make the effort. But no. He was up half the night writing a song; and as usual, when he came to look at the lyrics in the morning, his head thumping with Carlsberg, probably the worst hangover in the world, and a tiny, tiny amount of dope, right enough, they were shit, primary school lyrics. So he’s feeling rough and sad and annoyed that he has to be here.


He sits there, Rebel Without An Ashtray.


Dr Coates arrives after a few minutes, full of apologies and the flu. She’s quite cute but self-important. She has a pile of folders, and Murphy knows from past experience that his is the thickest, and growing. Fair enough.


She begins to fill in a form, then looks up at the sound of his lighter. She glances around theatrically at the sign behind her, then back to Murphy, who nods and removes the cigarette. She returns her eyes to the file, only to hear the lighter again and she looks up angrily to find Murphy now has two cigarettes in his mouth.


‘Go on,’ he says, ‘give us a smile.’


There’s no smile. Murphy removes the cigarettes.


‘You’ve missed three out of your last five appointments, Martin,’ she says. He nods. ‘This is important. We’re trying to help.’


‘I’m feeling better,’ Murphy says.


She nods, but is not convinced. ‘Martin, the death of a child––’


‘It’s none of your business.’


They lock eyes. She doesn’t blink. How does she do that? Perhaps Scotland Yard has developed an android. Perhaps there are so many crash and burns victims the regular psychobabblers all imploded. Or exploded. Covering the walls in gore and meaningful notes. Perhaps … Murphy blinks first.


‘Yes it is,’ she says, stern, but still trying to be family. ‘Let’s be frank here. If it wasn’t for your history, you would have been retired on medical grounds months ago, but the fact is certain people don’t want to lose you. That doesn’t mean we can just ignore …’


He’s laughing inside, really. Your history, your medical grounds. Like he’s Mel Gibson in Lethal Weapon or Clint Eastwood in … anything when he had big hair. Clichés aren’t clichés for nothing, Missus. Maybe he should act all manic like Mel. Maybe they’ll assign him a partner to help see him through this difficult time, and by the by solve the big case. A buddy. They’ll be total opposites of course, they’ll fight from beginning to just before the end, but they’ll learn to love one another along the way, and then one of them will die. And it won’t be Murphy, because he never dies.


He sits forward. ‘I’m OK. I just need to go back to work. Look at me, you’re trained, you can read me like a book, you can see I’m ready.’


‘It’s not as easy as that, Martin.’


‘Yes it is. Just read me.’


‘Martin, psychiatry––’


‘I can read you.’


‘What?’


‘I’ll do you a deal. If I can get you off like …’ and he clicks his fingers, ‘then you put me back on active. What do you say?’


‘This isn’t a game, Martin. I really don’t think––’


‘You’re in the process of splitting up with your husband.’


‘What?’


‘You’re in the process of splitting up with your husband.’ He isn’t even looking at her. He lights his cigarette and takes a drag. She ignores it. ‘You’ve been on holiday with him to try and patch things up, but it didn’t work out. You’re at that can’t live with him, can’t live without him stage. You tried to talk things through with him last night, but you had too much to drink and you slept together.’ He takes another drag. ‘How am I doing?’


Dr Coates looks pale and annoyed. ‘You can stop this right now.’


He doesn’t, of course. In for the kill. ‘You’re like most freckled women who go away to the sun. You sit on the beach for two weeks but you don’t quite get a tan, you just look a little bit dirty. That said, I can see by that band of pale skin that you wore your wedding ring while you were away, but no longer. You’ve had stale drink on your breath since you walked in––’


‘I said stop it.’


‘Now look at your nails – they’re not false, are they?’


‘No, I … Martin, this is getting––’


‘Then consider your forehead.’


‘I––’


‘There’s the remains of quite a hefty spot there. You’ve covered most of it with make-up, but I can tell by the skin around it that it didn’t die of its own accord, it’s been squeezed to death.’ Her hand begins to move towards her forehead, but she manages to stop herself. ‘But you see, Dr Coates, a spot requiring that much violence, there’d be nail marks, and there’s none. So someone with short nails. It’s not the romantic sort of thing you’d ask or allow a boyfriend to do, but a husband could do it without a second thought.’ Marty takes a final drag on his cigarette, then stubs it out, half smoked, on the floor. He looks up at her after a moment. ‘Right or wrong?’ he says. With the Belfast brogue and the light in his eyes, it somehow comes across as vaguely charming.


Still, she’s a professional, and there are standards to maintain. ‘You’re very good, Martin, nobody doubts that.’


‘So put me back where I belong.’


‘Yes,’ says Coates, ‘I do believe I will.’


Life, when you boil it down, comes to this: sitting in a canteen full of policemen trying to find a word that rhymes with orange, but mainly thinking about the difference between success and failure: how, on a different day, Bob Dylan would have been thrown out of his first record company for daring to sing with a voice like that. How, on a different day, if something hadn’t sparked his imagination, if he hadn’t suddenly hooked onto the zeitgeist, he might have turned ‘Blowin’ In The Wind’ into a comedy song about flatulence and scored a minor but forgettable hit. Chance, and the decisions that seem small at the time but are sometimes huge and significant and historic.


Someone he used to work with comes across and says, ‘Murphy, how’re you doin’?’


‘OK,’ he says. ‘Do you happen to know a word that rhymes with orange?’


And the someone laughs and walks off like he’s not serious.


All these hundreds of people around him, the camaraderie, the confidence, all with one purpose in life: to do good, to help people, to save the world. Well, at least, that’s how it’s supposed to be, but Murphy knows different. They really want to be Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver, they want to go out there and cleanse the world of all the filth and degradation. But they won’t, because it’s against the rules, somebody might file a report, they’ll sit in this canteen and talk about sport and mortgages and forget for a while the evil that’s out there, and when they are forced to go out they’ll do their weary best but it won’t get them down because they realise they’re fighting a losing battle, so why exert yourself? Do the bare minimum, get by, get by. De Niro fiddles while Rome burns.
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He sees dead people.


Every day of the week. Six times a day. Fat, thin, mostly thin. Young, old, mostly old. Heart, cancer, road accident, broken heart, oh she died of a broken heart, never got over the loss of her Tom, he sees them every day, and there’s not a flicker of emotion. There can’t be, really, it would kill you.


Mitchell stands at the back of the chapel in his black suit and white shirt and black tie and his austere haircut, nodding glumly as the mourners file in. He has the look of a man who would pass the interview for the position of guard at a small to medium sized concentration camp, but might stumble on the written test.


Today, today is different, and while death is all around him, this is the day he lives for. They don’t come along that often, but the adrenaline is already pumping around him with a vigour that is entirely absent from the corpse in the box at the front of the church; his fingers are tingling with the anticipation, an anticipation completely opposite to that of the small band of pallbearers who will shortly lift the coffin and carry it through the chapel and outside to the hearse; theirs is an anticipation of fear, of being a shoulder’s width and a few lousy millimetres of polished wood from death. You never get closer to a corpse than that, unless you are one, or unless you’re Mitchell, five-year veteran of the Fond Farewells funeral home – funerals, embalming, cremations, all at a price you can afford.


Mitchell checks his watch. It’s nearly time.


Come on, get a move on. Let’s get out there and stick her in the ground.


His pulse is racing.


Oh, it’s good to be alive.


At Fond Farewells, Terry Hatcher is escorting an elderly couple around the showroom. The coffins on display are polished up and look sleek and new and heavy like they’ll keep you safe and sound, underground, but they also look like they’ll cost you a fortune, and you can’t afford that, not on your pension. But don’t worry about it. Hatcher believes in looking after folk, in not charging them extortionate rates; this is, after all, life’s final journey, what sort of a man would he be to make money at a time like that. Oh, he’s good, Terry Hatcher. He’ll sell them.


‘It’s entirely a matter of personal taste, of course – from this simple pine box, this is the Abraham model, to this more flashy, solid bronze, velvet lined Dartmouth model, which is the BMW of the casket business, but listen, you’re in luck, I’ll tell you, this line is being discontinued, we need the space for our new stock, I’m sure we can work something out …’


And he’ll cut them a deal even though it means there’s virtually no mark-up for him on it at all; he may not tell them that they’re shelling out for wood but after the mourners have gone they’ll end up in a plastic casket that costs practically nothing, just like the rest of the stiffs. Why would he tell them? Mister, when you’re dead, you’re dead, doesn’t matter what you’re lying in.


Hatcher checks his watch. It’s nearly time.


This is London, north London; outside, the traffic thunders by, drowning out the soft weeping from the newly bereaved in the waiting room, and the sounds of Johnny upstairs, getting their guns ready. Johnny likes his guns. He’s a big guy, like Hagrid with attitude, hair tied back in a ponytail. He can take the weight of a coffin, including contents, over his massive shoulders. Then hurl it across a room.


Not the same demand for this as, say, tossing the caber, but you never know when it might come in handy.


Not far away, not more than a mile as the crow flies but thirty minutes in traffic at this time of the morning, Jimmy Warbeck’s getting ready for work. He’s had a nice time in bed with Mary – three months married, how long will this sex every morning last for? They hadn’t lived together and they’d only made love once before they got married. Jimmy thinks this is some sort of record, and he’s probably right – and now she’s downstairs with a bowl of Special K and watching Good Morning. He’s on flexi-time, so he’s a couple of hours later than usual going into work. He shaves. Normally he uses an electric shaver, but they had a late honeymoon in Florida and he accidentally left the shaver behind. Now he curses as he cuts himself with a Bic. He presses toilet roll against it. At the weekend, he would just leave it, but this is work, and blood against a white shirt collar doesn’t look good. There now. Not too bad. He puts on his shirt, but doesn’t button the top button just yet. He pulls on his uniform. Smart, he looks smart. He carries his hat downstairs. He kisses Mary on the top of the head then comes round in front of her for inspection. She puts down her bowl and carefully peels off the little scrap of toilet roll from his neck. My, he’s looking good. She buttons the top button then gives him a big kiss. He pats her stomach. She’s nearly two months gone. A late honeymoon baby. They’re in love.


He drives to work, though it would be quicker to walk. He’s not sure what it is – he’s not embarrassed by the uniform, or the job, loves them both, but there’s something about walking the public streets in this uniform that makes him feel vaguely silly. Like, if you’re into all that shit, why didn’t you become a policeman, instead of a jumped-up little Hitler of a security guard? They don’t know he used to be a cop, they don’t know he had to leave because he broke his leg, knocked down by a joyrider, and couldn’t face a desk job. Still, he’s not going to hand out leaflets about it. So he drives to work. Security. Head of security. Lots of responsibility. Always millions in diamonds on the premises. And he doesn’t have ten thousand tonnes of paperwork and dog’s abuse from the public to deal with. Oh, he’s happy; good job, reasonable pay, beautiful wife, baby on the way.


James Warbeck, on his final day.


Security here at International Diamond Exchange is state-of-the-art.


Unfortunately human beings are rarely state-of-the-art.


Or perhaps they are: they respond to crisis in a pre-programmed manner, and each according to what their particular programme is: cool and calm, panicked, disastrously, unexpectedly; it’s in the genes, it’s in the DNA, it’s in the eyes and the heart; none of it you can predict, not James Warbeck, in the control room, watching the video monitors, his colleagues beside him, not Hatcher or Mitchell or Johnny, sitting just a couple of streets away, their guns ready, just in case, but really, they’re not going to need them. It’s down to James Warbeck now, how he responds. If he goes for it, then they’ll get the diamonds; if he doesn’t, then they’ll drive on, no harm done, and pick another target.


But he’ll go for it.


Hatcher’s done his research. He knows people. The quick and the dead.


He lifts the mobile and dials.


‘Security,’ is the response.


‘James Warbeck please,’ says Hatcher.


‘This is Warbeck.’


‘Ah, first time lucky.’


‘What can I––’


‘James. Tell me one thing. Have you ever heard the sound of a woman dying?’


His blood freezes. Everything goes into slow motion for James, just like the movies, except there’s no music but drums, and the drum is his amplified heart. He sees everything in absolutely microscopic detail: dust mites in the air caught in the sun through the window; Mason, his pal, chewing gum by the monitor; the subtle vibration of the coffee percolator. There’s a rush of blood in his ears like sea in a shell.


‘What … who is this?’


‘Listen, James, to little pregnant Mary.’


He hears a panting sound, distorted, distant, and then a scream of pain … His legs almost give way, he is transfixed by terror. ‘Mary …’ he whispers.


‘Now here’s what you’re going to do, James. No hesitation, no questions, any deviation from my instructions and she’s dead. Now, you have access to a gun, do you not?’


There’s no point nodding on the phone, you actually have to make a sound. James manages a strangled grunt. This isn’t happening. It can’t be. Not to us. Not to us. Oh Mary, please, no.
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By the time he appears outside International Diamond Exchange, James Warbeck has shot one person dead, wounded two others, and is carrying a bag of diamonds. He is without hat or jacket, and there is blood splattered over the front of his white shirt. He stands, breathing hard for a moment, his head spinning, looking, crying, heaving, waiting for salvation, waiting to wake up, knowing it’s a nightmare, and knowing it’s not. He feels drunk and hungover at the same time, his body isn’t his, it has been usurped, there is an alien inside eating away at him, determined to burst out.


Then the people carrier with the blacked-out windows screeches to a halt, a door slides open, and he’s hauled in.


Three men. None of them disguised. And in that moment he is certain he’s going to die.


If he was to live they’d be disguised.


Death.


He’s flat on the floor, one foot on his back, the other on his head. They don’t even bother to take the diamonds off him, not yet. They’re in traffic. Not speeding. Patient. He hears the indicators. They’re so calm. Since when did robbers bother with indicators? Turning left. Turning left again. Turning right. Traffic lighter. Road bumpier. What’s that? The sound of a boat. The river. He smells the river.


‘Please tell me about––’ but before he can finish, his face is pressed hard into the floor. He smells shoe polish. New leather. Wintergreen.


Brakes, then he’s hauled up. He sees that he is indeed close to the river. There’s an old factory, or warehouse, or something industrial behind him. But long gone. There are holes in the roof and the windows are smashed. There’s a great black crow watching him.


He’s pulled out of the vehicle and tossed onto the rubble-glass-concrete. He gashes his knee but so what? One of the men takes the bag off him; he doesn’t look at their faces, a million to one shot that they’ll let him go if he doesn’t look at their faces again; he doesn’t look but he’s had glimpses and he’ll remember those faces until the day he dies.


Today.


‘My wife, please tell me …’


Johnny laughs down at him. ‘You tell us. We haven’t had the pleasure.’


‘Sucker,’ Mitchell says. ‘Gets ’em every time.’


Then Hatcher pushes Johnny to one side and glares down at James Warbeck. ‘Where’s the fucking rest of them?’


‘I don’t––’


Hatcher grabs him by the shirt and pulls him to his knees. ‘Where are they?’


‘I brought everything I––’


‘You fucked us!’


‘I swear to––’


Hatcher hurls Warbeck backwards, then turns angrily away. He has over a million in diamonds, but it’s not enough.


Mitchell is sloshing petrol over the interior of the people carrier. There’s another vehicle, same make, different colour, sitting behind it. They’ll be out of here soon. Mitchell is buzzing. Tonight will be good. Party time. Noreen, she’ll be up for it too, she loves it when they get a result. He looks at Hatcher, red with anger, but they’re still doing OK. Diamonds are worth their weight in gold. Mitchell laughs. He thinks he’s a smart cookie, though he would probably spell cookie wrong. He throws the empty petrol can into the back of the getaway car.


‘Tuesday’s not a good day …’ Warbeck is whining.


‘You can say that again,’ says Johnny.


‘I brought everything … I shot people … I did everything you asked … please …’


Hatcher stands over Warbeck; he reaches into his jacket and James prepares for the worst.


Holy Father.


My beautiful wife.


My beautiful baby to be.


I love you.


Except the man going for the gun, maybe he’s changed his mind; he removes keys instead. He tosses them into the puddle behind.


‘You’ve ten seconds to get out of here,’ Hatcher hisses.


Disbelief. ‘What?’


Johnny smiles. ‘Ten,’ he says.


Mitchell is beside him. ‘Nine,’ he says.


James scrambles round. The puddle is shallow, but it’s murky-dark; he’s in there with both hands, his fingers urgently searching out his passport to life.


‘Eight,’ says Johnny.


Please Jesus!


‘Seven,’ says Mitchell.


He has them. He jumps to his feet. He doesn’t look at their faces. He races to the vehicle. He tries to put the key in the ignition, but his hands are shaking so much that he drops them to the floor. He reaches down.


‘I’m going, I’m going … thank you … thank you … I swear to God I won’t say a––’


‘Six,’ says Johnny, taking out a cigarette.


‘Five,’ says Mitchell, lighting it for him.


James has the keys, he fumbles to get the right one into the ignition.


‘Four,’ says Johnny, lighting the cigarette.


‘Three,’ says Mitchell.


The engine starts.


Thank Christ!


Mitchell takes the cigarette from Johnny’s mouth and tosses it into the back of the people carrier.


James Warbeck doesn’t even see it.


He races the vehicle forward. He has ten metres and four seconds of hope and freedom, of living again, of seeing his wife and holding his baby, before the whole lot explodes in a ball of flame.


He screams and he screams and he screams.


Johnny and Mitchell stand impassively. They see dead people every day.


‘We agreed on ten,’ says Johnny.


‘I know,’ says Mitchell, ‘I cheated.’


Up above, the crow caws then takes off. Hatcher watches it go, follows its trajectory through the smashed glass and exposed rafters of the warehouse roof. He wonders if it’s symbolic of something, the security guard ascending to heaven, the Devil watching them work. Mitchell is watching it too, and is thinking of his favourite song, ‘You Are The Wind Beneath My Wings’, which is about as deep as Mitchell gets.
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It’s late autumn cold, it’s barely past lunchtime and it’s already getting dark.


He’s on his way to a gig, stopping off for a couple of pints, quelling the pre-minstrel tension. The temptation, as ever, is just to stay here, put it off to another day, but he forces himself up and out. Buddy Holly didn’t get anywhere by sitting in a bar all day. Michael Stipe was on the road with REM for eleven years before he met with any real success. You put the work in, you get the results. Murphy finishes his third pint, then lifts his guitar and heads for the road. Now it’s just a matter of deciding where the gig should be. Indoors, he thinks.


He wears the kind of pre-baseball tweedy cap that Bob Dylan used to wear, a heavy jacket with buttons rather than zips, and sometimes he has a mouth organ, but not today.


Murphy busks for a while at Charing Cross tube station. His repertoire is wide and varied, he can give you ‘Needles & Pins’, ‘The Kids Are Alright’, ‘Is She Really Going Out With Him’, ‘No Woman No Cry’, a country version of ‘White Riot’, and he might even give you his a cappella ‘Strange Fruit’, but his voice is likely to give out halfway through that one and then he’ll have to rent a slug of Special Brew off the emaciated Scot lying on the tartan rug at the foot of the other moving escalator.


It’s all about making eye contact. Most of them keep their heads down and keep walking, but if he manages to make eye contact they invariably feel embarrassed enough to give him a few pennies. The Japanese are the best, they’re usually worth a few pounds. Maybe he should go tour there: Marty Murphy, Live at Boudakan. He will embrace Japanese culture – the World Cup, Hiroshima, Farewell My Concubine, Sumo, kimonos, Sparks album, Kimono My House is still a favourite and of course his video of The Bridge On The River Kwai.


Americans are pretty good too. They think it’s quaint. When he spots Americans he chooses American songs, because they really don’t like foreign things at all; big old historical buildings sure, they’re cute, but what they really want is a little bit of home. He’ll give them ‘American Girl’, ‘Do You Know The Way To San Jose’ and Marty Robbins’ ‘Ballad Of The Alamo’. And when they’ve put money in his paper cup he’ll say, Have a nice day. And they’ll say, You have a nice day too. And sometimes he’ll say, But I hope you have a better one, and really it could go on for ever.


When the cop comes to move Murphy on, he goes without a fuss, pausing only to collect his coins. The cop leaves the Scot alone. Murphy knows the Scot is not actually a down-and-out but an avant-garde performance artist impersonating a tin of Edinburgh shortbread past its sell-by date, his comment on commercialism, cultural colonialism and political independence, but he says nothing. Murphy might try another pitch, but just as likely he’ll adjourn to a pub to spend his change. He’ll stash his acoustic behind the bar. He probably won’t remember to take it with him when he leaves, but that doesn’t matter, he’ll get it again, or a similar one, on some future visit. He has them stashed in bars all over this part of London, like food dumps on the way to the Pole – or was it on the way back?


He loves the music. But it can make him think too much.


He loves the drink. And it dulls everything.


He has been with four women in the past year, all of them when he was drunk, and they were too. Not drunks, just drunk. He does not know what he would do with a sober woman. Make her a sandwich and ask her for a word that rhymes with orange.


One pub, two, three, he does a tour because he’s pissed off. He had resolved to switch his brain off for twenty minutes, just long enough for Dr Coates to see that he’d wised up and was OK to return to duty, but he couldn’t even manage that. She winds him up the wrong way. Time before last she asked him if he kept a diary, and when he said no she suggested that he should start and that then they would look at his thoughts together, perhaps it would be a cathartic experience for him.


So he brought his diary in the next time and she flicked through it with increasing annoyance.


It read like this:


Tuesday 23rd: Dentist. Sore.


Wednesday 24th: Launderette. Found extra sock.


Thursday 25th: Wild sex with Kim Basinger. Woke up.


‘This wasn’t what I had in mind at all,’ she said.


‘I know.’


‘Everything’s locked up inside you, Martin, it needs release.’


‘Ah, right. Like that Dutch farm girl.’


‘What?’


‘The Dairy of Anne Frank.’


‘Martin, this isn’t funny.’


‘I know. It’s really annoying.’


He smiled, she glared, session over.


The Laughing Policeman. No one remembers that record now. A novelty song, but also the stuff of his childhood nightmares.


He finds himself climbing out of a taxi off the Fulham Palace Road. He can’t really see the money he gives the driver, so he holds out his hands, full of drinking change, and lets him pick out as much as he wants.


‘What about a tip?’ the driver says, chancing his arm with the drunk.


‘Don’t sleep in the subway,’ Murphy says.


The taxi roars off, and Murphy has a pee up against a wall.


Then he’s putting his key in the door, except it won’t fit, no matter which way he twists it. He looks blearily at the key. Somebody else’s? Did some fair damsel slip her key into his pocket and say later? Well, there has to be a first time for everything. He leans against the door for support, then rings the bell, rings it again and again and again. When it seems like he might finally wear out the battery, a window shoots up high above him and Lianne’s head appears.


‘Wassa big idea, lockin’ the bloody––’


‘Martin,’ she hisses, ‘will you go away.’


‘That’s lovely, that is!’ Murphy shouts.


‘Martin, please!’


‘Just open the frickin’ door!’


She glares at him for a moment, then slams the window shut. He leans against the door. He hears hurried footsteps on the stairs, the bolts being drawn back. He pushes himself off the door and readies his charming yet triumphant smile. Except when the door opens there’s a mountain man in a dressing gown standing there and before Murphy can say anything, a fist shoots out and catches him on the side of the nose. The force and the shock of it propel him backwards. There’s a blinding light and a sudden stench of well dogged pavement, and then darkness.


Norman has been living with Lianne for three months; she tells Murphy this in the bathroom where she’s doing her best to fix his face. Norman paces outside the closed door, worrying because his lady is in there with her ex-husband and she’s hardly wearing nothing at all, and Murphy’s thinking exactly the same, that she’s hardly wearing nothing at all. Her right breast is peeking out at him, almost waving, but sobriety has arrived quickly – concussion and blood on the footpath can do that – and he resists the temptation to cup that breast in his hand, just for old time’s sake. He looks at her, squinting up while she dabs at the back of his head – ouch, jagged cut, hairs stuck in it – and she looks just as pretty and just as angry as he remembers.


‘Are you OK in there?’ Norman asks.


‘Yes. Go to bed, I’ll be fine.’


She knows he won’t go, and it makes her happy. He’ll protect her. He’ll look after her. Her Norman. She shakes her head down at Murphy. ‘Oh, Marty, what am I going to do with you?’


‘Anything you want,’ he says, and smiles, then drops it when she doesn’t return her own wonderful smile. ‘I’m sorry. I forgot. I was …’


‘I know. Martin, you’re putting me in danger.’


‘No I’m not. That’s all finished.’


‘No it’s not. You know it’s not. You’re putting yourself in danger, and you’re putting Norman in danger.’


‘Well, forgive me if I don’t lose sleep over––’


She drags his face round with her hand. It hurts a little, but he goes with it. Listen to mother. ‘Listen to me! I’m serious! You promised! You swore!’


Hold it, hold it, hold it … ah, too late …


‘Yeah, well, you promised to love, honour and––’


‘We lost our son! That wasn’t me!’


‘Oh yeah, right, fucking dead on!’


She begins to cry.


There’s a knock on the door. ‘Lianne?’


‘Go to bed!’ she shouts.


But he won’t.


She wipes at her eyes. ‘Just go, Marty, please.’


Murphy stands, patting gingerly at the back of his head.


‘And don’t come back.’


He looks at her sadly, they’ve made love ten thousand times and now she can’t bear to be in the same room as him. But they’ll always be joined.


‘I watched the tape again last night,’ he says.


‘Don’t, Marty.’


‘You never asked for a copy.’


She sighs.


He opens the bathroom door and steps into the hall. He closes the door. He takes a deep breath. He sighs. There is a slight movement to his right and he turns to see Norman standing there, arms folded, brow furrowed, eyes intense. He’s a big man, and quite heavily muscled, but he’s been letting it go, he’s at the stage now where it could very easily turn to flab. At this point Murphy should offer his hand, respect, men of the world, look after my woman. Instead he raises his eyebrows and says, ‘She’s still a great kisser,’ then takes off down the stairs at the speed of sound, with big Norman in his dressing gown in hot pursuit.
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He’s up all night again, working on a song. It’s called ‘Carla’s Last Stand’ and it’s a beautiful ballad, although this child of punk is slightly embarrassed by it. Then he thinks of the Beatles and ‘Hey Jude’ and ‘Let It Be’ and decides it’s all right to come over all ballady once in a while.


He falls asleep around six, a glass of red wine spilled unnoticed over the quilt so that when the phone rings four hours later he jumps up like he’s been shot, then looks at the quilt and thinks he really has been shot, and it’s several long moments before the panic subsides, moments he uses to feel under the bed for the gun that’s strapped there. He has it out in his hand and pointing at shadows while the answer machine clicks in and his voice on the tape cracks in with: ‘WHAT? WHAT DO YOU WANT? GO AWAY! Alternatively, leave a message after the …’ and it beeps and then there’s a young woman’s voice drained of emotion saying: ‘DC Murphy, please report to James Warbeck at Chelsea Royal Infirmary at …’


He lies back in bed, breathing hard from the panic, slowly relaxing, then trying to think about the message and what it means. Dr Coates has changed her mind? Or they’ve managed to get me voluntary work as a hospital porter.


He gets out of bed, stows the gun, then looks at his lyrics. If he likes them, he’ll go and see what they want; if they’re shit, he’ll stay where he is and work at them.


He amazes himself. They’re good. The tune is good.


He goes to the shower, humming his own song. He’ll be singing it on Top Of The Pops by the end of the year. Or Opportunity Knocks. No, wait, they cancelled that twenty-five years ago.


He sighs.


If the water is hot, it’s a sign, and he’ll go; if it runs cold then the Gods don’t want him out of the building and he’ll crawl back into bed.


The water’s burning hot; so hot it makes the cold feel warm. Under the shower he thinks about Lianne and what they had and what they lost and he knows he can never have it back; he knows he doesn’t want it back; that it’s gone for good; too much said, too much hurt, too much blame. When he gets drunk he goes home, or to what was his home before they split, the way other people put on their favourite records. He will have to change his ways. She’s right. It’s too dangerous for him just to turn up like that. They could be watching. Even now, after it’s all supposed to be over.


Two hours later he’s striding down the hospital corridor, a big black orderly a couple of steps ahead of him. He has written James Warbeck on a piece of paper, which the orderly is now carrying.


He hates the smell of these places. Reminds him of …


‘This way,’ says the orderly and pushes through the swing doors, examining the piece of paper as he goes. ‘James Warbeck,’ he says to himself.


Three more sets, then they’re in the morgue.


Murphy doesn’t want to be here.


If he’d known he was coming to the morgue he would have stayed in bed.


The morgue has a smell all its own, separate from the tinny antiseptic of the hospital. He can’t quite pin it down. It’s morgue-smell, and it defies description. The orderly looks up at a bank of drawers, counts along and down, glances at the paper again, then pulls out the drawer, not much more than a thin metal shelf. He turns back to Murphy and says, ‘James Warbeck, be back in ten,’ nods, then exits.


This is James Warbeck: drained and brained by the autopsy, but before the undertakers have had a chance to get at him, to pretty him up, fill him out, apply the make-up, pump in the embalming fluid; he’s a mass of teeth and scorched flesh; he’s purple and black and yellow and oozing and––


‘Fuck!’ Murphy jumps as a hand is brought down on his shoulder.


He spins, ready for unarmed combat, or at least to plead for his life, only to find Murdoch standing there, and behind him a young man with a wispy moustache he does not recognise.


‘Jesus,’ says Murphy, ‘don’t do that to me.’


‘Martin,’ says Murdoch, ‘you look like you’ve seen a ghost.’ He gives it a big belly laugh, while his mate smiles thinly.


Murdoch’s pushing fifty, one realistic eye on retirement, the other fantastically set on late-life promotion to the dizzy heights. It has the effect of making him cross-eyed, at least metaphorically. Unfocused. He has been Murphy’s boss since Murphy dragged his sorry arse across the Irish Sea, bruised, battered, destroyed, determined to start again, but needing careful handling. Actually, Murdoch’s a good guy. What you would call old school, but not in the club tie and pipe sense; more the doesn’t mind going for a pint but stopping off on the way to give a suspect a surreptitious slap down a dark alley. He’s a little paunchy now, not like the other cop, standing there in his nice suit, a folder under his arm, bright blue eyes, ready smile. Alan Carter. Call me Alan, he says. Shit, Murphy doesn’t even know Murdoch’s first name.


‘So what’s the story, morning glory?’ he asks.


Before Murdoch can reply, Carter, Alan, steps forward, opens his file, looks up at Murphy, down at the corpse, and then returns his attention to the file, like he’s giving the reading in church. ‘James Warbeck, thirty-two, married, wife expecting, head of security at International Diamond Exchange, suddenly pulls a gun, shoots his best friend dead, wounds two others, then makes off with a million in diamonds.’


Murphy ignores Carter for the moment, addresses his question to Murdoch. ‘So how’d he come by the suntan? Guilty conscience?’


‘Yeah,’ laughs Murdoch. ‘When was the last time you came across one of those?’ He lets the laugh settle for a moment, then looks gravely down at the horror on the table. ‘Told his colleagues that his wife was being held hostage, that they were going to kill her.’


‘Meanwhile,’ says Carter, ‘the wife was in Sainsburys.’


Murdoch sighs, then nods at Carter. Carter turns to the back of his folder and removes a series of black and white photographs. Fumbling slightly, he passes them to Murdoch. He takes a look at the top one and passes it to Murphy. Murphy sees three white guys in black funeral suits.
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