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Copper Kiss

Tom Neale is a freelance writer whose work has appeared widely in the national press. He lives in London.




For Guy and Davina




Prologue

They killed the old man as he slept. When they pulled back his coat, they could smell the liquor rise from him and he was too stupefied to fully realise what was going on. This was a mercy. Three blows to the head with a tyre iron, and it was all over for him. Then they stole his boots.

He had not been easy to find. He’d dropped off the grid, as many long-term alcohol – and substance-abusers do. He had no lodgings, phone number, cell phone, bank account or credit cards. Any necessities, such as cheap vodka and cigarettes, were paid for with crumpled dollar bills or the coins he got back on collecting soda and beer cans.

His last known address had been in Boston, when he’d spent some time at the Pine Street Inn homeless shelter, the city’s largest. However, the staff there hadn’t  seen him in a while. Then they had a sighting in Florida. Bums like Florida: it has kinder winters than Boston. But by the time they got there, he’d gone. What they did get was the identity change. Their man had become Hank Porter, although that wasn’t the surname he was born with. That was something altogether more famous.

When they caught up with him, he’d made it across the country to San Diego. Hank Porter had eaten at the Market Street soup kitchen and drawn clean clothes from the Treat Street shelter. As was the norm, the latter logged him on the San Diego Social Register computer database: Henry ‘Hank’ Porter, W/M 5' 10", 62 years of age, balding, gray beard, scar on left cheek, 160lbs. It was enough to put him back on the grid. They flew out to find him.

When they got to the charity centres, they discovered that Hank Porter didn’t actually stay at the shelter. He preferred to sleep rough, mostly on the ornate benches in Balboa Park, where he could hit on tourists outside the zoo or the Museum of Art. He’d told the people at the hostel that he didn’t think shelters were safe.

A week later, someone beat him to death in the park, just so they could steal the used Timberlands he had recently drawn from the clothes exchange. Or so it seemed.

The park ranger who discovered the body reported  it to the SDPD, who went through the motions of trying to discover if Hank had any next of kin. A man who was not, in fact, his son came forward and claimed to be just that. He paid for a quick, simple cremation.

Hank Porter had, on the face of it, been a threat to nobody, but that wasn’t the case. He had a history, including a conviction for second-degree murder, that could be embarrassing to important men, one very important man in particular, if anyone – say, some crusading journalist – had tracked him down. It was better if he was out of the way.

The group who ordered the killing were pleased with the outcome, but they knew that it had been a simple elimination of someone already on the margins. The homeless and the destitute are rarely missed, and Hank was no exception. The next one would be more difficult, require a better team. After all, murdering a hobo in a San Diego park is one thing. A hit in the centre of London, that is something else altogether.




One

United States: Early November




Outside, the temperature has dropped into single figures Celsius but, thanks to over-efficient underfloor heating, the classroom is hot and stuffy. Vincent Piper hesitates before opening the window. With it ajar, his students can hear the shots from Hogan Street South, one of the FBI’s famous training mock-ups. As he swings it wide, the trainees stir in their seats and several look wistfully in the direction of the flat crack of blanks being discharged. They’d rather be doing practice than theory. And who can blame them?

Piper strides back to the whiteboard at the front of the classroom and most of the dozen trainees dutifully turn their gaze back towards him. There are nine males and three females, all in their twenties, all given  the rare chance to become a Federal Agent. Piper tries to prevent himself from identifying those who will wash out early. Perhaps Mike, the lanky kid at the back, who still has an ear cocked for the sound of bullets.

‘So, as I was saying, Mike.’ The boy spins in his seat, a shy grin on his face. ‘Whidbey Island was one year before Waco, but there are certain similarities. However, the senior figure in this particular cult, the self-styled “Father” William, had had military training. His defensive positions,’ Piper points to the diagram on the whiteboard, which shows a series of slit trenches that had been prepared around the organisation’s headquarters, a converted and fortified farmhouse, ‘were exceptional. If you look at page sixteen of your dossier you will see a full description of how they were constructed and their firing lines. Ranged against them were a SWAT team from Seattle, local ATF and FBI officers and State Troopers. Inside the compound and the trenches were thirty-seven male members of the American Free God Association and twenty-two women, each one armed with assault rifles, recoil-less rifles, grenade launchers and so on. The law-enforcement officers had a hogjaw to help shield their approach.’ He points at the picture of an armoured bulldozer pinned on the wall behind the board. ‘But as far as hardware was concerned, that was it.’

There were TV crew helicopters, he wants to add, but nobody had thought to do a full aerial survey of the hold-out. If they had, they might have seen just what they were up against.

Piper looks at his watch, just as the minute hand hits the hour. ‘Right, your assignment for next week’s class is to analyse the police and Federal actions that left seventeen dead and twenty-seven wounded, and to identify six key errors in the tactics. Then, to devise an alternative strategy, which you believe would have avoided that bloodshed. See you then.’

The trainee agents gather up their papers and leave, murmuring their thanks, while he moves to the window and loosens his tie. He has been teaching this unit on classic FBI cases for close to a year now. Making the move into training from fieldwork had been a godsend, there was no doubt about that. Following the death of first his daughter, then his father, he had needed time to get grounded again.

There is a knock at the door and Senior Special Agent Roscoe Mitchell steps into the room, pressing past the last of the trainees. Mitchell, an urbane black man in his early fifties, is Deputy Director of this satellite unit of Quantico, set up after the surge in recruitment, following the terror alerts of early 2005, had stretched the original facility to bursting point. ‘Vince. Got a minute?’

‘Sure.’

Mitchell looks at the board. ‘Whidbey?’

‘Yup.’

‘Thank God we haven’t had too many of them since.’

‘Doesn’t mean we won’t,’ says Piper. ‘It’s just at the moment we got bigger fish to fry than the odd nutty cult where some guy decides he’s Jesus, so he can get laid.’

‘Yeah.’ Mitchell parks himself on one of the desks. ‘I hear you wanna get back in the fish-frying game.’

Piper feels himself colour slightly. ‘I might have mentioned it. To—’

‘Leo Masterman. An old friend of your dad’s.’

‘Yeah.’ He doesn’t ask how Mitchell knows. These things got around. He should have foreseen that.

‘But not to me.’

‘No. I was just dipping a toe in the water.’

Mitchell smiles. ‘It’s OK, I’m not going to give you a hard time. You’re still young, you have plenty of experience – I don’t blame you.’ He wags an admonishing finger. ‘You should’ve followed procedure, though.’ As the FBI has expanded over the past four years, so its despotic faith in procedure has increased exponentially. Procedure said there were to be no requests for transfers until the matter was cleared with your immediate superior.

‘I haven’t heard zip, though, Roscoe. I still might not. You know there’s the odd glitch on my file.’ Piper had screwed up on a case in London eighteen months previously, the one involving the death of his daughter, Martha. However, he had been treated leniently by the subsequent enquiry because he was deemed to be operating under the psychological impact of her death – and because, in the end, the plot to kill him, his ex-wife and the Ambassador of the United States to the Court of St James had failed. Only barely, though.

‘Well, someone loves you,’ says Roscoe, reaching out the piece of paper he has been holding. ‘You know about SOCA, over in the UK?’

Piper flips through the vast bank of acronyms in his brain before he gets it. ‘Serious Organised Crime Agency? Heard of it, that’s all. It kicked in after my time over there.’

‘Well, they heard of you, too. I got this. Through official channels.’

Piper takes the letter, notes the heading and address, and scans the contents. ‘I don’t quite—’

‘They are doing their own version of this, is what I hear. Case analysis. They had half a dozen big foul-ups, just like us,’ he points at the diagram of the Whidbey scenario, ‘and some successes. They want an overview of what went wrong and what went right. They asked for you.’

‘Why?’

Mitchell spreads out his hands, like it was the dumbest-ass question he had heard in his entire career. ‘I don’t know. Maybe because you know both countries, you are now an expert on FBI history and, even if you don’t always follow it, procedure. Now, it’s up to you whether you go. It would be a six-month secondment – by which time, maybe Leo would have found you something. You been back over since . . . ?’ Mitchell lets it trail away.

Piper shakes his head quickly. The tightness is in his chest, the one that squeezes his ribs every time he thinks of Martha. He waves the letter at Roscoe. ‘Well, it’s nice to be wanted by someone.’

‘I want you here, Vince. But I understand if you got to go.’

Piper looks Mitchell in the eye. ‘I haven’t got a problem here, Roscoe. I just feel I’m not quite played out yet.’

Mitchell laughs. ‘Me neither, Vince.’

‘I didn’t mean . . .’

‘I know.’ His superior walks over to the whiteboard and shakes his head as he examines the play sketched out before him. When he turns, his eyes are hard and flint-like. ‘I was there, you know. At Whidbey. Junior Agent, of course.’

‘You never said.’

‘No, and apparently there weren’t any Federal Agents at Waco, either. Or at least, none who’ll admit to it.’ Piper opens his mouth, but Mitchell guesses what is coming. ‘And don’t ask me to address the class on what we did wrong.’

Piper snaps his jaws shut.

‘So, I got no problem with you going, Vince, if London is what you want. But can I just say, I ain’t never been back to Whidbey.’

Piper nods, understanding what the other man is saying about opening an old wound. He folds the letter into a small square and pockets it. ‘Can I think about it?’

‘Sure. I would. Hard.’

Piper isn’t certain why he has asked for time. He knows straight away that the answer is yes: he is going to return to London.




With the sound of its brakes muffled by the howl of the first blizzard of the season, the unmarked bus glides to a silent halt near the subway entrance at 231 Street in the Bronx. It comes at the same time every Monday and Friday: five-thirty in the morning, give or take ten minutes. Normally, like every other neighbourhood in the city, these ill-lit streets would be all but empty, especially given the bleak weather. This morning, though, there are three coffee stalls fired up  and steaming, an assortment of well-wrapped characters huddled in doorways, and several knots of underdressed working girls clustered beneath the streetlamps, eyes red-rimmed and bleary, exposed flesh pricked into goosebumps.

Along the streets, parked cars, engines still running, spew out coils of water vapour into the night air. A pawnshop has rolled up its shutters, a couple of moneychangers are open for business, and the Italian bakery has begun making the focaccia a half-hour early. An NYPD black and white sits at the end of the street, the two cops within sipping coffee, their hooded eyes taking in the scene, scanning for any signs of trouble.

The bus stops rocking on its worn shocks, the doors hiss open, and a ripple of expectation runs through the watchers. The twice-weekly deposit of released, pardoned or paroled federal prisoners has begun.

There are thirty-three men on board, eighteen Afro-Caribbean, seven Hispanics, the rest Anglos. Some of them last saw this world in a time before universal cell phones, terrorist attacks, and smoking bans in bars. They will be as confused and disoriented as any recent immigrant. More so: because they think they know this country.

The first of the ex-inmates hits the ground running. Claude Podoma, automobile thief turned bank robber  (failed), ignores the shrill entreaties from the hookers, who figure they can do good business from guys who haven’t banged a woman in an age. Not with Claude, though. He is head down, collar up and into the subway. The second guy off the bus is a tall black man by the name of Macrae, a murderer, who always maintains that, if he had his time over, he would kill the son-of-a-bitch a second time, only slower. This one heads straight for a dog and a coffee, and a satellite group of girls detach and follow him. One of them will strike lucky, if not exactly paydirt.

The third man to put his free foot down is the extortioner, blackmailer, horse nobbler, cardsharp, all-round grifter, Jeffrey Reid aka Brandon Lewis aka a dozen other names. He alights and stops, blocking the entrance for others trying to step down. Despite the protests from behind, he takes his time working the street and smiles when he sees headlights flash at him twice in welcome. He heads towards them. The hustler expects it to be his long-suffering, and bigamously married, second wife. It will be too late when he gets in and realises that the car might belong to Marie, but it contains representatives of some of the people he grifted out of thousands of dollars. His body will be found in three days’ time, a single shot through the skull, but minus many extremities, which the Medical Examiner will determine were removed before the merciful bullet.

So it goes on, rapists, robbers, blackmailers, muggers, even the occasional innocent man, each anxious to feed one appetite or another, often being welcomed by friends, loved ones or sometimes enemies. For one man, there is a reunion with his dog, the frisky Alsatian now lame and almost blind, but still yapping as his fur is ruffled and the ex-con’s hot tears fall onto his head.

A significant proportion, however, have nobody to greet them, and they disappear into the early morning.

Of the thirty-two who have so far stepped out into the lazy swirls of snow this night, nineteen will eventually find themselves taking a return trip into the bosom of the corrections service, either state, city or federal, within the next twenty-four months.

The last man to step down does so casually yet assuredly, as if he has taken the cross-town bus rather than the Con-Metro. Neither furtiveness nor desperation on show, he stands for a second and sniffs the air, turns on his heel, buries his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket and heads for the subway. He quickly becomes aware of a slow-ticking engine directly behind him, and turns to see who is shadowing him. The window cracks free of its rubber seal and glides down to reveal a familiar face, which breaks into a smile.

‘Hello, Lawrence.’

Lawrence Hooper doesn’t react. He hasn’t seen the man in the Acura for six or seven years, and he isn’t certain he is pleased to see him now.

‘Are you going to get in? I’ll give you a ride to wherever you want to go.’

‘Albany?’

‘Well, Penn station. Buy you a drink first. Been a while, Larry.’

Hooper hesitates. ‘There’s a diner three blocks down on the right.’

‘Hop in.’

Hooper shakes his head; he needs to think. ‘I’ll see you in there, Colonel.’




There are a few cabbies and a couple of cops in the diner, but Hooper ignores their stares and slides into a booth with the Colonel, who has already bought him a coffee. Hooper stumbles for a second, as if his legs have failed, and steadies himself on his old employer, before flopping back into his place opposite. He examines the Colonel, who looks much the same as he remembers, face a little gaunter, hair going over to mostly grey.

‘Black, right?’

Hooper nods, picks up the glass sugar container and lets a stream of crystals fall into the coffee. He stirs them in slowly, the metal spoon scraping on the rim of the mug.

‘You look good.’

Hooper weighs exactly what he did when he was twenty-five, and his waist measurement is only an inch more. He’s kept himself in shape. ‘You were the last person I expected to see here.’

‘Who were you hoping for?’

‘Jennifer Lopez would’ve been nice.’

The Colonel laughs politely. ‘What about Renee?’

‘I told her not to come. We got to do this real slow.’

His wife is living with her mother in Boston; Hooper knows that the various and differing expectations of his release could implode the already fragile shell of a marriage. He wants to get some heavy scaffolding in place before they try to rebuild it.

‘Out for Thanksgiving, though.’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s something.’

‘Only if you like turkey.’

‘You’ll see Renee, though. Thanksgiving.’

‘We’ll see. Like I said . . .’

‘Slow.’

‘Yeah. Colonel, forgive me, but they haven’t moved you across to Social Welfare, have they?’

‘No.’

‘So . . .’

‘So,’ repeats the Colonel. ‘You want anything to eat?’

Hooper yawns and shakes his head. ‘In five minutes I’ll take that ride to Penn. You got something to say, I’d rather you got to the point.’

‘They took your money.’

‘They said it was all proceeds of crime.’

‘You didn’t mention us. That was good.’

‘You think they’d believe me? I’d’ve sounded like . . . what’s that guy? Chuck Barry.’

‘Barris. What do you want to do now?’

‘Finish my house.’

Hooper had been building a house on a lake in upstate New York – modern, Scandinavian-style, hugely energy efficient, designed to blend in with the background – and when his employment with the Colonel had terminated, he had foolishly tried to top up the construction fund with an armed robbery. He still asks himself why.

‘How much do you need?’

‘How much have prices gone up?’

‘A lot.’

‘Then I need a lot.’

‘I have a paint job I can offer you.’

Hooper narrows his eyes and squints, trying to read the face before him, but the Colonel never gives anything away. ‘How big a team?’

‘Two man.’

‘Who else?’

‘Kolski.’

He could live with that. Not everyone could, but the guy knew what he was doing, even if he could be an irritating prick. ‘I wasn’t going to go back to painting.’

‘You lost the moxie for it, Larry? Or are the reflexes shot?’

‘You know, Beretta started out making stilettos.’

The Colonel looks puzzled at the change of tack.

‘The finest personal protection known in Northern Italy in the fifteenth century,’ says Hooper. ‘Then they discovered matchlocks. Never looked back since.’

Hooper places the Beretta 9000S model on the table and watches the Colonel’s hands twitch before he checks himself. No point in reaching for his belt: he knows the holster will be empty. The Colonel quickly puts his fingers over the weapon and slides it out of sight. ‘Very good. When?’ Hooper doesn’t answer; his face remains impassive but for a slight lift at the corner of his mouth. ‘As you slid into the seat, right?’

‘Tell me who, what, where,’ Hooper says brusquely. ‘And how much.’

So the Colonel tells him, although not in that order.




Two

London: Mid-November




‘It’s a great idea.’

‘It’s a daft idea.’

‘That girl got a film deal out of it. A million dollars.’

‘Zip me up and shut up.’

Roddy Young yanks the zipper on his sister ’s dress and watches as she examines herself in the mirror. They are in her Chelsea townhouse, and she is about to leave for a lunch-date. He knows he has less than a minute to convince her of his scheme’s merits. He smoothes down the back, closing up the material over the zipper, running his hand over the silken taupe fabric. ‘Nice dress.’

‘Paul Smith.’

‘Bit low rent for you. Strapped for cash?’

She glares at him from the mirror, but doesn’t dignify the jibe with an answer. There is only one of them in the room in need of cash, and it isn’t her. ‘It’s always a million dollars, isn’t it?’ she sighs. ‘And we both know nobody sees any worthwhile cash until the cameras roll. Before that, it’s all hot air and prayers and PR.’

‘Look, I know a film producer—’

‘Half the scum washing around London claim to be film producers.’

‘A real one. He says once the site is up and running for a couple of months, has created a bit of a buzz—’

‘No.’

‘Can’t you at least ask the others?’

‘No, Roddy.’ Celeste turns and stares him in the eye, trying to convey finality. ‘They will not be interested.’

Roddy lets exasperation creep into his voice. ‘But you lot will do anything for money.’

‘Is that right?’ she replies frostily.

‘Oh come on, Cel. You know what I mean. You don’t mind taking money for sucking some old man’s cock.’

‘Roddy!’

He realises he has overstepped the mark. ‘Sorry. But where’s the harm?’

‘In sucking an old man’s cock?’

‘No, in this. Look, if you just let me sell The Stables . . .’

That old one. She works hard to prevent herself exploding at him. Instead, she snaps: ‘No.’

‘Why not? We’d get a good price.’

‘No, we wouldn’t. It’s only half completed.’ The Stables is a series of stone dwellings in the Cotswolds that their father has left them. The place is slowly being restored, with the intention to let it out as an upmarket B&B. However, Celeste is sick of being the only one able to fund the project, and is waiting for Roddy to stump up his half, plus arrears. ‘What would Mummy say?’

‘How would Mummy know?’

Their mother is in a nursing home, her grip on reality increasingly tenuous. This probably isn’t the time to remind him that the reason she lives in relative comfort is down to her. Instead Celeste says: ‘Besides, it will give us an income one day.’

‘You have an income,’ Roddy retorts irritably.

‘It’s not my fault you don’t.’

‘It is if you don’t let me at least pitch my idea.’

She blows out her cheeks in frustration and exhales in a long sigh. Where is the harm? With Roddy there was always a downside, although it has taken her many years – and much cash – to comprehend that.  Schemes that seemed surefire winners quickly turned into quagmires of lost funds and legal writs. Only Roddy, it seems, could have failed to make any cash from internet gambling, but he managed it. Still, all he is asking for on this occasion is some of her, and her friends’, time. Despite a drawerful of reservations, she merely says: ‘I don’t like it one bit.’

He senses the slight weakening and gives his best puppy-dog grin. ‘It will all be anonymous, that’s part of the whole allure.’

Celeste picks up her Goyard handbag and checks the contents. ‘You’ll have a ten-minute window over apéritifs,’ she says coolly. ‘Then you leave, and we’ll talk about it. I’ll let you know this evening.’

‘Great. You won’t regr—’

‘Please,’ says Celeste, holding up her palm. ‘Don’t ever, ever say that.’ Because she knows, one way or another, she always regrets it.




The bar is called the North Pole, for reasons nobody recalls, not even the current owner. It is on Baltic, four blocks from Atlantic City’s boardwalk, some distance away from the well-lit areas usually patronised by the city’s customers. This section of town is all dilapidated storefronts, broken chainlink fences, burned out tenements and cars with cinder blocks for wheels.

Hooper steps into the bar and waits for his eyes to  adjust to the gloom. The place is smoky, sweaty, the atmosphere thick with the rancid odour of the overworked deep fryer out back.

He crosses the floor to the bar, the sticky carpet sucking at his soles, and finds a place on the u-shaped counter. The clientèle is mostly black, an equal mix of men and women, vacant-eyed, staring up at the TV, all ignoring him. Something strikes him as odd. He has been in some dives in his time, a few in the last couple of hours, but he is aware of a missing element. Then it hits him: no slots. Every Atlantic City bar he has been in has table-top slot machines as well as their ubiquitous big brothers. Not here.

Hooper orders a beer from the barkeep, a woman either a young forty or an old thirty, who sports a spectacular black eye. He tries not to stare as she pours him a beer.

‘Need anything else?’

Hooper, unsure of just how loaded that question is, shakes his head. ‘I’m good.’ He joins the others in watching the football on TV.

He slips so much into Baltimore Ravens at the New York Jets that the hand on his shoulder five minutes later makes him start. He spins on the stool, expecting trouble of some kind, but then relaxes. It is Kolski, dressed in combat jacket, thick leather gloves and a woollen hat, which he yanks off. He is sporting a full  beard, black flecked with coarse grey, and those piercing green eyes are as unsettling as ever. ‘Hi, Buddy.’

‘Hey,’ he says, equally careful not to use Kolski’s real name. You never knew.

‘Over here.’

He takes his drink and follows Kolski to a booth in an even darker corner of the place, the cheap plastic of the banquette squeaking as he slides in. The black-eyed barkeep brings Kolski a beer and chaser without being asked.

‘You should cap him, Phoebs,’ says Kolski, looking up at her and indicating the yellowing corona around her eye.

She nods. ‘Give you a hundred bucks to do it for me.’

Kolski shakes his head. ‘Wouldn’t pay for my bullets.’

‘How come?’ she asks.

‘Gonna need silver ones to make sure that bastard is dead.’

She smiles mirthlessly. ‘Got that right. You want another?’ She points at Hooper’s glass and he nods.

‘Nice place,’ he says when she is gone.

Kolski smirks. ‘Yeah – not like you’re used to, I hear.’

Hooper smiles, drains his glass and accepts the replacement with a nod.

‘It’s a casino workers’ hangout. Dealers, pit bosses, waitresses. It’s always dark like this. The casinos run twenty-four hours, see, on three eight-hour shifts, so there really is no day and night. You live a different rhythm from normal folk, so when you clock off, you need somewhere like this, somewhere that won’t throw your new body-time out. And you don’t want to be around the jerks you been dealin’ to all day, which is why you come to this part of town. Plus, no slots. Last thing these folks need is to see more flashing lights, rolling tumblers and jackpot promises or cracker-jack crap like that. Know what I’m sayin’?’

‘Ah reckon.’

‘Ah reckon, too,’ Kolski mimics.

Sometimes, Hooper still has the panhandle in his voice when he speaks. His father was a Primitive Baptist preacher in a fly – and mosquito-blown town at the top of Florida. Father and son never did see eye to eye about the Creation, sin, retribution and redemption, right up to the day he beat the old man to a pulp with a fence-post and went off to enlist. One thing he had from that church upbringing, though, was a great singing voice. Even Kolski, who has only heard him sing in the shower, reckons his partner could have been a white soul star in a different life, like Michael MacDonald.

‘The beard is new.’

Kolski tugs at it. ‘Yeah. It’ll go if we take the job. You get anything while you were away?’

Hooper shakes his head. No tattoos, no distinguishing marks at all, apart from a new scar on his back where he was shanked.

‘Where you stayin’?’

Hooper tells him and Kolski gets out his cell. ‘What you doin’?’ Hooper asks, suspicious.

‘Boostin’ you up a floor or two. Hey, Frank? You got a . . .’ He looks across at Hooper.

‘Steve Drizer.’

‘A Steve Drizer stayin’. Can you comp him up to five-oh-nine for me? Great. Owe you one.’ Kolski closes the phone. ‘Wanna get laid?’ he asks Hooper.

‘No. I appreciate the room—’

‘You been laid yet?’

Hooper figures this is none of Kolski’s business. His look conveys this.

‘OK. Just that, you been away, there’s some girls, not professionals, I could, like . . .’ He lets it die a lonely death in the space between them. ‘Please yourself.’

‘What you doin’ here?’

‘In Atlantic City? Just some casino security work. Tracking down the off-site poker schools that get set up, helping bust ’em.’

‘All of them?’

Kolski laughs. ‘No. They let a few ride. You big  enough or mean enough, you can do what you like in this town.’

It was always the same. It is Hooper ’s third visit to the city and he hates the raw venality of it, feels the need to take a shower every couple of hours to try to scrub himself clean. ‘You work for Wallace much?’

‘These last few years? Nah.’ Kolski downs the chaser. ‘I mostly did some time in LA. Working for a fix-it lawyer. But, Jeez, I tell ya. Those guys – they got mansions, they got million-dollar salaries, but do they pay their bills? Do they fuck. Can pay, won’t pay. What do you do when a lawyer owes you? Threaten to sue? Right.’

‘But you got paid.’

‘Eventually. You can’t sue, best thing to do is tie his trophy wife up, douse her in gasoline and tell him the only thing’ll be left that he’d recognise when you finish will be her silicone implants.’

He can’t tell whether Kolski is riffing on a threat he made or an actual event. He has learned not to ask or guess. He usually gets it wrong. The fact is, the threats were never idle, so it was academic anyway. ‘What you reckon on this paint job?’ he says.

‘Wallace always pays,’ Kolski shrugs. ‘Can’t beat a government job.’

‘No, I mean, you good to go on it?’

Kolski swirls the last inch of his beer round in the glass. ‘I just got to get my dog looked after.’

‘You got a dog?’ Hooper can’t keep the surprise from his voice. The idea that Kolski can care about any living thing enough to feed it, let alone get someone else to feed it, is something of a revelation.

The Black-Eyed Barmaid slams a plate of chips down on their table and moves off. Kolski helps himself to a handful. ‘Only safe thing to eat in this place. Yeah, I got a dog – a setter. Nice. Good company. I think I like dogs better than people.’

‘I think you like most things better than people.’

A cadaverous figure looms at them, a laminated menu in his hand. The odour of old frying oil is suddenly so strong, Hooper thinks he is going to gag. The man’s chef’s whites are that only in theory. They look as if they’ve been implicated in the derailment of a gravy train. ‘You want to eat tonight?’ the man croaks.

‘No thanks, Maurice,’ Kolski says quietly, ‘I got some chips here. Maybe later, eh?’ Maurice shuffles off. ‘I know what you’re thinking. Why do I waste my time here? I’ll tell you. This is the kind of place that is the opposite of the bar in Cheers. You ever see that show?’

‘I wasn’t inside that long. I even know Frasier.’

‘Sure. You know it ended, right?’

‘Cheers?’

‘Frasier.’

‘I heard. So, this is unlike the bar in Cheers,’ Hooper says, trying to get Kolski out of back issues of TV Guide and on track once more.

‘Well, this is the place where nobody knows your name. Two days from now someone comes in lookin’ for me, flashin’ my mugshot, all he’ll get is blank stares and shakes of the head. You walk out that door, you’re history to these people. It’s like collective Alzheimer ’s.’ He finishes the last of the chips and brushes his hands together to flick off the crumbs. ‘So, I get my dog looked after. We gonna do this thing?’

Hooper waits a while before he confirms. ‘Yeah. We’re gonna do this thing.’

‘Good.’ Kolski raises his glass, preparing to sink the last of his beer. ‘Here’s to London.’




‘You all know Roddy, don’t you?’ says Celeste and the three women nod and smile in unison as they sit, flashing him a dazzling show of the best Harley Street cosmetic dentistry. They are in the corner of the Wolseley restaurant, a former car showroom on Piccadilly, built when such emporia were temples to the might of British automotive engineering. Jason has seated them well; the group is able to see the room without being jostled by waiters and customers, as can happen at some of the less desirable tables.

The Wolseley is still a place to see and be seen three years after its opening, so Roddy knows he is going to have a struggle to keep the women’s attention focused on him in the ten minutes he has been given. He orders a bottle of champagne as a sign of his good intentions and examines each of his prospective clients in turn.

Opposite him is the immaculately preserved Natalie, who comes with a lovely complexion, only slightly tightened by the knife, and a delicious French accent. Celeste reckons she is forty-one. In certain lights, maybe, he thinks.

Timmy is a Croatian with blonde hair, once long, now cut dramatically short, who sports a spectacularly pneumatic figure: she has a tiny waist and enormous breasts which, she never fails to boast, are ‘all natural’. She also has the dirtiest laugh he has ever heard. There was a time when he used to memorise jokes, just to make her laugh. Timmy is an uncomplicated girl: she likes sex, so why not make a career of it?

Sasha is the one that Celeste claims is Mayfair out of Macclesfield, a top-drawer construct, but that hardly matters to Roddy. A perky brunette, with sexy grey eyes that have a soft, smoky quality, she is by some margin his favourite of the quartet. His sister excepted, of course. She is his most-favoured high-class prostitute in the world.

‘So,’ he begins. ‘The idea came to me when I read about the sexblog.’

‘Sexblog?’ asks Natalie, making the word seem at once alien and filthy.

There is a cheer from the table next door and Roddy glances over. A party of Russians. There is one of those Anglo-Soviet Economic Forums going on, which is an excuse for wealthy oligarchs to come over to eat and shop well. The windows of both Liberty and Selfridges are full of Cyrillic script and gilded domes. Roddy raises his voice slightly to drown them out. ‘You all know what a blog is? A kind of web diary, a web-log. Blog for short. Well, this, um . . .’ Not for the first time he finds himself stumbling for a euphemism for what these girls do.

‘Sex worker,’ says Celeste, taking a sip of champagne.

‘Yes. This sex worker kept an on-line diary of her adventures, which became a complete cult. People logged on and paid to read what she had been up to.’

‘Read?’ asks Sasha. ‘No photographs?’

‘No, not on hers, but I was thinking of including some tasteful shots, just to put a body to the name—’

‘Don’t get ahead of yourself,’ warns Celeste. ‘Four minutes and then we order.’

Roddy pushes back his hair with his hand in what  he hopes is a cute-but-harassed gesture. ‘Right. That web-log has been picked up as a movie. Now, I thought, what if you did that times four? A virtual chat room where the four of you discussed every aspect of your, um, business. Who you did it with, where, how much . . .’

Natalie makes a disapproving noise. ‘But our clients want confidentiality. That’s what they pay top money for – right?’ She looks at Celeste, who vigorously nods her agreement.

‘Of course there would be anonymity. All the names would be changed. You can use false ones or nicknames. Dick Thrust, that sort of thing.’ Only Timmy laughs, bless her. ‘I mean, think about it. You must have had Premier League footballers.’ He looks around the table. ‘Pop stars. Politicians.’

‘So how does it work?’ asks Natalie. ‘This blag?’

‘Blog. Well, every day there will be a tease page, but if you want to read the whole thing, then you need to be a member. A paying member. It’d be like Sex and the City but with real sex. Not so many shoes.’ He senses he isn’t pitching this as well as he might. ‘Although there could be shoes if you want.’

‘Are you ready to order?’ asks the waiter.

‘No,’ says Roddy curtly, irritated at the interruption. ‘A few more minutes.’ He glances at Celeste who concurs with a small nod.

‘And the members have to pay, you say?’ asks Timmy.

‘Yes. A monthly fee. Plus we have the chance to option the whole idea as a movie or TV series.’ He pauses for breath. ‘It can’t go wrong.’

‘You don’t think,’ says Celeste slowly, ‘that when the press realise there are four anonymous women having sex with barely disguised celebrities – which I am afraid we don’t, but I am sure a little creative writing will go into this – they won’t move hell and high water to find out who we are?’

‘It’ll be a dead end,’ he assures her. ‘There’s no way they can find out. We’ll cover our tracks.’

‘So if someone does want to do a movie, how do they get in touch then?’ asks Sasha. Good question, thinks Celeste.

‘Through the webmaster. Me.’ Roddy drains his glass of champagne and pulls four sheaves of paper from his inside pocket. ‘Look, I scribbled out some figures. You can read these over lunch, see what you think. Cel will call me later, tell me what you decide. Won’t you?’

‘Of course.’

‘But let me say, you won’t regr—’

‘Roddy,’ Celeste snaps.

‘It’s copper-bottomed. Trust me. Anyway, great to see you all. Natalie. Sasha. Timmy. Thanks.’

Roddy backs away from the table, spins and walks through the main room, stopping at a number of tables for a quick word and a handshake.

‘Shall we order?’ asks Celeste.

‘Oysters for me,’ says Sasha. ‘He’s nice, your brother, isn’t he?’

‘Yes. Which is his big failing.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘People say yes to him because he is nice, not because whatever he is up to is a good thing.’

‘But this web-log, it’s not a bad idea, is it?’

‘Yes, it is,’ says Celeste. ‘It’s a very bad idea indeed.’ Even worse, she realises, Roddy hasn’t paid for the champagne he ordered. She turns to try and catch him, but he is gone. She is unaware that, as she presents her face to the restaurant, a man sitting across the aisle surreptitiously captures her image digitally.




Roddy gets the call just after five, at his new office in Museum Street. Soho is now too expensive for him; in fact, he owes rent on the Greek Street premises he had taken when his internet future looked bright. Here, he has managed to pick up a short lease on the first floor above a Japanese restaurant.

The women at the Wolseley would hardly recognise this figure, sitting on a packing crate,  chewing his lip, drinking from a carton of milk to try to calm the acid eating his stomach. Across the room, considerably more relaxed, sits Lennie, his partner and, of late, sole investor, who is speaking very cautiously on a landline. He puts down the phone and looks over at Roddy.

‘What did Geoff say?’ Roddy asks.

‘We have two hours to make up our mind whether we are in or not.’

‘Christ, Lennie, I’m not cut out for that sort of thing.’

Lennie shrugs. ‘It’s a good little number.’

‘I know.’ He looks across at his friend. Lennie, despite being dressed in a Spencer Hart of Savile Row suit and Tod driving shoes, is a Bethnal Green boy through and through. For most of his life he’d zigzagged over the blurred line between legal and illegal activity – mostly involving supplying desirable cars to the Middle and Far East. The reason that BMW X5s and Aston Martin DB9s all needed trackers these days was down to Lennie, who had passed the operation on when the dollar, the favoured currency for payment, had slumped in 2003.

He’d linked up with Roddy at a dog track, where Roddy was promoting his internet gambling idea. Lennie had heard the sales pitch about the future of new technology, how it would transform their lives. It had certainly transformed Lennie’s. He was dangerously  close to poor now. It was, in his opinion, time to dabble in some old-school technologies.

‘You don’t need me at all really, do you?’ says Roddy.

Lennie shrugs. ‘I provide the spit, you bring the polish.’ He laughs, pleased with the analogy.

Roddy’s mobile chirps, and he takes the call. He listens, grunts and flips it shut.

‘She said no,’ says Lennie flatly.

‘She said no. It was two-two. Stupid bitch.’ He glares down at the phone in his hand.

Lennie tries to stop himself smiling. He always thought it was a rubbish idea, and he thinks Roddy’s smart little sister did the right thing.

Between them, he and Roddy have raised a few grand in loans, mostly from friends, but that well is just about dry. So they have one last shot left. The cash is enough either to pay off their immediate debts and start up and market the whole blog idea – with no guarantee it will work – or they could invest in something Lennie has a line into. ‘What now?’ asks Lennie. ‘Shall I tell Geoff we are in?’

Roddy chews his lip once more, until he tastes the iron tang of blood. Geoff is Lennie’s brother, a man who normally would swat him like a fly, Roddy suspects. Lennie confers on him a decent amount of immunity from thugs. At last he says: ‘I bet that Sasha  is one of the pros. No pun intended. Rather than a con, I mean. We could use her, fake the rest . . .’

‘Roddy—’

‘No, it’ll be great. Run it for a few weeks, then we can get Matt to push it to Working Title. They buy anything connected with London.’

‘Roddy, the chances—’

‘No, I’m sorry, Lennie. Look at me. This blogging I can handle.’ Roddy is thinking back to his stint as a big-time drug dealer, which lasted all of two days and ended in ignominy. He spreads his palms out before him. ‘Do I look like an armed robber?’

No, Lennie had to admit, Roddy didn’t. But he did.




Three

The grave of Vincent Piper ’s daughter is in a cemetery on the fringes of a Manchester suburb. Even before he has checked in with the London Legat, as he should do if he were to follow strict procedure, he travels north by plane and takes a cab from Ringway airport to Didsbury.

The cab waits at the North Gate for him while he turns up his collar against the wind, walks down the cinder path, past the boarded-up and graffiti-ed Victorian chapel, to plot 50887. He takes the bunch of freesias from under his coat and lays it on the green marble chips, next to an urn containing fresh irises. ‘I’m sorry, Martha,’ he says softly as he kneels. ‘I’ve been away so long. And I am sorry they disturbed you for nothing.’

The British police had exhumed the body to check  for traces of explosives on Martha’s fingers. That way, they hoped to prove she had handled the very bomb that had helped kill her. In fact, they found no residues. Even so, Piper suspects they still think his daughter was trying to take both of them out that day.

Sunshine breaks through the sullen November clouds and warms him. He takes a deep breath and smiles down at Martha. He is glad he has come; it is easier to face this patch of ground than he had expected. He is remembering his daughter from before the revenge undertaken by two crazed women, who are now serving life sentences in federal prisons, not the dying girl he carried in his arms. As it should be. It is a small victory over the depression that sometimes clouds his mind.

He looks at his watch. Fifteen minutes before midday, the hour that Judy, his ex-wife, has told him she always sets aside for visiting their daughter. He had made certain he was here for her, but now he can feel his resolve ebbing away. He had thought he was strong enough to see both of them, Martha and Judy, but now he isn’t sure he can face the icy undercurrents that flow between those left living.

As he stands, wiping his eyes, he sees a figure approaching from the South Gate. It’s Judy, and she is early. She is still 300 yards away when she stops, unsure of what she is seeing. He returns Judy’s gaze.  She stays immobile, but for the familiar gesture of pushing her hair behind one ear. He raises his hand in greeting, but there is no acknowledgement. He turns and walks quickly away, back towards his waiting cab. He will have to be stronger to face her. One small victory a day is his current limit.




‘Sit down, Vince. It’s good to see you.’ Stanley Roth, his old friend and mentor, is now the Senior Legat at the London FBI office, with an impressive suite of panelled rooms at the Embassy in Grosvenor Square and his very own picture of the President on the wall. Hanging next to it is a selection of Roth’s awards and citations, from his Quantico weapons training merit award – with a photograph underneath of him holding up his perfect score on the rifle range – to the last mentioned-in-dispatches for his part in breaking an illegal immigration scheme. The certificates stop around three years ago, when he became a full-time bureaucrat.
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