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PART ONE


‘I hear the alarm at dead of night,


I hear the bells – shouts


I pass the crowds – I run.


The sight of flames maddens me with pleasure.’


Walt Whitman


A Song of Joy


‘Can a man take fire in his bosom,


and his clothes not be burned?’


Proverbs 6:27




Chapter One


Billy Marshall had the dream again that night.


It always started the same way. It was dark and he was standing outside a blazing building, looking in through the window. It wasn’t a big building, it seemed to him that it was just some kind of ramshackle barn. It must have been tinderdry in there because it was already an inferno of orange flame. Through the thick glass, Billy could feel the terrible heat of it on his face. Great blossoms of fire raged up from the floor and walls and a restless carpet of flickering yellow rolled across the ceiling.


Then he saw the girl. She walked calmly across the burning floorboards to the very centre of the room and stood there for a moment in a theatrical pose, legs crossed at the ankles, one hand tucked under her chin, the other arm raised towards the blazing ceiling. She wore a dancer’s clothes, a stretchy black leotard, funny-looking silk shoes and one of those sticky-out dresses that ballet dancers always wore – Billy wasn’t sure what they were called.


The girl wasn’t yet into her teens, Billy thought. She was maybe nine or ten, pretty in a strange kind of way. Her long black hair was tied back from her face in a pony-tail. As he watched, she turned her head slightly and glanced towards the window, as though she knew he was standing there. She gave him a brief smile. There was something in the smile that troubled Billy. A look of recognition. Then, from somewhere, music played. Big, sweeping orchestral music and the girl began to dance.


It wasn’t the kind of dancing that Billy knew anything about, but as far as he could tell, she was good at what she was doing, a series of leaps and twirls and gestures. She seemed oblivious to the fire that raged all around her, even when her fancy silk shoes caught alight and she was left dancing on two columns of flame.


Billy reached up to try and open the window but the hot glass seared his hands and he had to wrench them away. He tried shouting to the girl but she took no notice of him. She seemed totally engrossed in what she was doing. She danced up close to one wall and her dress blackened, then burst into flames. She twirled away and the fire streaked up the back of her leotard, igniting her hair.


Billy heard somebody screaming but it wasn’t the girl, it was him. He was yelling something over and over. Two words. But as always in the dream, he couldn’t quite make out what he was saying. It sounded like . . . Red Beggar. Could that be it? Red Beggar? It didn’t make sense but he was too frightened to think of that now. He began to beat at the window with his fists, oblivious to the pain in his blistering hands, but the girl just went on dancing, her head a halo of fire from which she smiled serenely, like a saint. The pale skin of her face began to pucker and shrivel like melting plastic.


Billy raised his fists to beat at the window again but in that instant the glass blew outwards, peppering him with tiny fragments that stung his face. A wave of heat engulfed him and he was aware of his own cheeks sizzling, his nostrils filling with the smell of singed hair. He shouted into the room and when he drew breath, his lungs filled with scorching smoke. Now he could barely see the dancer. She was just a moving orange shape in the midst of more moving orange yet still she went on with the sequence, as though nothing would deter her from completing it, not even death. Billy thought about climbing in through the broken window but even as he was contemplating it, there was a slow, grinding roar from above and glancing up, he saw that the roof of the building was breaking open, the blackened timbers falling into the room and the smoke and sparks rising to mingle with the indifferent stars in the night sky . . .


Billy woke alone in the awful heat of his tiny bedroom.


He was bathed in a thick muck sweat of terror and, for an instant, he thought he was back in the institution, that he was lying in his narrow dormitory bed, surrounded by all the other hard cases. Anxiety fluttered momentarily in his throat but then he heard the long rumbling sounds of his father’s snores from the next room and he was able to calm himself a little.


He reached out for the pack of cigarettes that he habitually kept beside his bed. The flare of the lighter briefly lit the room with a lurid glow, picking out the shape of an ancient bentwood chair, his Guns ’n’ Roses poster tacked to one flaking wall, the heaps of dirty and discarded clothing that littered the floor. A shit-hole, sure, but like the Ritz hotel compared with the young offenders’ institution where he had recently done time. At least here he wasn’t woken in the night by some perv trying to shove a dick up his arse.


He got out of bed and walked over to the open window to lean naked into a night that was as still and hot as the tropics – or at least, how he imagined the tropics must be. In his sixteen years of existence, the furthest he’d ever travelled had been a trip to East Anglia, visiting his old man’s parents. That hadn’t exactly been a picnic. The old couple never said anything against Billy but it was there in their eyes, every time they looked at him, a cold, fathomless hatred. They blamed him for what had happened to their son and maybe they had every right to. If Billy could remember more about it, maybe he’d understand better. But the subject was never raised and with every year that passed it got harder to broach it – so it remained unmentionable, some awful thing in the dim and distant past that would always be a mystery. The dream was tied in with it somehow. It was as if a tiny voice in the deepest corner of his mind was trying to tell him something.


Forget the dream! he reprimanded himself. It was something he preferred to shut out. No good would ever come from dwelling on it and in his waking hours, he had taught himself to keep it at arm’s length, like a dangerous firework that might go off in his face. But when he was asleep he had no defence. The dream crept up on him again and again, slipping into his head and curling itself up like a venomous snake, making itself at home.


Billy sighed, inhaled deeply on his cigarette and blew out a column of grey smoke. He watched as it rose in a thin, straight line. The sky was a clear midnight blue, against which countless millions of stars glittered.


Dreams aren’t real: they can’t hurt you. Isn’t that what his mother always used to tell him when he was little, when he used to think that there were vampires in the cellar and trolls under the bed? He shrugged. She’d been gone three years now and consequently, was less real to him than the dream was. Some nights, he’d lie awake trying to recall what she looked like, what she smelled like, what colour her eyes were. Rob, his father, had burned all her photographs shortly after she died and now there was no way of keeping her image alive. She was a memory, and a hazy one at that.


Billy ran his fingers through his sweat-soaked hair. He had thought that standing at the window might cool him down, but there was no discernible improvement. There was something unnatural about this heat; it had been three months now without any let up. Billy hadn’t got a decent night’s sleep in ages, and when he did sleep . . .


He gave a tut of irritation as images from the dream invaded his head, replaying themselves like videos projected on to the inside of his skull. Edited highlights from hell. The girl’s serene smile surrounded by tongues of blazing orange . . . the shattering glass and the smell of his own hair as it singed.


‘Shit,’ he muttered. He’d had this problem before and had evolved his own ways of dealing with it. First, he tried thinking about the woman on Greek Street, the one who’d winked at him from a doorway as he’d walked by. He’d been able to tell there and then that she knew everything, that she had the answers to all the questions that bubbled like hot tarmac in his bewildered brain. She had exuded confidence and sexuality and something else, something that he couldn’t quite place. Maybe it was that she reminded him of somebody.


He pictured the woman just as she had looked yesterday, the way she looked every day, standing there in her doorway waiting for something to turn up: and he began to run a familiar fantasy in his head, the one where he approached her and they got talking and she asked him if he’d like to come up to her room for a coffee . . .


But instead, the woman’s clothes began to smoulder. She lifted a hand to beckon to him and plumes of smoke spilled from beneath her bright red fingernails.


‘Jesus!’ It wasn’t going to work for him, not tonight. He’d have to resort to more drastic measures. He removed the cigarette from his lips and, extending his left hand palm uppermost, stubbed it out on the soft flesh, grinding it slowly from side to side, gritting his teeth against the wave of agony that jolted along the length of his arm. Tear-drops welled in his eyes but he wasn’t going to allow himself the weakness of crying. He simply grunted against the pain and concentrated all his attention on the searing point of red as it cauterized his skin.


His mind cleared and he felt momentarily at peace with himself – but the sensation was short-lived. It was replaced by a feeling of sad resignation. They’d been wrong about him at the home. He’d told them he was cured and he’d done that every day he was there until finally, finally they’d believed him and they’d let him walk out of there. But he wasn’t cured, not by a long chalk. Standing here at the open window, he could feel the old compulsion pulling at him: and gazing out at the silhouettes of the surrounding buildings, it seemed to him that in his mind’s eye, he could see them bursting into flame, one after another . . .


He went back to his bed and got himself another cigarette, just for the pleasure of lighting it.




Chapter Two


The boy was watching her again.


Ella Carmody spotted him the moment she stepped out from the entrance to her apartment building, into the fierce glare of the afternoon sun. He was standing across the street, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his jeans, lounging against a shop window as though waiting for a friend. But he wasn’t fooling anybody. Every so often, Ella would catch him studying her intently: and whenever she returned his gaze he would quickly glance away, affecting an air of unconcern. He was just some skinny teenager, dressed the way they all dressed these days – baseball cap, trainers and a padded black bomber jacket, despite the ferocious heat of the day.


Ella had been aware of him for something like a week now. He would always appear around this time of day and would stand there for anything up to an hour, watching her as she worked the street. Ella figured he was just trying to get up the courage to ask her for a ride. He looked what, sixteen, seventeen years old? Old enough, at any rate, and it wouldn’t be the first time she’d popped some kid’s cherry. But she was reluctant to push it. The boy would get around to approaching her in his own good time. Meanwhile, she had a living to make.


She leaned back against the door-post of the ancient building and crossed her ankles in a nonchalant pose, allowing the red leather mini-skirt to hitch a little higher up her thighs. She could have done without wearing leather on a day like this but the Johns always seemed to go for it and lately she felt like she needed all the help she could get. She had chosen a red cotton vest with a scoop neckline, that almost, but not quite, covered the swell of her breasts. A black lace Wonderbra ensured that she displayed the maximum cleavage. It amused her to think that for many years she’d had no need of such an instrument of torture. For almost three decades she’d gone out into the world unfettered and proud. But a combination of passing time, gravity and an unplanned pregnancy had conspired against her and she now had what she herself described as ‘a pair of knockers to beat the band’.


Ella was forty-three years old and she’d been on the game since she was eighteen. Sometimes when she considered this fact, she could hardly credit it. From the very beginning she’d told herself that it would only be for a short time, just until she could see her way clear to making a fresh start – but somehow she had never reached the point where she could see beyond her day-to-day existence.


Oh, she’d been through changing fortunes sure enough. For the first year or so life had been precarious out there on the streets of Soho, and her a little Dublin girl so green she’d barely known what to do to keep her punters coming back for more. But as she’d gained experience and grown in confidence, she’d started to put aside some serious money, had even opened her own bank account. And then, just when she thought she was seeing light at the end of the tunnel, hadn’t some eejit gone and introduced her to cocaine . . .


Ella reached into her handbag and took out a powder compact. She flipped open the mirror and studied her reflection dubiously. Her cheeks looked puffy, she thought, and you could have carried a hundredweight of coal in the bags under her green eyes. Her auburn hair was in need of a cut and to add to her troubles, there was this bloody big pimple on her chin that looked like a miniature Vesuvius, in imminent danger of eruption.


‘Ah, God love yer,’ she muttered at her reflection. ‘If you was a horse, t’would be the knacker’s yard for sure.’


She sighed, clipped the compact shut and slipped it back into her bag, thinking about the state she’d been in all those years ago when she’d been addicted to charlie, shovelling the damned stuff up her nose like there was no tomorrow. In the end, it had been her pimp, Geordie, who’d got her off it, largely by knocking her about so badly that her fear of him outweighed her craving for the drug. Somehow, she’d come through it and over the years had managed to pay off her creditors. But people only replaced one drug with another, wasn’t that what they always said? Her current tipple was gin and she was getting through a bottle a day. As for the famous bank account, the last time she’d checked, it held the princely sum of three hundred and fifty-nine pounds, eighty-six pence.


‘How much, darlin’?’ She glanced up in surprise to see a young man standing beside her. Late twenties, dark haired, good looking, decked out in workman’s blue overalls. There were large crescent-shaped sweat stains under his arms. He was grinning all over his face and he kept snatching glances off down the street to where a couple of workmates were gleefully watching. Ella studied him for a moment, noting the flash of mockery in his blue eyes and she knew instantly that he wasn’t really interested. He was just showing off to his mates.


‘Take a hike,’ she advised him. She pulled a pack of cigarettes from her bag and lit one up, but the man refused to accept her verdict.


‘No, go on, seriously, how much is it?’ He reached an oil-stained hand into his overalls and pulled out a wedge of readies, waved them in her face. ‘I just got paid. I’m in the money.’


‘Lucky old you,’ said Ella. She blew a cloud of smoke into his face. ‘Go on, sling your hook. I’m busy.’


The man feigned an aggrieved expression.


‘I don’t get it,’ he said. ‘My money not good enough?’


‘Nothin’ wrong with your money, darlin’. But you’ve no intention of spending a penny of it on me.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘Sure, haven’t I the gift of second sight? I can spot a time-waster a mile away.’


The man frowned, glanced sheepishly towards his friends. Ella could sense the disappointment in him. He’d wanted her to haggle and bargain, he’d wanted to fix a price, then announce that he wouldn’t sleep with her if she paid him. Ella had fallen for the routine once or twice, but not for a very long time.


‘Who’d pay to lie down with an ugly Mick bitch like you?’ muttered the man. He said it from between clenched teeth and he wouldn’t even look at her as he spoke. He kept his gaze fixed on his friends who were still laughing it up a short distance away. ‘Probably get the clap. Or AIDS.’


Ella laughed easily at him. She’s heard every insult going and this guy wasn’t even in the running.


‘No chance of you catching it,’ she observed. ‘Or do sheep carry the virus now?’


His eyes widened in momentary anger and he involuntarily lifted a fist to strike at her. Ella could see the small beads of sweat on his forehead and top lip. She leaned closer to him as if to confide a secret.


‘Try it,’ she suggested. ‘And your friends there are going to see you having the shit beaten out of you by a woman. Won’t seem quite so funny then, will it?’


The man glared at her for a moment, not sure if she was bluffing. She returned his gaze without flinching and after a few moments, he sneered and turned away.


‘Not without a paper bag over your head!’ he announced loudly, for the benefit of his friends. He joined them and there was some guffawing and back-slapping before they moved on up the street.


‘Feckin’ eejits,’ muttered Ella. She’d been getting more than her fair share of them lately and frankly, she blamed the heat. It seemed to bring out the worst in people.


There was something unnatural about this weather. She’d read somewhere that it was the hottest July since records began. When the heat-wave had started in May there’d been a kind of knee-jerk reaction amongst the sun-starved British public. Everybody had grabbed their shorts and swimsuits and made for the nearest stretch of coastline, to frolic dementedly in the sewage-enriched surf. Travel companies reported their worst summer in decades and hospitals were alarmed at the sudden influx of sunstroke victims.


After a couple of weeks the novelty had worn off. People got back from holiday and realized that this was no flash in the pan. Lying on the beach in weather like this was one thing. Sitting in the stifling interior of a gridlocked Cavalier en route to the office was quite another. Now it was three months later and the midday temperature was still rising above ninety degrees Fahrenheit on a daily basis. Dog bite incidents were up sixty per cent, there’d been large-scale riots in three major cities and London had experienced several serious fires. On television and in the newspapers there were a lot of dark mutterings about the ozone layer and global warming. A hosepipe ban had been in operation for weeks and a recent poster campaign had warned people about the dangers of going out in the sun for more than half an hour at a time, without wearing the appropriate screening lotion.


‘The world’s all out of balance, Ella,’ Arthur had told her, just the previous evening. Arthur was one of her regulars, a retired schoolmaster who came in to see her at least once a week. Nice old boy, but a regular chatterbox. ‘You mark my words, we’re seeing the start of a major climatic change and we’re to blame. It’s the greenhouse effect.’


‘My grandfather had a greenhouse,’ Ella had told him wistfully. ‘Used to grow grapes in there. Imagine, grapes in the middle of Dublin. Dead sweet they were, too.’ Then she’d pushed a rubber gag into Arthur’s mouth and given him a sound beating across the buttocks with a length of bamboo cane. She worked up such a sweat doing it that he was moved to offer her a ten pound bonus.


Ella didn’t have many submissive clients like Arthur, more was the pity. The great thing about him was he was so easy to please. If she was feeling tired, she could just leave him tied up in a cupboard for half an hour, no problem: and on one memorable occasion, she’d had him do the hoovering, wash the dishes and scrub the kitchen floor. She’d had all sorts in her time of course, but these days she usually got married men looking for a swift poke and no questions asked. She advertised mostly by leaving little adhesive stickers in phone booths with a cryptic message and her mobile phone number: MATURE, FULL-BREASTED REDHEAD IS WAITING TO SERVICE YOU.


She got plenty of inquiries but that was only half the story. Lately, she’d come to think of herself as a tiger. She’d watched this TV documentary about tigers and had learned that they had a poor kill rate; they were lucky to drag down one in ten of every prey they went after. It was a bit like that for her, these days. Once you ruled out the time-wasters, the over-cautious and the just plain stingy, it didn’t leave an awful lot to play with. What’s more, with a recession on, she’d had to be more adaptable about her prices. There was an unofficial tariff, but when the tiger went hungry for a while, it was time to start offering happy-hour rates. She could scarcely credit it but she’d had this panic on the other day and had ended up blowing a businessman in the back of his car for a lousy ten quid – and him in a fucking BMW! Then, typically, things had picked up a bit and she’d finished the day a hundred notes ahead of her target. The game was always like that. You starved and you fretted for a while, then out of the blue, you got lucky. Most of the time, you just stood around, waiting for something to happen.


The sun was now directly overhead and the heat was ferocious. Ella shielded her eyes with the flat of one hand and gazed across the street.


Sure enough, the boy was still watching her.




Chapter Three


Myles Templeton left his offices in Chelsea Harbour at twelve noon and was met at the entrance by his driver, Bindon, pokerfaced and implacable at the wheel of the charcoal-grey Mitsubishi Shogun. Myles slid on to the rear seat and settled back against the leather upholstery with a sigh.


‘Where to, Mr Templeton?’


Myles saw Bindon’s pale blue eyes examining him in the driving mirror and was pleased by the total lack of curiosity in his expression. One reason he had hired Bindon was that the man didn’t seem to possess a curious bone in his muscular body. Another reason was that he never wasted time asking unnecessary questions. You gave him an order and he carried it out without hesitation. Such men were hard to find and worth every penny of the exorbitant fees they commanded.


‘Frith Street,’ said Myles. ‘New bistro called The Snob. I’m meeting people there.’


‘Very good, sir.’ Myles thought he saw the ghost of a smile pass across Bindon’s potato-like face but he couldn’t be sure. You wouldn’t catch Bindon eating in The Snob; he favoured those steamy little sandwich bars with Formica-topped tables and a huge tea urn bubbling away in the corner, Capital Radio blasting irritatingly in the background. On the whole, he was probably getting the best of the deal, but Myles wouldn’t have been seen dead in a place like that. He had a reputation to consider. Besides, Jessica had chosen the venue, jabbering on about how she’d seen a fabulous review of it in Harpers & Queen, listing all the wonderful celebrities who had already been observed dining there. Jessica Thorne was Myles’ fiancée; a silly, vacuous creature, with the face of a horse and an intellect to match. She was also totally obsessed with the idea of mingling with the glitterati, as though she believed that the razzle-dazzle would somehow rub off on her. She got on Myles’ nerves something rotten but her old man had made millions in the mail-order business and consequently she was heir to a considerable fortune, a large proportion of which Myles had already earmarked for various building projects. So he did his level best to be nice to her, telling himself that he could always take the stupid bitch down a peg or two once they were married.


Bindon edged the Mitsubishi on to the main road, nosing into a gap in the heavy traffic as Myles sat back, enjoying the cool waft of the air-conditioning system, which he’d recently had installed. Out on the pavements, the female pedestrians were displaying inordinate amounts of flesh and he occupied himself for a while, looking out for ever more sluttier examples of the species. He particularly favoured ones sporting white high-heels, bare legs and best of all, love-bites around the neck – but it was rare to find all three in one handy package.


He’d had a boring day. After his habitual morning work-out, he’d got into the office around ten, only to discover that there was absolutely nothing for him to do. He’d applied himself to the task of browsing through the latest copy of GQ, had spent a little time ranting at his new secretary, Fiona, who’d made the mistake of bringing him a cup of coffee with caffeine, for Christ’s sake, and had taken up the remaining time by indulging in a fantasy concerning a cleaning woman he sometimes saw at the office. She was a dumpy, middle-aged, rat-faced woman with nicotine-stained teeth and bedraggled mousy hair that looked like it hadn’t been washed in months. Myles pictured himself giving it to her in the walk-in cupboard where all the cleaning stuff was stored, pushing her down on to her hands and knees and doing it doggy fashion, amidst the mops, buckets and bottles of industrial cleaner.


He had never understood this overpowering attraction he had to slags, as he called them. The fatter, the plainer, the more he liked them. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t do any better for himself. You take Fiona now, a slim, good-looking twenty-two-year-old, with, as far as he knew, no attachments and no communicable diseases. He’d be willing to bet serious money that he could have her across his desk any old time he chose. Problem was, she didn’t excite him any more than Jessica did; she was too damned wholesome for her own good.


His last secretary, Carole, had beat a hasty retreat from his employ largely because she didn’t appreciate his sense of humour: mostly some remarks he’d made about her tits, or more specifically the lack of them. Referring to her as ‘the titless wonder’ in front of a client had evidently been the last straw as far as she was concerned. She’d simply walked out of the office without bothering to tender a formal resignation. Myles got through a lot of secretaries; taunting them was one of his few pleasures in life. He’d often toyed with the idea of elevating the cleaning woman to be his secretary for a week or two. Doubtless she couldn’t type, answer a phone or even string a coherent sentence together, but what fun he’d have with her in that office behind a locked door.


It was hopeless, of course. In his business, image was everything and a pretty secretary was the first thing a prospective client laid eyes on. So his special tastes would have to continue to be catered for on a more clandestine basis. Furthermore, it hadn’t failed to escape his attention that Frith Street was just around the corner from Ella’s flat. Maybe once lunch was out of the way, it would be a good idea for the landlord to pay another surprise visit to one of his favourite tenants.


After half an hour of stop-start progress, Bindon drew up outside The Snob, a glass-fronted high-tech affair with the name picked out in electric blue neon above the revolving door. The management had seen fit to set out several wrought iron tables and chairs under canvas umbrellas on the pavement, but the heat was so fierce, most customers had opted to dine in the air-conditioned interior. Bindon got out and opened the back door for Myles.


‘What time shall I pick you up, Mr Templeton?’ he inquired.


‘Three-thirty,’ said Myles, as he got out. ‘But not here. Round the corner on Greek Street.’


‘Very good, sir.’ Bindon didn’t bat an eyelid at this information. He knew all about Myles’ visits to Ella Carmody and wouldn’t have had the bad taste to question the arrangement.


Myles was aware of the heat on his back as he crossed the pavement to the entrance. The management had thoughtfully provided a full length mirror beside the revolving door and Myles took a moment to check his reflection. He had to grudgingly admit that he was looking good, his lean body honed to perfection by hours of daily exercise, his straight blond hair slicked back on his head with gel. The lightweight Ralph Lauren oatmeal suit he had chosen this morning fitted him well and went nicely with the tan loafers by Brooks Brothers. He readjusted the steel-rimmed glasses he wore and leaned closer to the mirror to check for blemishes on his pale skin, then briefly bared his teeth to look for traces of food. He’d been fastidious about this ever since dining with a client who’d grinned at him, unwittingly displaying several flecks of what he took to be cabbage lodged in the gaps between his incisors. But Myles’ teeth looked clean, white and sharp.


Satisfied that he was looking his best, he pushed through the revolving door and stepped into the bistro.




Chapter Four


The mobile phone in Ella’s handbag trilled urgently and she tossed the stub of her cigarette aside before answering.


‘Hello, Ella speaking.’


‘Hey, girl, how you fixed for tonight? Feel like coming to a party?’ Ella brightened at the sound of Selina’s voice. Selina was a thirty-year-old whore, a good-looking girl with a warm, Jamaican accent. She had a bit of a soft spot for Ella and the two of them often worked together.


‘What kind of party?’ Ella wanted to know. She didn’t for one moment think she was being invited to a social event.


‘It’s a hotel gig for a bunch of Arab businessmen. At the Dorchester, no less. Dem ask for six girls an’ I still got a couple more to find. Dey ask me to bring along someone mature, so I t’ink of you. Oh, no offence, Ella!’


‘None taken. What’s the deal?’


‘Be two hundred each for de night. Any tips, you can keep.’


Ella went through the process of umming and aahing but there was no way she was going to turn down that kind of money. Selina knew it too, but was far too polite to point it out.


‘Sure, they’re dirty buggers some of them A-rabs. I had one the other week, couldn’t get him to use a johnny for love nor money. Then when I did get the t’ing on him, wasn’t he asking if he could make a call at the back door?’


‘Dat’s Iranians,’ Selina assured her. ‘Arabs is better behaved. ’Sides, I already made it clear to dem, day get nothin’ ’less dey rubber up first. All dey want is your basic lezzie show an’ a ride apiece. Anytin’ else dey fancy dem got to negotiate for. Hey, Ella, you know of any Chinese girls? Dey was quite particular dey wanted one.’


‘Try Linda Ho, she’s working at that place on Berwick Street. Whatcha-m’-callit? Hot Sensations?’


‘Oh, yeah, I know it. I’ll give de girl a ring. So, wha’appen, you in or you out?’


‘In.’


‘OK, meet me tonight, ten o’clock sharp outside de Dorchester. Oh, and dress respectable, girl, we got to get past de desk clerk. Dem don’t call him Hawkeye for nothin’ y’naa!’


‘Right, Selina, I’ll see you tonight, so I will.’


Ella rang off and slipped the phone back into her bag. She smiled. Well, that was a stroke of luck and it certainly took a lot of the pressure off. She’d nitpicked as a matter of course but actually these hotel gigs were usually pretty good. You got to lie in a nice clean bed in a nice clean room while several plump married businessmen worked off some of their baser urges on you. OK, so none of them would be heart-throb material, but what the hell? There’d be good food and chilled champagne and best of all, a girl could make serious money. When a bunch of middle-aged men got together they tended to compete with each other, trying to be the super-stud. It was pathetic really, but it meant plenty of repeat fees and such men were too busy playing the big shot to carp about the cost of it all. One time, when she was a good ten years younger, Ella had walked away from just such a party with a thousand quid in her purse. She’d blown it all on charlie and had spent several weeks rattling around the city, as stoned as a raisin in a Christmas cake. Even all these years later, she was aware that a great big chunk of her life had gone missing somewhere in the rush: lost time that she would never be able to recoup.


Meanwhile, back on the street she had more meagre pickings to make – and sure enough, here came a prospective client. She could tell at a glance that he was going to approach her: it was in the way he walked, the way his hands were thrust deep into the pockets of his trousers, the way he kept throwing nervous glances to left and right as he came closer. He was a plain, middle-aged man with receding hair and a pot-belly. He was dressed in a shapeless blue anorak. He came to a halt a short distance from Ella, but didn’t make any eye contact as he spoke to her.


‘Open for business?’ he muttered. Even from several feet away Ella caught the strong smell of whisky on his breath. She figured he’d been down the pub, trying to get his courage up. Poor sod, he was no oil painting; she didn’t expect there’d be lots of women queuing up to jump into bed with him. But she gave him her warmest smile.


‘Always ready to open up for a good lookin’ feller,’ she told him. ‘You got a name?’


‘It’s Brian . . .’ He hesitated, a surprised look on his face: and he actually risked glancing at her. ‘You’re Irish!’ he observed.


‘That’s right. Why, is it a problem?’


‘No, no . . . it’s just that my wife was Irish. She . . . she died about a year ago. She was from County Antrim, do you know it?’


Ella shook her head.


‘I’m a Dublin girl meself. Tell you the truth, I haven’t been back over the water since I was twenty years old. But you didn’t come here to talk about Ireland, now did you? So, what can I do for you, Brian?’


There was an awkward silence before he spoke. His face flushed a deep red and he stammered a little.


‘Look, I haven’t ever done this before. But since my wife died, I’ve been . . . having these urges, you know? I don’t get to meet many ladies and I—’


Ella waved him to silence.


‘There’s no reason to feel bad about it,’ she assured him. ‘Sure, isn’t it the most natural t’ing in the world? Now don’t worry, we’ll sort you out, so we will.’


‘I don’t quite know . . . what the form is . . . I mean, how much does it cost?’


‘That would depend on what you want, darlin’. See here, I’ll explain. For twenty I can wank you off. Wham, bam, thank you mam, plain and simple but it’ll release some of the pressure that’s been building up inside. For forty, I’ll give you a blow-job like you’ve never had.’ She ran the tip of her tongue discreetly around her red-painted lips. ‘I’m very good at blow-jobs, Brian. I’ve actually made men scream and I always swallow every drop. But if you want the full ride, now, that’ll cost you eighty pounds – mind you, it’ll be money well spent, I guarantee it.’


He looked alarmed, but whether it was at the prices or the casual way in which Ella had described the options was hard to say. She suspected the latter.


‘Er . . . well, I had hoped to go all the way,’ said Brian. ‘But I don’t know. Eighty pounds. Would you consider forty?’


Ella shook her head.


‘For that much, you could have the blow-job,’ she reminded him. ‘Actually, I’d consider it if I were you. If it’s done right, it can be just as satisfying.’


‘Hmm . . . I don’t know.’ He was dithering and Ella sensed that he was on the point of losing his nerve.


‘I hope we can work something out,’ she said, leaning back against the door-post. ‘The truth is, this heat is making me very horny. I’ve a big empty space inside that needs filling up with something hard . . . know what I mean?’


Brian swallowed and in his eyes she saw the look she wanted, a flash of naked desire.


Gotcha, she thought. Now all they needed to do was hammer out a price. Maybe he did have a hundred tucked away someplace.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘I could possibly go as high as sixty . . .’ He was reaching into his back pocket for his wallet and Ella put a hand on his arm to restrain him.


‘Never hand a working girl money on the street,’ she told him.


‘Oh, I’m sorry . . .’


‘That’s all right, Brian, no harm done.’ Ella sighed, feeling herself weakening. She might not get another offer today and deep down, she did feel kind of sorry for the guy. She hated that about herself. The other girls were always telling her that you had to be businesslike about it. There were hundreds of hard-luck stories, and in her time Ella had heard them all. But there was something about this John, he seemed so awkward, so sad, so pathetic. And it looked like tonight was sewn up, so . . .


‘Look here, Brian, I tell you what I’m going to do. I’m making a once only, never to be repeated special offer. If you come back for more, it’ll be eighty pounds, not sixty. Understood?’


He nodded gratefully.


‘I appreciate this,’ he said.


‘I hope you do. I wouldn’t want you to get the impression that I’m cheap or anything.’ An image flicked through her head, the rich guy in the BMW, smirking as he handed her the ten pounds and she felt suddenly angry at herself. How could she have been so stupid? Ten quid. She was worth more than that, for Christ’s sake!


‘I appreciate this,’ said Brian, as though he thought she hadn’t heard him the first time.


She flicked her head in the direction of the open doorway. ‘If you’d like to step into my office? Straight up the stairs and turn right.’


Brian did as he was told and started up the staircase. Ella went to follow him, but for some reason, she paused and glanced back across the street. The boy was no longer watching her. He must have slipped away while she was bargaining with the John. Ella smiled, shrugged. She wasn’t sure why but she was certain he’d be back. Just a matter of time, she told herself.


Stepping into the gloom of the hallway, she followed Brian up the stairs to her room.




Chapter Five


The Snob was a big place, arranged on two levels. There were maybe a hundred white, wrought iron tables set out on Mediterranean blue tiles. Potted ferns were placed in strategic positions and harassed-looking waitresses in white blouses and short black skirts raced to and fro with trays of food and drink.


All the tables appeared to be occupied and there was quite a crowd waiting to be seated at the marble-fronted bar. Glancing around, Myles spotted Jessica and the others, seated at a table up on the mezzanine and he made his way across the restaurant to join them, noting as he did so that Jessica and Nicole were smoking cigarettes for Christ’s sake. As he approached, Jessica noticed him and sensibly stubbed hers out, waving an elegantly manicured hand in an attempt to dispel the smoke. Nicole saw him too, but defiantly went on puffing. Julian made a half-hearted attempt to take the cigarette from her, but she simply transferred it to her other hand and held it out of his reach.


Myles gave Jessica a dutiful peck on the cheek as he took the vacant chair and reached for his menu. Then he glared across the table at Nicole.


‘Put it out,’ he said.


‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ she muttered. ‘We’ve been waiting over half an hour for you, we had to do something to occupy ourselves.’


Her voice was slurred and the half empty bottle of chardonnay in front of her was an eloquent testimony to the reason for it. Myles sighed. Sleeping with Nicole had been a big mistake, he realized. He’d only done it to get one up on Julian, but ever since the sorry bitch had been displaying signs of mutiny, as though she thought that being fucked by Julian’s boss made her some kind of special case.


‘Nicole, if you think for one moment that I’m going to sit at this table and breathe in that stink, you’re very much mistaken. Now put it out.’


Nicole sneered, but did as she was told, grinding the cigarette into a cut-glass ashtray.


‘I did try to tell her,’ whined Julian apologetically. ‘But you know Nicole.’


Yes, I know Nicole, thought Myles, not without a degree of satisfaction. She slobbers when she gives head and yelps like a hyena when she comes. She’s altogether about the least interesting piece of ass I’ve ever had.


Myles regarded his personal assistant, Julian Morten, across the table, noting the slight flush in his chubby cheeks, the way his cherubic blond curls were thinning dramatically at the temples. Julian’s shirt collar looked a size too small for him and the body beneath the Armani suit was rapidly running to flab. How different it had been at boarding school, thought Myles. Then, Julian had been the golden boy, captain of the first-XV rugger team and the first-XI cricket, a gifted scholar and the boy who had been widely regarded as the most likely to succeed in the big, bad world beyond the school gates.


Myles, on the other hand, had been just one of many living in Julian’s shadow. Templeton the nerd, the four-eyed weakling. Feel like punching somebody in the head? Hey, pick Templeton, he never fights back! Looking for a compliant arse on which to work off some of your adolescent urges? Templeton’s bed is third on the left! Need another boy to make up a football team? Get anybody but Templeton!


After years of such abuse, to make a success as a property developer had been Myles’ single, unswerving obsession: and achieving that ambition had been a wondrous thing indeed. But it had paled into insignificance beside the pleasure of discovering the total fuck-up that Julian had made of his life since leaving school. When Myles had rediscovered him, he was a declared bankrupt and a hopeless drunk, having single-handedly steered his once lucrative software business straight down the toilet and round the bend. Living with the spectacularly unfaithful Nicole in a big, rambling house which he could no longer afford, his immediate prospects were poverty and humiliation.


Whereupon Myles had done the only decent thing an old school chum could have done, settling Julian’s debts and offering him a job. Julian had been abjectly grateful and no doubt rather puzzled to be so handsomely treated by somebody who had previously been nothing more than the butt of some very cruel jokes. But he was missing the point. For Myles, the ultimate revenge was to have the former golden boy at his beck and call, to be humiliated and imposed upon at every opportunity. Myles didn’t know if Julian was aware of his brief dalliance with Nicole, but it hardly mattered. When drunk, which was most of the time, Nicole wasn’t particularly choosy about who she gave it to and by all accounts she’d had it away with every available male in a fifty mile radius.


Myles snapped his fingers at a passing waitress and pointed to the offending ashtray.


‘Take that away,’ he said.


‘Actually, sir, I was just in the middle of—’


‘Now,’ he said, giving her a look. ‘And while you’re at it, bring me a tall glass of Evian with ice and a twist.’


The woman regarded him sullenly for a moment, as though contemplating telling him to get his own bloody Evian. Then she shrugged, collected the ashtray and headed back in the direction of the kitchen. Myles perused the menu, which rather pretentiously, he thought, was printed in English.


‘Have you ordered?’ he asked the others.


‘Yes, sweetie, but we told them to hold back till you arrived,’ said Jessica. Myles winced at being called ‘sweetie’ but said nothing.


‘Traffic was bad,’ he told her. ‘My God, ten quid for a starter! You know how to pick them, don’t you?’


‘Hugh Grant is sitting over there,’ said Jessica, defensively. ‘At a table with Kenneth Branagh and some other actors.’


‘How wonderful.’ Myles didn’t even glance up from his menu, not that he’d recognize those people if he fell over them.


‘As we came in, Al Pacino was just leaving,’ she added.


‘He shows great wisdom. Probably thought the prices were too steep.’


‘Silly! He’d finished eating, obviously.’ She gave her characteristic laugh, a girly high-pitched giggle that habitually ended in a pig-like snorting sound. Myles wistfully pictured himself kicking her in the face, seeing if she found that funny.


The waitress returned to the table with his glass of Evian. Myles waited while she set the glass down in front of him: then as she moved away, he snapped his fingers at her, bringing her up in her tracks. She turned back to face him and Myles noted the way she had to mask an expression of intense irritation.


‘I think I’ll order now,’ he told her; and flashed her a look that defied her to refuse him.


‘Very good, sir.’ She took an order pad from her apron and waited patiently while Myles studied the menu, taking his time, although he had already decided what he wanted.


‘I’ll risk the rabbit pâté for starters,’ he said. ‘It will, of course, be accompanied by dry wholemeal toast and a green salad, with no dressing.’


But the waitress was shaking her head.


‘The pâté comes with white French bread and green olives,’ she corrected him.


Myles looked at her coldly.


‘My dear girl,’ he said quietly. ‘If you think for one moment I’m going to pay these outrageous prices without exercising a certain degree of choice, you are very much mistaken. So you will bring me wholemeal toast and green salad, thank you very much.’


The waitress smiled thinly.


‘And . . . for the main course?’ she prompted.


‘I daresay I might be bludgeoned into trying the grilled halibut, but I’ll skip the white wine and onion sauce, it’s sure to be teeming with cholesterol: and I’ll have seasonal vegetables, but I want them cooked al dente – and tell the chef that the whole thing will be sent back if I detect the slightest trace of butter or oil on my plate, comprendé?’


‘Absolutely.’ Myles was amused by the way the girl tried hard, but failed to keep the loathing out of her voice. ‘And for a dessert, sir?’


‘I never eat desserts.’


‘Very good. Something to drink?’


‘I’ll stick with water, thank you.’ He glanced meaningfully at Nicole. ‘I’d advise you to do the same,’ he said, handing the menu back to the waitress. He watched thoughtfully as she walked back in the direction of the kitchen.


‘Nice arse,’ he observed.


Jessica shot him a look of mild irritation.


‘Do you always have to give them such a hard time?’ she asked.


‘My dear, it’s one of my few pleasures. You surely wouldn’t begrudge me a bit of fun?’


‘One of these days, some waitress is going to snap and start throwing punches at you.’


‘Do you really think so?’ Myles looked wistful. ‘God, wouldn’t that be something? I can just picture myself rolling about on the floor with some bit of totty in a tight black mini-skirt.’


‘You’re impossible,’ Jessica told him, but she was laughing when she said it. ‘What are you going to be like when we’re married?’


Myles closed his eyes for a moment and had a pleasurable vision of Jessica, crouching in the corner of a room, sobbing hysterically, her hands held up in a vain attempt to protect her bruised and swollen face.


‘I’ll be every bit as wonderful as I am now,’ he assured her. ‘And that, my dear, is a promise.’




Chapter Six


Billy Marshall walked slowly along Greek Street, enjoying the feel of the sun on his back.


He couldn’t understand why everybody complained about the heat all the time; some people just didn’t know when they were well off. He couldn’t remember when there’d been a summer like this one. Good weather for fires, too. One spark in a trash-can and it would go up in seconds.


He’d lost interest in watching the woman when he’d seen that she was working out some kind of deal with the dumb-looking guy in the blue anorak. He didn’t blame her for going with him or anything, she had to make a living: but he wouldn’t have felt right, hanging around outside while she was up there doing it with him. It would have made him feel somehow dirty.


He passed by the Alhambra coffee bar and automatically glanced in at the window: then stopped in his tracks as he saw his best mate, Darren Fincher, slumped at a table. Darren was sipping despondently at a large mug of coffee. Billy tapped on the window with his knuckles and Darren glanced up. He brightened when he saw Billy and gestured him inside. Billy hesitated for a moment, not sure if he could handle this just at the moment: but Darren would only be pissed off with him if he didn’t at least pop in and say hello. So Billy pushed open the door and stepped into the warm, greasy-smelling interior. Capital Radio spilled from an unseen speaker, accompanied by the burbling and sputtering of an espresso machine. The dozen or so tables were mostly empty and the old Greek guy behind the counter was busy making sandwiches, his gnarled, liver-spotted hands folding the bread with well-practised ease. Billy went over to Darren’s table and sat down opposite his friend.


‘How yer doing?’ asked Darren, giving Billy his familiar gap-toothed grin.


‘OK,’ Billy told him.


‘Where yer been?’


‘Around.’


‘Wanna coffee? I’ll treat yer if yer like.’


‘No, that’s OK. I can’t stop long.’ Billy stuck a teaspoon into a bowl of sugar on the table and started heaping it into little white dunes. There were hard brown lumps dotted here and there where other people had used wet spoons. Billy dug a little hole and buried them out of sight.


‘You goin’ up to Dexter’s tonight?’ asked Darren.


‘Yeah, suppose.’ Dexter ran the waltzers at a travelling fun-fair that was currently pitched in Clapham. Billy and Darren sometimes went up there and got a tenner each for the night, taking fares and spinning the cars hard to make the girls scream. It was only pin-money but they enjoyed the work. It was also a good way of copping off, though since he’d seen the woman on Greek Street, Billy seemed to have lost interest in girls his own age. The thing was, they didn’t know anything. All they cared about was clothes and make-up and wanky pop groups like Boy Zone. You tried talking to them about something that mattered and they just started giggling, making you feel stupid.


There was a long silence, during which Darren sipped his coffee and Billy played with the sugar. In the background, the radio babbled on, briefly attracting Billy’s attention. The DJ was rabbiting on about some great give-away offer – all you had to do was phone a number and if you were the fiftieth caller, you could win twenty thousand quid. Billy tried to imagine that, suddenly having all the money he needed: but he knew that he wouldn’t phone the number. People like him never won anything. You just had to look at photographs of pools and lottery winners to know that such things were only ever won by boring old farts, who never gave up their day jobs and wouldn’t have the first idea what to do with their money. It was enough to make you want to spit.


‘I’m skint,’ announced Billy at last.


‘Yeah? What happened to yer dole?’


‘Old man drank it.’


Darren looked puzzled.


‘How can yer drink money?’ he asked.


Billy sighed. Darren wasn’t the brightest kid on the block, not by a long shot. He’d gone to a special school and even now, when they went to the fairground, Billy had to help him out with simple arithmetic if people needed change. But the two of them had knocked around together since they were toddlers and had developed a fierce loyalty to each other. Anybody who commented on Darren’s shortcomings in the intelligence department would have Billy’s fists to contend with.


‘I mean he took the money to buy drinks,’ explained Billy, patiently. ‘Went through me pockets when I was asleep, didn’t he?’


‘Bastard,’ said Darren, with feeling. ‘What yer gonna do? I could lend yer a couple of quid, till tonight.’


Billy shook his head.


‘I’m just on my way up to Piccadilly. Thought I’d work up there this afternoon, make some real money. Wanna come?’


Darren frowned, stared at the scum of froth floating on the surface of his coffee. Then he shook his head.


‘Can’t do that no more,’ he said quietly. ‘I know it’s good wedge and that but . . .’


‘That’s OK,’ Billy assured him. ‘Just thought I’d ask.’


‘No offence, mate . . .’


‘No, it’s all right, honest.’ Darren had worked with Billy one evening a couple of months ago. He’d come away with fifty quid in his pocket but wouldn’t say what he’d had to do to earn it. In fact, he’d made it very plain that he didn’t want to talk about the incident, full stop. Billy felt bad about it, though he told himself he shouldn’t. After all, he hadn’t made Darren go along. On the contrary, he’d warned him that it wasn’t going to be a picnic, but Darren had insisted he could handle it.


‘I’m not queer,’ said Billy, impulsively. He wasn’t sure why he felt he had to say that, it just seemed important.


Darren stared at him.


‘Christ, I know that,’ he said.


‘It’s just . . . my old man, you know, he . . . he’s nicked my dole and I won’t get nothin’ now for a week and a half. So . . . I got to earn some money, right?’


Darren nodded.


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘’Course.’


‘Well . . .’ Billy shoved the spoon deep into the mound of sugar he’d made and got up from the chair. ‘Better be on me way, I suppose. See you tonight, yeah?’


Darren nodded.


‘You can’t blame him,’ he said. ‘Your dad. I mean, if I was like that, I’d drink too, I reckon.’


Billy shrugged.


‘He gets his own wedge to buy drink with. But that ain’t enough for him. He always wants more.’


‘Listen, if you don’t have any luck today, give me a shout. I could only spare a few quid, like, but—’


‘Yeah. Thanks Darren. See you.’


Billy headed for the door and stepped out into the street. He carried on walking up the road in the direction of Piccadilly Circus. The Tube would have been quicker but he didn’t have the fare and he’d almost been caught last time he dodged. Anyway, it was a beautiful day for a walk.


When he finally got to the station, he took up a position next to the metal railings in front of the entrance. It was early yet and there weren’t many other lads hanging around. Like insects, they mostly came out after nightfall: but Billy had discovered that in this hot weather, there seemed to be quite a few Normans cruising for some daytime action. He set his back up against the railings and taking out a pack containing his last cigarette, he lit up. He inhaled the smoke deep into his lungs, tilting back his head to squint at the fierce blue of the sky, a painted backdrop high above the dirt-blackened outline of the rooftops.


He tried to come here as little as possible; it was something to be contemplated only when he was desperate. When things ran to form it was an easy way of making good money, but it could also be pretty scary. Some of the people who picked you up were just plain weird: like the old college professor who’d paid him sixty notes to piss over him while he sat there having a wank: and there were a lot of stories going around just now about some fruitcake who picked up young boys and got his kicks by sawing their arms and legs off with a chainsaw. What would happen, some new kid would cruise the ’Dilly for a week or so and then he’d disappear. Other rent boys would say that Chainsaw Charlie had got to him. It never got in the papers, they said, because the government didn’t want the public to know what was happening right on their doorstep. Billy suspected that it was just a story concocted by the older kids, trying to scare off new competition, but you could never really be sure. Consequently, he always got this tight, fearful feeling in his stomach whenever some punter took him down a back alley or drove him to a deserted spot. So far he’d been lucky.


It occurred to him only now that maybe this was why he had become so interested in the woman on Greek Street – because they had something in common. She would know about the fears, the horrors, the disgust that he felt when he was earning his money. She would know why it had to be that way. And maybe she could explain it to him in a way he could understand.


He didn’t have long to wait. He’d only been standing there a few minutes when a fat, bearded Norman sidled over to him and asked for a light. Billy handed over the stub of his cigarette without comment and watched the guy as he lit his own fag. He was around forty, forty-five, Billy figured, dressed in a loose fitting tie-dye vest that looked really stupid on him, the way it jutted out over his swollen belly. His hair was shoulder length and greasy and even this close, he reeked of stale sweat. It wasn’t going to be easy doing it with him. The fat guy kept flicking nervous little glances at Billy, seeking a sign that he wasn’t barking up the wrong tree: so Billy threw him an automatic smile, which seemed to calm him a little.


‘Want one?’ the man asked, producing a pack of Benson’s from his trouser pocket. Billy shrugged, took a fag, put it in his mouth. The Norman produced a lighter and held it out to Billy, grinning at the absurdity of it. He lit the cigarette, then turned aside, so that they were no longer looking at each other. They stood there leaning against the railings, smoking in silence for a while.


‘You give head?’ asked the man at last.


‘Sure.’


‘How much?’


‘Fifty.’


‘Fifty? Bit steep, isn’t it?’


Billy shrugged. ‘Up to you. There’s plenty of other Normans.’


The man smiled down at his feet.


‘I’ve always meant to ask, why do you call us that?’


‘Rhyming slang. Norman Hunter. Punter.’


Billy didn’t tell him that attaching a name to somebody made them something less than human, something you didn’t have to think about too much. The guy probably wouldn’t have appreciated the information. He chuckled.


‘Learn something new every day,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’


‘What does it matter? You want me to blow you or what?’


There was a short pause. The Norman turned and scanned the crowds, as though fearful of a set-up. This area was occasionally put under surveillance but it hadn’t happened for some time now. He took another drag on his cigarette, let the smoke out through his nostrils.


‘You swallow or spit it out?’ he asked.


‘Why?’


‘It’s important.’


Billy shrugged.


‘Whichever.’


The man seemed to reach a decision.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘Fifty. I got a flat just down the road, we can take our time.’


‘Great,’ said Billy, without enthusiasm.


‘You want to follow me? I’ll leave the door on the latch. My flat’s on the second floor. Wait a few minutes before you come up.’


‘All right.’


The fat guy turned and began to waddle away. Billy saw now that he had a big sweat stain at the back of his trousers. Perfect. He closed his eyes, took a last drag on the cigarette the man had given him and flicked it into the road with a grimace of distaste. Not his brand. The first thing he’d do when he’d finished was buy himself a pack of Camel Lights and a glass of beer. Wash the taste of the guy’s spuzz right out of his mouth.
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