

[image: Illustration]





 


Also by this author


Full Whack


Getting Rid Of Mr Kitchen


Happy Now


King Of The Ants










WHATEVER GETS
YOU THROUGH
THE NIGHT


CHARLIE HIGSON


[image: illustration]









 


 


LITTLE, BROWN


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Little, Brown


Copyright © Charlie Higson 2022


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-14087-1426-3


Little, Brown
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









For Richard, who waited 25
years for my new one …









CONTENTS


Cannes


Five Years Later


1 Macintyre


2 Human


3 Lauren


4 Macintyre


5 Ray


6 Aimee


7 Lauren


8 Mrs Macintyre


9 Ioannis


10 Pike


11 Lauren


12 Ioannis


13 Macintyre


14 Lauren


15 Human


16 Pike


17 Human


18 Ray


19 Pike


20 Lauren


21 Emmaline


22 Hepworth


23 Cindy


24 Hepworth


25 Pike


26 Macintyre


27 Pike


28 Macintyre


29 Pike


30 Hepworth


31 Cindy


32 Hepworth


33 Pixie


34 Pike


35 Lauren


36 Ray


37 Aimee


38 Ray


39 Ioannis


40 Human


41 Pixie


42 Shots


43 Afters


Credits










CANNES



Pixie was dancing.


Arms above her head, hands sheathed in black latex gloves, high-heeled boots stepping – one-two, one-two – reaching for the sky, as she slowly rotated, hips snaking – one-two, one-two – stomach gently curved, honey-coloured skin as smooth as a marble statue, back arched, eyes closed, mouth open, lips wet and shining, her bright red wig swirling around her face.


The view from up here took in the Croisette, the Bay of Cannes, the distant hills, the Mediterranean – mottled silver and orange and purple in the soft, golden-hour light. But who was looking at the view? Because Pixie was dancing.


She was the most beautiful girl on Cloud 9. No contest. She knew it. Everyone else on the rooftop terrace knew it. There was an aura around her. This alien creature, dazzling and impossible and untouchable. She owned the Baoli. What did it matter if she felt like shit? Day was tipping into night and the lights were coming on in the palm trees, giving her a pinpoint of headache behind her left eye. The last hit of coke was wearing off. Her scalp was sweating under the wig. Itching. Her boots hurt her feet. She had a dose of thrush that her tight shorts weren’t helping one bit.


The song ended and she went back to her seat as the DJ mixed in the next track. Said something. Sounding disappointed. As if he’d been playing only for Pixie. She grabbed her glass and knocked it back. The champagne had turned warm and flat. Tasted like sick. She grimaced, stuck out her tongue and ate a prawn. Bad idea. Her mouth was dry, and the prawn turned to dust. Took an age to chew and swallow.


If she stood on a table, if she could be arsed, which she couldn’t, she could probably see J’s yacht from up here. People got excited by that idea, didn’t they? What was the kick in seeing your own place from somewhere else? On a hill, up a tower, hey look, that’s our house! That was a weird one.


There were some things she gave a fuck about. Seeing J’s yacht from up here was not one of them.


She felt a buzz. Fished the iPhone out of her bra. A message on the screen. She glanced at it.


‘Please. Please. Come and get me.’


Typed – ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can. Tomorrow morning. Promise. Xxx.’ Added a heart emoji. Sweet.


Natasha texted a heart emoji back to her. And then, there it was at last, the address.


Pixie tucked the phone back into the side of her bra, picked up her Birkin bag and danced over to the exit. Giving all the sad eyeballers one last glimpse of heaven on a stick. Look upon me and weep, you jellyfish. On the stairs she got her other phone, the shitphone, out of her bag, and phoned Ray. Told him she was down.


Ray had been circling in the BMW, turned up a couple of minutes after she came out on to the street. She opened the back door and flopped in. It was a warm evening, the air heavy and thick. Everything felt slo-mo. She slammed the door. Grateful for the aircon in the car.


Ray looked at her in the rear-view mirror – ‘Airport?’


‘One moment.’


Ray waited. Faithful Ray. Doglike Ray. Deplorable Ray. She’d given him a hand job once. All it had taken to keep him onside. She looked up Natasha’s address on her iPhone, picked out a post office a couple of blocks away from where she lived. Killed the phone. Called Adrian on the shitphone. Gave him the address of the post office. Told him to memorise it. Hung up and handed her iPhone to Ray.


‘Don’t turn it on until you’re back here.’


‘Sure.’


‘’kay. Let’s go.’


As they drove, she transferred the contents of the Birkin into a canvas shoulder bag. Ditched the wig. Changed into a pair of trainers and wriggled into the ugly grey mac that Ray had left out on the seat. Then she shook her hair loose and wiped her make-up off with a couple of wet wipes. Finally, she stuck on her sunglasses and looked out of the window as they negotiated the crowded, early evening streets of Cannes. People wandering in the road everywhere as if they were in Disneyland or something. The view did nothing for her. You could get bored of blue skies and palm trees and endless, identical, low-rise apartment blocks lined with balconies.


They hit the Boulevard Eugène Gazagnaire on the east side of the Croisette and coasted past the sea and the boats and more fucking palm trees towards Juan Les Pins. Then cut inland to avoid the traffic.


She was humming a song to herself. Must have been the last one she danced to. Couldn’t really remember. She shut down. Drifted. Mindless. Twenty minutes later they were nosing through the familiar ugly mess of development around the airport. Cranes and concrete and car parks. The crap of human progress, spreading everywhere like mould, covering everything.


As Ray coasted into the drop-off zone, she pulled on her Stella McCartney hat. A battered and faded bucket thing she used to wear to festivals before she’d met J. J didn’t like festivals. She wasn’t sure he even liked music.


‘You good from here?’


‘Sure. I’ll call you when I’m on my way back.’ She blew him a pornstar kiss and got out. He sort of smiled.


‘You remember what to do, doll?’


‘Of course.’ Ray nodded.


She breezed through the airport. J’s plane ready and waiting for her. That was one of the advantages of being rich – avoiding the lines, all the officials smiling at you, walking out on to the runway, having the whole plane to yourself.


She slumped into her seat and took a plastic bottle of pills out of her bag. Dropped a couple of Tylenols and a melatonin. Added a slammer of GHB for good luck. Miguel brought her a frosty glass of champagne, served with his usual professional smile and a small bowl of olives.


She smoked a blunt and dozed on the flight, slipping in and out of weird dreams that she forgot as soon as they’d done their shit. Miguel gave her a gentle shake as they started their descent and she chopped out a small line of coke with a sprinkling of Ice. Waited to come up, return to this life. Looked out at the lights of Paris below them. Travel these days was like dreaming. You woke up in another place with no sense of movement. Miguel brought her a fresh glass of champagne. And, damn, the bubbles hit her brain and she laughed. For a few seconds she was happy. And then the acid in her guts stabbed at her and she felt like throwing up. She didn’t, though. She’d never been very good at throwing up. She kept everything in.


As she walked through Le Bourget airport, she checked her shitphone. Adrian had left a message. He was waiting for her in the passenger pick-up area. She found her way there, the drugs kicking in, now, her head floating like a balloon. On an upper level. Above the clouds. Below that it was all just a shitty mess. Her insides felt like the area around Nice airport. Gritty, sweaty, hot. Her guts full of burning swill. Her vag on fire. She put her sunglasses back on, even though it was gone half ten.


‘Luxe. Welcome to Paris.’


There was Adrian. Standing by an old Volvo with a ‘Bébé à bord’ sticker in the window. He hadn’t changed much in ten years. One of those guys who’d always looked the same age. Older than her, but how old exactly? Impossible to say. He wore sensible, unobtrusive glasses and his grey hair was cropped close to the skull. Suit and tie. Could have been an architect or an academic. Perhaps he’d got a little more wrinkled. Puffy round the eyes.


‘You’re looking well, Luxe.’ Flat English accent. Unplaceable.


‘I look like crap, Adrian. At least that’s the look I’m going for.’


‘You never look anything other than spectacular, Luxe. Even under that weird coat and hat. Good Lord, that hat! If you’re trying to go incognito, you need to lose it.’


She lost it. Tossed it into a waste bin.


‘And the sunglasses, Luxe.’ He’d always called her that. No one else did. She’d forgotten. ‘Only drug addicts, blind people and washed-up celebrities wear sunglasses after dark,’ he said as he walked her to the car. Pixie took off the sunglasses. Dropped them in her bag.


‘You got any clear glasses? Clear glasses would be better.’


‘Nope.’


‘Climb in. We’ll pick some up from a drugstore.’


They got into the Volvo and Adrian pulled away. A St Vincent song spilling discreetly from the speakers.


‘19th arrondissement, yeah?’


‘Yeah.’


‘At least we’re on the right side of the city.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Ought I to know anything more?’


‘Best not.’


‘Sure.’


Adrian turned to look at her. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead into the Parisian night. A blur of neon, streetlights, headlights, brake lights. The pain was back behind her eye.


‘You got everything?’ she asked.


‘I think so.’


‘You got a smoke? A real smoke?’


‘Glove box.’


Pixie popped it open and found an old cigarette tin.


‘There’s a little dust sprinkled on them to give them a kick.’


Pixie opened the tin. Five joints and a Bic. Neatly stacked. She took out a joint and fired it. Kept the Bic. She pulled the smoke down into her sore lungs. Felt wretched. Waited to feel nothing.


‘Still living the high life?’ Adrian asked. ‘Letting the good times roll?’


Not really. She’d never really had any good times. She’d given other people good times. But they eluded her. Hanging just out of her reach. She said nothing. Just grunted.


The weed smoothed out some kinks, replaced them with something else, something she couldn’t describe.


‘Here we go.’


The glowing green cross of a chemist hung above the street. Adrian pulled over, double parked. Jumped out. Pixie waited, smoking. It started to rain. Drops on the windscreen breaking up the light like mini kaleidoscopes. Fuck. She closed her eyes. Feeling her heart racing in her chest. Wanted to weep.


The car rocked as Adrian got back in. Tossed her a pair of reading glasses in a plastic sleeve. She took them out and tried them on. Looked at herself in the vanity mirror on the back of the sun visor. Couldn’t see much.


‘They’re pretty weak,’ said Adrian, moving off into the traffic. ‘So you shouldn’t bump into things. Show me.’


Pixie gave him a geeky smile. He chuckled.


‘Better than the shades. You look almost like a normal person. Not that you could ever be such a thing. In my imagination you’re a thousand miles high.’


‘I’m just a girl, Adrian. Trying to get by in a fucked-up world.’


‘Aren’t we all, darling . . . This shouldn’t take long . . . ’


The 19th arrondissement. What must Natasha be thinking? All alone in the city. Stuck out of the way in a cheap apartment in the 19th. A child. Not yet sixteen. Pixie had first come to Paris at the same age, but she’d been looked after – in a way.


She’d come here to model. Everything done for her. Shared an apartment with the other girls. Private cars everywhere. Big dollars. Didn’t even have to think. Encouraged not to. When it came down to it, it had always been like that, ever since she’d come into the world. And as she’d grown up it all just got easier and easier. Men had done everything for her. But there was a price. Men wanted her for one thing. She was born with it. Her meaningless beauty. Her body. The stretched donut with a hole all the way through it. They just wanted to fill that hole.


‘Don’t think. Let me be your guide. I am the man . . . ’


But not tonight. This was her thing.


She wasn’t really looking now. Couldn’t see clearly through the glasses, anyway. She was just letting things slide. Not listening, either, as Adrian talked quietly about the old days. Kicking over the dust. She didn’t want to connect. Didn’t want to go there. Didn’t want to catch up. Didn’t want any of this to be real. She was a ghost. It was better if she left no traces. As if all this really was a dream. She checked the time on her phone. Getting near to eleven.


‘The shit’s pure, yeah, Adrian?’


‘Pure as the snow before someone pisses in it, Luxe. Medical grade. From the army. You be careful, yeah? You won’t be used to it.’


‘I’m always careful.’


‘You going to give someone a special time?’


‘The best. They’re hurting. I want to ease their pain. Take them to a kinder place.’


‘You always had a good heart.’


Adrian was one of the few men in her life she hadn’t had to fuck to get something out of. He was totally asexual as far as she could tell. For him it was all only ever business. As long as she paid, he came through for her. She clearly remembered when he’d shown her how to shoot up. Clearly remembered the feeling. Terrifying and wonderful at the same time.


‘Can I get it now? You got it with you?’


Adrian reached round to get a black leather holdall off the backseat. Dropped it in Pixie’s lap.


‘Small zip on the side? You got it? In the package? Yes?’


‘I got it.’ Pixie took out the very familiar looking package. Neatly wrapped in some kind of fancy Chinese paper. Adrian’s signature delivery. She transferred it to her shoulder bag. Replaced it with an envelope of euros.


‘There’s five hundred there.’


‘Five hundred? That wasn’t the deal. That’s way too much.’


‘I’m not just buying the bonita. I’m buying you, Adrian.’


‘Fair enough. I’m cheap. If you want to buy me, all you gotta have is money.’


Adrian chuckled. It was probably a joke. Pixie didn’t get jokes. J often told her she didn’t have a sense of humour. Well, she’d never needed one.


They were silent for the rest of the drive. After a little while, Adrian slowed down and coasted to the side of the road.


‘This is you.’


‘Cool.’ Pixie undid her seat belt and gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘I’ll text you when I come out. Meet you back here.’


‘You’re paying.’


Pixie got out of the car and took a quick look around. A faceless street in a faceless part of town. She leaned in to get her shoulder bag. Glanced back at Adrian. He looked grey in the dim light. Older.


‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ she said. ‘But you’re the only old drug dealer I’ve ever met.’


‘No offence. I guess I’ve just been lucky. Most die young, or get banged up, or move on.’


‘Not you?’


‘Back in the day, I was going to retire, but for reasons we don’t need to go into here, I had to leave England in a hurry. Had to leave a lot behind. Picked up with the only job I really knew how to do. Now – I just keep going.’


‘You’re one of the immortals, Adrian. One of the untouchables. Like me. And Obelix. Got dipped in the shit when we were young. Nothing can touch us now.’


‘They always get you in the end, Luxe. One way or another.’


‘Cheerful thought. See you later.’


Pixie waited there for a moment, watching Adrian drive away, and then turned into the rain and walked. At least it was a warm rain. And it meant less people on the streets. Did she mean ‘less’ people, or ‘fewer’? She couldn’t remember what the rules were. Some people got really knotted up about such things. Correct grammar. But, in the end, being rich and beautiful, you could say what you liked. It was weird, though. She couldn’t remember when she’d started thinking in English.


It didn’t take her more than five minutes to get to Natasha’s apartment block. A faceless sixties build on a main road above a Franprix. She found the buzzer. Pressed it, waited. Facing away towards the road. Couldn’t see any security cameras but you could never be too sure.


‘Hello?’


‘Tash?’


‘Yes . . . ?’ Wary.


‘Tash. It’s me . . . ’


‘Who?’


‘The tooth fairy! Who do you fucking think, Crystal Tits?’


‘Pixie?’


‘The one and only.’


‘Pixie-Omigod-Pixie.’


The street door opened with a harsh buzz.


Pixie dismissed the lifts. Looked like the sort that might be filled with piss. And cameras. Took the stairs. Kept her head down as she went. Natasha’s apartment was only three floors up. When Natasha opened her door, she was crying.


‘Pixie, oh, Pixie, you came. I didn’t think you’d be here until tomorrow.’


‘Got here quicker than I thought.’


Pixie went in and closed the door behind her. Gave Natasha a big hug. The girl felt insubstantial, like she was made of nothing but twigs and rags. Pixie broke away and held her at arm’s length. She was awfully thin, and her hair looked dead, her skin greasy. Sometimes when you looked at someone you saw how they were going to look when they were fifty, sixty, eighty. Pixie could see it now in Natasha. She looked like an old woman.


‘Oh, little bunny girl,’ she said, let go of her. ‘What are you doing here, honey?’


‘I made a mistake. Big time. I have so fucked up, Pixie. I’m, like, I feel like I’m totally lost.’


‘Well, I’ve found you, bunny girl.’


Natasha started crying again and Pixie steered her to a chair, sat her down. Natasha looked up at her through blurry, pink eyes.


‘I thought, I always thought you hated me,’ she said, and sniffed. ‘I never expected you’d be the only one who came through for me.’


‘Why would I hate you, Tash?’


‘I dunno. I sometimes felt that you were sometimes, you know, like, jealous of me?’


‘Honey, I’ve been through what you’re going through. I know you’re just a little girl and I know how that feels. I guess I was scared for you. Hated to see it happening. It wasn’t you I was angry with. It’s the system. The way things work. You know, don’t you? You know that everything I did, we did, I had no choice. I was just like you. Just another one of The Team.’


‘I know . . . ’


Pixie smiled. Unbuttoned her coat. Natasha gasped and giggled when she saw what she was wearing underneath. The cut-off top, the shorts.


‘You’re crazy, Pixie.’


‘It’s layers, Tash. I’ve got layers. Always another layer underneath.’


She did a spin, let the coat flap wide. Rolled up her sleeves to show the full extent of her latex gloves.


‘What are you like?’ Natasha laughed.


‘I am funky, girl! I am the funk from outer space.’


‘I never knew you wore glasses.’


‘It’s our secret. You don’t ever tell anyone else or I’ll have to kill you.’


Now they laughed together. Natasha looked years younger. Her real age. Fifteen.


‘That’s more like it.’


‘Thank you for this, Pixie. I really needed some help.’


‘Raul gave you some help.’


The light left Natasha. She shivered and hugged herself.


‘I fucked up there. Raul was just like – well, you know – Raul. I thought he was my ticket out of there. He promised so many things. And now all I’ve got is . . . this. Just this, Pixie.’


Natasha looked miserably round the bleak apartment. Lino floors the colour of baby poop. Ghastly, mismatched bits of furniture. No curtains. White walls faded to a grubby grey.


‘Oh, baby girl. What are we going to do with you?’


‘Can I go back? Do you think I can go back? Will he let me back?’


‘Maybe. Maybe if I spoke to him. But you have to be sure, Tash. I mean. You ran away. You walked out on him. All he’s thinking is how could you do that? After all he did for you.’


‘Shuh . . . Yeah . . . All he did for me? All he did to me. All I did for him? What about that? What about all I did for him?’


‘You know what he’s like. It’s all about the J.’


‘But you’ll talk to him, yeah?’


‘I’ll try. It’s complicated, Tash. You know that. And you know that in the end – he loves you. Not like Raul.’


‘I need to get away from Raul. I’m scared of him. He’s going to hurt me. I know it. He’s violent.’


‘He’s just a pimp, Tash. You should have known that.’


‘He told me we’d make a lot of money. I’d sell my story to the papers. Tell them everything about Julian.’


‘And have you?’


‘So far just one guy, really creepy. Says he’s a journalist. But he’s too interested in – you know – the sex stuff. Keeps making me repeat things, add details. I don’t know if he believes me. I thought we’d go to the police, but Raul says not yet. I don’t know what to do, Pixie. I don’t know what’s going on.’


‘How could you? You’re just a schoolgirl, Natasha.’


‘I want to go home. Back to England. But what if they don’t want me back? I’m not the same person . . . ’


‘OK, OK. Listen to me. Tomorrow I’ll sort this. I’ll stay with you tonight, and tomorrow I’ll go straight to Julian. Fix this for you. But look at you – you’re a mess.’


‘I should never have started taking those pills. I know you were only trying to help, Pixie. To make the pain go away. But I should never have got into that shit.’


Pixie went over to her, lifted her arm and studied it. It was dotted with needle marks and scabs. Natasha looked broken.


‘Raul gives me stuff. It’s killing me. I’m so unfocused all the time. I can’t believe that only three weeks ago I was playing in a tournament at the Roland Garros . . . It’s like I’ve died, Pixie. I feel dead.’


‘When did he last give you anything?’


‘He teases me with it, offering it, taking it away. It’s only when I get too sick, he gives me more.’


‘Are you sick now, honey?’


‘I don’t feel great. To be fair.’


Pixie put a hand to Natasha’s chest.


‘You need to chill, darling. You’re stressed out. I can feel your heart going like a wind-up monkey drummer. You’re gonna go into meltdown.’


‘I’ve been so worried. So fucked up. Fucked around.’


‘The stuff Raul’s been giving you. It’ll be low-grade. It’ll be cut with all sorts of poisonous shit. We need to get you through tonight. Pump you clean. I’ve got some good stuff. Yeah? Pure. Clean. It’ll smooth you out, keep the nightmares away for a while.’


‘I don’t know, Pixie . . . I want to be straight.’


‘Baby steps. Think of this as medicine . . . You and me, Pixie and Tash, we’ll do it together. You’ve got the jitters bad. You’re like a little frightened bunny. This’ll bring you to the good place. Straighten you out. All your problems will go away.’


‘I don’t know. I don’t want to take anything anymore . . . ’


‘I’ll be with you all the time. Come on. Look – let’s make this place nice.’


Pixie got some church candles out of her bag. Fat, stubby things. Stood them up on the table. She lit them with Adrian’s Bic and cut the lights.


‘Better already,’ she said, getting the Chinese-paper-wrapped package out. ‘It’s like Christmas . . . ’


‘Oh, Pixie . . . ’


‘Shhh, shhhh, little bunny girl. Pixie is your fairy godmother. You got a spoon?’


Natasha went through to the kitchen while Pixie unwrapped the package. Everything she needed was in there. A syringe. A little squeezy bottle of citric acid. Cotton wool. The heroin itself, brown and sticky, in a wrap of silver foil. That brought back a lot of memories. And, setting up the works – dissolving the smack into some of the acid and bubbling it in the spoon over a candle, sucking it up into the syringe through cotton wool to filter it – was a familiar ritual that her hands did without thinking.


She tied the belt from her mac around her upper arm and used a pair of old tights on Natasha, and, once there was a big enough vein, she leaned over, turned away from Natasha and sank the plunger. Squirting the junk on to the floor out of her sight.


She moaned, sighed, relaxed her shoulders. Faking it. Came easy to her. Then she prepared a second hit for Natasha. Cooing sweet nonsense all the while. Hoping she wasn’t pushing the girl too fast. Natasha looked nervous but eager. Hungry. Her eyes glassy.


When Pixie was ready, she went over to Natasha, smiled and then quickly got the shit into her skinny, child’s arm.


‘There. All done.’


Natasha groaned, lay back in the chair, eyes closed. She was shaking. Slick with sweat.


‘I don’t feel so good, Pixie.’


‘Don’t fight it. Go with it. Float . . . Enjoy it . . . Let go . . . Just let go . . . Be cool . . . ’


Natasha opened her eyes. Her pupils were tiny. She convulsed. Already her breathing was shallow. She retched, her stomach gurgling, and thin bile dribbled from her blue lips.


Pixie stroked her hair.


‘Well then, there you are, no more hurting. No pain. Sleep now, bunny girl. Drift off . . . ’


She looked around. Saw Natasha’s Samsung. Took her limp hand and pressed her right thumb against the Home key.


Once she was in, she navigated to Messages. Pulled up her own contact. Ray would be outside the club now keeping an eye on her iPhone. She hoped he’d properly learned the script and wouldn’t fuck up. He wasn’t the brightest, but her instructions had been pretty clear.


She wrote her message.


‘Oh Pixie I can’t hang on any longer I’ve made such mistakes I’ve fucked everything up I lied about everything I lied about Julian I wanted him to love me and he wouldn’t so I made up all those stories about him I feel so stupid so dirty now I wish there was a way out of this well maybe there is thank you for trying to helpxxx’


She pressed Send and waited. Ray was on the ball. His message pinged straight back.


‘Hold on Tash. Don’t do anything stupid. Please I beg you. You’re special, precious. We can make things right. I’m in Cannes right now, but I can be there tomorrow morning. I’ll come and get you. Hold on, babe, be strong. I love you. Px.’ He even remembered to add the smiling face and the praying hands emojis.


Pixie went round the apartment. Collected some of Natasha’s clothing from her grungy bedroom, some magazines, arranged them just so round the candles. Wadded up some paper. She’d tried all sorts of candles, experimented. Had cut these ones to the right length so that they’d burn for exactly five hours. Then the wax and the heat and the flame should get to the clothes and the paper. It was a crazy, half-cocked, amateur plan, but it was all she had. If it fucked up. Well, it’d be just one more fuck-up to add to all the rest. Somehow, she’d always pulled through.


She flushed the rest of the junk down the toilet. Collected her things. Took one last look around, confident that the gloves meant she hadn’t left any fingerprints.


Now it was easy. Destroy the shitphone and chuck it into a river on the way to the airport. Ninety minutes back to Nice. Another half-hour into Cannes. Change her footwear in the car. Put the wig on. Make-up. Get her iPhone back off Ray and lose him when they got back to the Baoli. Hit the dance floor by 2 a.m. Boogie until dawn. Make sure everybody saw her again, knew she was there. She’d already put herself on show on the Cloud 9 terrace. Now she would own the dance floor. The goddess of sex come down from Mount Olympus. Then, boots off and walk back through town to the boat. Climb aboard, go to sleep until the police woke her . . .


It was the best she could do. She looked at Natasha. Thought she ought to feel something. Good or bad, or just something . . .


It didn’t come.










FIVE YEARS LATER
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MACINTYRE


He dropped his shoulder bag in the hallway and explored the villa. Entrance hall. Open-plan living area. Small kitchen. Downstairs bedroom opening on to the terrace by the pool on the south-east side of the house. Tiled floors throughout. Two more bedrooms upstairs. Smaller one at the front, master bedroom at the back, with its own balcony facing the sea.


He opened the doors and stepped out on to the balcony. Took in the view across to Albania. Turned to the south – there was Hepworth’s compound. Up on the side of a hill, well out of town. It was partially hidden behind a curtain of mature pine trees, but he could make out a collection of modern buildings set among beautifully landscaped grounds.


He turned away from the compound. There’d be time for that. Stared down at the pool, leaning on the iron railing, emptying his mind. Closing down. It was late afternoon. The sun was on the other side of the island and the balcony was shaded now.


He let his mind drift for a while, listening to the white noise of insects, then took a deep breath of warm, scented air and went back inside. Opened the white louvred doors of the built-in wardrobe. Glanced over the different outfits hanging from the rails and neatly stacked on the shelves. All good. He checked the en-suite. Toiletries laid out for him, like a hotel. Soap. Shampoo. New toothbrush. Electric shaver.


He went back downstairs. Found the safe in an alcove between the living room and the kitchen. Punched in the code he’d memorised and swung the door open. Everything looked in order. Three passports under different names. Three credit cards to match the passports. Three phones. A wallet filled with fresh euros. A pack of USB sticks. Some miniature surveillance equipment. Including a basic listening device the size of a bottle top and a wi-fi camera not much bigger. Two magnetic trackers and some dummy car keys. A large white sealed envelope.


A Glock handgun with two boxes of rounds.


He looked at the gun with distaste. It was squat and black and functional. So far he’d never had to use one of the damned things on a job. Had managed to avoid Chekhov’s rule – If in the first act you’ve hung a pistol on the wall, then in the following one it should be fired. Otherwise don’t put it there. Only in his case it was a gun in a safe. Well, screw Chekhov, he hoped it would stay in there. He was careful. Discreet. That was why people hired him.


He took out the envelope and opened it. Inside were a new passport for the girl and various documents she might need, as well as some cash – euros and sterling.


He put the envelope back into the safe and emptied his pockets on top of it. Phone. Wallet. Passport. Keys. Loose change. Enjoying the feeling of a weight being lifted. He took off his watch. Added it to the pile. Closed the door. Locked it. Smiled.


Now he checked the technical set-up. It was all as he’d instructed. A modem with a good wi-fi connection. A high-end wireless sound system connected to speakers all around the house and pool. A virgin MacBook Pro in a small aluminium flight case on the coffee table.


He activated the sound system, fired up the Mac and clicked on Spotify. Selected a favourite classical playlist. Neutral, unobtrusive, almost ambient. Hit play.


Packed in with the computer was a cigar box. Inside the box, a cutter, a lighter, a box of long wooden matches and two Montecristos.


One for now. One for when it was done.


He rotated his shoulders, rolled his head on his neck and stretched out his arms, turning his palms to the ceiling. Then he kicked off his deck shoes, peeled off his socks and padded into the kitchen across the cool, polished terracotta tiles. The kitchen was small but well equipped. There was a welcome basket on the counter. Bread, fruit, wine, a jar of olives, honey, some local biscuits. He selected a lemon, found a knife and a chopping board. Halved the lemon. Cut a wedge. He went to the fridge and checked the contents. All good again. Took out a bottle of Coke. Stood it on the counter and opened the freezer compartment. Two tall glasses and three bottles in a neat row – tequila, vodka, rum. Nothing fancy. El Tesoro Anejo, Grey Goose and Bacardi. He’d read somewhere about some guy who was obsessed with vodka that had been filtered nine times, through charcoal and coconut shells and pebbles from the bottom of the sea or some shit. Loved the purity. Ha. Yeah. Right. It was alcohol, mate. Pure alcohol was pure poison.


He took out one of the glasses and the rum. Poured a shot. Watched the glass turn frosty white. Cascaded some ice into it from the dispenser. Poured on some Coke. Heard the ice crack. Another smile. He barely squeezed the lemon wedge then dropped it in. Took a pull while the Coke was still hissing. Tiny bursts of spray dancing above the surface and tickling his upper lip.


He carried the glass out to the pool. Chose a lounger on the shady side under an awning. Took another drink, long and slow this time, and let out a long, slow sigh of simple pleasure. This was the part he liked. Arriving. Unloading. Emptying. Settling in. This part you could organise. Plan for. After that you had to make everything up as you went along. Get through it.


But right now, nobody could touch him.


When he’d finished his drink, he stripped off and walked over to the springboard. Stood there in the full sun and looked back at the villa. It was modern but built in the local style. White walls, blue shutters and a red-tiled roof. Purple bougainvillea climbing up the side. He looked down at the turquoise of the pool, the light breaking up and shifting like a Hockney painting.


He raised himself up on his toes and then launched himself. For the briefest moment he was suspended in air and then he hit the surface and went under. He felt the water against his skin, the cool silkiness of it, and opened his eyes as he swam a length underwater, enjoying being in this quiet, blue world. He could almost feel his body cracking like the ice, his tension dissipating. He pushed up and emerged to a cacophony of cicadas and a jet passing overhead. He stood, pushing his hair out of his face. If you couldn’t enjoy your work, you shouldn’t be doing it.


He quickly swam twenty lengths. A fast, steady crawl. Untangling his muscles after the flight. When he was done, he hauled himself out and stood, dripping, on the honey-coloured stone surround. He used the outside shower, grabbed his drink and then lay on a different lounger in full sun.


There was not a cloud in the sky.


When he was dry, he went back to the kitchen. Drank half a litre of water. Made another rum and Coke, took it upstairs, pulled on a white dressing gown then sat out on the balcony and lit a cigar, watching the smoke drift away on the still air.


He sat there for an hour or so, looking over the tops of dark green pine trees and the roofs of a couple of other villas to where the boats sailed past on the Straits of Corfu. Listening to the music. Settling his body. Resetting his system.


When he saw that the light was dying, he brought himself back up to operating level. His internal clock told him it was nearing six. He went inside, showered and brushed his teeth then dressed. Wanted to fit in. Chose chinos and polo shirt.


He opened the safe, selected a credit card – in the name of Robert Macintyre – slipped it into the new wallet. Picked up the house keys.


He was ready.


He left the house and headed down to the harbour.
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HUMAN


‘So, welcome to Agios Symeon and Club Corfu Villas.’ The woman grinned. How old was she? Alan had never been good at guessing people’s ages. And the rep had used every trick in the book to disguise hers. Her hair was dyed a tasteful blonde, professionally streaked and layered. Her face was artfully made up. He detected the touch of Botox, maybe some lip enhancement. They did that, didn’t they? Injected you with fat from your arse, or something. Fake tan. Or probably a real tan, he supposed. Was there any way of telling the difference? She had immaculate, stuckon nails. Big gold earrings to draw your attention away from the face, so you didn’t look too hard for wrinkles.


She was a little on the short side and, if he was being generous, he’d describe her as curvy. If he was feeling less generous, he’d say she could lose some weight. But nobody liked skinny women. She was wearing some kind of vaguely ethnic white dress, showing a welcome bit of cleavage. Strappy sandals. Nicely presented. Forty at the most, he reckoned. There was just a shadow of tiredness about her. She’d probably come to the island for a holiday years ago and ended up staying. Got stuck here. What had once been pleasure was now work.


She raised her glass. A vivid, deep-orange Negroni. It was always Negronis these days, wasn’t it? They’d all been given free ones when they’d arrived at Giorgio’s bar for the meet and greet. (Or ‘Meet and Greek’ as it had been punningly called on the faded laminated sign that had been put up outside for the evening.)


Alan did up another button on his purple holiday shirt. He liked it, but the buttonholes were slightly annoying. You could have it either buttoned up too high or too low – there wasn’t an in-between. Buttoned up higher he felt hot now and rolled up the sleeves.


He took a sip of his drink. He’d watched the cocktails being made from a Negroni mix and watered-down gin out of a fake British-branded bottle, probably called something like Union Jack. Probably knocked up here on the island in someone’s garage. But they were free, and that made any drink slip down easier.


To be honest, though, he’d never really liked the taste of gin. He’d grown up believing that a G&T was a comedy drink that suburban couples drank at cocktail parties in lame seventies sitcoms. Its rise in popularity in the last few years mystified him. Now gin was a hipster thing, wasn’t it? How had that happened? Actually, Alice had told him. It was to do with Instagram, apparently. Like the ubiquitous Aperol Spritz, Negronis looked sexy in photos. Provided you were turned on by lurid orange. At least they hadn’t been given Aperol Spritzes tonight. He couldn’t stand the swill. It somehow managed to be both sickly and bitter at the same time.


A sudden surge of anger hit him from nowhere. An explosion of acid in his stomach.


Fucking Instagram. Fucking social media.


The curse of the modern age. He wouldn’t be in such a world of shit if it wasn’t for social fucking media.


‘Here’s to you all having a lovely stay here in paradise.’ The rep offered them a wide, tooth-whitened smile. ‘Cheers’ from all gathered. ‘Cheers’ from Alan, and he drained his glass. The quicker he got rid of it, the quicker he could move on to a proper drink. He craved a nice cold beer. Wondered if that would be gratis, too. Doubted it.


There were some free snacks on the table. Taramasalata with pitta bread. Almonds. Olives. Crisps. Some rather dense little sausages.


‘So, I’m Cindy,’ said the rep. ‘And I’ll be Mum for the duration of your stay. Any problems big or small just bring them to me. You can find me here most evenings. It’s happy hour from six to eight. I know that’s two hours, but who’s complaining, eh?’


Polite titters. Alan swirled his ice round in his glass.


‘Giorgio does a very good breakfast,’ Cindy went on. ‘But only snacks otherwise. There are three tavernas, however, and they’re all good, you can just take your pick, really. So – during the day you can usually find me in the boat hire office, which you’ll probably have passed on your way here. My husband, Ioannis, runs it. I shouldn’t really, it’s naughty of me promoting hubby’s biz, but I highly recommend you take a boat out one day. There’s very high demand, so book well in advance. I can take bookings tonight if you’re eager.’


Alan looked round at the other punters. You could tell who was with Club Corfu Villas as they were all drinking Negronis. There were about a dozen or so of them. He’d chatted to some of them when he’d first arrived. The usual bunch. Mostly well-heeled Brits of a certain type. Panama hats, deck shoes, chinos, crisp shorts, bum bags, espadrilles, M&S short-sleeved shirts, vaguely ethnic dresses. But there was a table of youngsters. Twenty-somethings in T-shirts, beads, sliders and shorts. Probably only here for the free booze and mezes. Not really paying attention. Plus, a seriouslooking Swedish couple, a German couple and a black family – the impeccably behaved little kids struggling to stay awake.


One of the English guys had a notebook out. Was actually taking notes. What was he writing?


‘All tavernas OK – take your pick.’


It hadn’t been hard to find Giorgio’s place. Agios Symeon wasn’t huge. A single strip of bars and tavernas curving round a secluded harbour. A small general store. The boat hire place. A place to hire bikes and mopeds. An internet café, cum gift shop, cum secondhand bookshop, with a cash machine and pictures in the window of villas for sale. There were a few boats moored at the wooden jetties. Nothing ostentatious. A retired couple sitting out on the deck of one having dinner.


Alan stared into his empty glass. Assumed he’d have to wait ’til the end of Cindy’s welcome spiel before he could get another drink. He’d sunk his first two perhaps just a little too fast. Notepad guy had probably already written something in his little black book – ‘Man in purple shirt is a drinker. Avoid.’


Truth was, right now he was a drinker. He’d polished off a good quarter of the bottle of duty-free vodka he’d bought at Gatwick before coming down to Giorgio’s. And all he’d had to eat since breakfast was the table snacks.


Cindy was still talking. ‘If you can’t find me, just call me. My number’s in your welcome pack. I’ve lived on the island for nearly twenty years, now, so I’m a fountain of information . . . ’


Alan was sweating. The glass doors had been folded back and flattened against the walls so that the whole of the front of the taverna was open to the world, but it was still hot in here. He longed to be sitting outside in the fresh air.


Not everybody in Giorgio’s was with Club Corfu Villas. There were a couple of locals at the bar and more drinkers on the vinecovered terrace outside. On the way in he’d noticed two scantily clad girls, one white, one black, barely older than Lauren by the look of it, getting noisily drunk. That was what his little girl should be doing. Having a fun holiday with mates. Not being up there . . .


With him . . .


His throat felt tight and he thought – sod it. Smiled at Cindy and went over to the bar.


‘A beer please. From the tap.’


He didn’t want to catch the eyes of any of the CCV types, so he looked out at the terrace while he waited. Trying not to stare at the girls.


There were two guys there, both sitting by themselves. Couldn’t be more different from each other. From different worlds. One ordinary. Ordinary size. Ordinary build. Ordinary hair. Ordinary clothes. Studying a book of island walks, with a glass of white wine in front of him. Oblivious to the world. You wouldn’t look twice at him.


The other was big. Hard. Watchful. An air of menace about him. Now there was a guy you would look twice at. Three times. Tall and solid. A little thick at the waist perhaps. Just giving off a general feeling of SIZE. Except for his head. His head looked out of proportion to his body. Maybe because his shoulders were so bulky. A little head with little eyes. Dark, like marbles. A broken nose that hadn’t been properly set. Was that deliberate? To emphasise the air of menace and threat and power. Everything about him was calculated to make an impression. Like his haircut – shaved almost to the bone.


He was wearing a burgundy polo shirt that was at least a size too small for him. No doubt deliberate as well. His great muscled arms bulged out of the sleeves. A Celtic tattoo round one upper arm. Or was it Polynesian? Some tribal thing anyway. Alan was never quite sure.


It was a comical scene, really. Like two contrasting posters on the underground. One for a violent action movie – Fist of Retribution, or Sudden Vengeance, perhaps. Mindless Violence.


The other an ad for . . . a bank.


Mister Average, sitting on his lawn with his Labrador, his pretty wife and bright, smiling kids. A jumper round his shoulders.


Except these days the family would probably be mixed race, or gay.


Come on. Pour that fucking beer.


He didn’t like to think about it – That World – the world of bank loans and car insurance, of pensions and business meetings and commuters. The Parent Teachers’ Association. Charity dinners. Waitrose on Sunday morning. Pub quiz on Monday. Listening to a podcast on the Tube to work. The latest Lee Child or Ian Rankin. Holidays in fucking Corfu . . .


The world he’d thought he was part of. Would always be part of. Boring Alan Human. Owner of an architectural salvage business that was doing really pretty well, thank you. All tickety-boo, ship-shape, pension sorted, nicely dull . . .


Until that man came into it. That poisonous, fucking man . . .


Before coming to Giorgio’s, he’d taken a look around Agios Symeon. Trying to find the road to Hepworth’s estate. Couldn’t work out where it was. It’d looked pretty straightforward on Google Earth. He’d look again tomorrow when he wasn’t knackered and half-cut.


That fucker Hepworth . . .


The beer came and he took a gulp. Paid the guy. Tried not to let on just how much he’d enjoyed the taste of it. The feel of it. The effect it had.


Fist of Retribution guy was looking at him. Very still, implacable, cradling a glass of Coke. His arms resting on the table, encircling the glass in his big forearms. Openly watching everyone in the bar. Didn’t care if they clocked him. How old was he, then? Thirty maybe? Alan slid his eyes away from him, avoiding eye contact. Fought the urge to look back.


‘Now, there is something I need to warn you about, I’m afraid . . . ’


Christ, was Cindy still banging on? Alan returned to his seat and grabbed a handful of crisps.


‘What was it Agatha Christie said . . . ?’


I don’t know, Cindy, what was it Agatha fucking Christie said? ‘The butler did it’?


‘Even in the Garden of Eden there was a serpent.’ Cindy gave a little laugh. ‘I mean, really, this is the safest place on earth, but just lately there have been some break-ins.’


Dark mutterings from among the Negroni drinkers.


‘Nothing serious. Nobody’s been hurt, or anything like that. It’s annoying more than anything. Passports, phones, laptops, that sort of thing. There are safes in all of your villas, so I advise you to lock your valuables away when you go out. Even during the day. And just, you know, be security-conscious – fasten all the windows and lock all the doors. Obviously. So, it’s probably Albanians. They come over here, and . . . You know. It’s not how it was.’


It’s not how it was. You’re fucking right, darling. Nothing is.


Alan sank his beer. Glanced back towards the terrace. The girls were taking selfies. Fist of Retribution was still staring. Bank loan guy had gone. As if he’d never been there. Beyond the terrace, the boats sat on the water, glowing under a bright moon. Alan thought of family holidays – him and Alice and Lauren, when nothing had been more serious than getting sand on the tiles. When the only decision had been whether to go for the calamari or the prawns. Red wine or retsina. Lamb souvlaki or chicken . . .


He wanted to upend his table, scream at the others, smash his glass against the wall, throw his shit around like a chimpanzee. He accidentally caught the eye of Fist of Retribution and gave an involuntary smile. Best to behave.


That guy could kill him with one flick of his giant hands. Could crush the life out of him. Smother him. Reduce him to nothing.


And part of him wished he would. Longed for oblivion. Instead of this constant feeling of being filled with poisonous bile. This great pressure inside him.


But not now. Not yet.


Instead, fuck it, he got himself another beer. Cindy had finally finished, was going round chatting. Alan shared a few mundane pleasantries with her. Commented on how lovely it was here. How lucky she was to live here. The usual bollocks.


Later. How much later he didn’t know – didn’t want to look at his phone – he stumbled back up the road to his villa feeling vile. Ashamed. His clothes rags of sweat. His underpants up his arse. Muttering to himself. Swearing. Obscenely cursing the little town and everyone in it. Heavy and bloated. His hands trembling.


But, at last, there it was, the nameplate on the wall lit by a little lamp – Villa Kassiopeia. A short driveway through pine trees. He could see his dark-blue hire car parked by the front door, looking black in the moonlight. He swore. He was sure he’d left the porch light on when he went out. When he got to the house, he dug out his keys and tried to remember which was the right one for the front door. It all seemed such an effort. He closed his eyes for a moment and swayed.


And then he felt a hand steady him. Taking his elbow in a firm, tight grip, just this side of painful. He sobered quickly, jerked his head round to see who it was.


A man in darkness. His eyes glittering. He must have just stepped out from the trees. He took Alan’s keys from him with a swift, tricksy movement before he even knew what was going on.


‘Let’s go inside, Mister Human. I think we need to talk.’
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LAUREN


Sigrid was crying again. It wasn’t unusual for one of the girls to be crying at night. And since she’d returned from suspension it had been Sigrid’s turn. This was the third night, and it was affecting the whole dorm. Nobody was sleeping well. Lauren was trying not to let it wind her up. Sigrid couldn’t help it. What made it worse, though, was that Sigrid was aware how annoying it was and was trying to hide it. She held it in, making small, choked sounds, muffled whimpers. Her hand over her mouth. Head buried under her pillow. But then it would burst out, worse than if she’d just let it happen. Better half an hour of shrieking and wailing and then exhausted silence than this slow-drip torture.


Better for her. Better for Lauren. Better for everyone.


It wasn’t like she’d even been suspended for that long. She’d come back real quick to be fair. She’d obviously made up with Julian. Apologised for whatever it was she was supposed to have done wrong. And now this.


Lauren wondered what was really up with the girl. During the day she was Little Miss Smiley-Face. Big eyes. Mouth wide with wonder and joy. OMG-ing all over the place. Super-friendly with everyone. Soooo helpful. Sucking up to the trainers. Chatting away about nothing with Miss Lily and Pixie.


And then at night she just totally lost it. Was in pieces.


The Team were as supportive as they could be, but it was impossible to talk without being seen. The policy of ‘Sharing Is Caring’ was strictly enforced. Nothing was private, nothing was secret, nothing was personal. If you had a problem, the correct protocol was to bring it up at a Group Chat before dinner.


You couldn’t talk in the dorm. There were cameras in here – the type that could see in the dark. Microphones as well. Julian had shown Lauren some recorded footage the first time she’d been suspended. Images of the girls at night. The picture green and blurry. They all looked like ghosts, with bright, white, reflective eyes. Cats’ eyes. That was in South Africa, but the set-up was the same here. At the time she’d wondered why Julian would show her and not keep it a secret. She’d worked it out soon enough, though. It was to let her know that he could see everything, that he knew everything. He was the eye in the sky. Like, God, really, she supposed. Like on the TV show Big Brother.


His excuse for showing Lauren the footage was that he was asking about another girl, Roseanna. She’d been moping about, crying, getting up in the night.


‘Is she OK, Lauren? Is she well? She doesn’t look happy. I want her to be happy. I want all my girls to be happy. If you’re unhappy, I’m unhappy. Why does she get up in the night, Lauren? Is there something wrong? Has she told you anything . . . ?’


Roseanna hadn’t been well. That was all. She’d picked up a stomach bug and Julian must have known that. The Team medic would have told him. They had check-ups nearly every day. Roseanna had to keep running to the toilet during practice. Was up and down all night, going to the bathroom and back. Julian had casually shown Lauren that there were even cameras in there. Although he hadn’t gone so far as to show that he had cameras in the actual stalls. She knew there must be, though. Why wouldn’t there be?


Nothing Was Private. Nothing Was Secret. Nothing Was Personal.


There were cameras in the dorm, the bathroom, all the shared areas inside the villa, on the pathways, out on the courts, the terraces, the beach . . .


For your security.


And she was pretty sure that there were microphones hidden all round the place as well. There were certainly some in the dorm. Weren’t even hidden. If you were seen having too many one-on-ones, Julian, or, worse, Miss Lily, would call you in. Ask you what you’d been talking about. Though they probably already knew.


‘There are no secrets here, Lauren . . . ’ Miss Lily would say, smiling at you over her glasses. ‘This is a happy place where everyone is open, because there is nothing to hide. This is a whole new way of living that Julian has created here. We are a community.’ Knotting the fingers of both hands together to show how tight knit they were. ‘We share everything. If you need to say something, say it at the Group Chat. That’s what they’re for. And you know you can always say whatever you want. You can speak your mind . . . ’


No. Right. Yes. OK. I’m with the programme.


You were never told off in public, in front of anyone else. Julian never raised his voice. He floated around on a pink cloud with rainbows in his eyes. We are all chilled here. We are all one loving family. If anything came up at a Group Chat it was met with concerned smiles and offers of counselling.


‘Thank you so much for sharing . . . ’


But Julian took it all in. Listening closely. Sitting cross-legged on his mat. Or, if he wasn’t able to be there, Pixie, or Miss Lily would report back to him. And if it got as far as a private session with him that was a whole different story. No more smiles. No more unicorns and rainbows and heart emojis. He would yell and scream, calling you all sort of names, swearing. Really nasty words. His language had shocked Lauren the first time. He’d used words she’d never heard before. Insults so specific, so vile, so brutal it was like he’d punched her in the belly.


So the girls had all learned never to bring up anything remotely serious at a Group Chat. You could say the coffee machine by the changing rooms wasn’t working (again!), or complain that there was never enough salad, or that some of the racquets really needed restringing . . . but if you ever, ever, even just implied that this wasn’t, like, being on the greatest holiday of all time and you were so lucky and honoured and special, then you were in deep shit, sister.


Lauren, like all the girls, tried as hard as she fucking could not to make Julian mad. You had to please him. To make him happy. Because when he was happy the whole place was happy.


‘What do you say, girls, isn’t this the most beautiful morning? Now, let’s get out there and play some tennis. And if you’re good, we’ll have a party this weekend! Yes! Isn’t that the best?’


But if he was unhappy about something. Who knew what? Or why? You couldn’t ever tell. If he was unhappy, he’d go totally quiet. And then you were in trouble. And there was nowhere you could go to get away from his black mood. There was nowhere to hide in this place.


Yeah. You had to work really hard not to piss Julian off. If he got mad at you, he suspended you from The Team. Put you in ‘detention’. Which meant sleeping in a small windowless bedroom next to Julian’s suite. The detention room was comfortable enough, and it had a tiny bathroom – toilet, shower and sink. But the door was locked at night and it was like being in solitary confinement. A prison. A luxury prison, she supposed, but a prison all the same.


This whole place was a prison.


They’d arrived in May, after winter training in South Africa. At first, she’d been excited. She’d grown to hate The Lodge, in the bush outside Cape Town. Miles from anywhere. Penned in by high, barbed-wire fences with lookout towers and uniformed guards in red berets carrying Kalashnikovs.


‘For your own security. South Africa can be dangerous . . . ’


Arriving here had felt like paradise. The sea, the beach, the cliffs, the mountain. But she’d soon realised it was just another concentration camp. And in the autumn, they’d be returning to The Lodge. Julian liked to move to follow the sun. He said it was because the warmth was good for the soul. But Lauren reckoned it was actually so that he had an excuse not to wear too many clothes. Him and everyone else here. He only dressed up if he was travelling – he was always flying off around the world – or if he was going out, or when there were special guests at the house. The rest of the time it was a thin T-shirt, leather sliders, beads and loose shorts or jogging pants. She’d always called them trackie bottoms when she was growing up. Here everything was Americanised. Even though Julian had been born in Milton Keynes.


Boy, he loved his jogging pants. His sweatpants. Nasty, overdesigned ones from designers like Gucci and Versace. Insanely expensive. Issy had told her that one Fendi pair cost more than a thousand dollars. A thousand dollars! For a pair of trackie bottoms! Trackie bottoms that looked like shit.


Sigrid sobbed. One of the other girls tutted. Lauren rolled over to face the other way. Then thought. Fuck. No. She had to do something about this. So, Miss Lily might call her in, but she could go fuck herself.


She threw back her duvet and swung her feet over the side of the bed. She shivered. The dorm was kept really cold at night. She slid into her Japanese slippers and scuffed over to Sigrid’s bed.


Sigrid recoiled when Lauren got to her, shaking her head, fearful of the consequences. Julian kept dim wall lights on all night in the dorm, so Lauren could just make out the panic in Sigrid’s eyes.


‘It’s all right,’ she said, loud and clear. ‘I know you’ve got gut ache.’ And she gave a little wink. ‘I’ll get you some water. Go and see the medic tomorrow, yeah?’


Then, before Sigrid could protest, she quickly walked off. She filled a paper cup with chilled water from the cooler by the bathroom door. The cooler bubbled and gurgled and a girl in a nearby bed swore at her. Lauren swore right back at her in a hoarse whisper, then returned to Sigrid.


‘Drink this.’


As Sigrid sat up, Lauren leaned in to pull her hair out of her face and then quickly whispered in her ear.


‘Tomorrow. On the way to practice. Mob Chat.’


And once again moved away before Sigrid could say anything.


She got back into bed. Curling up into the warmth. She knew how Sigrid felt. She’d spent more than a few nights sobbing into her pillow. Not lately. She was learning to be tough, to shut her emotions off, to lock them down in a secret part of her brain.


It was her birthday in two weeks. She was going to be sixteen. But she already felt a hundred years old. She was tired. Old-lady tired. Sigrid was quiet. Then Lauren must have dozed off for a bit, because when she rolled over to look towards Sigrid, her bed was empty.
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MACINTYRE


‘You OK, Human?’


‘Er . . . Yes . . . No. I don’t know.’


‘You’re OK.’


‘Fine. Yes. Right. Yes. I’m OK.’


‘Good. That’s settled, then. So – next question – what the fuck are you doing here?’


‘I’m on holiday.’


‘Do you know who I am? Do you have any idea who I am?’


‘No. Yes. No . . . You’re the bank loan guy from the bar.’


‘Bank loan?’


‘Sorry. Yeah. No, I mean – I thought you looked, kind of, when I saw you in the bar, I thought, no offence, you looked kind of normal. Like a guy in an ad for bank loans. You know – ordinary guy – nice guy . . . With a Labrador.’


‘That’s the point.’


‘What point? What’s the point? Who are you? What’s going on?’


‘For now, you can call me Macintyre. Robert Macintyre.’


‘I can call you that. Right. But it’s not your name? No?’


‘It’s what you call me.’


‘OK.’


‘Good. Now. Tell me. Why did you come here?’


‘Why does anyone come to Corfu? I told you. I’m on holiday. As far as I know, that’s not a crime. Ha-ha . . . You need to tell me why we’re having this conversation. It’s making me really anxious. Really, really anxious. I’m fighting for my breath, here. My throat’s all . . . It’s very dry. It’s making it very hard to speak.’


‘Then shut up.’


‘Right. Sorry.’


Macintyre sat there in silence for a long while. Staring at Human, who was shaking. Could be fear, could be the aircon, or it could be the booze. Probably all three. He was a mess.


‘Take some deep breaths, Alan. Calm yourself down.’ He had to tread very carefully. Say the right thing. Not make things worse. Christ. How long had it been since he’d left the villa? Not much more than six hours and already his carefully thought-through plan had gone to shit. That had to be some kind of record.


Human rubbed his face. Made a sort of involuntary gulping, gasping sound. His skin was very red. Hadn’t been here long enough to get sunburned. What was it made someone’s skin go red like that? High blood pressure? His eyes were red and watery, like a little kid had badly coloured in a face and got the pink everywhere. The guy couldn’t be much more than fifty, but his hair was almost white. It wasn’t anything as melodramatic as shock that had turned it that colour, though. He’d seen pictures of Human from when he was in his thirties. Guy had gone prematurely grey. But, between his red face, white hair and lurid, purple ‘holiday’ shirt, he was certainly vivid.


The villa was cold. The air conditioning set on high. But Human was sweating.


‘I’m not going to hurt you.’


‘Thank you.’


‘But I do need to figure out what to do with you.’ He leaned back into his chair. He’d looked around the villa when he’d brought Human inside. Wanted to make sure he was alone – hadn’t brought his wife along to the party. The villa was a standard build. Very similar to where Macintyre was staying. He was pleased to see there was a modem, the password handily taped to the top, and a Bluetooth speaker. He keyed the password into his phone, locked into the wi-fi and then connected to the speaker with his Bluetooth. Played a Greek rebetiko playlist through the speaker. Slightly too loudly. A distracting clatter of bouzouki, mandolins and clarinets filled the room. He very much doubted that Hepworth would have somehow got his security in here already and bugged the place, but old habits died hard.


Human’s things were spilled out all over the place. Only been here a few hours and already the place was a tip. Typical detritus of a drunken man left to his own devices and falling apart, fouling his nest.


Macintyre figured telling the truth would be the best route.


‘Here it is,’ he said. ‘Technically I work for you.’ That got his attention. ‘You hired me, Mister Human.’


‘I did?’


‘You did. We signed a deal. And it wasn’t part of the deal that you turned up here.’


‘You’re . . . ’ Realisation was dawning. ‘You’re the guy Dana Richards put me on to? You’re the salvage guy.’


‘Yeah – a bit like you, Alan. We’re both in salvage. You rescue things and I rescue people. How long has Dana been your lawyer?’


‘I’ve used her for, it must be at least twenty years, and . . . ’


‘So, you trust her?’


‘Of course, I trust her, yes. Yes, I trust her.’


He paused the music. The sudden silence was disorientating. Human looked alarmed. Now what?


‘And she recommended you use my services,’ Macintyre said softly.
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