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For Pat, my wife without whom Jimmy would not have found a voice.






Chapter One


Professor McBride was expecting her visitor and didn’t look up from the papers on her desk when he knocked.


‘Come in.’


Jimmy Costello came in.


Middle-aged, with short, grizzled hair, he had a crumpled look despite the obvious quality of his clothes. The Professor turned a page and carried on reading. Jimmy waited. She was his boss, the woman who told him what to do, when to do it, and who he should do it to. So he waited and looked at her working.


Always the same, never any change. The same tight, curly hair, the same dark skirt, the same crisp white blouse. No. He was wrong. She had changed. Her left sleeve was empty and pinned up. Having your left arm shot off, that had to be classed as a change…


Yes, he admitted to himself, losing your arm was a change. But that wasn’t what he’d meant. Apart from the arm, she was the same now as when he’d first known her, neat as a nun straight from the laundry. White shirt, black skirt and a brain like a bacon slicer.


The Professor turned another page so Jimmy looked out of the window. He liked the view from this top-floor office. On a clear day you could see the hills of Frascati, and today wasn’t only clear but filled with morning sunlight. One day he’d keep the promise he’d made to himself when he’d first looked out of the window. He’d go to Frascati for lunch and drink their local white wine. Mind you, he’d been promising himself that for over two years, ever since he settled in Rome, but somehow he’d never got round to it. You put things off, that was the trouble, one way and another you just put things off. Still, one day he’d catch a local bus and go and sit in the shade and drink the fresh white wine and…


He checked his watch. Time was passing.


‘I’m supposed to catch a plane in a couple of hours and you know what it’s like trying to get to Ciampino in a hurry. The traffic’s murder. It’s probably too late already.’


She looked up, waited a moment, then closed the file and gave him a wintry smile.


‘No, that’s changed.’


Jimmy felt a small twinge of nerves. Her smiling at him wasn’t good. She’d never been one of life’s great smilers.


‘What do you mean, changed?’


‘I don’t want you to go to Brussels.’


 ‘Good. Flying low-cost out of Ciampino wasn’t exactly my idea of fun.’ He tried to sound pleased.


She gave him the smile again and Jimmy felt another twinge.


‘I’m sending you somewhere else. Something’s come up.’


‘Things do, don’t they?’


Professor McBride looked at him in that way she had, tolerant disapproval.


‘Brussels will have to get along without you.’


‘If you say so. But you realise that without me being there, you might be risking the end of the European Union as we know it. Still, you can’t have everything, can you?’


The smile went.


‘Spare me your humour, Mr. Costello, and try to remember that I do not arrange these trips for your entertainment.’


Jimmy shrugged. He was used to her manner now, just like he was used to working for someone whose day job was being a college professor but who sidelined as some sort of fixer for the Catholic Church. She was the one who got handed the dustpan and brush when the carpet needing lifting so something nasty could be swept quietly out of sight, and Jimmy was the one she used to make sure the right things went under the right carpets.


It wasn’t an everyday line of work, but then Jimmy didn’t have everyday credentials. A working life spent as a CID sergeant in London had given him the right kind of background, although he’d never been sure whether being a bent copper with a track record for inflicting violence had helped or hindered his selection. He hoped what had really clinched it for him was his skill as a detective, but he still wasn’t sure. On the jobs he’d done for Professor McBride so far he’d needed both his detecting skills and his familiarity with violence, so maybe it didn’t matter. In fact it was all a bit academic, like her. Jimmy smiled to himself at his private joke.


The Professor had gone to considerable trouble to recruit James Cornelius Costello. She had arranged for him to come to Rome thinking he was going to train for the priesthood. It hadn’t been hard for her because he had indeed wanted to become a priest, and had submitted an application through the usual channels in the UK. He’d wanted to do something for his wife, even though she was dead. As a widower he wasn’t debarred, and becoming a priest seemed to offer the best way to make some sort of amends. Some sort of contrition. It wasn’t, of course. He was and would remain what he had made himself. There was never any easy shortcut to redemption.


He’d come to Rome, to Duns College, full of hope and good intentions, but had been used by Professor McBride to get what she wanted. Of course that meant Jimmy hadn’t got what he wanted, to be a priest. But there you are, he thought, in this life not many people get what they want.


Despite the way he’d been recruited, he’d done a good job for her, but he’d left loose ends: dangerous loose ends, the fatal sort. To be fair, she’d helped him with all that. Found him what should have been a safe place so he could have another go at thinking about the priesthood. It hadn’t been her fault it blew up, it hadn’t really been anybody’s fault. It just blew up. And after two goes at thinking about the priesthood he knew it would never be for him, so he’d accepted the offer she’d made to go and work for her and, insofar as he could be, he was grateful. He gave her his loyalty because she’d pretty much given him back his life. In her tangled way she had provided him with some sort of purpose, some reason to go on.


‘If I’m not going to Brussels I hope it’s a good substitute. Brussels sounded like it might have been worth a visit.’


‘Vancouver.’


‘Is that a good substitute?’


‘It’s Vancouver.’


‘If you say so.’


Professor McBride took an envelope out of the file she had been reading and pushed it across the table to him.


‘Your contact details.’


Jimmy picked up the envelope but didn’t open it.


‘And what do I do when I get to Vancouver?’


‘You will be told.’


‘Why don’t you tell me?’


‘Because you wouldn’t believe me. You never do.’


‘No, that’s true.’


‘But that doesn’t matter because you never do what I tell you anyway.’


‘Also true.’


‘And be careful. I don’t want a repeat of Paris. No dead police.’


‘No, I don’t want that either.’


‘And no entanglements, not of any sort, sexual or otherwise. Remember what happened in Santander.’


Jimmy showed his surprise. ‘I didn’t think you knew about that.’


‘Of course I knew. Where were you when it happened, by the way?’


‘At Mass. It was Sunday. Who told you about her and me?’


‘No one told me. A young policewoman shot in bed while naked and asleep. That sort of thing gets noticed and put in reports. It didn’t need much detective work to see that you were the real target. I wouldn’t have mentioned it except whatever was going on between you and her mustn’t happen again.’


‘It’s not likely to. I still don’t know why it happened there. I can’t understand what she saw in me. I was old enough to be her…’


But the words petered out as the memories returned. Suarez was there again, beautiful and in control; she was looking at him across the table where they’d gone for dinner. She’d seen something in him, something he didn’t understand but which had made her love him. He didn’t know then what it was and he still didn’t know. The next morning she was dead and now he would never know.


Professor McBride was fully aware that what she’d said would cause him pain, that was why she’d said it,. It was necessary. She waited and let him think about it. And, while she waited, she thought about it herself. An older man, not at all conventionally attractive: what had the young woman seen in him? But she didn’t really need to ask herself because she already knew the answer. Under that exterior there was something that would be attractive to a certain type of woman, a compassionate woman, if that woman could get close. And the inspector in Santander had obviously got close, very close. Unfortunately it had killed her…


Well, it was all finished and done now. But she wanted to make her point absolutely clear. There was to be no trouble this time.


‘And I don’t want to have to send any more false Vatican diplomatic passports to keep you out of jail.’


Jimmy came back to the present and nodded; she was right. What could he say?


‘Look. Are you sure I’m good for this any more? Maybe I’m past it. Look at the unholy cock-up I made of the last job. I made mistakes, bad mistakes. People got hurt. Killed.’


He had a point and he could tell she’d thought about it.


‘Yes, you made mistakes, and people, as you say, got killed.’


‘And Copenhagen wasn’t much better.’


‘I disagree. One way or another Copenhagen had to happen, it was all part of the unfinished business left over from Rome. At some point it needed finishing.’


‘And Lübeck?’


She shrugged her one good shoulder.


‘They as good as killed themselves. Call it suicide if you like. And as for Bronski, no one could possibly lay that at your door.’


‘That’s true.’


‘But Santander was indeed a mistake.’ Jimmy looked down at his hands; she could see she’d done enough, he understood. ‘See that you learn from it and don’t get involved with anybody. Just get the information you need and get the job done.’


‘Why not get someone fresh? Someone younger. Someone fit.’


‘Physical fitness is of small consequence. It’s not your body that interests me.’ Thank God for that, he thought. ‘All that concerns me is that you are still capable of being the detective you were. Paris was, as you say, an unholy mess, but Santander, leaving to one side the unfortunate Inspector Suarez, was a different story. You did well in Santander.’


‘Maybe so, but my point is, can I still do it? There must be other detectives, good ones, who don’t get people killed.’


‘There are. But apart from your ability as a detective you have one indispensable asset that makes me choose to persevere with you.’


‘My chirpy North London charm?’


‘Your silence.’


Jimmy knew what she meant. God knew he had his faults, plenty of them, but he didn’t have a slack mouth. What God also knew, however, was the real reason he could be trusted to remain silent about his work was because he didn’t have a friend in the world and didn’t want to make any. That was why she could rely on his silence. Not because he had any great gift for discretion but because, apart from her, he was utterly alone in the world now. No ties and no loyalties.


He slipped the envelope into the pocket of his jacket.


‘When do I go?’


‘You’re on your way. You were packed and ready to go to Brussels, now you’re packed and ready to go to Vancouver. Your ticket is waiting at the airport, at the check-in.’


Now it was Jimmy’s turn to smile. Rome to Vancouver, thank God it wouldn’t be budget.


‘Fiumicino?’


‘Ciampino.’


‘Oh, no, why? Nothing goes from there direct to Canada, does it?’


‘You go to London Luton and from there to Heathrow. From Heathrow you’re on an Air Canada flight with a connection at Chicago. I managed to get a special price doing it that way.’


‘Hell’s teeth, do you realise what that journey will be like? I’ll have to get a train from Luton and then get across London to Paddington for the Heathrow Express. I’ll be dead before I make the boarding gate.’


‘Well, it’s too late to change now. I’ve booked your tickets.’


‘Look, rather than do it that way I’ll pay the difference for a direct flight.’


‘And claim it on expenses when you get back? I don’t think so.’ Before he could get his protest out she carried on, ‘You only have yourself to blame, your last claim came as a severe shock to our accounts department. I had to do a lot of hard-talking to get it passed. It’s your own fault if I’m having to economise this time. Your plane leaves in two hours so you’d better get a move on. I’ve seen to it that someone is waiting downstairs to give you a lift. As you say, the traffic to Ciampino is always a nuisance if you’re in a hurry.’


‘A nuisance? You’d put it as strongly as that?’


‘And you’ll have to get a move on, your Air Canada flight leaves at ten p.m.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Just use your initiative and do the job.’ Jimmy turned to go. ‘And take care. I’ve invested too much time and effort in you to have to go looking for a replacement.’


‘I’m fond of you as well, Professor.’


She didn’t respond and Jimmy left the office.


Professor McBride looked at the door for a moment. Yes, she could see what might have attracted young Inspector Suarez. Underneath, and well hidden, was the terrible loneliness of a badly damaged man who would never make excuses for himself, never ask for help and never give up. She turned and looked out of the window at the distant blue hills, then picked up the phone on her desk. She would make a call. Whatever he might say about himself, she didn’t want to lose Mr Costello. He was too valuable an asset, and he would be very difficult indeed to replace.






Chapter Two


Jimmy was in a foul mood as the plane descended into Chicago. The journey from Rome and through London to Heathrow hadn’t been as bad as he’d expected. It had been worse. First off, it was Professor Scolari who was waiting at the reception desk where Jimmy had left his holdall. Scolari didn’t like him and, to be fair, he had good reason.


‘Professor McBride asked me to give you a lift.’


Jimmy tried to smile and sound grateful.


‘Thanks, the traffic will be hell as usual, but if we’re going to get to Ciampino in time for the flight we should…’


But Scolari had other plans. Unlike Jimmy his smile cost him no effort, but it wasn’t a nice sort of smile.


‘I will drop you at the nearest Metro, Mr Costello. Numidio Quadrato. I’m afraid I do not have time to act as an airport taxi.’


And that’s how it had begun. The bastard knew the Metro line from Numidio Quadrato didn’t get him anywhere near Ciampino. That was bad enough, but at Anagnina, the last stop on that line, he’d made the mistake of getting on the airport shuttle because it was there and about to leave. What he should have done was look round for a taxi. The shuttle stop-started through the suburbs and then hiccupped along with all the other traffic on the congested main highway for what seemed hours.


Finally he’d got to the airport and after running to the check-in desks he’d made it time. But it had been a damn close thing and that, together with Scolari’s departing words outside the Metro station - ‘So glad to have been of help, Mr Costello’ - had set his nerves on edge for the rest of the journey.


Needless to say, when he arrived at Luton station from the airport there were delays and when he got on a train it was overcrowded, dirty and slow. By the time he arrived at Heathrow the place seemed to him to be a barely functioning shambles, and although the processing onto his flight had been routine and unexceptional the flight itself was over two hours late.


Once on the Air Canada plane he’d settled down. His seat was in the middle of the wide-bodied monster and he was hemmed in. All he could do was to sit and brood, so he brooded. His wasn’t the sort of mind you could shift into neutral and park, so it niggled at him, building up grievances against Professor McBride, in particular the ‘special price’ deal that had prevented him from upgrading.


There was a wait of just under two hours for his transfer when he arrived at Chicago’s O’Hare, more than long enough to get a proper meal but, even though he felt hungry, he decided against it. He knew your body went all over the place when you spent too long in the air and moved across too many time zones and he had developed his own idea of how to deal with it. Eat as little as you could on the flight, then get stuck in to whatever was the appropriate meal on arrival and carry on from there. The way he looked at it, giving your stomach breakfast when it was expecting dinner or vice-versa would be the quickest way of getting your body in line with the local routine. But he had never tested it out on a really long journey.


Instead of eating he spent the time browsing the bookstores for something to occupy his mind during the next leg of the journey. He chose a book pretty much at random, Night Runners of Bengal, by somebody he had never heard of called John Masters. He chose it because he liked the title and didn’t much care if it was travel or fiction. He also chose it because it was, by comparison to many of the other door-stop paperbacks, slim and would slip into his jacket pocket. He also bought a copy of the New Yorker. Then he found himself a seat where he had a good view of a departure board, started to skim through his magazine and waited. He felt better by the time he boarded and it helped his mood considerably when he was able to get an aisle seat.


Jimmy enjoyed the book. It was easy to read, well-written and interesting, set in the Raj at the time of the Indian Mutiny. He also found two good articles in the New Yorker, so when the plane banked to make its final descent and he got a glimpse of the sky over Vancouver he felt reasonably cheerful. The morning looked clear and sunny and Vancouver would be a new experience, one he hoped he might have time to enjoy. He didn’t know much about Canada but what little he knew was encouraging.


The plane touched down and taxied to its allotted place. Once the seatbelt lights went out the rush to get hand luggage began. Jimmy didn’t normally join in this scramble, there was never any point in hurrying unless you had to. But as he was in an aisle seat he had to make way for those on the inside, he got up and, when he could, pulled his holdall from the locker and then stood and waited. Why the rush? thought Jimmy. Getting off the plane quickly only gave them more time to stand waiting to get their hold luggage back. When he travelled his needs never ran to more than one holdall small enough to count as hand luggage. Bernie had always been the one who made sure he looked presentable, and now she was dead he didn’t much care how he looked.


The plane doors opened and the exodus began.


He felt distinctly better as he entered the Arrivals area. He had expected the usual anonymous, functional processing area, a place for discharging the stream of life that was nothing more than self-loading baggage. But this was different. It was, as far as could be achieved in an international airport, almost welcoming. It was smaller than Jimmy had expected and was dominated by a huge, elaborate totem pole. Jimmy had never seen anything like it, and he was pleased and impressed.


After taking in the totem pole he looked around to see if he was being met. He wasn’t. He moved to a quiet spot, put his hand into his jacket pocket, and pulled out the envelope McBride had given him. He looked at it for a second then tore it open. Inside was a sheet of paper with a name, an address and a phone number. The name was Sister Lucy Gray SSZ. What the hell did SSZ stand for?


He looked at his watch then remembered he hadn’t adjusted it. He looked around and saw from an arrivals board that the local time was just before eight in the morning. He changed his watch and pulled out his mobile. He looked at the phone number on the paper then dialled. It kept on ringing until a recording of a woman’s voice cut in and asked him to leave a message. He rang off.


What now? Was it urgent, this job? McBride had pulled him off the Brussels thing at the very last moment and sent him here double quick. The way she’d done things it seemed urgent, so why no reception at this end, just a name, an address and a number that wasn’t answering? McBride must have told this Sister Gray he was on his way and yet there was no-one at the airport or at the phone number. His mood soured again. It had all the hallmarks of a screw-up. But at least it wasn’t his screw-up. He put away the envelope and the phone. He would go into town, get a room, have a shower, take a short rest and then try to rejoin the human race. Until he’d spoken to this Gray woman or to someone else who knew what was going on he wouldn’t know anything about anything. He dismissed immediately the idea of contacting Professor McBride.


He looked around and saw a sign for taxis and headed for it. When he got to the taxi-rank and was about to get into the taxi he realised he didn’t know where he wanted to go. A hotel, obviously, but whereabouts and what sort? If he was going to have to spend time in this city he wanted to be comfortable and at a good address.


The driver was waiting patiently for a destination.


‘I’m on holiday. I want a good hotel, somewhere with views and in a part of town where I can see the sights, one where I can make myself at home, spread out, not be cramped in just one room. Know anywhere like that?’


The driver turned and gave him a big smile. She seemed a friendly sort.


‘Sure, you want the Rosedale on Robson.’


‘If you say so.’


‘I say so.’


‘OK, the Whatsit on Wherever.’


The driver turned around and the taxi pulled away into the airport traffic and the morning sunshine.






Chapter Three


Jimmy hadn’t slept on the plane, hadn’t even managed to doze, so now his eyelids felt heavy and whatever sort of landscape he was travelling through failed to register. After a while he caught himself napping, pulled himself up in the seat and looked out of the window. The taxi was among city traffic and there were skyscrapers on either side of wide, busy roads. It was all pretty much what he’d expected, but it was only with an effort he didn’t doze off again as the cab made its way through the canyon-like streets. Eventually the driver turned a corner on which stood yet another skyscraper and then pulled into a small square, drove round it, stopped and turned to Jimmy.


‘Here we are, mister.’


Jimmy realised that this skyscraper was his Whatsit on Wherever. He hauled himself and his holdall out of the taxi, paid, adding a generous tip, then went into reception. Did they have a suite available?


The young woman gave him a big smile. She too seemed a friendly sort of girl.


‘All our accommodation is in suites, sir, the Rosedale on Robson is an all-suite hotel.’


‘Fine. Can I have one with a nice view?’


‘Sure. Do you have any more luggage?’


‘No, just this.’


His lack of luggage didn’t seem to bother her and the check-in routine continued. When it was over Jimmy thanked her, refused help with his holdall and took his plastic pass-key. As he was about to leave, the smiling girl asked him if he wanted anything special sent up to his room? Jimmy paused; there was something about the way she’d said ‘special’. Was she offering to have a prostitute sent up? It didn’t look like that kind of place but how could you tell? Vancouver wasn’t London or Rome. Maybe it was different over here.


‘Like what?’


‘You’re English, sometimes our English guests like to have a toaster in their room and a teapot, you know, for breakfast.’


That got a smile out of him.


‘Thanks, no toaster. I’ll take a teapot though. I’ll sort myself out about anything else.’


‘You’ll find everything you need in your suite and there’s a store just round the corner, they’ll have milk and everything else you might want.’


‘I’ve just got in from Rome via Heathrow and O’Hare and currently I’m one of the walking dead. I really don’t fancy shopping, even just round the corner. Could someone get me some instant coffee, milk and sugar, and tea bags if they have them? Any sort will do.’


That got an even bigger smile out of her, which wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d expected a Roman response, something sub-zero which, whatever words were actually used, would mean ‘do your own bloody shopping’.


‘Sure, I can arrange that. I’ll have everything sent up.’


He was right, it was different over here. He’d never been in a hotel where they took this much trouble - but then again, his had been a sheltered life, especially where decent-class hotels were concerned. He’d arrested people in a few, but not stayed in many.


‘Thanks. I appreciate it.’


‘Skimmed, semi-skimmed or full-cream?’


For a second Jimmy thought she was sending him up. Then he realised she was really trying to help.


‘Full-cream.’


And he headed off for the elevator while the girl on reception picked up a phone.


Check-in had dispelled any lingering grouchiness and he went up to his suite feeling better, but still dead tired. His suite had a good-sized living room with a small kitchen area to one side, a bathroom and one bedroom. He unpacked and then took a shower. While he was drying himself someone knocked at the door. He wrapped the towel around him and went. A young man was holding a carrier bag. He held it out to Jimmy.


‘The things you asked for, sir.’


Jimmy took the bag.


‘Can you put it on the bill?’


‘I’m afraid not, sir.’


‘OK, come in.’


The young man came in and Jimmy went to his jacket which was hanging on the back of a chair. He took out his wallet.


‘How much?’


‘Six dollars eighty-three cents.’


Jimmy counted out seven and held them out.


‘Keep the change.’


The young man looked at the money. Jimmy grinned and took out another five dollars.


‘That OK? I’m not used to Canadian money yet.’


The young man returned the grin.


‘That’s fine, sir.’ He took the money and pocketed it. ‘In fact I’d say it’s generous. Thank you.’


So, friendly but not dopes. Jimmy began to feel he might like Canadians if they were all like the ones he’d met so far. He finished drying himself, emptied the things out of the carrier bag and put them away. Then he went to the bedroom and sat on the bed and phoned reception for an alarm call in two hours. Two minutes later he was in bed and asleep.


He didn’t know how long the phone had been ringing when it finally penetrated his consciousness. He leaned over and picked it up.


‘Thanks.’


He got up, went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, then came back into the bedroom. When he was dressed he went into the living room and stood at the window. His suite was sixteen storeys up and below him Vancouver was busy going about its business. He felt better, cheerful even. The taxi driver had been dead right, the Rosedale on Robson was just what he wanted and, after the journey he’d had, what he’d needed. From what he’d managed to take in of the ground floor it seemed a classy sort of place and, from what he could see down below, it looked to be in a good location. Beyond the other skyscrapers which surrounded the hotel he could see distant mountains and blue sea.


He suddenly felt grateful to the elusive Sister Lucy Gray. Not meeting him and not answering his phone call meant he had time to look around and explore. But first it was time to get himself localised, and right now he wanted to see whether his plan would work. In Vancouver it was lunchtime so his first meal here would be lunch, and the way he looked at it, his body clock would get a good kicking from his stomach if it tried any kind of grouch about what sort of meal he ate. Sort out your stomach, get it used to local-time meals straight away, and your body clock could go and whistle Dixie. Anyway, that was his plan. And he was hungry. He had eaten nothing except a few biscuits and a sandwich since leaving Rome, which meant his insides felt like one large aching void crying out to be filled.


He left the suite and headed down to the ground floor. The hotel restaurant there didn’t do anything to dent the good impression the place had made on him. The food was good, the service excellent, and the staff, again, were friendly. They made you think they actually cared about whether you enjoyed your meal. Was it good employee training or were all Canadians like that, he wondered. Jimmy decided it had to be training: a country of friendly people didn’t exist. How would it survive?


After his meal he went to the bar just to sit. He was tired again, he needed a couple more hours in bed to keep him going, but he wanted to think about the job before he went back to his suite. That devious sod McBride was up to something. He was sure of that because she was always up to something. If she wouldn’t tell him anything at all about why he was here then it was certainly because she wanted him in Vancouver without knowing anything about the ‘why’. So, if he knew nothing about the ‘why’, what did he know? She’d made him drop Brussels at the very last moment and rush over to Vancouver by some stupid, roundabout route. Whatever that had been about, it wasn’t primarily about any ‘special price’ to keep the accountants happy. And why, when he got here, make him sit on his hands because his only contact couldn’t be contacted? He tried to think why she would want it that way, but his tiredness kept blocking his focus on the problem. No, he was still too whacked. If his brain wouldn’t work, it wouldn’t, so he left the bar and made his way to his room. Five minutes after he arrived at his suite he was back in bed and once more fast asleep.






Chapter Four


There was a ringing somewhere. It woke him, he reached out for the noise and his hand found the phone. A strange voice spoke to him. It was an effort, but he managed a reply.


‘What alarm call?’


Jimmy didn’t know where he was or what this woman on the phone was talking about. He barely knew who he was.


‘The one you ordered yesterday evening.’


Jimmy didn’t remember doing anything yesterday evening but he didn’t like to call her a liar.


He put the phone down and lay back. Suddenly he remembered where he was and he forced his eyes open. It was eight o’clock, time to get up and get some breakfast. If he let himself go to sleep again he knew he’d sleep until lunchtime or beyond. He struggled out of bed and headed for the bathroom. The shower helped. It only got him halfway but that was enough. He knew how to handle things now. This was something he’d done more times than he cared to remember. You’d had a long day and a harder night, surveillance maybe or a nasty collar in the small hours. You finally got to bed, knackered, and as soon as your head touched the pillow the alarm woke you and you had to begin again. By the time you left the house you had to be up for it, fit and alert on the inside even if you looked like shit on the outside. Detective sergeants couldn’t afford to go on duty while they were still half submerged. Senior officers were mostly unforgiving bastards, but young inspectors were the worst because they were the ones chasing promotion and allocating blame was one of the things they did best, however many mistakes they made themselves. Tiredness or a hangover from the night before didn’t count. If you went on duty you had to be ready for whatever turned up. And that was how he wanted it now, especially as he still didn’t know what was waiting for him.


He dried himself, put on a bathrobe, and went to the kitchen area and made himself a cup of tea. He would drink his tea and get his mind into gear then he would go for a short walk before getting some breakfast downstairs. He looked across at the window. The sun was shining. It looked like it might be another nice morning.


When he left the hotel he found he didn’t really need to be wearing his jacket. There had been rain, you could tell from the pavements and from the hanging droplets glittering like diamonds where the sun hit them, but it had stopped some time in the night and the sky was clear blue. It was autumn but to Jimmy it felt like the beginning of a fine English summer day. He set off in no particular direction. Already the place was busy, people and traffic all on their way somewhere, shops doing morning trade and food outlets serving coffee to people on the way to work. It was a big city but somehow the place still managed to have some sort of charm. He couldn’t say what it was exactly but it was the same feeling he’d got when he had passed through Paris a couple of times, a sort of comfortable easiness among all the bustle. Maybe it would be a good substitute for Brussels after all. He decided he could like Vancouver if it gave him a half a chance.


After his walk, back in the hotel eating his breakfast, he turned his mind to yesterday’s journey. McBride wanted him tired and harassed by the time he took off at Heathrow and she wanted him angry about her ‘special price’. That had given him something to think about, something to occupy his mind during the long flight. She wanted him in a bad mood when he arrived so he wouldn’t try too hard to make contact - if no-one’s answering the bloody phone then sod them. Find a good hotel, Mr Costello, settle in and take your time. And she’d got exactly what she wanted, but why did she want it that way? Then his mobile rang. He took it out.


‘Hello.’


 ‘Who is that, please?’ It was a woman’s voice.


‘It’s the one answering the phone. Who are you?’


There was a pause. Jimmy was about to end the call when the voice came back.


‘You aren’t by any chance Mr Costello?’


Now it was Jimmy’s turn to pause.


‘Who’s asking?’


‘Sister Lucy Gray. I got a missed call message and didn’t recognise the number. I thought I’d check. I was told a Mr Costello, James Costello, would be getting in touch. Are you Mr Costello?’


‘Who told you to expect him?’


Another pause.


‘I understand your caution if you are Mr Costello, but I can give you no further information until you confirm who you are.’


Suddenly Jimmy was tired of pissing about being careful. This was his contact, she was the only one who could tell him what the hell he was doing here.


‘Sure, I’m Costello. I phoned you from the airport as soon as I arrived. I had the crazy notion I was coming here because something was urgent.’


‘I’m sorry you didn’t get me. I didn’t know when to expect you or I would have come out to meet you, although even if I had known, well, it was one of those days. I had an early meeting and then I had to go to the…’


‘Thanks, the story of your life will be fine some other time. Just at the moment I’ve flown six thousand miles and have no idea why.’


‘I see. I thought you would have been told.’


‘No, I haven’t been told.’


Another pause. It was still early but already it was a big day for pauses.


‘We should meet.’


‘Yes, Sister, we should. Where and when?’


‘Where are you now?’


‘The Robson on, no, it’s the Rosedale on Robson.’


‘I know it. Could we meet in your suite? I think I would like our talk to be in private, somewhere where I’m not known and no one will see us together.’


‘Should I wear false whiskers and dark glasses? Will we need a password?’


‘Yes, I can see how it must seem a little excessive, but I will explain everything when I get there.’


‘And when will that be?’


‘How would Wednesday of next week be? I could make it at eleven.’ Jimmy nearly laughed out loud. ‘Otherwise I’ll have to go into the following week, I’m afraid.’


This time Jimmy did laugh, but it was a laugh of anger, not because anything was funny.


‘Yeah, next Wednesday at eleven will be fine.’


‘Oh good, I’m so glad. I’m afraid my diary is very full just at the moment.’


‘When you get to Rome you can give me a call and I’ll tell you how to get to my apartment.’


And he rang off.


His anger passed as soon as he put the phone away. It was really only staged anger, enough to make it sound real in his voice. Actually he was rather pleased with it. He had never been able to act, to tell a really convincing lie, but he’d worked at it and now he felt he had a workmanlike grip on bending the truth backwards if he had to. He took a sip of his coffee. It was still warm enough to drink. He waited. Either she would ring back or she wouldn’t. If she didn’t ring straight back she wouldn’t ring at all. If that happened he would take a couple of days to see the sights then head back to Rome.
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