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Robert Ryan was born in Liverpool. He has written for The Face,  Arena, Condé Nast Traveller, Esquire and the Sunday Times. He lives in North London with his wife and three children. He is the author of Underdogs, Nine Mil, Trans Am and the bestsellers  Early One Morning, The Blue Noon and Night Crossing.




Praise for Underdogs, Nine Mil and Trans Am:

 



‘Fast, violent and a breathless delight’

Guardian

 



‘This novel has brilliant written through it like a stick of rock . . . not to be missed’

Independent on Sunday

 



‘Hits you like a cross between Assault on Precinct 13 and Alice in Wonderland’

Esquire

 



Praise for Early One Morning, The Blue Noon and Night Crossing:

‘A beautiful and haunting read’

Daily Express

 



‘Ryan is terrific on the technical details and Early One Morning  has an unexpected twist in the tale’

The Times

 



‘A meticulously researched, highly readable and ultimately uplifting account of the human potential to do good.’

The Big Issue

 



‘Ryan has an excellent eye for strong material, as well as the story-telling flair evident in his contemporary fiction’

The Sunday Times

 



‘Ryan skilfully blends fact with fiction and writes with such elegance that, if we gave stars, Night Crossing would get five’

Time Out




For the founders and volunteers of the National Center for
 Missing & Exploited Children (NCMEC):
 www.missingkids.com






Trans Am is the final part of a trilogy of novels based on classic Children’s stories transported to a US noir setting. Some characters reappear from Underdogs (Tenniel and Bowman) and  Nine Mil (Shepard and Wuzel), but, like the others in the series,  Trans Am can be read alone.


Trans Am is loosely based on the story of Peter Pan. The theme of lost children intrigued me. I read the original JM Barrie novel, play and its later additions (such as When Wendy Grew Up) and all that came to me was: we read this stuff to our children?


Apart from naming the hero Jim Barry and a few other nods to Peter Pan, this is mainly a story of a mother who loses her son, and the lengths she will go to get him back (and of another mother who will contemplate breaking the law to save hers). It’s not a journey to an American Neverland. Quite the opposite, in fact.

For research I travelled to Arizona and New York City. In the latter I found a club called ‘The Air Strip’, a strip joint which was housed in a building between the cargo warehouses at JFK. Beside the stage where the girls danced, airport-style screens displayed the flight times, so customers could be sure to catch their plane. I spoke to the owners of this establishment, who told me about other clubs in Queens and New Jersey that used girls as described in this novel, and which were run by various East Europeans. I hasten to add that ‘The Air Strip’ (which was actually only a topless club, in line with Rudy Guiliani’s stipulations on nudity and alcohol) was completely above such behaviour. Besides, the owners frightened me.

In Arizona I spent some time at a new age spa, where the masseuse really did tell me she thought that heaven was a place where they played Elton John all day long. Many of the staff appear in bit parts in Trans Am.

I also visited the Grand Canyon, like every other American that day, it seemed. It is over-crowded, but as with many monuments,  the visitors cluster in one spot. If you ever get there, go to Shoshone Point, like Coogan and Wendy. It is neither signposted nor mentioned in the official guides. If driving, you have to clock your milometer at 1.25 miles east of Yaki Point. Here, there is a clearing next to the road, a locked gate and a sign saying you can only use ‘this facility with permission’. That refers only to the picnic area at the end of the trail. The red earth path runs for a mile, and at the end is a rocky promontory, jutting out over the canyon itself. It is much higher than the usual viewpoints and you can look down on eagles, flapping their way between the walls. It is a magical spot. Make sure you bring your head for heights with you: it’s a long way down.

When I wrote Trans Am, Blackhawk Down was not a major motion picture. I needed Coogan to have a military background, but Vietnam had been used in Underdogs, and I wanted him younger than that war would have made him. The (then) little known debacle in Somalia seemed perfect. He was also once a trumpet player, but somehow he took up the guitar instead. Shame, because at one point I could do a pretty mean ‘Round Midnight’ on the horn.

The ending with the helicopter did happen to an unfortunate father some years ago. The image of what occurred and the devastation he must have felt stayed with me. I also thought I had to address the fact that there is only one way a boy can live forever, and it isn’t Peter Pan’s.

As with the other two novels, there is a film reference threaded through the book, in this case Taxi Driver and other Scorsese films. I wanted The Creep to have a Travis Bickle like moment of epiphany (and a bloody shoot out). The Creep, you’ll be pleased to hear, isn’t based on anyone I know, but on a story a Federal Officer told me in New York.

I am grateful to Headline for re-issuing Trans Am and the companion novels. Thanks, as always, to Martin Fletcher for guiding the new editions.

 



Robert Ryan

London




PROLOGUE

Toots Turtleman edged forward onto the long finger of the promontory, his feet slithering on the frozen rocks, scrabbling for a hold. Ahead of him was one of the most famous views in the world, or at least part of it, but the way few visitors ever saw it, glistening with diamond-hard ice particles, as if it had been dusted with confectioner’s sugar.

He looked over to the left at the valley, felt the familiar whirls in his head, the clash of senses as optic lobe, semicircular canals and cerebrum all sent different messages, screaming at each other: it can’t be this big, that far down, this complex. It is, he reminded himself, and it’s beautiful.

If the walls and buttes were merely sprinkled with frost, the opposite side of the canyon was thick with a layer of snow and ice that wouldn’t be gone until May. He shuddered as a sprite of cold wind curled up from the sheer walls below and ripped straight through his thin jacket. The sun was falling already, as if the effort of rising even so low in the sky had exhausted it, and soon it would be bitterly cold. But he wouldn’t be here to feel that.

Toots remembered how it started. Wished he had never shared the dream, the dream they had turned into a nightmare.

He should have known. He pulled them all in and they came, mostly, he had to give them that, but all they did was gripe and snipe. It’s the best chance you’ll ever have to get your pride back, he told them. It’s like a second time around. Make it sweet. Make it beautiful. Make us rich. Yeah, they said, but what about this? What about that?

Hey, Toots had said: they forgot us, didn’t they? They are ashamed of us. They think we got our ass kicked, and they want us buried. You a Vietnam vet? Well here, take our sympathy, look at this wall we built for your fallen brothers. Gulf? Jesus you guys got a rough deal. Let’s have a congressional investigation. And maybe some compensation. But us? We get the heads turned, the eyes downcast. God that was a mess. But they are wrong, he insisted. The mission was accomplished. We got the targets, we fought a whole town to a standstill. A whole fuckin’ town. No, a city. A ragged-ass city, for sure, but a city. Sure we lost guys. They lost more. We did well. So let’s show them what Chalk Five can really do. Let’s stick it to them.

One by one, as they got drunker and drunker, they all told him in a different way he was crazy. They would all do time, or worse, they kept saying. All too yellow to try. He could see them all now. Nash. Fuckin’ Nash, always so smug, superior, like he had read the book when you couldn’t find page one. Coogan. Fucked up. Had this thing about boys. Jones. Mr Normal, retreated into some suburban let’s-go-to-the-mall-kids middle age. Flint had a new wife, guy was in lurve.

Maybe they were right. Perhaps he was crazy. He had set it all up, the timetable, the hardware - one dry run, one hit. All those dollars. Hundreds of thousands. No takers.

His head was full of noise, of static, of tumbling thoughts, voices pulling him this way and that. The headaches would come back soon. Then the black gloom, the dark place where his soul shivered in fear. He didn’t want that.

He looked at the birds again and tried to will himself into their minds, feel what it would be like to have such mastery over this hole in the earth, floating over a mile-deep ocean of free space without fear. He still remembered the feeling of falling, and spinning, the terrible jolt as he hit the earth, when he put his trust - his life - in the hands of a man-made bird.

Toots looked down again, tracing the tiny pathways criss-crossing the rocks of floor, as he had done a thousand times  before. He wondered if it was true what they said. That you were dead before you hit the ground down there. He also considered whether it was true about the light, the eye-watering glare of death from which old friends emerged to help you pass to the other side. A friendly luminescence, the complete antithesis of the Bible-black tendrils that would wrap round his heart with increasing frequency. Toots hoped there was light.

Another glacial gust hit him, tugging at his clothes, as if encouraging him. There was only one way to find out what was true and what was not. He took a deep breath and stepped forward into the cold, clear air.




PART ONE




ONE

London, England

 



Harry Darling tried to wind the clock back as he stared at the photographs laid out on the desk in front of him, back to when he had a rank, men under his command, a sidearm and a burning sense of duty. Not to mention a notion of right and wrong, black and white, before grey bled into the picture, blurring the line between the two. That was what he was dealing with now. The days when the grey came into his life.

He had spread the eighteen six-by-eight black-and-whites before him as best he could, crowded and overlapping, some threatening to fall from the desk top onto the floor. They offered varying degrees of clarity, here pin sharp, showing every pore in the face, every whisker missed by the morning shave, there displaying the fuzzy, snatched furtiveness of old pornography.

He stared hard, waiting for the heady rush of unwelcome memory, but time would not move. Stubbornly his reality stayed put, stranding him in the front room of his rambling home in a suburb of North London, with the rumble of cars doing the evening rat-run rather than the squeak of armoured vehicles, the smashing of glass from the recycling collectors, not from the systematic looting of property, the footsteps above him the headlong, almost-falling-over run of a one-year-old, and the more confident steps of his older sister, not the scrabble of panicked figures trying to escape wicked, arbitrary death. Bath time soon, the clomping reminded him. He should go up.

‘Anything?’

The voice on the other end of the phone jerked him back to the reason he was trying to make this temporal transference.

‘Give me a minute.’

Darling redoubled his efforts, squinting now at each visage in turn, trying to get just a flash of an image, of the man in the picture in a different context, a machine pistol at his waist, that carnivorous look in his eyes, the strange misshaped nose, the smell of fear and death and atrocity steaming off his body, framed in the lenses of high-powered binoculars, the freshly painted skull and crossbones on the wall behind him glistening red and obscene. Still nothing came.

It had been too long. Now he wore pinstriped suits and had to force himself to go to the gym once a week to keep a cap on his weight, creeping up because of corporate dinners and informal interviews. Once he had had thirty men under his command, now he had three hundred, but being a personnel director in the City was a tad different from army life. He was trying to make the jump to an alien world he no longer had access to.

‘Roy, look I’m sorry, but--’

‘It’s important, Harry.’

He heard a squeal of joy from up above and wanted to get off the phone. Roy Krok was also from that other world, one that didn’t recognise or care for his kids, the kids he swore he would never have after he had seen the pain, and the agony, they could bring. It had taken him five years to realise that he was unlikely to experience in Highgate the kind of suffering he and Krok had once seen. Now he was sorry he had waited so long, especially when he saw fathers twenty years younger running around the park, while he worried about his knee giving out whenever he kicked a ball to his son. ‘I know, Roy. I know.’

‘You don’t sound convinced.’

‘Who are you these days, Roy?’

‘Who am I?’

‘What are you?’

‘Same old, same old. State Department.’

‘So why are you in New York?’

‘This is where the most visa fraud is. Immigration and Naturalization Department, one of the busiest in the country.’

‘So you’re on visa fraud now?’

A touch of evasiveness. ‘Um. It’s a means to an end.’ The tone suggested Harry shouldn’t be asking these questions down an unsecured line.

Darling knew Roy Krok would be working for some strange sounding little unit within the State Department, one that was a shape and name shifter, coming up with new goals and acronyms every six months. It kept the prying eyes on their toes - ‘One thing about the Freedom of Information Act,’ he remembered Krok saying, ‘Is you gotta know what question to ask and who to address it to. So we keep changing the address.’

‘Roy, I have to go. I wish I could help.’

‘You still can, Harry. Look, you’re the only guy we know who saw him.’

‘Bollocks.’

‘Excuse me?’ He could picture Krok at this moment, shirt sleeves rolled up, playing with the cigarette he wouldn’t be allowed to smoke, big bullet head still shaved close, the stubble of fair hair flecked with grey now. He would bet he wasn’t spreading around the girth, though.

‘Bullshit. He was around for months, almost a year. I only saw him through some bins, Roy. Binoculars. I simply do not believe you can’t find anyone else who knew what he looked like.’

‘OK, I’ll rephrase that. You are the only reliable guy we have - impeccable credentials, no axe to grind. Credible witness. Not someone who could be accused of a vendetta or hysteria. There are no photos of him, Harry - he had the last guy who took one beheaded--’

‘Roy - I found the bloke.’

‘Oh, yeah. Shit, Harry. I know I Fedexed a whole stack of photos, but I got a gut instinct about five of them, and there are two who smell real bad. I want you to come over.’

‘Over where?’ 

‘Here. I want you to stare them in the eyes.’

‘As in a line-up?’

‘No, more casual than that. You’ll bump into them on the street, in the elevator, on the subway. Full back-up from us. But when you see him, smell him, you’ll know. Either that or you ain’t the same guy I knew.’

I’m not, he wanted to say. Far from it. He wasn’t sure those senses that Krok was talking about even existed any more, if they ever did. ‘I should have got a sniper up there and shot him. Nobody would’ve known.’

‘Man, nobody this end would have blamed you. But you didn’t. British officer, rules of engagement, and all that bullshit. ’

‘Is this official?’

‘If he’s here he has committed visa fraud.’ There was something in his voice told him it was still personal. And that Roy was in a hurry. Why rush at it now, he wondered?

‘Is that all you can get him on?’

‘It’ll get us to the plate. Get me up to bat. I just need to be sure. If we go with the wrong guy, the real one’ll just slip away, straight down into the sewer like the turd he is. Look, you won’t have to travel coach, and we’ll VIP you. Meet you on the tarmac airside--’

‘Collect me at the gate, Roy, I don’t want all that melodramatic black limo stuff.’ He realised he had fallen straight into it.

There was just a hint of suppressed elation in Krok’s voice: ‘Is that a yes? You’ll come?’

He thought about taking leave for a week or maybe even two just as the salary review was imminent, about abandoning Sarah with the kids when Jessie was about to start nursery school and hesitated. Then he looked back at the photographs and felt a sudden jolt. Number six. The bulky, balding guy getting out of a cab, face blurred, features indistinct. But maybe. Strip away seven years and twenty pounds, it could be him. He grabbed his nose and squeezed his nostrils, as if trying to prevent the  smell that had hung everywhere back then from entering, the cloying, choking smell of burnt hair and bone, the one it took thirty minutes under the shower to scrub away.

He closed his eyes and, finally, he did flash on that day. Just for a second, he saw the Warrior personnel-carrier in front of him lift as if pulled on a string, the percussive slap of the mine’s detonation reaching him a moment later, followed by the rolling thunderclap of high explosive punching his ears. The vehicle left the ground and started to rotate, slowly displaying its underside, before landing on the roof with a sickening, crumpling sound, bouncing once, and coming to rest, the creaking and groaning of torn metal mixed with the unbearable shrieks of the injured inside.

That was when he had scaled a wall and scanned the village ahead for the minelayers and seen that man, the one who might be on the table in front of him now, standing before the spray-painted symbol of his murderous paramilitary unit, suitably crimson on the whitewashed wall.

‘Harry? You still there? Is that a yes?’

‘I suppose it is,’ he found himself saying.




TWO

Scottsdale, Arizona

 



The building was on one of the new roads that spring up around Scottsdale every few months. The community simply kept growing, sending new tentacles into the scrubby desert, or subdividing existing block systems to create new housing and malls. Wendy drove around several junctions before she got the right address. Solutions Inc was located in a new two-storey adobe-style structure between a bookstore and a bank, with a small parking lot around the back.

She hesitated before turning in, so long that she jumped when someone honked her to get a move on. Too late to stop now. She parked up, checked herself in the mirror, and prepared for the blast of the summer heat as she left the air-conditioned cocoon of the Saturn. She hoped Pete was all right, that Duke was looking after him OK, then put him out of her mind. This was mostly for him, after all.

Wendy walked briskly towards the entrance of Solutions Inc, knowing if she hesitated she would start melting in the heat, her prim two-piece spouting unladylike dark patches. And she had to be cool and controlled for this one, something she hadn’t been for a long time.

The receptionist led her straight through a maze of what looked like hastily constructed offices, with electrical and computer and telephone leads snaking haphazardly across the floor. It wasn’t what she expected. She had imagined clinical, steely. This looked like an overworked tax audit office.

She was led into a cubicle where a forty-ish woman in a white overall stood up and took her hand. ‘Miss Blatand.

 



I’m Marion Volker. Thank you for coming. Can I get you something? Coffee? Soda?’

She declined. The rituals of pouring coffee or opening a soda would fluster her. She could feel the woman’s eyes examining her as it was, making her jittery. ‘You must excuse the mess out there. Business is . . . well, booming. Which is good news for you. Demand has never been higher.’

Wendy managed what she hoped was a positive smile. Volker picked up a form she recognised, one that was the size of the Phoenix yellow pages. It had taken her two days to fill it in, and a lot of phone calls.

‘I’m afraid I couldn’t complete all the sections on my grandparents. About illnesses.’

Volker flicked to that page. ‘Yes, but they both lived until they were into their eighties. Very good. I have to be honest with you, Miss Blatand, but three, maybe even two years ago we would not have been seeing you. You are twenty-nine, and we find that demand drops off considerably after thirty. Also you . . . well, you already have a child. You know, college students are our most common applicants.’

‘That’s what I want the money for. To go to college.’

‘Well good, that’s nice to hear. Anyway, those restrictions do not apply in this case,’ she lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘You are blonde blue-eyed of strong Swedish stock from - uh--’

‘Minnesota.’

‘Minnesota. You are what the market wants right now. It’s a terrible cliché, and I wish we could help some of the . . . darker women who come in. But it’s market forces. Now, Wendy, can I call you Wendy? Wendy, are you clear about the procedure?’

‘I did, you know, read the literature you sent.’

‘I am afraid by law I am obliged to go through it again, and get you to sign a release.’

‘Sure.’

Volker started the litany, trying hard to keep the I-speak-your-weight tone from her voice. ‘For three weeks you will have to inject your stomach with a drug called Ergon. What this does is put your ovaries into a state of stasis. Basically they won’t be working, and none of your egg follicles - you know what they are? Good. None of your egg follicles will ripen. Then you will inject FSHs, what we call follicle stimulating hormones, into your hip. Your eggs will then start to ripen, like a clump of grapes. Eight days of that, and then HCG, human chorionic gonadotrophin, and boom, your eggs are ready for collection.’

‘Does that happen . . . here?’ Wendy waved her arm around the office.

‘Good grief, no. You think we move the telephones off the desk and clear a space every time one of our donors comes in? You will go to the Solutions Fertility Facility, which is three blocks away. We have to put you under, and then the eggs are simply hoovered up, fertilised and implanted. But the last bit needn’t worry you, Wendy. Now, I am also obliged to tell you by law that some research - not backed up by subsequent studies - but some research suggest the chemical stimulation of the ovaries increases the risk of ovarian cancer down the line. We can refer you to the papers in question if you wish. Do you have any questions?’

She knew about the cancer scare, had decided that the five years she smoked from seventeen to twenty-two were probably more of a risk. ‘Yes. It said in your literature about . . . gifts.’

‘That is right. Gifts. Our standard fee to you is seven thousand dollars per session. We don’t recommend more than four sessions, incidentally, and reserve the right to refuse further extractions at any time. Is that clear? Now, the question of gifts is between you and the client. It has become a . . . convention for girls with certain attributes - let’s say blonde hair and blue eyes for the sake of argument - to be offered bonuses if the eggs take. You may find several clients contacting you and offering these various inducements. These can be . . . considerable. I only  have one comment. Get it in writing, and get it looked over by a lawyer. Anything else?’

‘Do they get to interview me? The women I mean.’

‘Usually both wife and husband, but I don’t think you have anything to worry about there. You have no prior convictions do you?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘A criminal record of any kind.’

‘Speeding.’

Volker laughed for the first time. ‘Well, I suppose speeding could be a genetically inherited trait.’

‘Why do you want to know?’

‘Increasingly clients are asking about the donor’s circumstances as well as their genetic profile - do they drink, take drugs, steal, have promiscuous sex? Not all our behaviour is a product of our environment. So I am afraid that we try to exclude anyone with a criminal background.’

‘I’m a single mother.’

‘I know--’

‘But my mom wasn’t, so it hardly runs in the family.’

‘Relax. It isn’t a criminal offence. Not yet, anyway. And the explanation in here about your boy--’

‘Pete.’

‘Pete, and the tragic death of your fiancé will satisfy everyone. ’

Wendy felt herself blush. Her so-called fiancé was shacked up with her sister somewhere in Chicago as they spoke. After a stupid, stupid party he had managed to have sex with both of them consecutively, without the other’s knowledge, something that won him a hundred-dollar bet, and got them both banged up. She and Joanna had always done everything together - sports, books, dating, their periods and, it subsequently seemed, their ovulation. Even Mr Superstud could only marry one of them, and he chose Jo. Wendy had left before Pete was born and moved south, falling down the country like a  pinball, bouncing off cities and towns, until she came to rest in Tucson.

‘So when do I start?’

‘As soon as a client selects you from the candidates. Which won’t be long. But before that, one more little formality. I am afraid where the academic records are incomplete, like yours, clients do like to see an IQ test. It won’t take long.’

 



Fifty minutes later she was back in her car, with the air conditioning up full blast, trying to unscramble her brain, to block out shapes and words and squiggles that had filled it during the test. Four cycles at seven thousand dollars, twenty-eight thousand, plus ‘gifts’, which she knew could at least double that. True, the thought of all those needles made her queasy, but what the hell, it was the kind of money to get her and Pete out of the trailer park for good.




THREE

Federal Plaza, New York City

 



As the man stepped onto the Plaza from the recently reopened Jacob Javits building the heat hit him hard, a soggy wet blast of fume-laden fug, pressure-cooked in the glass, steel and concrete that surrounded him. He slipped off his jacket and loosened his tie, aware that his shirt was sticking to his body already. The air was like a wet sponge that had been microwaved, scorching his throat.

Shouldering through the irritable lunch-time crowds turning out from the city admin buildings all around, he took the steps up to Broadway and squeezed through the newly erected steel-and-concrete planters that studded the frontage of the complex.

He crossed the Great White Way and strode beneath the clusters of neon signs advertising all kinds of dubious legal advice and translation services, and struck off down Chambers Street, glancing up at the twin towers of the World Trade Center to his left as he crossed Church, then turned right on West Broadway, passed Odeon, where the usual well-heeled expense-account crowd were tucking into lunch, and slipped into Lagoon, the new Australian/Polynesian diner. After a second luxuriating in the iced stream of air funnelled across the entrance, he was shown to a table, ordered a Tahitian fajita, then went out back to the call box, leaving his jacket on the chair to indicate occupation.

He found the piece of paper in his billfold - it was a different number each week, sometimes e-mailed to him first thing Monday, other times whispered in a cryptic call. He  dialled and waited, four rings, then hung up. Then he dialled again, and the receiver at the other end was picked up. He could hear the steady breathing somewhere down the line - it was a New Jersey number he had noted - but nothing was said. He cleared his throat. ‘One-one-seven. Eleven-fifty-five.’

There was no reply so he repeated it.

‘Two-Sixty Madison Street. After six,’ came back. Seeex. Like a cartoon Mexican.

‘Madison?’ he asked with some astonishment. Christ, they were going upmarket.

‘Madison Street.’

‘Where’s tha--?’

But the line was dead. Two-Sixty Madison Street. He felt the little tickling in his stomach, the sensation that always came when he crossed the line, the mix of anticipation and dread he swore he would never court again, but there it was cajoling him, seducing him. He felt himself stiffen at the prospect, and walked quickly back to the table, adjusting himself as discreetly as he could. He took out the mini-street atlas of New York from his jacket pocket and found Madison on the Lower East Side, heading for Alphabet City. Downtown this time.

His hand was shaking slightly when the food arrived, and he clumsily knocked some of the flatware on the floor. Calm down, mustn’t get flustered. Got to get through the rest of the afternoon without thinking about it. About her, whoever she was, lying in a darkened room, not knowing - how could she even guess? - what he had in store for her. Would she be blonde or one of those wild, gypsy-looking brunettes? Hairy or smoother, big-breasted or pert? The options scrolled before him like a sexual-preferences menu. He didn’t mind. The variety was what made it interesting.

He looked down at the stuffed maize tube, the steam curling off it into his face, and suddenly realised he wasn’t hungry.




FOUR

Bloomsberry, New Jersey

 



Jim Barry couldn’t believe his wife was making him do this. A forty-mile drive after work, just so they could coo over someone else’s baby. After a trip to the liquor store for champagne and the mall for flowers and baby clothes, it was getting on for seven-thirty by the time they left Bloomsberry and turned north, heading for the State line that would take them across into New York. In the back of the Lexus sat Tommy, trying hard to put the Yankee stickers into the book straight. Yankee stickers. He was barely five and someone was poisoning his mind. Jim didn’t want to bring up a Yankee fan. There were enough of them already, like locusts. Like particularly smug locusts, he corrected himself.

‘Who gave you the book, Tommy?’ he asked, not wanting it to sound like an issue.

‘Mike Crichton,’ he replied.

That figured. Dick Crichton’s boy. It was some kind of subtle attempt to undermine him. They had to choose new uniforms for their ball team and Jim wanted them based on the Mets. Dick was all for pinstriped Yankees. Maybe this was part of his campaign. What was irritating was that Dick had only really become a full-on Yankees fan in ’99, the season when they won twelve consecutive World Series games, twenty-two out of twenty-five, and Giuliani crawled up their collective asses to regain his flagging popularity. Jim had stuck with the Mets. It had been pain and pleasure in equal measure. Sure, you couldn’t point to any glittering prizes. Certainly not a subway series. Instead you had to revel in the small victories - Piazza  carrying on with a swollen thumb, Dunston, stealing bases under everybody’s noses, or Melvin Mora’s record in throw-outs. For a Mets fan God had to be in the details, otherwise you’d end up a baseball atheist.

He remembered what he should have been doing and hissed to Belle: ‘I wanted to go through pitching with Tommy tonight.’

‘I thought practice was tomorrow?’ said Belle, as casually as she could. She was not in the mood for a fight. She had the envelope on her lap, toying with it, secretly thrilled. She didn’t want Jim to dent her pleasure.

‘It is. This is practice for the practice, you know that. Couldn’t this have waited?’

‘Look, Saturday you have a match with Chesterville, don’t you? And on Sunday my mom is over. Besides, Mamie was so pleased when I told her you were coming. She always liked you.’

‘Why they wait so long to invite us, then? I mean, most new parents invite you over to see their little darlings when the umbilical cord is still attached. How come we had to wait months?’

‘I told you. Doctors were concerned about her immune system. Mamie didn’t want to take any chances. Shoot, Jim, you remember how precious we were? Always worried Tommy wasn’t going to make it through the night? Called out the doctor at every cough? Worried about rolling over on him if we co-slept, and Sudden Infant Death syndrome if we put him in a crib? Cut them some slack, Jim. They waited a long time for this.’

Jim grunted noncommittally. All he wanted to do right now was be out there throwing and catching and batting and running. He had sworn that he wouldn’t deny his son the opportunities he had missed. His old man, he hated sports of any kind. The other kids just didn’t believe it. He’s a writer, Jim would explain to anyone who would ask why his dad never helped out. Yeah, he remembered one of the other dads saying, so was Hemingway, but he wasn’t no pussy.

Well, nobody was going to accuse him of that. So he’d enrolled a Bloomsberry side in Pocket League, a kind of pre-Little League for New Jersey and New York States and set about creating a team around Tommy, who had one hell of an arm for a five-year-old.

‘We nearly there, yet?’ asked Tommy.

‘No, son, but I tell you what - Uncle Morgan has a scale model of Wrigley Field.’

‘Wriggly?’

‘Wrigley. I told you, like the gum.’

‘Not wriggly like a worm?’

‘Tommy, we went though the grounds last week. Let’s do it from the top. Shea Stadium.’

‘Mmmmts.’

‘Pardon me?’

‘I’m tired.’

Jim glanced in the rearview mirror and watched the boy close his eyes and instantly feign sleep. He felt a sudden stab of irrational anger, as if he wanted to smack the boy. Tommy lacked concentration for such things. He was sure that when he  was five he could do not only all the baseball grounds, but when they were built, too.

Belle could see the tendons strumming in his neck and she touched his knee. ‘Jim. He’s five. He’s had a long day. You’ve had a long day. Me too. Relax. He can do it when he wants to--’

‘I know, that’s what makes me so mad. He keeps deliberately messing up the names - Mickey Mangle it was last week. Pete Wose. Wouldn’t say it right. Deliberately.’

The sun was dropping in the sky now, and the fields and white houses around them had taken on a warm, orange glow. It looked beautiful, he thought, like America was meant to look, bathing in God’s own sunshine at the end of a perfect day.

‘Jim. It doesn’t matter. The baseball.’

He shot her a glance, a quick hard stare, one he hoped that  warned her not to blaspheme like that. It Doesn’t Matter. Like she knew jack shit about baseball and why it did or didn’t matter. But she just smiled back, a smile that was superficially warm and conciliatory, but she was savvy enough to know this was flirting with danger. If this blew up, it wouldn’t be their first snit about the national sport.

He decided to let it ride. Belle was great at indulging him, but it seemed there was a line he shouldn’t cross. He knew there was some kind of razor wire behind that grin when she wanted it to be. They had left their trenches and were dancing in no-man’s land. At any moment the flares could go up and the shelling would begin, followed by hand-to-hand combat. Time to let it drop.

He nodded his head towards the envelope. ‘What’s that?’

She couldn’t help the toothy smile that expanded across her face. She poked a thumb under the edge of the flap and ripped, pulling the remittance advice form out and flipping it open. ‘Oh my God. Ohmigod.’

‘What?’

She held it in front of his eyes, and he had to brush it aside so he could see the road. ‘Tell me.’

‘One hundred and twenty-two thousand dollars.’

‘Ohmigod.’

‘Oh, yes, I know it’s small apples compared to what Si wants to stuff in your billfold--’

‘No, no. It’s . . . wow.’

‘Wow,’ she repeated. Wow and it was all hers. Her book, ‘The Maximum Child: Releasing The Full Potential Of Your Offspring’ had been on the New York Times bestseller list for fifty weeks now, and was still selling. It was almost like a dream. Thirty months previously New York magazine had featured her in an article on ‘boosters’ - the new breed of motivational therapists who specialised in counselling already-gifted children to make sure they didn’t squander their talent and burn out.

A publisher subsequently approached her with an idea for  putting her ideas down into a self-help manual for people who felt their child was better-than-average, which turned out to be most people in the Metropolitan area. It was essentially a guide to compartmentalising - helping your child separate and order their thoughts, rather than have to cope with the over-active, free-association stream of images and concepts that plagued so many gifted children. The Edison effect it was called - after the genius whose random juxtapositions had generated so many groundbreaking innovations. Her job was to calm the constant brainstorming, help them separate static and signal, and focus. OK, they may not invent the equivalent of the telephone, but it might help them excel in one field rather than be spordically brilliant in many.

Now she was based in the exclusive Institute for Child Enhancement on the Upper East Side four days a week, and charging three hundred bucks an hour to repeat verbatim what was in the fifteen-dollar book to star-struck parents and their precocious children.

‘Well done,’ said Jim, trying not to sound patronising. He must keep the irritation out of his voice. He had always hoped to be the first in the family to publish. True, hers was just one of those improvement manuals that always sells to the gullible, and his would be a novel, but still, the shelf at home held a dozen proudly displayed copies of ‘The Maximum Child’, and no work by him.

‘Ye-es,’ she said slowly. ‘If it keeps on coming, maybe I could give up ICE. You know, I had one couple in today wanting to know why their daughter seemed to be the only Asian in America who wasn’t a violin prodigy. Three hundred dollars for me to tell them that, hey, somebody’s got to be in the audience.’

The truth was, much of the time it wasn’t the kids who needed talking up, but the parents who required talking down. Now and then she felt like saying, what this child needs is a couple of hours a day to kick a tin can round an empty lot or watch Dawson’s Creek and eat junk food. But, it seemed, doing nothing was  a luxury most kids didn’t get these days. ‘Next left, up here,’ she said.

‘I know.’ Snappy.

The Starkeys’ house was a handsome turn-of-the-century grey stone structure, two storeys, with detached garage, set well back from the road, with close to an acre of grounds around it. Morgan, however, had done his best to ruin the lines of the house, in a way that simply would not be tolerated in the city. The original wooden windows had been torn out, replaced with triple-glazed sealed units; rotating solar panels, like some junked props from Babylon 5, studded the sides, and hot-air recycling pipes snaked over the roof tiles, in between the metal vents that could be opened in high summer to cut down on air conditioning. Out the back, he knew, were composting bins, methane generators and a vegetable patch. The Starkeys were slowly becoming eco-bores.

Morgan Starkey had worked with Jim Barry on Our Thing, his magazine - their magazine - when it had been a cross between the old 1950s Esquire and George. And sold about fifty thousand copies. Jim had decided that the injection of some tasteful European-style raunch - more upmarket than the Maxim and  Loaded boys who had just come farting and leering onto the scene - would do wonders for their circulation. It did more than wonders, it so incensed Morgan and his newly discovered green ways, that he resigned. Jim had bought him out and his old pal had moved across the State line to try and create a low-impact lifestyle.

Now Condé Nast wanted to buy into Our Thing, which was bound to make Morgan mad. Had he stuck with it, accepted the rising nipple count, he would be seeing five, six mil now. Too late, old buddy. Shouldn’t have been such a prude.

But Jim was worried about Condé Nast’s intentions. Why did they want another magazine when they had killed Details? Did they have plans for it that he should know about? He shouldn’t really care, but he was still proprietorial enough to feel protective  about his two big stories. One was the murky Nazi background of a major fashion house - in its previous incarnation it had designed the SS uniforms, so it was alleged. Would Condé Nast run something that might damage an advertiser? He hoped so. The second one was more up their street. The inside story of the hit on Zeljko Raznatovic, better known as Arkan, in Belgrade. Great story - even though you knew the ending, it generated a kind of Day of the Jackal tension - and the writer was a fabulous young reporter. He wondered if they might want to lift it for one of their more established titles.

Still, if he got even a fraction of some of the figures that had been tossed around, he should fret about what Conde Nast did to his magazine. Maybe he could use some of the windfall to fund Morgan when he finally got that ‘hip eco-mag’ as he called it off the ground - a lifestyle magazine where every aspect was designed to be as guilt-free as possible, from the kind of investments and clothes it recommended (no closet Nazis here) right down to the paper and the inks used, without sacrificing good taste and having to wear shoes made from banana leaves. He wasn’t too sure about Stalk as a title though - it sounded like a self-help manual for perverts or a marijuana-growing tipsheet.

Whatever he called it, Jim knew the time was wrong for such a mag right now. The shaky economy of the last three years had meant nobody gave a fuck about anything other than saving five cents on the dollar - green issues were less important than greenbacks. But with the property market taking off, the Dow and Nasdaq recovering, and unemployment down, maybe, in a year or two, it could work.

Jim pulled the Lexus next to the natural-gas-powered Chrysler that Morgan drove, and stepped out. Tommy had passed from feigning sleep to the real thing and Belle motioned for Jim to leave him be for a while as she gathered up the flowers and he grabbed the Mumm.

Morgan was already out of the house, looking lean and fit now he had dispensed with all those Manhattan lunches,  hand outstretched, a grin wider than the Chrysler’s grille filling his face, pumping their hands, ushering them in for the big unveiling. His skin looked a little grey, maybe he was baggier around the eyes, but recent fathers always seemed washed out, probably from rhapsodising about nothing but the product of their loins. Barry knew there wouldn’t be any magazine or ballgame or even ozone-hole talk tonight. He put on his best coochie-coochie-coo face and followed Belle inside.

 



Morgan had the table now. His turn at the figurative mike. They had eaten the first course - rod-caught salmon from British Columbia and Mamie was at the wood-fired range finishing off her signature chicken dish - organic, no doubt lived a life of such indolent pampering that it was a poultry version of Ivana Trump, thought Jim - with one ear on the table conversation. There had been a little ripple of tension in the air when Jim and Belle had arrived, a slight thickness, as if they had walked in on an argument, but that had dissipated quickly.

Morgan and Mamie’s kitchen/diner was full of local antiques, everything wooden and polished and scratched and chipped, well worn but well loved. It felt comfortable, more homely - and that wasn’t meant as an insult - than any of those Metropolitan Living shiny, shiny installations Belle found herself lusting after. This was a place you could fold into. Perfect for reforming the bonds of friendship that had loosened and frayed over the last year or more.

Morgan continued his soliloquy. ‘OK, so after that I took her to the Rainbow Room. I know, I know, cheesy or what? But I was out to impress. I’d been earning real money for two months at this point, and it was my idea of being a high-roller.’

Jim poured himself another glass of merlot, swilled it round his glass and smiled to himself, lining up his own next story.

‘And we have a dance on the revolving floor and don’t put too much work the podiatrists way. I wouldn’t say cutting a rug, exactly, more like giving the carpet a small trim. So Mamie  decides after the second number that it’s a good time to powder her nose. We still said things like that back then. This being before you get to the “Hey, Morg, I gotta take a crap” stage of a relationship--’

‘Morgan,’ squealed Mamie in horror. ‘I have never said that to you.’

They all laughed while Morgan took a mouthful of the wine. There was a time when the group had been bigger. Perhaps a dozen, a group of young couples all in publishing media, who met for barbecues and went upstate for weekends or out to the beach together. Then some had kids and fell away, and, for the most part, somewhere along the line, one by one, they changed partners, which put fractures in the collective psyche. With new faces in the group, suddenly stories of the early days were deemed to be too exclusive, tainted by the unspoken presence of the earlier companion. Until there were just the four of them left who all went back to the same point, in and around Madison, and who still shared the marital bed with the person they had wooed back then. Jim and Belle and Morgan and Mamie.

So Morgan’s story - one of a library of perhaps twenty - had a ritualistic quality, like a well-loved piece of prose, brought out and mulled over every now and then whenever this original quartet convened. Like a reading from a very secular version of the Talmud or Koran. Jim smiled a secret smile to himself again as he decided he would tell his duck fart story. That always went down well.

‘So,’ Morgan continued. ‘I see Mamie coming back from the Ladies’ Room to our table, which is aways from the dance floor. And as she comes I see the waves in the crowd, the movement of heads, swivelling, marvelling at that loose-limbed walk, sexy and confident and at that moment I just felt like the proudest guy in the world. That was my woman they were looking at. I would be taking her home that night.’ Another hiatus. ‘It wasn’t till she reached the table I saw why they were all staring. She had left her skirt tucked into her pantyhose.’

The four of them chortled, even Mamie, who had, as always when this ignominious tale came out, blushed to her roots. As the laughter died they heard the baby squawk over the monitor. ‘Shit,’ said Mamie, slamming down a spatula. ‘Just in time for the entrée.’

 



The heat of the day had been cut by a shower by the time Wendy got back from Scottsdale. Driving down the undulating Mango Road, on the eastern edge of Tucson, skirting the south side of what the locals insisted on calling the Rillito River, although she had only seen water running in the wash once since she arrived, Wendy turned off the air conditioning, lowered the window and sniffed. The air carried the aroma of warm rain on hot earth, moisture that had either evaporated or been hungrily sucked away by the soil. Although not as greedily as once, maybe. This summer was wet. Most days the afternoon thunderheads built up over the jagged profile of the Santa Catalina mountains before her, towering higher and higher, like some bizarre meteorological version of Marge Simpson’s hair. Then came the deluge, the monsoon as they called it round here, rain or hail pounding the desert as if trying to punish it for some heinous crime.

The result of the downpours was all around, the green ground cover where there was once over-grazed scrub, the barrel cacti throwing out two, three crimson flowers each, the orange of Arizona poppies, and the purple/violet of desert asters run rampant. The thirst-quenched wilderness was blooming. Still not enough water to fill the Rillito, though.

She made the turn into Quality Street - a sick joke on someone’s part - and into the dusty lot of the trailer park that was, currently, all that sat on the two-hundred-acre lot. Twenty trailers, randomly scattered over the land, hidden from the road by a row of junipers and saguaros, otherwise certainly an eyesore. They wouldn’t be here for too much longer. This land, nudging the very edges of Tucson City limits, had been  part of the disputed Gadsen Purchase of 1854, and had recently been ceded back to the Mexican government by a court in Madrid. They in turn had leased it to a Dallas company who were currently seeking permission to build yet another ‘adults only’ retirement community, with maybe a drying-out clinic - the real Arizona growth industry - as an adjunct.

In the meantime, some of the new arrivals who serviced all the existing communities, spas, clinics and bars now had cheap trailer homes to live in, generating some income for the new owners while the exact boundaries of the land were defined.

Wendy pulled up in the lot and looked over at the trailers. Duke and Pete were playing catch out front. Duke had opened the door of her unit and the Chili Peppers were blasting out, loud and distorted, which was why he hadn’t heard her drive up. She could detect another sound, another guitar playing a different tune, almost lost in the pounding of the Chilis. The guy opposite, the axeman whom she heard every now and then but rarely saw.

Duke was in a grubby singlet and cargo pants, and she couldn’t help admire the way his arms glistened with sweat. He was twenty-seven and, she knew, more or less total trouble, but there was no doubt he was easy on the eye.

Pete missed the ball and went sprinting past her trailer into the back lot after it. She had tried to rope it off into a garden of sorts, even planted a tree where they had buried Noodler, Duke’s dog that had been hit by an SUV illegally pounding the scrubby tracks that criss-crossed the area, but the desert had its own way of doing things, and she gave up trying to tame it and now let it run wild. Suddenly, jarringly, Pete screamed and she found herself running over to the trailer, even though she had heels on she could barely walk in.

‘Pete, what is it?’ she shouted.

Duke scratched his backside as she came by and said: ‘Oh, Wendy. Hi.’ He showed no inclination to go and find out what was wrong with the boy.

‘Mom.’

Torn between the two of them she gave Duke a quick sardonic smile and sprinted, ankle-threateningly, to look at her son. She tried to keep a cap on the panic bulletins being flashed from her cerebrum - snake, tarantula, scorpion. ‘What is it, honey? Let me see. Oh, just a few spines. We’ll get them out. C’mon.’ She looked at Duke, who was taking his own goddamn time coming over, but her relief meant she couldn’t be angry. ‘Hi. You OK?’

‘Yup.’

They walked into the trailer together and, as casually as she could, she turned down the music before she headed for the bathroom.

‘How’d it go?’ he asked.

She rummaged through the chaos of the medicine chest. ‘What?’

‘The interview.’

‘Oh that.’ She’d decided that her plans to do a little body-part harvesting was no business of Duke’s. How much money it involved certainly wasn’t. As far as he knew it was a clerical job. ‘Kinda OK. They’ll let me know.’ She emerged with the tweezers and ointment. ‘Thanks for lookin’ after Pete.’

Duke shrugged. ‘ ’S OK. Look I gotta split now. Said I’d help get an MD-9 ready for inspection. Will I see ya later?’

She carefully pulled out the first of the cacti spines from Pete’s thumb, dobbed at the tiny sphere of blood, and applied some of the antiseptic. He just stood there staring with those big ice-blue eyes, each one cradling a large globule of tears, almost hidden under the blond fringe. She must get his hair cut.

‘I . . . I’m real tired, Duke. I mean . . . bushed, y’know.’

‘Hey - don’t put yourself out.’ He ambled over and pulled a beer from the refrigerator. ‘I thought you might be workin’ tonight anyways.’

‘Tomorrow. But . . .’ She hesitated to ask again. ‘Look, Sherry  has let me down again and . . . I wondered . . . wondered if you could . . .’

‘What?’

‘Look after Pete.’

‘What again?’ he asked in amazement. ‘Like twice in two days? Shit, it’s not like we’re married or nothin’.’

‘Duke, I wouldn’t . . . I’m desperate.’

He raised an eyebrow as if an idea had just occurred to him. ‘How about I drop by later and we talk it over? Sure I can think of some way of doin’ it.’

She sighed inwardly. Dropping by later meant rolling up at midnight and humping her brains out, regardless of whether she was awake or not. And she was tired. But what the hell.

‘Great,’ she found herself saying. ‘But not too late, eh?’

He gulped down the rest of the beer, letting it spill over his chin and down the singlet and let out a belch. ‘Darlin’, I never come late, never come early you know that. Always right on the money. Deadeye Duke.’ He winked suggestively as he left.

After he had gone she switched the CD over to Mary J Blige, and fixed her and Pete some tacos and beans, which they ate on their knees while he watched Pokémon - The Next Generation. She knew she should stop him watching TV and eating, but it was hard to have strict rules with Duke as his only real male role-model. Duke should be better than this - shit he was a qualified helicopter pilot, but after that big bust-up at the Canyon he seemed to have lost heart. She knew he hadn’t really tried to find another job. ‘They layin’ us off all over. The new lepers. Hawaii, Niagara, all those fuckin’ Sierra Club types tryin’ to get us banned from flight-seeing anywhere. Even New York now - used the excuse of that chopper strayin’ into La Guardia airspace to scrap half the round-Manhattan flights.’

He had neglected to mention that the collision had brought down a USAir 727, killing all on board.

Trouble with Duke was, his desire to fly helicopters was fired by old Vietnam movies, Apocalypse Now and Platoon and  Tour of Duty. On screen it was manly, maverick work, chopper pilots were a brotherhood, a secret society mere fixed-wing fly-boys would never gain entrance to. So now that it had been taken away from him, he had a chip on his shoulder like a genuine Vet who had been given a raw deal.

Despite his small tantrum when she shut off the TV, she managed to get Pete into bed by seven, giving herself four or five hours before Duke came back. Wendy poured herself a glass of the Cabernet that Cecco had given her from the bar, put her feet up. She thought back to the meeting at the clinic, and of all those chemicals and injections, wondered what effect it would have on sex. Shit, that was what she meant to ask - would her sex drive rise or plummet? And should she have sex at all? It would all be a waste of time if she got banged up during the process. She’d have to call that Volker woman and ask. Mustn’t dwell on it for the moment, or she’d never get to sleep.

It was all a means to an end, she reminded herself. An escape route, an escape from the torpor that she had allowed to overwhelm her. Torpor and self-pity, a powerful narcotic. They said being pregnant scrambled your brains for a while. Well, somehow, it had lasted five years with her, five years without focus or direction. Maybe that was over now.

Wendy was about to hit the remote for the Mary J to repeat when she heard the guitar player across the way start up long, fast, sinuous runs, hesitant at first, then gaining in volume and fluency, part blues, part jazz, then dropping into a standard. She knew the tune. Most of what the guy did, she didn’t recognise at all, but this one . . . Love for Sale, that was it. Love for Sale. Well, she certainly knew how that felt after today.

 



It was late by the time they got away, and Belle drove because Jim felt a little like Tommy had before, dozy, except his heavy lids came courtesy of the half-dozen glasses of wine he had downed. Ironically, Tommy himself had woken up and was full of beans, listening to a Harry Potter download on his MP3 player.

Jim was just letting his head drop when Belle said. ‘Whaddayathink? ’

His head jerked and he felt something go in his neck. ‘Ow. Shit. Got to get some massage on this. Been stiff since last week’s practice.’

‘It’s meant to be for the kids, not you, y’know.’ She thought grown men swinging and pitching in front of what were almost babies faintly ridiculous.

‘Someone’s gotta show ’em the moves.’

Yeah, and indulge in a little fantasy where the people throwing balls at him are not some three-foot high kids but Cy Young or Sandy Koufax or Bob Gibson - names he mentioned so often as perfect pitchers, they even stuck in her mind, never mind Tommy’s. She wondered if she should bring up the question that had been raised at her book-circle meeting the previous night, but decided not to. Was it up to Jim alone who was in the squad, anyway? Other fathers sometimes helped out, although few with the zeal of Jim, it was true. But maybe she could appeal to a group of them, when Jim might be a little less inflexible. ‘What about Dick Crichton?’

‘Dick? He only comes to one-in-two games, always pulling that pressure-of-work shit. He’s a fuckin’ civil servant.’

‘Jim, do you mind?’ He shot her a puzzled glance. ‘The language?’

She knew Dick Crichton mainly as one of those men who spent most of his time giving your tits furtive glances, thinking neither you nor your husband would notice. She liked him, he was a big, muscular guy with a nice kid whose wife had, so they said, gone off with his boss, so maybe she felt sorry for him too, but she liked people to look you in the eye, not the chest, when you talked to them.

He pointed to the back seat with his thumb. ‘He’s got phones on. Besides I heard one of the kids call another a toothless cocksucker the other night.’ He glanced over to make sure none of this was leaking through the headset, but Tommy  was engrossed. ‘What did I think? I think I’d forgotten how all houses with kids in ’em smell of shit, and that everyone except the parents can smell it. And God, didn’t Morgan look rough when you got up close? I swear that was some of Mamie’s make-up under his eyes.’

‘You also forgot what we both looked like at that stage. Three and a half months, fourteen weeks of sleeplessness. We could have got a part in one of those terrible zombie films that were your idea of a date movie.’

‘That was art. That was George A Romero.’

‘Yeah. A guy kind of art, if you ask me. Like that other one . . . what was it? Mel Gibson? You made us see it three times?’

‘Mad Max? The Road Warrior?’

‘Right. So tell me, I always wanted to ask you this one, but, you know, we were in love back then, I didn’t want to ruin the mood.’

‘We’re not in love now?’ he asked warily, wondering if she was using Mel as some cunning ruse to break the news to him. After the way their friends had been decimated, he was beginning to accept it was inevitable their turn would come. Then there were two, maybe.

‘I’m teasing you. So tell me this - The Road Warrior is all about a world shortage of gas. Yeah?’

He nodded. ‘Yeeeah.’

‘So why does everyone rev their engines quite so much if it’s so damned precious? They must burn a whole tanker’s worth just opening the throttle of the bikes. Vrooom, vrooom.’

He laughed. ‘You’re right. That is definitely a chick’s take on  Mad Max.’

‘So what about the baby’s name? Ariel?’ she asked suddenly.

‘Ariel? I wanted to ask. What kind of a name is that?’

‘Two thoughts. It’s The Little Mermaid. Disney.’

‘Disney? Still, I guess it could’ve been worse.’

‘What, Pocahontas?’

‘I guess. Or? What else?’

‘It’s Shakespeare.’

Knowing Morgan they both said together: ‘Shakespeare.’

Jim would have liked to stop for another drink now, the buzz was going, but he shouldn’t. He had a meeting in the morning with Jack Hooper, the lawyer who was dealing with the Newhouse people.

‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘did you look at the baby?’

‘Course I looked at it,’ he said, ‘Morgan insisted I let it piss all down my shirt. Look.’

‘Didn’t you notice?’

‘What that it didn’t have a diaper on? He said it’d be OK, she’d just pissed and pooped a stack.’

‘No, didn’t you notice about the kid? Ariel, we must start calling her by her name.’

‘No, what?’ Incipient sobriety was making him tetchy. Was Belle going to pull out some psycho-shit about the baby’s Environmental Awareness Index or Daley’s Cognitive Stage Acceleration. Or was it something more basic? Did he miss something? Six fingers? A third eye?

She risked taking her eyes off the road and staring at him. ‘Jim. The kid looked Mexican.’

 



He found the address on Madison easy enough. Most of the street consisted of those big, ugly brown towers that dominate the south-east tip of Manhattan and most of FDR Drive, but this was a run of three lonely walk-up tenements, last survivors of a previous housing era. His one was four storeys, dingy and run down, whereas both of its neighbours had been spruced up, a lick of paint, a bit of carpentry on the stoop.

His contacts clearly had the whole place, probably on a short term lease, maybe before some developers moved in, possibly before it was torn down. The windows were so dirty, you couldn’t tell if there were drapes or not. Some lacked glass - pressed oil cans or packing cases did duty instead. It was the architectural equivalent of the alcos and crackheads who  had started colonising Avenue D, the façade shrieking all the details of a dissolute, damaging life. The only new thing on the entire frontage was a doorbell, which he rang.

The man who opened the door looked at him with mistrustful eyes. He was tall, over six-two, but rake thin and stooped. His cheekbones protruded in his face, giving him a dangerous, half-starved look, but it was easy to guess his problem was deeper than three square meals a day. The only luxuriant thing about him was a big black moustache. He raised his head in a what-you-want gesture.

‘I’m expected.’

‘Name?’ asked Mr Moustache in heavily accented English.

He just snorted. ‘Ask Schmee.’

‘Ah. The Creep,’ he said, daring him to make something of the insult. ‘Yes, you are expected.’ Moustache laughed as if at some private joke, causing his facial furniture to shake, before standing aside. Not so private, he reflected. He knew it was what they all called him. The Creep. Funny thing was, away from all this, when he thought back to the depths he mined in these rooms, he agreed with the nickname. It was another man, a different human being, one that made even his own flesh crawl. He went inside, trying not to take in the smell, mildew and damp, mixed with bodily secretions ancient and new.

‘What’s in the case?’ Mr Moustache pointed at the attaché he was holding.

‘Ask Schmee.’

The guy shrugged, as if it were too much bother. ‘Top floor. Blue door.’

The Creep sighed. Always the hard-man peacock display to put up with. He walked slowly up groaning stairs, the carpet long faded to black and semi-liquified, coarse sacking showing through. It wasn’t the best venue he’d ever been to, he had to admit. Still, he knew, next week it could be some swank place on the Upper East Side or the upstairs room at the club in Queens. You never could tell.

On each landing someone sat in a chair, smoking, only half interested in him, reading a newspaper in the gloomy light, one of them oiling a gun he had stripped down on an old McDonald’s tray he had on his knees, springs and bullets dotting Ronald’s long-faded Bug’s Life promotion. The man looked up. He recognised him. Tarr, the one with the arms full of tattoos. ‘Hi,’ Tarr said. He ignored him. The Creep, he reminded himself. That’s what they were thinking. He shouldn’t take it personally. Maybe what he liked to do to his girls did seem strange. It was none of their business, so fuck them.

There were three doors on the top floor, and despite extra light from a grimy pane in the ceiling, he couldn’t tell which one was supposed to be blue.
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