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Nathan Jones – scarred for life by one night of horror in his Northern Irish past. And also by having the same name as a Supremes song.


Hoping for a fresh start, Nathan moves to New York but when his girlfriend leaves him, he only has his new job for company – that of a security guard at the Empire State Building. Recently acquired by a computer billionaire, the building is about to be visited by President Michael Keneally, an army of FBI men, and George Burley of Alabama, a white supremacist with the President at the top of his assassination Top Ten.


Wildly dark and wonderfully entertaining, EMPIRE STATE takes the world of politics – international, racial and sexual – and holds it hostage at the top of one of the most famous buildings on Earth.


Bateman was a journalist in Northern Ireland before becoming a full-time writer. His first novel, DIVORCING JACK, won the Betty Trask Prize, and all his novels have been critically acclaimed. He wrote the screenplays for the feature films DIVORCING JACK and WILD ABOUT HARRY and the popular TV series MURPHY’S LAW starring James Nesbitt. Bateman lives in Ireland with his family.


For Andrea and Matthew




This novel is entirely a work of fiction. Although it contains incidental references to actual people and places, these references are used merely to lend the fiction a realistic setting. All other names, characters, companies, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely incidental.


PROLOGUE
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They were just a couple of tourists, or might have been.

Okay, so there was a stretch parked outside on 34th Street, but that wasn’t uncommon, and anyone who cared to look would have seen the scrapes down one side where a drunk had smashed a bottle and then tried and failed to carve his initials, or the cracked brake light; they would have seen a driver as well, tired from being behind the wheel all day, his head nodding forward, then jerking back, then nodding forward. A herd of elephants could have snuck up and checked the oil and he wouldn’t have known any different.

Inside, two men joined the queue. It was getting towards eleven. Behind them a security guard produced a rope and looped it over two plastic poles to stop anyone else joining; this would be the last trip of the night.

If anyone had studied the men they would have put twenty years between them. One was tall, black, silk suit, shined-up Oxford shoes, hair cut short, nails manicured, wedding band, earnest look about him; confident, imposing. The other was white, five-ten, skinny, hair like straw, pulled back in a ponytail; he wore a Batman sweatshirt, black jeans with the knees turning white, dirty grey sneakers. His face had a sallow complexion, not helped by the wispy excuse for stubble on his chin. In fact they were the same age.

As they waited for tickets the tall man, Mark Benedict, lifted a free leaflet and began to read. Beside him Michael Tate chewed gum and hummed.

‘There’s enough steel here to build a double track railroad from New York to Saratoga Springs, it says.’

Tate shrugged.

‘There are 6,500 windows. Ten million bricks were used.’

‘Uhuh.’

They reached the desk. Although he was closest, Tate waited for his companion to produce the eight bucks for the tickets.

‘How many visitors a year?’ he asked.

Benedict took the tickets and they followed the directions for the elevators. As he walked Benedict scanned the leaflet. ‘Doesn’t say. I’ll find out. A million, easy, I’d say. Four million dollars a year.’

Tate rolled his eyes. ‘It’s not the money, Mark,’ he said.

Benedict nodded. ‘Of course.’

They rode the elevator to the 80th floor. It took less than one minute for them to travel the 1,200 feet. Then they entered a second elevator and rode in silence to the 86th floor observatory.

As Tate led them out onto the floor a smile broke on his face. ‘I’ve been dreaming of this since I was a kid.’

‘You never mentioned it.’

‘There’s a lot I never mentioned.’ He stuck his head up into the breeze and breathed it in. ‘I always loved the idea of it. An American icon. It’s not like Marilyn or Elvis or Kennedy, it’s never going to get tarnished. King Kong couldn’t do it. Neither could Trump. I never did visit before. I knew I would love it, but I hated the thought of someone telling me it was time to go. Mom or pop.’

‘It’s my toy and I’ll play with it when I like.’

Tate giggled.

Benedict stopped at the suicide grille, and peered out over the lights of Manhattan. ‘Gives an impression of height, doesn’t it?’

They both laughed.

‘Beautiful view,’ Benedict said quietly.

Tate nodded beside him. ‘Beautiful view of a horrible and sick place.’

‘Pity it couldn’t just be shifted to Venice Beach.’

‘We could build our own out there.’

‘Uhuh. I think maybe City Hall might object.’

They completed two circuits of the floor, Tate grinning all the way, Benedict still picking out pieces of information from the leaflet. Then they moved to a smaller elevator to take them to the enclosed 102nd floor observatory.

As they emerged, Tate clapped his hands together. ‘I love this,’ he exclaimed. The second platform offered even vaster panoramic views. ‘I could live here.’

Benedict, who had seen these enthusiasms before, nodded tactfully. It felt claustrophobic to him after the coolness of the 86th. ‘Originally,’ he said, ‘there was a dirigible mast up top. Blimps were going to tie up and celebrities get on board. They didn’t bank on the updraught caused by a 40 mph wind slapping against the building. The longest they ever managed to tie up was for three minutes. Nearly killed the lot of them.’

‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ Tate said bluntly. He spat his gum out onto the floor, then took out another stick and pushed it into his mouth.

Benedict shrugged. ‘Is there anything you don’t know?’

Tate curled a lip at him. ‘I don’t know how I feel about President Keneally.’

Benedict raised an eyebrow. ‘You voted for him.’

‘I don’t know how I feel about free health care for the masses.’

‘If you were poor and downtrodden, wouldn’t you want free health care?’

‘But I’m not. And the more I see of the poor and downtrodden, the less I want them to get healthy.’

‘You’re a cruel and heartless man, Michael.’

The elevator door opened behind them and an elderly security guard lumbered out. He looked at least as old as the building itself.

‘Gentlemen, I’m sorry, but the building is closing for the evening,’ he said. His voice was rugged, wind-blasted.

Benedict nodded.

‘We’re not finished yet,’ said Tate.

‘I’m sorry, sir. We’ve all got homes to go to.’

Benedict smiled. ‘Of course.’

‘How long have you worked here, old man?’ Tate asked.

The guard flinched at the old man. ‘Long enough,’ he replied tartly, then added, because he was proud of it, ‘More than fifty years.’

‘God,’ said Tate, ‘that’s fucking ages.’

The guard shook his head slightly, then showed them the palm of his hand, indicating the elevator.

Benedict began to move, but Tate stayed where he was. ‘It lights up red and green for Christmas, doesn’t it?’

The guard nodded. ‘Sure.’

‘Red and white for St Valentine’s, green for St Patrick’s.’

‘Red white and green for Columbus Day. Sure. Now, gentlemen …’

Tate was at the windows now, pressing his forehead against the glass. ‘And in 1947 they installed the most powerful musical instrument in the world, a set of gargantuan carillon bells, to pump out Christmas carols to the streets below.’

Benedict was turning the leaflet this way and that, looking for that information.

The guard held his gaze. ‘Except nobody could hear them above the traffic,’ he said, ‘and, anyhow, it would take more than bells to excite anybody in Times Square. You seem to know a lot about us.’

Tate shrugged. ‘I want to talk to you about all of this. Isn’t it fascinating?’

And it was fascinating to the old guy, but it was late and his head throbbed and he was tired and instinctively he didn’t like this young pup with the ponytail and bad attitude. ‘Some other time, maybe,’ he said.

‘Now,’ Tate said.

‘No, son, it’s time to go home.’

Tate looked to Benedict.

Benedict produced his wallet. ‘If it’s a question of …’

‘It’s a question of closing this place up for the night. Now please, gentlemen.’

The grin had dropped off Tate’s face. It lay on the floor, shivering.

Tate looked for a moment like he was about to bark something, but then abruptly moved towards the elevator. Benedict gave a resigned smile to the guard, then followed. All three of them rode down to the 86th in silence.

The guard said goodnight to them as they moved across to the high-speed elevator to ground level. Benedict replied. Tate strode purposefully ahead.

Benedict led the way to the car. Tate walked backwards, looking up at the building.

‘Well,’ Benedict asked, ‘what do you think?’

‘What about, the President or the health care?’

‘About the Empire State Building.’

Tate stopped, craned his head as far back as he could. ‘Oh,’ he said, that grin slipping back onto his face, ‘I think we’ll buy the fucker.’
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‘Nathan Jones, you’ve been gone too long.’

‘Oh bloody ha-ha.’

The policeman gave him a thin smile, closed the van door after him and then slapped the side of it twice. The gate opened and they drove out into the darkness.

‘Do I get the impression that that grates on you after a while, Nathan?’ Coolidge asked from the front.

‘It grated on me after the first time,’ Nathan said, ‘as you well know. You bastard.’

Coolidge laughed. He raised a hand, counted off one-two-three in the air and they all launched tunelessly into Nathan Jones, the old Supremes hit, as the van bumped over the security ramps. Nathan squirmed down in his seat while the rest of the crew roared at him. The smell of the paint was still thick in his nostrils. He’d been at the job for three months now and he still felt giddy by the end of the day. Coolidge said he’d get used to it. ‘By about the tenth year,’ Coolidge laughed. ‘You’re used to it, aren’t ya Tommy?’

Tommy Mateer was sixty-five, and smoked a cigarette for each of his years every day. He reckoned he’d give them up when he was a hundred. ‘I couldney afford ’em then,’ he reasoned.

Nathan pulled out his Walkman and pushed the earphones in. After a few moments Tommy’s nose wrinkled up in disgust. Coolidge reached back and patted Nathan on the knee. Annoyed, Nathan pulled out one of the plugs. ‘What?’ he said.

‘I’ll bet that’s not the Supremes.’

‘As if,’ Nathan said with a sarcastic curl of his lip. He replaced the plug.

Coolidge touched his leg again. ‘Who is it?’

‘Sid Vicious.’

‘Sounds like shite,’ said Coolidge and turned his attention back to the road ahead.

Nathan turned the sound up and closed his eyes.

Two miles out of the police fortress Marty Magee eased the brake down and shook his head. ‘You’d think they’d know us by now, wouldn’t ye?’

Coolidge peered into the darkness. Ahead, slowly circling, a red light.

‘If he starts singing,’ Nathan said, slipping the earphones off and peering forward at the checkpoint, ‘I’m gonna fuckin’ deck him, I’ll tell you that for nothing.’

The rest of them giggled. Magee stopped the van and rolled down the window. The police officer approached cautiously. Coolidge noticed the red-eye of a cigarette nestling in the hedgerow to his side. He nodded at it. It wavered slightly then dropped out of sight.

‘Good evening, sir,’ said the policeman, resting his hand on the frame of the open window. Coolidge noted the sergeant’s stripes.

Magee nodded and handed the policeman his driving licence. As he took it he asked: ‘Do you mind telling me where you’re coming from, sir?’

‘Crossmaheart. At the barracks.’

‘And your business there?’

Magee rolled his eyes and thumbed back at the van. ‘What do you think? We’re an elite SAS undercover team masquerading as a gang of painters and decorators.’

The sergeant nodded and handed back the driving licence. ‘Crack painters and decorators propping up the British colonial presence in Ireland.’

It didn’t quite sink in at first. Then the sergeant leaned in and shone his torch around them. ‘Would you mind getting out of the vehicle, boys?’

Coolidge leaned across. ‘We’ve been painting your bloody …’

He stopped. One of the sergeant’s stripes had flopped down off his arm. He noticed it at the same time. He tutted. He shook his head. ‘You just can’t get decent fake uniforms these days,’ he said, and produced his pistol. He pushed it through the window. ‘Get out. All of youse. Now.’

The big door was slid back and one by one they scrambled from the van. The man in the uniform was joined by three others wearing dark overalls and balaclavas. They carried guns. It was too dark to see what type of guns. Nathan’s heart pounded. His legs were suddenly weak. Marty gave him a hand out. ‘It’s all right, son,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘Oh Jesus,’ said Tommy.

‘Line yourselves up there, boys,’ said the cop.

The seven employees of the Professional Decorating Company quickly formed up. Coolidge, Marty, Tommy, Bob Evans, Michael Graham, Peter Adair, Nathan, in their paint-spattered overalls, their paint-spotted hair, their pale faces white against the winter chill.

‘Now tell me this,’ said the fake sergeant. ‘Does your boss never pay no heed at all to the warnings we give him?’

Coolidge shrugged. ‘It’s work.’

‘It’s supporting an army of occupation, that’s what it is.’

‘Depends where you stand on it, really,’ said Coolidge.

Marty elbowed him. ‘For fuck’s sake, Coolidge, shut up.’

‘Does he think we’re only raking him?’ asked the fake sergeant.

‘I don’t know what he thinks,’ said Coolidge. ‘He just tells us where to go.’

‘You’re very cool, for someone about to get himself shot.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ said Tommy. ‘We’re only painters.’

‘Well maybe you’ll be decorated for your bravery under fire.’

‘Oh Jesus Christ,’ said Tommy again.

The fake sergeant walked up the line. He stopped at Nathan. ‘How old are you, son?’ he asked.

‘Sixteen,’ Nathan whispered, his eyes fixed on the ground.

‘Shouldn’t you still be at school?’

Nathan nodded.

The fake sergeant smiled. ‘Do you wish you’d stayed on now?’

Nathan nodded.

He pushed his pistol into Nathan’s forehead. ‘You don’t really want to die, do you?’

Nathan shook his head. As he did, tears began to run down his face.

‘Okay,’ said the fake sergeant, ‘seeing as how I’m feeling particularly big-hearted, I’m going to let you go.’

Nathan looked sideways at Mickey Graham. Mickey was shaking. His eyes were shut tight. He bent forward, saw Coolidge staring defiantly forward.

‘Go on, scram. Live to cry another day.’

Slowly Nathan shook his head.

The fake sergeant laughed in his face. ‘Take the chance, son,’ he said.

Nathan shook his head.

The fake sergeant shook his, then stepped back and spoke to his companions in hushed tones.

Suddenly Marty gave a little cry and took off down the road. One of the balaclavas turned after him, raised his gun and let off a burst of automatic fire. Marty was too old and too fat. He collapsed in a heap. He hadn’t made more than ten yards.

And then there was light. Maybe half a mile back the way they’d come. Headlights.

‘Shite,’ said the fake policeman.

It was an instant of hope, and it was quelled in the moment it took for the shooting to begin again.

Nathan screamed as the air erupted.

The gunmen fired with steady efficiency. And just as efficiently the employees of the Professional Decorating Company fell to the ground, destroyed by bullets with barely a grunt between them.

For several moments the only sound was that of chattering teeth. Nathan, standing among the carnage, could not control his jaw.

The fake sergeant laughed at him. ‘Jesus,’ he said, ‘we must have missed you.’

He turned to the balaclava beside him. ‘Time we were off, Seanie.’ He slipped his pistol back into his jacket, then peered up the road towards the advancing car. He turned back to Nathan. ‘Sunshine,’ he said, ‘go back to school. And tell Mr Professional Decorator he’s not outta the woods yet. Okay?’

And then they were gone, slipped into the darkness.

Nathan stood among his friends. His bits of friends. He didn’t know what to do. All he could hear was the echo of the gunfire reverberating around his head. He stood and looked at them, and the tears cascaded down his face. There was Tommy, a cigarette still glowing between his lips, more alive than its host. And his friend Coolidge, except it was Coolidge with no head.

Nathan lifted his earphones and stuck them back in. He switched the Pistols back on. He closed his eyes and began to sing along.

He didn’t hear the car pull up beside him, nor the sickened cries from within. He only heard the guitars, the sneering vocals, the steady beat. Just the music …
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… just the music, but not that music, something altogether more pleasant.

Nathan blinked back into the moment. It was long ago and far away. But not that long ago, nor that far. His head throbbed; a sweat had broken on him; there was too much alcohol in his system, he knew that; and she knew that, the way she was looking at him. He pushed himself up off the table and left without a word, just half-raising a placatory hand.

Nathan had never been able to pee in the presence of other men.

It wasn’t that he was too small, or too large, or intimidated. He just couldn’t do it. If he was started before the other man came in he was fine, he could fire away like the best of them. If he entered the men’s room and there was at least one urinal between him and the next customer, he was grand. Shoot away, shake, reholster. If, however, there was only the one free urinal, it could create problems. Usually he would simply enter a cubicle, sit down girly style and no one was any the wiser. But most pubs, he found, only had the one cubicle and as often as not this was occupied by someone in dire need of something beyond a straight pee: that is, the need for which it was intended; or for boking up too much alcohol, taking drugs and occasionally those making love.

This time it had seemed fine. He had been sitting on five pints of Budweiser for the best part of an hour, and a tight bladder is always a help. And when he entered the men’s room was empty. Nathan marched unsteadily up to the urinal and unzipped. Or tried to. Over-enthusiastic. His shirt, too big, got tied up in his zipper. He yanked at it once, twice, got it finally on the third attempt, although not before a shirt button had plopped into the half-full urinal. It floated lazily down to nestle amongst the pineapple cubes at the bottom. They weren’t really pineapple cubes, he knew, but someone had called them that at school and the name had stuck. And he knew someone who’d proved they weren’t. The more accurate description of their taste was more along the lines of wee cubes of soap someone’s pished on, but on the whole he preferred to think of them still as pineapple cubes.

By the time he’d freed his willy from its home the door had opened and a man had entered. Nathan gritted his teeth and thought of waterfalls and rivers and all the usual things, then gave the faintest sigh of relief – but not relieved – as the man tried the cubicle door. Locked. Nathan glanced round. Sure enough. There were two feet, a pair of white socks and a crumpled mass of canvas trouser visible under the door. The occupant hadn’t made a sound. He might have only just arrived himself, or been there for hours. He might have been holding off on the big evacuation until Nathan’s own feet had disappeared past the cubicle door and back out into Michael’s Pub, or might have slowly but surely been making his way through a DIY magazine or a short novel about lemmings. Still, whatever, the new arrival let out a barely muffled sigh of frustration and took his place to Nathan’s left.

Nathan gritted his teeth again and pushed. This wasn’t always a good thing to do while standing up with five pints on board, but he came through it unscathed, though still as dry as before. He blew air down his nose. He tapped his foot. He shook his willy and willed the torrents forward. Useless.

The newcomer hadn’t started either. Shorter than Nathan, he blew some air out of his nose as well. Another dryer.

It was all he needed. Nathan knew from sad past experience that there was nothing worse than two dryers. Bad enough one man shaking his willy. But two men standing, shaking their willies was not only deeply, deeply embarrassing, but also quite possibly grounds for arrest. The only worse thing than two men standing shaking their willies in a public urinal is for the door to open and a third man to enter and pee freely and leave silently. But tell everyone.

Nathan looked to his right. The ceramic tiles were disappointingly graffiti free. He had used graffiti before as a distraction, reading it as he would a menu, lulling himself into a sense of security and then pissing away merrily. But no such luck.

The other guy let out another little sigh. This was decision time. One sigh was acceptable frustration, but a second sigh could go either way: continued frustration or self-propelled gratification. Now he had to decide whether to zip up and limp cross-legged back to Lisa and try again later, dart a non-encouraging glance at the other guy to see if he had grown in any way, or just wait it out, wait for the other guy to pee or piss off.

Nathan glanced left. Jesus, he thought.

‘You’re Woody Allen,’ he said.

Woody nodded.

In terms of the size of New York it was a fifteen million to one shot. In terms of the size of Michael’s Pub, nestling in the darkened intersection of two buildings on 55th Street it was about three hundred to one. Woody’d blown his Rampone horn here nearly every Monday night for twenty years. And every Monday night for the past month Nathan Jones had sat at a table lapping it up. Lisa wasn’t that fussed. She didn’t laugh at his comedy, didn’t appreciate his serious stuff, and didn’t see why she should be subjected more than once to a wee bald man blowing a clarinet. The New Orleans Funeral and Ragtime Orchestra wasn’t for her.

‘I hate when this happens,’ Nathan said, nodding down.

‘Mmm,’ said Woody.

‘Still,’ said Nathan, ‘loved the show.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Love that old Jimmy Durante one. What’s it? “Inka Pinka Doo”?’

‘“Inks Dinka Doo.”’

‘Yeah, great. Love that.’

‘Thanks.’

They stared silently at the tiles for some seconds, neither of them getting anywhere.

‘I love music,’ Nathan said eventually.

‘Good.’

‘I was in the school orchestra. I can play the 1812 Overture on a tambourine.’

Woody nodded. Grimaced.

‘And I once got stuck inside a double bass for three days.’

‘Ah, well, yes,’ Woody said.

‘What do you think of the crowd tonight, then?’ Nathan asked.

‘Swell.’

‘They adore you.’

Woody shrugged.

Nathan tried once more. Not even a dribble. ‘I hate it when this happens,’ he said again, and added with barely a breath, ‘Do you ever think you’ll make a film about Ireland?’

Woody shook his head. ‘I make movies about Manhattan.’

‘Fair enough. But you should think about expanding your range. You could make a Western.’

Woody nodded his head.

‘Listen,’ Nathan said, ‘one of us had better zip up and move out or we’re going to be here all night.’

‘I guess so,’ said Woody, making no attempt to move.

Nathan zipped and stepped back from the urinal. ‘I would consider it an honour to have you pee in front of me.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Am I all right here, or do you want me to go to the door?’

‘How about through the door?’ Woody said.

‘Excellent. Yes, excellent. I can hold on. It’s no problem. Listen, if you’ve time later, stop by and say hello. I, ahm, I’m in the corner. You can’t miss me. When I came in I tried to order a Malibu, but the barman misheard, and I’ve been stuck in the corner with this bloody caribou all night.’

Woody didn’t acknowledge him. As Nathan backed out through the door the genius actor-writer-director-comedian’s head was disappearing in a cloud of steam.
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‘Where’ve you been?’ Lisa asked when Nathan, relieved now, finally arrived back at their table. She knocked back the rest of her whiskey and coke and signalled at the waiter for another in one fluid motion.

Nathan pulled his chair into the table and gazed into his girlfriend’s eyes. Blue. Swimming-pool eyes, he’d called them on their first meeting.

‘Having a piss with Woody Allen.’

‘Aye.’

‘I was. I swear.’

He nodded back towards the men’s room. Woody was just emerging, looking about him warily.

‘See?’

Lisa shrugged. ‘So what, anyhow?’

The thought of their first meeting also flitted through her mind. They both thought about it so often because it was so perfect. And so long ago. She’d fallen in love with him within an hour of meeting him, slept with him within two hours and promised lifelong devotion by morning time. On good days she still felt pretty much the same, but when she was feeling low, which was more often in recent weeks, she’d look at Nathan and blame it all on a holiday romance that had obviously run its course. It was the full moon high in the sky, the incessant jabber of the Chinese, and mostly the miraculous coincidence of it all, that two lost children from Northern Ireland should bump into each other aboard a battered old ferry chugging along the Yangtze River. They had been the only westerners on board, but ignoring him wouldn’t have bothered her because she wasn’t floundering about in the midst of bloody China wanting to meet other westerners. But a shy voice from home, a cheeky smile, and the offer of shares in a purloined bottle of Tsang Tao beer had her practically falling at his feet. She looked at her watch and tutted.

She snagged Nathan’s elbow. ‘Nathan, please, let’s just go home, eh?’

‘They’re not finished.’

‘I know. But I’m tired. I only have the one night off. Please.’

Nathan took a big gulp of his beer. ‘Do you think you could just shut up?’ He saw her eyes drop. He sighed. ‘I’m sorry. Can’t you picture yourself in New Orleans?’

‘I can picture myself in bed. With you.’ It was a lie, but a sweet one.

‘Is that an offer?’

‘Might be.’

Nathan looked back to the stage. The New Orleans Funeral and Ragtime Orchestra had returned and was just hitting the first few notes of ‘A Shanty in Old Shanty Town’.

Lisa stared at Nathan, who grinned inanely at the orchestra in general and Woody in particular. She leant across the table to him to deliver a shouted whisper. ‘Four weeks in a row this is, Nathan.’

‘So? He’s class.’

‘You don’t even like this sort of music. I know you.’

He barely looked round. ‘You think you know me,’ he hissed out of the corner of his mouth. ‘But you know fuck all. Now fuck up.’

Lisa rocked back in her seat. She gulped her drink. ‘Bastard,’ she snapped.

She let out a sigh, squeezed the stem of her glass like it was his neck. It was time for her to go. She could see from the creeping redness in his cheeks that it was time: she could read him like a petrol gauge; he would be the Nathan she loved for most of the night, witty, thoughtful, romantic: then as the drink began to kick in the redness would start at the tip of his chin and slowly move towards his forehead: empty, quarter-full, half, three-quarters, then before he got to a full tank she’d get clear, go home, avoid a scene. It didn’t happen often; but often enough. That restaurant on 52nd: glasses smashed, table overturned, all over a slight discrepancy in the bill; the Embassy rock club, the punch-up with the waiter over a misheard drinks order. An almost otherworldly fury. He knew how it affected him, too, but always in retrospect; always with an apology and flowers and a promise.

She pushed a strand of auburn hair from her eyes. It’s not like I love him, she thought. It’s not like he’s particularly good-looking or has a good job or lots of money or is even particularly good company or a real friend. He’s … and she tried to categorize him, but she couldn’t. He was Nathan.

The secret, she knew, was to keep her own temper.

She stood up. ‘Are you coming?’

A pained expression. ‘Will you wise up and sit down? They won’t be long.’

‘Nathan, I really do have a headache. Look, I’ll slip on. I’ll see you at home if you want to stay and enjoy them.’

‘Sit.’

‘You’re an inconsiderate arrogant bastard, Nathan Jones.’

‘Yeah. Sure. And I’ve been gone too long. Sit down, Lisa.’

Lisa sat. He smiled. Then she lifted his drink and threw it over him. Then she walked out. Even going out the door she was cursing herself for losing her temper instead of him.

She stood outside for five minutes, waiting to see if he’d come sheepishly out after her, but there was no sign; just the vague beat of the music and the violence of the Monday evening traffic. She caught a cab and went home to wait for him.

Two minutes later, contrite Nathan Jones staggered through the door of Michael’s pub looking for her. Kissing and making up was always the best part of the night. But she wasn’t there. He could barely believe it. She always waited. God, if he went home now they’d only be rowing until the small hours; she’d need time to calm down. It was a feeble excuse and he knew it; nevertheless he re-entered the pub for another drink. And another.

Later, on the wrong way home, completely refuelled and walking sideways, Nathan crashed his head off a bus-stop. When he woke someone had stolen his wallet. And one of his shoes.
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‘Mr President? The Ambassador and his team are waiting.’

President Michael Keneally turned from the armour-plated window, set down his Diet Pepsi and turned his sleepy gaze upon Graham Slovenski, the White House Chief of Staff. He sighed, ran his hand through his greying hair then waved at Slovenski to lead the way.

Outside the door a Secret Service agent dropped a hand from his earpiece and nodded. ‘It’s clear, sir,’ he said.

‘Where is she?’ asked the President.

‘First floor library.’

‘Very good. Keep me informed.’ The President padded along in Slovenski’s shadow towards the Oval Office. ‘Who is it today, Slo?’ he asked wearily. ‘We did Slovenia and Croatia yesterday, didn’t we? Or was that Armenia and Slovakia?’

‘Yesterday was Slovakia and Slovenia. The day before was Croatia and Albania. Today’s Northern Ireland.’

‘Irelandia. Dublin. Right.’

‘Wrong. Belfast.’

‘Right. So when was Armenia?’

‘Tomorrow.’

The President stopped by the door to the Oval Office. Slovenski turned and ran an appraising eye over him, then reached up and fixed a crooked tie.

‘There now,’ he said.

‘Slo,’ the President drawled, ‘is it very obvious that I don’t have much of a clue what’s going on in these countries? I mean, to them?’

‘Don’t worry about it, sir, your ignorance is lost in the translation.’

‘Good job I don’t know a word of Irish, then.’

‘They speak English, sir.’

‘As a second language.’

‘As a first language.’

‘Good God. Then who speaks Irish?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Good God. Well let’s find out.’

Slovenski opened the door and ushered the President in. With an expansive smile and suddenly eagle-sharp eyes, Keneally crossed the room towards a tremulous-looking Northern Irish delegation.

There was no doubting that the President was a fine-looking man. He was well into middle age but still had a hint of puppy fat; he looked young enough to be sexy, old enough to be taken seriously. He had a beautiful wife who scared the pants off him.

President Keneally had been elected on a tax-cutting ticket, and he was already half-way to doing that. His literacy programme had been universally hailed as a breakthrough in education and was being adopted worldwide as a model system. He had proposed measures to clamp down on racial, sexual and political discrimination that had been universally applauded. He was the most super-do president in United States history. Naturally he had the lowest first 100-day rating of any president since such ratings were invented and had already been the subject of three assassination attempts. ‘Popularity breeds contempt,’ was Slo’s thinking on it.

The first had involved a microlight piloted by Marcus Fielding, a disgruntled ex-Black Panther who in his declining years had found his brand of militancy sadly out of favour with the times. He had packed two bags with Czech Semtex explosive, strapped them to his chest and aimed for the presidential living quarters. Sadly he had been too old to benefit from the President’s literacy programme and had misread his free tourist map of the White House; although he successfully eluded the ultra-sophisticated Secret Service security system he managed to crash into a public reception area, killing himself, one security guard and a three-year-old llama awaiting presentation to the President as a gift from the President of Peru. Many more people would have been killed – although not the President, who was golfing in Maine – had the Semtex exploded. It didn’t because Fielding had spent $3,000 on sixteen pounds of modelling clay. The Secret Service sent a new agent. The President of Peru sent a new llama.

The second attempt occurred when the President visited Dallas to mediate in a dispute between the oil barons and environmental campaigners. A mentally deranged woman, released into the community by one president and taught to be angry about it by another, decided to take it out on a third, and stabbed him in the arm with a used syringe when he took time out of his schedule to visit a day-care centre. The injury wasn’t serious. There had been the usual uproar about the performance of the Secret Service and the FBI.

The third attempt had been that morning in the President’s living quarters when he had tried to explain to the First Lady why her application to become a roving goodwill ambassador for the United Nations had been turned down.

Officially it was because the First Lady, great beauty and discerning intellectual that she was, had only recently moved to the White House and did not yet have sufficient international experience to take on such a demanding task. Unofficially it was because every nation under the sun hated the United States for being too powerful, too rich and too condescending. The President, unable to fall back on his normal team of speechwriters, had not explained it very well at all and the First Lady’s much touted goodwill had suddenly evaporated.

The First Lady liked her eggs hard-boiled. Fortunately the assistant to the assistant to the White House chef was a seventeen-year-old reformed drug pusher called Mario Finelli. Mario had been detailed to perform the boiling of the First Lady’s egg, and although he was one of the early beneficiaries of the President’s literacy programme, he had still not mastered numeracy and had thus underboiled the egg by some two minutes. Had the egg, travelling at an estimated sixty-five miles per hour, been of the requested consistency when it connected with the President’s temple, the First Lady might very well have become the First Widow on Murder Charge.

However, it had merely splattered over his face, damaging only his ego, then dripped into his lap. The President had spent the rest of the morning studiously avoiding her, moving circuitously about the White House guided by Secret Service agents relaying her every move. Eventually, he knew, she would track him down.

The Ambassador, a florid-faced man with an earnest smile, briefed the President on the delicate nature of his new state, the need to support its first steps towards democracy and the risk it ran of falling back into sectarian strife. One of his aides produced a map of the country from a battered leather art-folder and propped it up on a table. Using a pen as a pointer the Ambassador indicated different colourings. ‘What we’re trying to do, Mr President, is attract investment to the areas of our country most ravaged by the twin blights of sectarianism and unemployment. We must get people working together if we’re going to have any hope at all.’ He pointed to areas of Belfast, the second city, Londonderry, then drew his pen along the length of the border with the Republic of Ireland. ‘The areas marked in green signify a majority Catholic population, i.e. generally sympathetic to a united Ireland. The areas marked in orange represent a Protestant majority, i.e. generally sympathetic to maintaining strong links with Great Britain.’

President Keneally nodded thoughtfully. ‘And the blue area in the centre, what does that represent?’

‘That’s Lough Neagh, Mr President.’

‘Yes. Of course. Good for fishing, is it?’

‘I’d highly recommend it. Why not come visit, see for yourself?’

The President looked round at Slovenski. ‘How about it Slo, a visit to Ireland likely in the next few months?’

Slovenski shook his head. ‘Unlikely, sir. We’ve so much legislation to push through … then there’s the South American tour after that. Argentina, Venezuela, Brazil, Peru … unless you would consider asking the First Lady to represent you?’

The Ambassador’s eyes lit up. ‘That would be wonderful,’ he beamed.

The President pursed his lips. ‘It’s certainly a thought.’

‘Will I suggest it to her, sir?’ Slovenski asked.

‘Yes. Do that.’ The President turned his head slightly towards his chief of staff and winked, then wheeled sharply back towards the Ambassador and his aides. He clicked off the charm switch. ‘Now, what else can we do for you gentlemen? We seem to be running out of time. As you know, America is keen to support emerging democratic nations, but the money bag isn’t bottomless. I think we’ve already channelled quite a lot of cash in your direction, haven’t we?’

The Ambassador clamped his hands together. ‘Yes, Mr President, the United States has been most helpful, but the task is a long one, a hard one, and an expensive one.’ The Ambassador pulled at his lip. ‘And we would like to ask a favour.’

‘Ask.’

‘I understand you’re meeting with Michael Tate next week.’

The President nodded gravely. Tate, president of the computer software giant Magiform, was not his favourite person, but nevertheless he had felt obliged to accept an invitation to attend a reception to mark his $50m purchase of the Empire State Building and to help launch his latest assault on under-exploited overseas markets. The New York Times had already predicted that Tate would be the first computer nerd in the White House. The Washington Post had said that he already was, such was the influence of the world’s richest man in the corridors of power. The President wanted to stay the President, so he didn’t mind going along and making a speech, but he would absolutely draw the line at being asked to serve drinks.

President Keneally rubbed absentmindedly at the spot on his temple where the 65 mph egg had splattered, then nodded at the Ambassador. ‘And you fancy a Magiform plant in your back yard.’

‘We thought a word from …’

‘The Irish helped build America, didn’t they, Ambassador?’

‘They certainly did.’

‘And the Keneallys are all good Irish stock, aren’t they Ambassador?’

‘As I understand, Mr President.’

‘Well we’d be remiss not putting a good word in, wouldn’t we then?’

‘We’d be most grateful.’

The President dropped his grin, and his voice. ‘Really?’ he said, pushing his face towards the Ambassador. ‘How?’

‘Ahm, well, sir …’ spluttered the Ambassador.

‘Money perhaps? Shares? Real estate, Mr Ambassador …?’

‘Well, sir, I …’

The President roared into laughter. ‘If you could see your face!’

The Ambassador forced a strangled laugh. His aides giggled along nervously. Leaning against the door, Slovenski shook his head, then pushed himself off it. ‘Mr President?’ He tapped his watch.

President Keneally nodded. ‘We’d better wipe that from the tapes, eh Slo?’ Slovenski grinned. The President extended his hand to the Ambassador, then to his aides, thanked them all sincerely for coming to see him and promised he would do everything in his power to help regenerate their stricken country. Much as he had the Albanian, Slovakian, Slovenian and Croatian ambassadors in the preceding days, and would undoubtedly do to the Armenian representative the next day. There was no point in being negative personally; he could leave that up to the shirts.

In the corridor the Secret Service agent hurriedly diverted the President and Slovenski towards the kitchens until the First Lady had completed another circuit and then they returned to his private study.

Slovenski pulled a chair out for himself and sat, lifting his feet up to rest them on the edge of the table. ‘Sending her might mend some bridges.’

‘There?’

‘Here. It would get her some goodwill experience, too.’

The President nodded thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Okay,’ he said finally, ‘you get the wrapping paper, I’ll hunt out the Scotch tape.’
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He walked and he walked and he walked. The dry nausea of hangover arrived with the creeping dawn, but still he tramped on, his shoeless foot now growing sore at the relentless pace. With what little change he could muster he purchased and devoured an Egg McMuffin in a McDonald’s, then brought it up on a jewellery store window on Fifth Avenue. Breakfast on Tiffany’s.

He limped on, rehearsing the whole way. He would say sorry. He would say sorry with flowers – no, no money. He would apologize and promise a reformation of the soul. No, she’d heard that one before. He’d swear off the drink. Nope. Been there, failed at that. He’d threaten suicide. Murder. Self-mutilation. What can you promise when you’ve promised it all before? She’d take one look at him coming through the door, every inch the raggedy man, and shut him out of her life. And instead of trying to persuade her he’d lose his temper, there’d be a shouting match and before he knew it he’d be putting the final nail in their relationship with some other major transgression when all he was trying to do was declare his love. Just like Sid and Nancy, fight, fight, fight, love, love, love. Except for the drugs. Unless love is the drug.

When he came to Madison Square Park he took a seat on a park bench, lifting his legs up onto it to give them a rest.

He dropped off into a little doze and regretted it immediately. It was the familiar nightmare: in the dark, the terror of that first blast of gunfire suddenly segueing deliciously into Sid Vicious murdering My Way and blocking it all out: he could feel no pain; witness no carnage; no longer was he standing crying in the lonely slaughter yard, waiting to be rescued. He was with Sid. And as long as he was with Sid he didn’t have to dream about Coolidge and his exploding head. In his dream Sid was a pretty smart fella and they would have some rare conversations. Which was nice, because he knew that in real life Sid was an empty-head.

Nathan shuddered into consciousness. He checked his watch. It was before eight. The park was starting to get busy. His gaze fell on a plump guy in a trench coat hurrying through, face red from the exertion, a paper cup in one hand, a half-eaten doughnut in the other. He was alone, but not alone. Two men were converging on him from either side. Young men. Dusty like Nathan from roughing it. One of them stuck out a foot and sent the plump guy sprawling, coffee in the air, doughnut after it. A Charlie Chaplin mugging. He landed on his stomach with a whoosh of air then rolled over onto his back. One of the guys stuck a foot on his throat, the other bent to rifle his pockets. They didn’t appear to be carrying any weapons. Passers-by, on either side, passed by.

Nathan limped over. It was a few moments before they became aware of him. One first, then he tapped his partner. They exchanged glances, then looked back to him.

‘Morning,’ Nathan said.

Their eyes betrayed only a hazy drug-fuelled curiosity. They weren’t concerned. ‘What you want, man?’ said one. ‘He’s ours.’

The plump man’s face was turning purple. He whined a strangled ‘Aaaaaoooooh,’ and bubbles came out of his nose.

Nathan shrugged and turned away. Then he turned back and pivoting on his sock-foot, kicked up into the face of the closest drugger just as he removed the man’s wallet. He sprawled back, dropping his prize. The other made a dive for the wallet. Got a hand to it, too, but a broken hand once Nathan’s shoe crunched down on it. Then they were off and running and the plump man rolled over gasping onto his stomach.

Nathan lifted the wallet. Flicked through it. Maybe two hundred dollars. Driver’s licence identifying Leonard Maltman. Nathan knelt, placed a hand on poor Leonard’s shoulder. ‘You okay, mister?’ he asked.

Leonard was still wheezing, but his face was already a better colour. He rubbed at his throat and nodded in the same motion. Nathan held up his hand. ‘I got your wallet. I don’t think they took anything.’

He helped Leonard sit up, then handed him the wallet. Leonard coughed twice, spat something out onto the grass. ‘Jesus!’ he said. ‘Didn’t see them! Jesus!’ He shook his head furiously, trying to rid the cobwebs, although it probably wasn’t the most effective medicine under the circumstances, then took a closer look at Nathan. ‘What the hell are you, undercover?’

Nathan smiled, shook his head, started to dust himself down. ‘Nah. I was mugged myself last night, so I know how you feel. I’m only now getting home.’

‘Well thank God …’ Leonard flicked through his wallet, then slapped the brown leather pouch into the palm of his hand. ‘And they didn’t get a red cent!’ He flipped the wallet open again. ‘Let me give you something,’ he said.

Nathan shook his head. ‘No need,’ he said.

‘You must. You saved my hide, son, it’s the least … what in hell’s name happened to your shoe?’

‘I told you. I got mugged. They stole my shoe.’

‘They get your wallet?’

Nathan touched his jacket pocket. ‘Yeah, well.’

Leonard offered the money again. ‘Listen, take this, it’s only …’

Nathan held up his hand. ‘I have plenty of money at home.’

He hauled Leonard to his feet, which was no easy task.

‘At the very least let me buy you a cup of coffee,’ said Leonard, carefully testing his weight on each foot. He winced a little. ‘And a doughnut.’

Nathan shrugged. ‘I’m not a bum,’ he said. ‘I really do have money at home.’

Leonard clamped a beefy hand on his shoulder. ‘Son, I don’t care if you’re Michael Fucking Tate, I’m gonna buy you a doughnut.’

He did too. And a pair of shoes. By the time Nathan was back on the roundabout path to Greenwich Village, Leonard Maltman, head of security at the Empire State Building, had offered him a job.
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Lisa was already away to work when he got home. There was no note. It was a bad sign. Usually there was something stuck to the fridge. Something funny. The foundations of a bridge over troubled waters. Nathan stripped off his blood-stained clothes and stuck them into the wash. Then he had a shave and a shower and pulled on his canvas jeans, black v-neck jumper and ancient denim jacket and blinked out into the Village. He bought a cup of coffee, a sandwich and a copy of the New York Times and walked across to Washington Square. He found a rare seat that wasn’t occupied by a derelict. He had an hour to kill. With all the office workers and their erections out to lunch, Lisa would just be hitting her peak period.

His thoughts turned, for the hundredth time that night, to Lisa. She was such an independent soul, and he was such a dependent one. She had latched onto New York like it was home; it scared him. Sometimes, when they had to meet but were on different sides of the city, she wondered why he always arrived late. She’d taken it as laziness, as carelessness, as nonchalance. She didn’t know it was because he couldn’t work out how to use the subway system and didn’t like to ask. When they’d met in China she’d had half a dozen men salivating round her on the ferry because she was such a chatter, a free spirit who infected others with it. She didn’t know that although he’d travelled on four continents in recent years he had barely exchanged sober words with more than half a dozen people in all that time. She thought it was laid-backness, coolness, a moody sullenness. Sometimes he desperately, desperately wanted to tell her things, but couldn’t, couldn’t put it into words, or when he did it came out wrong, or came out as gibberish, or came out as sarcasm. He’d never told her about his dead friends. She didn’t know that he loved her.

He arrived at Star World at a little before three, ignoring the video racks and sex toys and proceeding straight up the stairs to the throbbing first floor. Slim Dharkin was, as ever, wedged into his booth. In the vaguely psychedelic four-colour disco light he looked a little like an enormous genie wedged in the top of a murky bottle.

‘Five dollars, five tokens, tips extra,’ Dharkin said with the dullness of eternal repetition, as Nathan put his money on the counter. ‘Money back on the tokens you don’t use.’

‘I know this already, Slim,’ Nathan said, lifting the tokens. He’d been coming here every day since Lisa had taken on the job. She’d even introduced them one night at the end of her shift.

Slim peered forward. ‘Oh. Okay. Hi,’ he said without conviction. ‘Sure.’

‘Where’s Lisa today?’

Slim scratched his head for a moment, then nodded slightly. ‘Cage three,’ he said and pointed along the corridor.

Nathan moved off.

‘Tips extra,’ Dharkin said after him.

When Nathan reached the cage he opened up the door of the most central booth, then slotted in one of the tokens. This had become the pattern after the mistake of his first visit, when he had put all five tokens in at once and spent the whole five minutes watching his girlfriend’s breasts being felt by the ginger-haired teenager on the far side of the cage. He had then followed the teenager for fourteen blocks debating whether to punch him to death. He eventually decided it wasn’t practical. If he killed everyone who felt Lisa’s breasts he would go down as the biggest mass murderer in history.

Lisa’s decision to work in Star World had been taken lightly. At least it seemed that way to Nathan. She’d been working in a succession of fast-food joints, earning barely enough for one, let alone two. Then, cleaning tables, she’d met Cindy and got talking. Cindy was a big, brassy black broad who looked about as sexually alluring as a slice of toast, but who didn’t have a problem telling anyone where she worked and what she did. Naturally, Lisa was disgusted.

‘And they …’ Lisa said, open-mouthed. ‘And then they …’

‘Right up. Whole fist sometimes …’

‘And doesn’t it …’

‘Sure it does. But it hurts at home, too, and he don’t pay me twelve hundred a week.’

‘Twelve hundred dollars?’

‘Sure. Lotta lonely guys out there. Look at you, girl, you’re slim, you gotta chest. You could make double what a fat old bitch like me makes.’

Lisa had laughed it off, right up to the point where some crack-head had tried to throttle her out of nowhere when she was cleaning the men’s room, and she decided she wasn’t getting paid enough to go through that any more.

She tried to talk it over sensibly with Nathan, said that her breasts had never given her any sexual pleasure. ‘So why shouldn’t I make a fortune letting lonely men feel them? They might as well be feeling my elbow for all the thrill I get out of it. I swear to God I won’t go any further.’

‘It’s disgusting,’ was Nathan’s argument. ‘The next stop is prostitution.’

‘I have no intention of becoming a prostitute. We need money, Nathan, and you’re not earning any.’

‘There are other ways to earn it, Lisa. This is … sick.’

‘Sure there are other ways. I could stay in McDonald’s for peanuts, at least until they work out I’ve no green card and I get slung out on the streets again. I don’t want to go back to Ireland, Nathan, I like it here. Cindy says she earns eight hundred a week – twelve hundred in a good one.’

Nathan screwed up his face in disgust. ‘Cindy is a slut. She earns that much money because she lets men put their fingers right up her cunt, if you’ll excuse the expression.’

‘Well I’ve no intention of doing that.’

‘Yes, and Hitler had no intention of reneging on the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact.’

‘What?’

‘My point is, one thing leads to another.’

‘Not in this case.’

‘Sure. I’ve been smoking drugs for twenty years and I’m still not addicted.’

‘What?’

‘It’ll become impossible to give up, Lisa. Don’t you see? You’ll start earning good money, but it won’t be enough. Some bastard will offer you thirty dollars to let him stick his fingers up, and you’ll think, well, just once, what’s the harm. And then it’ll happen again, and again, so you’ll get used to it. And then the next bastard will come along and offer you twice as much for something else, then something more, and before you know it you’ll be an HIV hooker with a three hundred dollars a day crack habit and a pimp with a big Afro and huge flares who beats the living daylights out of you for not fucking all his friends and taking the starring role in a snuff movie. All for letting some spotty little geek feel your tits in a sordid little place like that. Jesus, Lisa, what would your mummy say?’

‘I’ll still want to sleep with you.’

‘Sleep being the optimum word. You’ll be so sick of sex you won’t want to know me. And I probably won’t want to know you.’

‘So it’s not your concern for me at all, it’s just sexual jealousy.’

‘Of course it’s sexual jealousy. And concern. How do you expect me to feel? Gratified? Proud? You want me to offer encouragement at your excellent choice of career?’

‘There’s no need for sarcasm.’

‘No, no, there’s not. There’s need for a large wooden mallet. To knock some fucking sense into you.’

‘I don’t see you getting a job. I don’t see you helping out.’

‘Why don’t I get one in the next place along? Men can come in and feel my cock for twenty dollars.’

‘Well you could.’

‘Oh yeah yeah. I’ll get a job when I find the right job.’

‘Oh Mr Big Responsible. You just pick and choose while we starve to death.’

He tutted. How could he explain to her about his last job, about Coolidge’s head? ‘We’re not going to fucking starve.’

‘No thanks to you.’

‘You don’t understand, Lisa.’

‘I do. You think you’re above work.’

‘I think I’m above shit work.’

It wasn’t something they were ever likely to agree on, but in the end they compromised on her giving it a week’s trial. She would quit if at the end of that time she hadn’t earned $800. Nathan reserved the right to spy on her at any given time to make sure she wasn’t contravening the agreement. He also agreed to look for a job. Three weeks on, with Lisa earning $1,300 a week and sticking to their agreement, Nathan had finally landed one.

As the door slid up Nathan peered through. Lisa got up off her seat, said something to the girl beside her, yawned, then loosened the top of her swimsuit, but held it firmly in place with one hand and put her hand out for the tip with the other.

Nathan reached a chicken salad wholemeal sandwich through to her.

She bent down to peer through the little rectangular door. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘it’s you.’

‘I brought you some lunch.’

‘Thanks. I’m not really hungry.’

‘Oh. Okay.’ He withdrew the sandwich. ‘I’m sorry about last night. Really sorry.’

‘Uhuh.’

‘I’ve got myself a job. I start on Monday. Guarding the Empire State Building. Everything’s going to be okay. I want you to quit.’

There was a long pause. Then she said, ‘Oh Nathan.’

‘What?’

‘Oh Nathan,’ she said again and she looked to him to be on the verge of tears. She reached down and took his face in her hands and kissed him hard on the lips. The tip of her tongue darted into his mouth. Then she pulled back. There was a tear. ‘I love you so much. But this is driving me mad.’

‘I know. Quit.’

‘Not this, this fighting. We’ve got to stop it.’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I know.’

Then a door slid open on the far side of the cage and she turned quickly from him. ‘Please go, Nathan, I’ve work to do. We’ll make up properly later, okay?’

‘Okay.’

And the tip was paid and the breasts were out and his door slid down.
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When the President couldn’t sleep, which was often, he would turn to his computer. On this night, with his wife giving him two cold and freckled shoulders, he sought solace in his e-mail.

It had become part of his campaign to answer random questions without fuss or publicity, thus ensuring fuss and publicity. A farmer in Iowa, an insurance clerk in Wyoming, a crack dealer in the Bronx, all had received his words of wisdom, then raced to their local newspaper or TV station. Word had soon spread and before long thirty thousand questions a day were coming into campaign headquarters by e-mail, and that figure had remained constant on the move to the White House. Now he had three members of staff detailed to answer some of these questions on his behalf; it was not an advertised service, and thus no one was ever disappointed if they did not get a reply.

Generally he ignored the boring questions and kept his eye out for the unusual. The 1,000-plus enquiries about the budget deficit could be easily handled by his staff. The 3,600 questions about income tax likewise. Even the eternal NRA debate failed to move him. He liked the personals. He could play Dear Abbey, but not just dole out paternal advice, he could get something done. Answer prayers. Play God.


Mr President: My name is Toni Lopez. I own a bookshop in Des Moines. I voted for you. I’m losing a fortune because people keep stealing my books. Whoever heard of anyone robbing a bookshop? I’ve complained to the police, but they do nothing. Can you help?



Dear Toni: Mea culpa. I hadn’t realized my literacy programme was so successful.



I’ll call the Chief of Police and make sure he keeps a personal eye on your shop. Michael Keneally (President).




He liked the brackets. Made it seem like an afterthought. My friend the President. By lunchtime every shopper in Des Moines would have heard all about it. One day, Michael Tate had told him, people would vote via the Internet. Democracy would be a computer. Those without access would be without democracy. The true underclass. Tate was a cheery son-of-a-bitch.

He trawled on: poverty-stricken in Nashville; Vietnam vet in Tulsa; Aids victim in Los Angeles; illegal immigrant in Dallas. He dealt with them quickly: a $500 goodwill payment to Nash; recognition of his valour for the vet; deep concern and sympathy for the Aids victim; a quick call to the right authorities for the Mex and he’d be back over the border before dawn. There were no votes in illegal aliens.

The President looked up at a slight tapping on the door of his study, then a dishevelled mop appeared round it.

‘Thought I saw a light on,’ Slovenski said. ‘Everything okay?’

The President smiled up at his favourite. ‘You’re a god-damn liar, Slo, you know the door’s light-proofed. You’re just snooping around again.’ He indicated for Slovenski to take a chair, but he stayed where he was. ‘Everything okay with you?’

Slovenski shook his head. ‘Yeah. Sure.’

‘Well why don’t you go on home then?’

‘I’m about to. I was working on some speeches.’

‘Yeah? What am I saying these days?’

Slovenski shrugged. ‘Just the usual glad tidings of great joy.’

The President nodded his head slowly. ‘This health care thing’s getting you down, isn’t it Slo?’

The health care thing was extremely close to the President’s heart. The reforms he was proposing would make first-class medical treatment available to everyone for the first time. Naturally, such reforms would also decimate the insurance business. The insurance companies, and who could blame them, weren’t happy about this and had bought up half of the Senate in order to fight their corner. Michael Tate didn’t seem to care one way or another about the reforms, but he could deliver the required seats if he felt like it. And he seemed to be enjoying keeping the President guessing.

Slovenski shrugged. ‘I just hate the thought of going cap in hand to Tate. But it’s the only way.’

‘Pride comes before a fall, and other mindless clichés. Don’t judge Tate too harshly. He’s new, he enjoys playing the game. Just think of him as Rockefeller with a ponytail.’

‘Uhuh. As I recall Rockefeller was a son-of-a-bitch as well. Remember Iowa?’

The President nodded. Tate had brought prosperity to Iowa. Ten thousand jobs, twenty thousand more in support industries, even built a house in some godforsaken little outpost so that he could get back to nature. But soon the house wasn’t big enough and he decided to extend it, except the mayor of that godforsaken little outpost had ruled against the extension. Insisted that Tate attend a council meeting to personally argue his case, then humiliated him in public. Tate just smiled and shrugged, and next day moved his factories and his jobs to Colorado and the whole Iowan economy had collapsed. Tate’s blessings were bountiful, but his revenge was catastrophic and every senator, every representative, ran scared of him, or for him. ‘You would have done the same, Slo.’

‘I wouldn’t have moved to Iowa.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Maybe. I just don’t like the way he tries to squeeze …’

‘I don’t mind being squeezed. Right up to the point where I do mind, and then Mr Tate will discover that I can play hard ball as well.’

Slovenski smiled. ‘I’ll look forward to that.’ He opened the door again. ‘Goodnight, Mr President.’

‘Night, Slo.’

‘You should get some sleep, sir.’

The President smirked. ‘The dragon is still smoking, Slo. I’ll give her another hour yet.’

Slovenski grinned and closed the door carefully behind him.

In fact the dragon was smoking. Tara was perched at the top of the stairs as Slo left the Oval Office. The First Lady, after a long process of elimination, had worked out that this was the only place in the historic old White House that she could enjoy a Marlboro without setting off the god-damn smoke alarms.

Slo stopped suddenly on the third step. ‘Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.’

‘Yes you did, or you wouldn’t have stopped.’

‘It was a figure of speech.’

Tara arched her eyebrows. ‘Still working?’

‘No, I’m a hologram.’

Tara smiled; they both did. ‘I asked for that.’

Slo nodded. He looked nervously back towards the Oval Office. ‘He did his best, about the United …’

Tara raised a hand. ‘Don’t. I don’t want to hear.’

‘I’m serious Tara, he did every …’

‘Slo!’ He stopped. ‘Do you want a cigarette?’

‘No. No thank you.’

They looked at each other.

‘Slo,’ Tara said, ‘did anyone ever tell you your eyebrows are nearly invisible?’

Slo’s eyebrows were nearly invisible, but not nearly as invisible as Michael Tate’s moustache. That just barely registered as fluff. He had tried shaving twice a day, thinking that would make it grow faster and harder. But it just grew back even fluffier. He controlled the world, but he couldn’t control his own facial hair.

‘Sort of puts things in perspective, doesn’t it Mark?’ Tate said, examining his fluff closely in the mirror. They were in the Magiform Corporate Headquarters in Venice Beach.

Mark Benedict grunted and continued to concentrate on the map of the world on the computer monitor before him. A little red dot signified the countries in which Magiform software was the market leader. Every western country had a little red dot. All but a handful of eastern. Performance was a bit patchier on the African continent, but Tate wasn’t concerned about that. ‘How can you expect a guy in Rwanda to concern himself with software when he has chopping up his neighbour with a machete to worry about?’ he laughed and then turned from the mirror. He stood behind his old friend. ‘Mark, it’s frightening sometimes how much of the world we control, isn’t it?’

‘We? You. And yes, it is frightening.’

‘Extra frightening that I could just send out a virus any time I felt like it, and destroy civilization as we know it.’

‘You wouldn’t do that. I know you wouldn’t because you couldn’t survive in the real world.’

‘Good point. But if ever I felt like committing suicide. That would be the way to go.’

Benedict nodded thoughtfully. After a few moments he said, ‘I think you need to see a shrink.’

‘Never,’ said Tate.


Dear Mr President: You’re an evil cock-sucking bastard. You’ve betrayed your race by giving in to those power-crazy black bastards. Look what they’ve done to our cities: hookers and drug pushers everywhere. The sooner you draft laws allowing us to shoot the niggers on sight the better. Jews and Koreans too. Answer this one, you faggot-loving fuck. George Burley.



Dear George: Thank you for your kind thoughts at this difficult time for our nation. While I take on board your sentiments, I cannot say that I wholeheartedly agree with them. Can I give you a word of advice George? As of 1.35 AM today, July 24, I have informed an FBI SWAT team that you are the high priest of a pseudo-Christian Fundamentalist movement and have been stockpiling arms for an attack on your local mosque. That SWAT team is now travelling by military helicopter to your neighbourhood. They have been instructed to use all necessary firepower. Get out of the house George! With all best wishes, President Michael Keneally.




President Keneally sat back and laughed. He sent the message, then called the switchboard and checked on George Burley’s telephone number in Birmingham, Alabama. He punched in the numbers and let the phone ring for a couple of minutes. Eventually a gruff, sleep-thick voice answered.

‘Hey, George?’

‘Uuuuuh, yeah?’

‘George Burley?’

‘Yeah. Yeah. What the …’

‘You don’t know me, George.’

‘Well … what the hell time is it?’

‘It’s gone one, George. I thought you’d like to know something.’

‘At one in the morning I don’t want to know fuck, mister, now get off the fucking …’

‘Shut the fuck up, George. I’m doing you a favour here. Sticking my neck out. Listen carefully … we all gotta stick together. You sent some hate mail to the President …’

‘I didn’t …’

‘Don’t fuck with me, George. The President saw it, read it, he’s fuming. I hear on the grapevine he’s sending someone to see you. I don’t know who, George, but sure as hell won’t be fucking Bugs Bunny. Check your e-mail George. Now. Be afraid. Be very afraid.’

The President set the phone down and wished dearly that he was in Birmingham, Alabama.

When he looked up again the First Lady, the former Tara Holmes-Boyce, was yawning in the doorway. Half a smile floated across her face.

‘Oh,’ said the President.

‘Oh indeed,’ said the First Lady, running a hand with some difficulty through her sleep-tangled but monstrously expensive hairstyle of the week. ‘Are you not coming to bed?’

‘Is that an invitation?’

‘It’s a request.’

‘I didn’t think you were speaking to me.’

‘I’m speaking to you. I’m just not your friend.’

The President tutted and looked back to his computer screen. Tara didn’t move from the doorway. ‘I did what I could about the UN, you know?’

‘I don’t want to argue about it now, Michael.’ She turned slightly, about to leave, then stopped. ‘Beyond saying that you’re the most powerful man in the world and you wouldn’t lift your hand to get your bored wife a worthwhile job.’ As he opened his mouth to reply she put her finger to her lips and shushed him. ‘Now come to bed,’ she said. ‘I’m cold.’

With a dramatic swish of her dressing-gown she was gone. The President hurriedly switched off his computer and followed. He caught up with her just as she entered the bedroom. She turned, untied her belt, then stood naked, tantalizing, before him. Their eyes locked. The President blinked first. She gave him another half-smile then climbed into the bed, gathering the quilt about her until she was wrapped as tightly as an Egyptian mummy.

The President sat on the side of the bed. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I did my best.’

‘Michael, you’ve stopped the war in the Middle East. You’ve brokered a peace settlement in Peru. Thanks to your leadership alone half the world is enjoying an economic boom. And you can’t get me an unpaid job distributing M&Ms to the needy. Explain that to me.’

‘It’s just not that simple.’

‘Yes it is, Michael. You just don’t want me to have it.’

‘I want you to have everything Tara. I have given you everything I can. And I will give you the UN job … just sometimes these things cannot be done overnight. For God’s sake, you only dreamt this up last week, I can’t reorganize the United Nations on a whim …’

Tara arched up out of bed. ‘It’s not a fucking whim!’

‘I know, I’m sorry, I …’

‘I went through that entire campaign at your side, Michael. Have you any idea how many speeches, how many rallies …’

‘I thought you enjoyed …’

‘I enjoyed it for you, Michael … but there’s got to be more to life than smiling at your side! I want to do something in my own right! Jesus Christ, Michael, look who they do have running about the world as a goodwill ambassador. Michael fucking Jackson!’

‘I know, I know … what can I say …’

‘Say nothing, do something.’

‘Did Slo say to you about Ireland?’

‘I ask for the world, you give me Ireland. Not even all of Ireland, just the squiggly bit at the top everyone fights over.’

‘It’s a start.’

‘It’s a finish, Michael, if you can’t do better than that.’

‘You’re saying you won’t go.’

‘Oh I’ll go okay. I just might not come back.’

He closed his eyes and spoke with quiet desperation. ‘What the hell do you want me to do, Tara?’

She gave him the long, cool, professional stare of the born politician. ‘Better,’ she said.

Surprisingly, they made love after that. The easy, cosy love of familiarity. Whispered love and promises. To stop himself coming too soon he thought of greasy, fat, stretch-panted George Burley running through the, streets of Birmingham dodging every shadow. To make herself come, the First Lady thought of chief of staff Graham Slovenski.
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On 16 September 1963 at the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, George Burley Snr, a leading Klan member, helped plant a bomb which killed four young black girls attending Bible class. The church still contains a small shrine to the murdered girls which, once or twice a year, is ritually desecrated by his son, George Burley Jnr.

His father, now long dead, his lungs wrecked by overwork producing pig-iron in the Sloss Furnaces, spent many evenings regaling his family with stories of that bombing and other merry Klan japes, so it could be argued that George Burley Jnr had some kind of pedigree for what he managed to achieve in those few minutes between the tip-off and fleeing the state.

The explosives were secreted about the house and took several long minutes to gather together, prime and set the trap, his ears cocked the whole time for the beat of the helicopters. George was forty, slim, well but not overly muscled. His hair, naturally curly, was cut short. His face might have been described as good-looking by another man, but a perceptive woman would have detected an inner conceit and outer vanity which detracted from those looks. The classic detracta-attracta face first defined by Freud. He wore black jeans, a sky-blue cotton shirt and Nike trainers. Although he was divorced he still wore his wedding ring.

George strapped his revolver beneath his black sports jacket, then, from the false bottom of a trunk in his garage he extracted and built in 38 seconds his AK-47 assault rifle. From the plant-pots lining the side of the patio he dug up in rapid succession sixteen hand grenades carefully packed in individual Press ’n’ Seal sandwich bags. The rifle and grenades he placed in the back of his jeep along with his long-prepared survival bag. From tip-off to departure it took him twelve minutes. He’d practised it twice before: once at fifteen minutes, once at ten. He was quite pleased. He knew that practice and reality were poles apart. Just like in ’Nam.

He’d never been to ’Nam, of course, but he was a big fan of Platoon, Full Metal Jacket, Apocalypse Now and the first half of Born on the Fourth of July, so he knew what it was all about. George was himself a former Green Beret. At least, he had attended a two-week training school administered by the Green Berets, so knew all the tricks of their trade. This was George through and through, the jackdaw mentality. From any chosen field of study he could extract exactly what he needed, ditch the rest. His full-time job was as a computer operator at Birmingham Airport, just four miles from his home, and he could do it with his eyes closed, sometimes did, but in his spare time George allowed his mind to roam. For example, he wanted to know more about God, so he completed a correspondence course with the Pioneer Theological Seminary in Rockford, Illinois, and received a bachelor of divinity degree in a remarkable six-week study-period and for only $25. He followed this up within three months with an MA from the Burton College and Seminary in Manitou Springs in Colorado ($46). Given six more months and a couple of hundred dollars George could’ve been Bishop of New York. He was a theologian and had the certificates to prove it; he knew exactly what it said in the God-damn fucking Bible about the niggers and Keneally being the anti-Christ; he could read between the God-damn fucking lines better than anyone.

George drove out of Birmingham at a leisurely pace, taking care not to draw attention to himself. At such a late hour the roads were extremely quiet and he was confident that he wasn’t followed. He kept off the main thoroughfares, traversing the city’s backroads with a studied nonchalance before meeting the highway and heading north-east towards Atlanta. After an hour on the road he pulled off and booked into a motel, paying cash. He took three grenades and the AK-47 into the room with him and lay down with them by his side. He spent some time addressing a long, involved prayer to God, then lay back on his bed and tried to imagine the scene of utter devastation he’d left behind in Birmingham.

He woke at 7 AM, watched the morning news in vain for some mention of the operation to arrest him, then consulted his Top Ten. He had been maintaining his Top Ten People I Want To Kill since he was a boy. He began by scrolling back through the years on his Apple PowerBook; it had taken him the best part of a year to enter the weekly charts on his computer, but it had been worth it, being able to trace his development like that. Sometimes he squirmed with embarrassment at the early entries. The innocence of boyhood! The fashions of adolescence! The horror of Civil Rights! He stopped at one chart from the Sixties: Cassius Clay, Stevie Wonder, Martin Luther King and Malcolm X. He shook his head and smiled. How refreshing that they were all either dead or disabled. Even then he had been a fine judge of mortality. He wondered how his current chart might fare in the coming months, particularly now that he had decided to kill the President.


1   Oprah Winfrey (fat version)

2   Oprah Winfrey (lo-fat version)

3   Michael Keneally (cock-sucker)

4   ‘Magic’ Jordan

5   Spike Lee

6   Tom Hanks for Philadelphia man (faggot) and Forrest Gump (insult to intelligense)

7   Woody Allen (Jew)

8   Myron Linklater (Computer Supervisor, Birmingham Airport)

9   Jesse Jackson

10   Rap Music




Rap Music, he appreciated, wasn’t a person, but if he had to list all the ugly black rappers he hated, he’d have to make it a top 100 and then some.

He had showed the list to someone else only once before. Mrs Burley was a daughter of an illustrious Klan member and must have known what she was marrying, but even she was a bit taken aback by his Top Ten. She was also a bit taken aback by her experience planting bulbs in the pots on the patio (it was quite fortunate that George was off work that day and was available to replace the safety pin in the hand grenade before it exploded) and he’d had to make several costly concessions to her before she agreed not to mention the grenades in the papers filed with the court for their divorce.

Whereas he might have expected a bit of loyalty from Mrs Burley, he hadn’t expected (and certainly wasn’t disappointed by) the reaction of his High School teacher when he came across the weekly variation of the Top Ten in the back of his assignment book. George was frog-marched out of the class. His teacher Errol McCrae (black) had some angry words in the office with the headmaster Mark Goodyear (white) before he was shown in.

Mr Goodyear spent some time flicking through the tightly printed charts, chewing at his bottom lip and occasionally raising a solitary eyebrow as he came across an unexpected name.

George, fidgeting sweaty-assed-on-hot-plastic-chair, studied the veins on Mr Goodyear’s bowed head. They reminded him of the river system in South America he’d studied during a geography lesson earlier in the week. Kind of.

Eventually the headmaster looked up from the exercise book and studied George’s face intently. George stared resolutely back. Then the headmaster stood up and crossed to a filing cabinet and flicked through several folders until he came to the one he wanted. He returned to his desk with it. As he set it down George could see that it was his class’s file; Mr Goodyear flicked through the pages until he came to a copy of George’s last report, then ran his finger down it, nodded along with it.

When he’d finished Mr Goodyear closed the report file and replaced it in the cabinet. Then he flicked through the Top Tens once more, flipped the book closed and passed it back across the table to George.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘your handwriting has certainly improved, George.’

George nodded. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said.

‘But I should warn you, you must pay a great deal more attention to your spelling. For example, there are two g’s in nigger. Likewise there are two s’s in Cassius.’

‘Sorry, sir.’

Mr Goodyear pulled at his lower lip. ‘You don’t much like our coloured friends, do you, George?’
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