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Article 13199 of the Pan-European Constitution:
‘No person shall be prejudiced from employment in any capacity,
at any level, by reason of age, race, creed or incompitence.’


This book is for Joe



ONE


The flight was uneventful enough, except the pilot accidentally touched down at a slightly wrong airport and forgot to lower the landing gear, so we left the plane by way of the emergency chute, and I lost my shoes.

I was fairly pooped by the time I’d hobbled through Customs, filled in the usual lost luggage forms with the assistance of a stone-deaf baggage complaints officer and taken a three-hour taxi ride to the country where I’d intended to land. The ride would have cost about a month’s salary, if the cabby had remembered to charge me. All I wanted to do, once the hotel receptionist had finished denying all knowledge of my reservation, was to flop down on the bed and sleep for a millennium or two.

Only there was no bed.

I punched a small hole in the bathroom wall and dialled Reception.

A woman picked up the phone and said: ‘Restaurant. How may I help you?’

‘I dialled Reception.’

‘Well, this is the restaurant.’

‘Right. Could you possibly patch me through to Reception?’

‘That won’t be a problem, sir. One moment.’

There was a silent pause, then the ringing tone again, and the click of the receiver being lifted. The same chirpy voice said: ‘Restaurant. How may I help you?’

I dragged on an imaginary cigarette and exhaled slowly. ‘It’s me again.’

‘I’m sorry. Who did you want to speak to?’

‘I wanted to speak to Reception.’

‘Well, this is the restaurant.’

‘I know. You accidentally patched me from the restaurant back to the restaurant again.’

‘It sounds to me like there’s a problem with the internal phones.’

‘Yes, indeedy.’

‘I’ll put you through to House Services.’

‘I’d be very grateful.’

Again, the silence, the ringing, the click and the voice. ‘Restaurant. How may I help you?’

I told her how she might help me, and she threatened to report me to Security for verbal violence. I wished her good luck getting through and slammed down the phone. I reckoned she’d probably spend the rest of the afternoon phoning herself.

There was no message from Klingferm, though, let’s be realistic, the chances of the hotel staff receiving the message and actually delivering it to me in the correct room on the right day were less than promising.

I spent twenty minutes trying to assume a vaguely comfortable position on a sofa perfectly designed to deny humans rest or comfort, then decided I’d be better off sorting out some clothes and other essentials. My luggage was probably having a good time scooting round a baggage carousel in Rio de Janeiro, and my shoes no doubt graced the feet of some scavenging bastard ground staff at Verona airport.

I didn’t expect to find a local Yellow Pages, so when I did, I kissed it passionately. Sadly it was the local Yellow Pages for the Los Angeles area, and I was in Rome. I enlarged the hole in the bathroom wall and steeled myself to scour the streets of the Eternal City for shoe shops in my stockinged feet.

I opened the hotel room door. A security guard was standing just outside, looking puzzledly at a clipboard. He looked up, grinned, and said, ‘English?’

I tried to look German and shook my head.

‘This is room 407, yes?’

I looked at the room number on the door. 407. I tried shaking my head again, Germanically.

‘Mr Vascular?’

That was indeed the name I was travelling under. I tried to make an expression like it was the first time I’d ever heard it. Pulled it off, too, I think.

‘I have a complaint against you. Very serious. A proposition of a sexual nature to the restaurant manager.’

Again, I tried to shake my head in a foreign language.

‘You requested her to masturbate over the phone for you.’

Not exactly. I suppose I had, in a way, suggested that the woman should have sex with herself, though not for my titillation. I put on my best Teutonically perplexed expression.

‘I don’t need to tell you that this sort of thing cannot be tolerated. I must ask you to accompany me to the holding cells, where we will await the arrival of the vice squad.’

I tried not to notice the polished black leather gun holster strapped to his belt, but failed, I think. It’s astonishing how naked you can feel in stockinged feet. Especially in the presence of a uniformed man bearing firearms. Verbal sexual violence invoked a mandatory jail term, even in Italy, where it used to be a valid career choice. Even if the charge didn’t stick, I’d spend a sorry few days in a damp cell, with only some bored, sadistic guards carrying sturdy lengths of rubber hose for occasional company.

‘I think you’ve got the wrong party,’ I said, wisely abandoning the dismal German tourist ploy.

‘Are you suggesting a bribe?’

Nonplussed at the non sequitur, I hesitated, then reached into my jacket pocket. ‘Certainly not, officer. Though I was thinking it would be a nice gesture to make a small contribution to the Security Guards’ Widows and Orphans Fund.’ I tugged out a deck of notes – a big denomination on the top, singles underneath. That’s how I keep them. Believe me, it comes in handy. Tips, beggars, muggers, MEPs. You name it.

He pulled a neat disappearing trick with the money and consulted his clipboard again. ‘I am now thinking perhaps Mr Vascular is in room 507.’

‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised.’

He snapped a polite salute and turned right down the corridor. I gave him a couple of minutes, then stepped out of the room, turned left and headed for the elevator. It arrived almost immediately, which I should have seen as a warning.

Two hours and a small suffocation scare later, the elevator car finally decided it’d had enough of me and spewed me out into the lobby. I padded over to the Reception desk and tried to complain about the bedlessness of my room, the uselessness of the internal telephone system and the sheer cussedness of the lift, but the shifts had changed and the new receptionist was a ninety-year-old man who could only communicate in what appeared to be Polish with a Cuban accent. I took up a pen and a notepad, and tried drawing a bed, but he seemed to think it was some kind of amorous initiative. Frighteningly, he appeared to be excited by the prospect. I gave up.

I was about to squeeze into the street through the tiny gap offered by the hotel’s jammed doors when I spotted a piece of paper in 407’s cubbyhole. Briefly, I contemplated engendering another fruitless exchange with the superannuated clerk, then leapt over the counter and scrambled for the message. It was addressed to a Mr Faro in room 333. While the ancient receptionist clubbed me about the back of the neck with a rolled-up city centre map, I checked the other boxes and found a fax with my name on it in 207’s cubbyhole.

It was from Klingferm all right.

He’d set up a meet less than a mile away, in just under an hour. Which meant I was facing an uncomfortably long walk in my flimsy socks or a terrifying cab journey with a Roman taxi driver. I had to pick up my Italian ID. I wondered if I could also afford the time to stop off and buy a pair of shoes.

As it turned out, I could afford that time. If I hadn’t stopped to buy those shoes, I’d probably have been as dead as Klingferm turned out to be.



TWO


Rome was buzzing. Quite literally. Absolutely everyone had a mobile phone, and absolutely everybody was calling absolutely everybody else absolutely all the time. I wondered if there were some law making them compulsory. Frighteningly, it’s possible, these days. I swear I saw a street beggar stop and take a call on his cellular. I even heard a trill from a baby carriage, but it turned out to be a toy mobile phone. They start dickhead training early in Italy.

All the Romans were grumpy, it struck me. This was only a couple of months after the cigarette riots, so everyone was probably in tobacco cold turkey. Italians are genetically programmed to smoke in your face almost as incessantly as they use mobile phones, so the legislation banning public smoking didn’t sit too well with the good citizens of the capital. As ever, the carbonari enforced the law with their usual insane rigour, and lighting up a sly one would like as not draw you a severe truncheoning. Several people were actually beaten to death for endangering their health. That’s how things work in the United States of Europe.

I picked up my ID and found a shoe shop easily enough. Finding a shoe shop assistant who wasn’t on a cellphone or out in the back risking a pistol-whipping for a quick draw of nicotine proved harder. My feet had swollen from walking around shoeless, but I squeezed them into my regular size, so at least they’d fit in the morning. Nice shoes, too. Genuine vegetable leather and reclaimed materials. Carrot hide and cardboard. With any kind of luck, they’d probably last right through to the afternoon.

I was supposed to meet Klingferm on the thirty-third floor of an office block in the Via Torino, but I smelled trouble before I even reached the Piazza della Republica. Police cars kept whizzing by, sirens and lights flashing. You ever get that feeling they’re heading in the same direction you are?

A big crowd was gathered at the intersection of Torino and the Via Nazionale.

Something big had happened, and everyone was on their cellphone, waving their arms and telling everyone else about it. I was probably the last person in Italy to find out.

I shoved my way through the mobile mayhem and ducked under the yellow and black striped tape that was cordoning off the street. A police officer who’d rather have been doing more interesting things tried to shoo me away like I was some kind of cheeky puppy. I flashed my gold Europol detective badge at him, and he suddenly found some manners.

I nodded down the street where the blue lights were flashing and a milling mob of Rome’s finest were busily obliterating anything that might be forensically useful at the crime scene. ‘Quite a circus,’ I said.

‘Seven dead.’ He nodded.

‘Elevator accident.’ Elevator accident? I waved an offhanded salute, and the cop snapped a neat one back. I wandered towards the circus.

I suppose I knew Klingferm would be one of the bodies. The closer I got to the mêlée, the more certain I became. Whatever had happened, had happened at the Casa Martini, the building where we were supposed to meet.

The elevator, or what was left of it, was actually in the street. It had been smashed up plenty. I had to do some serious visio-spatial mental juggling to rearrange the pieces in my head and work out what it must have looked like intact. One of those neo-Nouveau external elevators, I guessed. Mostly glass. The kind that glide up and down outside the building, and you either go gaga at the view or goo-goo with vertigo. I checked the exterior of the Casa Martini. It had three identical elevators, all frozen now, ranked high along its façade. Beside them, there was an empty track which the crashed elevator had probably once thought of as home.

The bodies had been banged up pretty good. There were seven gurneys with stuffed body bags on them, but the body bags weren’t body shaped. There were still some extraneous portions of human detritus that hadn’t yet been allocated a bag. There were bizarre chalk outlines everywhere: blobs of indefinable God knows what. Even while I watched, I saw some idiot chalking around what looked like an eyeball that had flung itself clear of the impact. Good plan. That was going to help the investigation no end.

In the thick of the activity, I spotted an officer who looked like he might be in charge of things. He looked the hysterical type, yelling instructions and chewing people off. I wasn’t in the mood for that, so I checked around and found an officer who looked like he knew what he was doing, and how to do it without making a fuss. He was sifting through what I guessed would be the personal artefacts of the victims.

I flashed my shield again. The officer looked up from what he was doing and scrutinised it a little too closely for my comfort. I don’t like being too well remembered. I started wondering if the badge was still current. I hadn’t checked in a few years. That could have been embarrassing. ‘Europol?’ he said, surprised. ‘You boys got here pretty fast.’

Good. I was ‘you boys’. I shrugged. ‘Coincidence.’ I put the badge away.

‘You believe in coincidence.’ He smiled. ‘That’s nice.’

I don’t, of course. I shrugged again. ‘I had a meeting at the Martini building.’

‘You’re not here officially, then?’

As a federal officer, I could technically pull rank on a local flatfoot. I decided to play nice. ‘I’m not here at all, if you don’t want me to be.’

He smiled and offered me his hand. ‘Salieri,’ he said. ‘Detective Sergeant Salieri.’

I took the hand. ‘So, what happened here, Sergeant?’

‘The elevator took leave of the building, is what happened here. Eyewitnesses say it shot to the top and just kept on going. Straight up in the air, like a rocket.’

‘And then it came down.’

‘And then it came down. Big time.’

‘Got any ID on the victims?’

He clicked his fingers and grabbed a clipboard from a passing sergeant. ‘We’ve got their names, we’ve got their effects. We just haven’t got all the bits of them together yet.’

He showed me the list. I already knew Dick Klingferm’s name would be on it. It still knocked the wind out of me to see it in black and white.

Salieri was watching my face. ‘Somebody you know?’

‘No,’ I lied. ‘Seven people, though.’ I handed the clipboard back. ‘Such a stupid way to go.’

He turned back to the list. ‘I’m having a problem with the personal effects.’

I had an idea what that might be. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah, I’ve got seven stiffs with eight IDs.’

Naturally. Klingferm would be carrying a spare. ‘Maybe you nabbed a pickpocket.’

‘Maybe,’ he said. But I don’t think he bought it. Not a problem. They’d run a trace and it would lead back to nowhere.

‘So, you’re looking at an accident here, or what?’

‘Accident, negligence, take your pick. There’s going to be some engineers and some building planners who won’t be sleeping too good tonight.’

I nodded towards the wreckage. ‘You mind?’

‘How could I mind? You’re not even here.’

I nodded to thank him.

He leaned in and spoke softly. ‘I wouldn’t attract the attention of Captain Zuccho, though, if I could help it.’ He flicked his head back towards the officer in charge, who appeared to be beating an underling with a rolled-up newspaper.

‘Trouble?’

‘Let’s just say he has anger containment problems.’

Anger containment problems, heh? I let out a long whistle. It’s nice to meet a smart cop once in a while. I don’t know how Salieri managed to slip his way through the system, but it was a pretty sure thing he’d never rise above the rank of sergeant. He had talent.

I circled around the elevator debris. Not to avoid disturbing the evidence, but there was a whole lot of gore over everything and I doubted that my carrot and cardboard shoes were guaranteed blood proof. I didn’t want to be walking the streets with my footwear haemorrhaging.

I didn’t really know what I was looking for until I found it. The brass housing that contained the lift buttons. Very interesting. I bent down to pick it up, and all hell broke loose.

I felt the force of a human storm sweeping in from behind me. Captain Zuccho was on the rampage.

‘Who the hell do you think you are, you syphilitic son of a bitch?’

Well, hell-oo to you, and top o’ the morning. I turned, still in my crouch. The purple-faced captain was flanked by a pack of scared subordinates. I got the feeling that if he ordered them to leap on me and tear me to pieces with their teeth, they’d probably do it just to keep out of his bad books.

I stood and held up my shield. Zuccho didn’t look like he was in the mood for reading, so I reinforced it with: ‘Europol.’

‘I don’t give a rolling, flying fuck if you’re the living incarnation of the holy arsehole of Jesus, Son of God. You’re tampering with my evidence!’

I smiled. ‘Can we calm down, here?’ Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Salieri wince. Wrong tack to take. Whoops.

‘Calm down? Did you tell me to calm down!?’

I held up my hand. ‘I didn’t mean to imply any –’

‘Don’t tell me to calm down! Don’t you tell me to calm down, you whore peddling spastic. Here! I’ll fucking calm down!’ He unholstered his gun. ‘I’ll calm down! I’ll calm the fuck down!’ He pointed the weapon at the pavement to his left and fired. ‘There!’ He shot again. ‘And there!’ He emptied the clip into the ground. Five more shots. ‘And there! And there! And there! And there! And there! Is that calm enough for you? Am I calm now? Is that calmed down sufficiently?’

The entire crime scene fell silent. Zuccho just stood there, breathing heavily, his weapon smoking, everybody watching him. Slowly, his rage subsided. He looked around. ‘What is this? Fucking happy hour? Get to work, people!’

The circus started up again. Zuccho holstered his weapon and lowered his voice. ‘I’m going to make an apology to you about that. You have to understand: things get a little … fraught for me sometimes. I have anger management issues, and sometimes … well, sometimes I get just a little too frisky.’

Just a little too frisky? I felt he was being too hard on himself. All he’d done was empty an entire clip of live ammunition into the ground less than a metre away from what he thought was a federal officer at a hot crime scene.

‘I’m OK now,’ he said.

‘You’re sure?’

‘Sure. That’s how it is. It passes. You say you’re a fed?’

‘I’m not here to take over your investigation, Captain. I just happened by, is all.’

‘OK, that’s good. I’m still in charge?’

‘I’m not even here, really. Just passing by, thought I might help.’

‘And that little contretemps – that won’t be appearing on any reports, or anything?’

‘I didn’t see any contretemps, Captain.’

‘OK. Good. No harm done, then. What have you got there, Detective?’

‘This is the contraption that housed the lift buttons. Notice anything odd?’

I handed him the housing. He turned it over a couple of times. ‘It’s bent,’ he deduced cleverly. Sherlock Holmes, or what? ‘But then, it would be, wouldn’t it?’ He flung it back among the debris. I winced.

I turned and looked at the Martini building. ‘Mind if I take a look at one of the other elevators?’

Zuccho didn’t answer me. I glanced back. He was biting his lip, hard, and the knuckles on his tensed fists were bone white. Clearly, for some reason, he did mind my taking a look at one of the other elevators, and he was struggling to choke back the fury.

‘No,’ he said, finally, but the concession didn’t come easily to him. ‘No, you go take a look at one of the other elevators, Detective.’ And he added, very quietly, like he didn’t want to say it, but he couldn’t help himself: ‘I’m only the officer in charge of the scene, after all. I’ll just stand here with my thumb up my arse and wait for you to tell me what to do next.’ His voice started rising. ‘Or maybe I should go away on vacation and leave the entire investigation up to you.’ Now he was back at full volume again. ‘Or wait, wait – better still: maybe I should retire from the whole God-damned police force and you can have my fucking job. Be my guest. You can go home and nail my wife while you’re at it.’

‘I meant we should take a look together, naturally. If you thought it was a good idea.’

This seemed to appease him, marginally. He took some deep breaths and managed to lower his blood pressure down to just plain bursting point. ‘Great,’ he choked. ‘Thank you. Let’s do that.’ I didn’t really want him with me, but then I didn’t particularly want a gun-happy idiot with a hair-trigger temper lurking around where I couldn’t see him, bearing murderous grudges against me, either.

I allowed him to lead the way. He took time out en route to chew out and piss off any subordinate who hadn’t the good sense to be somewhere else. Zuccho made Captain Bligh look like a man-management genius.

The elevators travelled up the face of the building, but they were accessed from inside. Zuccho blustered up the entrance steps and stood at the top, arms folded, foot tapping, building up a head of ire while I looked up the building’s façade again, just to confirm my calculations.

I’d only hesitated for about ninety seconds, but he reacted like I’d left him standing at the altar for the third time running without phoning ahead to let him know I was calling off the wedding.

‘So nice of you to join us, Detective. I was thinking of renting out one of the offices here so I could catch a few nights’ sleep while you finished your sightseeing tour of the whole of Italy, and deigned to favour us with your sainted presence. But, no, you’re here already. Doesn’t time fly when you’re waiting for someone special? Would you like to see the elevators now, or shall we stand here atop these steps another few months or so, drinking in the glory that is Rome?’ There was actually spittle beginning to foam in the corner of his mouth. I wondered how he could exist at this level of consistent fury without his brain literally exploding.

‘Now would be dandy.’

‘Thank you so very, very much, only I do have an entire police department to run, and I’d like to think I might actually get back to my office at some point during my lifetime, if that doesn’t inconvenience you overly.’

‘Like I said, right now would be a very good time to inspect the elevators.’

‘Excellent.’ He swept into the building. I followed, fast enough not to piss him off any more than I had to.



THREE


Incidentally, here’s a little-known fact about Captain Bligh: the Bounty wasn’t the first or the last vessel that the magnificent seafarer lost through mutiny. In his glittering naval career, his crews mutinied on him seven times. Seven times. Not two or three times. Not four or five. Seven. Why the hell did they keep giving him a boat? I wonder how the masterminds who put him in charge of that seventh voyage felt when the salty old dog turned up yet again in a rowing boat at Portsmouth harbour with three midshipmen in filthy long johns and an empty canteen smelling of urine?

Zuccho strode right across the marble hall towards the emergency stairs.

‘Whoa, whoa!’ I called. ‘Captain Zuccho? Where are you going?’

He stopped and turned. ‘Where am I going? Well, I thought I might try a quick camel trek across the Andes, Detective. Where do you think I’m going? I’m going up these stairs to inspect the elevators. I thought that was the plan. Only if the plan’s changed, it would be nice if you could let me know.’

‘Wouldn’t it be quicker to bring one of the elevators down?’

His eyes widened and he took a staggering step forward, waving his arms in front of him, as if suddenly stricken blind. ‘Oh, merciful Father!’ He fell to his knees. ‘I cannot bear to look upon thy countenance. For thine is the true blinding face of pure genius! Don’t go up to the elevator, bring the elevator down to us.’ He started crawling towards me. ‘The scales have fallen from mine eyes. I seeth it now, so clearly.’ He reached my feet and started kissing them. ‘Oh what misery it must be for thee, to be compelled to worketh with mere mortals.’

I looked down at him. ‘Is there something wrong with bringing one of the elevators down?’

He looked up at me, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. ‘Are your shoes made of vegetable matter?’

‘Carrot leather and cardboard.’

‘They taste disgusting.’

‘I hadn’t planned on serving them up.’

‘Is there something wrong with bringing one of the elevators down?’ he repeated, clambering to his feet. ‘Oh, yes, there may possibly be something wrong with bringing one of the elevators down, don’t you think? Given that the last time someone tried to operate one of the elevators, it launched into fricking deep space. That might be a problem. To send another elevator to the fricking moon. Do you think we should risk it? We may have to clear it with the European Space Agency first.’

‘Captain Zuccho, I don’t want to piss you off here, any more than I do by just being alive and breathing, but have you been given any strategies to deal with your anger containment problem?’

‘Yes, I have. And I’m fucking using them. You should have seen me before therapy. I was a fucking nightmare to live with, believe me.’

‘Personally, I think we can risk summoning an elevator. I’m guessing the elevator was going up when the accident happened.’

‘OK, you fricking carrot-shoed moron. Let’s say we go with your genius plan. Let’s say we go ahead and call the elevator, it blasts off into the stratosphere and comes crashing down on the crowds outside like an intercontinental ballistic missile, crushing everyone within fifty kilometres? How’m I going to explain that little faux pas? I say, “Whoops, sorry: the federal agent wearing vegetables on his feet thought it would be a good idea”?’

‘What floor is the nearest elevator on?’

‘Fourteen.’

‘You’d rather climb fourteen flights of stairs?’

‘Good point. I’ll press the button.’

Zuccho leaned over and made a big pantomime point of pressing the lift button with his extended forefinger, and, of course, nothing happened. ‘Oh wait, it’s not working. Duh, let me see: why could that be? Could that be because the power to the elevators has been cut? Could it be that I, myself, ordered the power to the elevators to be cut? Why would I do such a crazily random thing? What possible motive could I have? Could some tiny part of my minuscule little mind have been worried that some innocent party might come along and try to use the elevator, thereby inadvertently becoming an unwitting volunteer astronaut on an unofficial and ill-fated mission to Mars?’

I’d known the power would have been cut. I’d intended Zuccho to get the building engineers to isolate one of the elevator cars on the central computer, and lower it remotely, which they must have been able to do. I was thinking about trying to explain that to him, but, suddenly, it seemed like considerably less effort to climb fourteen storeys’ worth of staircase.

I made for the emergency stairs. Victory did not dim Zuccho’s appetite for sarcasm. ‘Oh, now the stairs are a good idea, Mr Cabbage Boots! Let me see, who thought of that one…’

I let the door slam shut behind me and started up to the fourteenth floor. Hopefully, a couple of hundred stairs might knock the wind out of Zuccho’s sails.

It certainly left me in the doldrums. Climbing stairs is about the most demanding exercise you can subject your body to, and I’m not exactly at the absolute peak of physical fitness. I was ready to lie down and die by the time the door with ‘14’ on it hazed into view. I could hear Zuccho below me, though, still giving some serious wellington boot to my stupidity. Fortunately, I’d reached the elevator car and found out all I needed to know before he caught up with me.

He spilled through the emergency door and onto the polished corridor floor. Even though he was breathless and fairly close to collapse, the good Captain couldn’t still his savage tongue. ‘There you go,’ he rasped. ‘Whaddaya know? It’s an elevator car! It looks exactly the same from here as it does from the ground floor, only bigger. A-fricking-mazing. How do they do that? Thank God you dragged me all the way up the stairs to admire it, you son of a bitch. If I had the energy, I’d take out my pistol and shoot you where you stand.’

‘See here?’ I tapped on the car’s glass with my knuckles.

He hoisted himself upright and started staggering towards me. ‘Don’t do that! Do not do that! Do not touch the elevator car. That car is a weapon of mass destruction. We’re going to have to declare that car to the United Nations. Do not touch it.’

I rapped on the glass again. ‘How many buttons do you see?’

Zuccho took out a large handkerchief and started mopping his brow. ‘How many buttons do I see? What is this? A magic trick? That’s why you dragged me up here, Mr David Blaine? To show me a little abraca-fricking-dabra?’

‘How many lift buttons? How many floors?’

He peered in gingerly. ‘Including the zero and the basement?’

‘It goes all the way to floor number thirty-three, right?’

He dabbed again. ‘Thirty-three, Einstein. You counted all the way up there all on your own. I bet you could reach forty if you used an abacus.’

‘How many floors in the building?’

‘A wild guess? Let me try thirty-three.’

‘Seventeen.’

‘Seventeen?’

‘There are seventeen storeys to this building.’

‘How do you know there are seventeen storeys to this building, you wiseacre? What are you, the architect? You built the building with your bare hands or something?’

‘I counted them from outside.’

‘Well, maybe you counted wrong.’

‘You saw the elevators from outside. They were all pretty close to the top of the building. You want to climb three more flights of stairs and check it out?’

‘OK. Maybe you counted right. So what?’

‘So what?’

‘What if you’re right, so what?’

‘Why would you have thirty-three lift buttons on a building with seventeen floors?’

Zuccho shrugged. ‘I’m going out on a limb here: maybe the button panels were designed for another building. Or maybe all of these type of elevators have the same panels. Is that too incredible to contemplate? What would that be, the fricking Twilight Zone?’

‘I checked the back of the panel on the wrecked lift. Buttons eighteen through thirty-two weren’t wired. Button thirty-three was.’

‘What are you suggesting? Are you suggesting someone screwed up? An electrician screwed up some wiring? Because that would be mysterious and unusual. That would be parafricking-normal. Oo-ee-oo! No wonder we needed the feds in here to bust this case open. It’s a fucking X-file.’

‘How long has this building been open?’

‘I don’t know. Six months?’

‘So here’s the scenario: the building open for six months, people using these elevators all that time, and from the opening ceremony until this very morning, nobody ever tried to press the button for the thirty-third floor. Does that sound likely to you? That not a single soul would even try to press that button?’

‘Here’s a long shot, Miss Marple: nobody pressed the button because nobody ever wanted to go to the thirty-third floor. And the reason nobody ever wanted to go to the thirty-third floor is because the thirty-third floor does not exist! No one ever had an appointment to visit that particular floor because it isn’t even there.’

‘Until today.’

‘It’s possible. Are you saying that’s impossible? Because it’s not.’

‘The wiring on the panel outside: it was fresh. Someone rigged that wiring very recently. I’m guessing some time this morning. I’m also guessing each of these elevators had the same wiring job done on it. All those things, you can check them out. An elevator repairman: someone will have booked him in and out. There’ll be video footage on the security cameras. The wiring, you can check that, too.’

‘Pardon me, but what will that prove? All that proves is an elevator repairman came along and screwed up the wiring. Like I said, that’s not going to make me pick up the phone book and dial Rod Serling’s number. It happens every day. Because, what are you suggesting is the alternative? Someone deliberately wired up those buttons, knowing someone was going to come along and press them? That it was some kind of elaborate, premeditated murder plot? That maybe the killer rigged the wiring, then arranged to meet his victim on the thirty-third floor that doesn’t exist? The victim presses the button and wham! Suddenly he’s looking out of the window at Sputnik 3 and wondering if he remembered to keep up his life insurance payments? Is that the wacky scenario you’re suggesting here?’

Zuccho was right: it was incredible, and no one would ever believe it.

But that’s exactly what happened.

Exactly.

And that’s the essence of the perfect murder. It doesn’t even look like a crime.

The killer arranged to meet Klingferm on the thirty-third floor of a seventeen-storey building, and rigged the lifts to take him there.

And those other six passengers who just happened to be in the elevator car with the wrong person at the wrong time?

So what?

Too bad for them.

Whoever killed Klingferm was a cold-hearted bastard.

It was a pretty sure thing he’d killed before. And unless I could stop him, he’d kill again.



FOUR


It filled me with an uncommon sadness, going through Klingferm’s rooms. And not just for the predictable reasons. Of course, you’d have to have the heart of a kidney salesman not to feel a tad melancholic sifting through the bric-a-brac of a life now spent; the favourite mug that will never be drunk from again; the forlorn mundanity of an underwear drawer, with its neatly rolled socks all ready for nothing in particular; the taunt of the desk calendar with so many unnecessary sheets all full of false promises of tomorrows. Hundreds of little details like these peck away at you, deflate you at every turn. It makes for slow going, and you do a lot of unconscious sighing.

But the thing about Klingferm’s stuff, the real heart of the sadness, wasn’t what was there, it was what wasn’t there. No photographs of friends or loved ones. No ornaments, no souvenirs, no unwanted gifts.

And the lonely oneness of everything. Soaking in the sudless scummy water of the kitchen sink: one plate, one knife, one fork. One chair at the kitchen table. And in the bathroom: one toothbrush, one towel, one dressing gown. No perfume. No feminine hygiene products. Nothing that gives a place life.

It could have been my rooms I was looking through.

It could have been my life.

The rooms were all untidy. I assumed professionally so. It was impossible to tell if anyone had been through his things before me.

There was no correspondence in his desk, as I’d expected; just a few utility bills, all marked ‘paid’ with the payment date duly noted in Klingferm’s own neat hand, a dry-cleaning receipt and some pizza delivery flyers. Nobody was going to make a literary splash by publishing Klingferm’s letters posthumously. His sad little library consisted mostly of manuals for household appliances and various electronic devices.

There was a computer printer on the desk, but no sign of any computer. Klingferm would definitely have had a computer. I checked, and there was a manual for a fairly recent model. Which meant that somebody almost certainly had been here before me. The printer was a big break, though. I liberated the memory chips from inside it. Most people are criminally unaware of the fact that printer memories don’t just store fonts and stuff, they also keep a record of the documents they’ve printed. Good. There was an excellent chance the chips would give me enough to start up some kind of a lead, but I’d still have to check Klingferm’s trash, just in case.

The kitchen bin held no great revelations, except for the telltale Englishness of old, used tea bags in various stages of desiccation. And, skilfully, I managed to impregnate my hands with the powerful odour of overripe bananas in such a way that it would last for many, many months.

I checked in the kitchen cupboards. Big mistake for this old heart of mine. There was a half-empty bottle of tequila staring down at me. I’d been trying to avoid making this personal, but seeing the bottle put paid to that.

The last time we’d been together, me and Klingferm, we’d killed a bottle of tequila between us, and then some. It was the end of my training, and I was going out into the big bad world, all on my lonesome. We did that tequila thing. You know: with the salt and the limes. You put some salt between the crook of your thumb and your forefinger, suck up the salt, take a slug of tequila and squeeze the lime into your mouth. We did that. We did a lot of that. We got all emotional, the first and last time we ever did. Klingferm said, in honour of the occasion, I should call myself Harry Salt. I said, not only would I call myself Harry Salt, I would also call myself Harry Tequila. Klingferm nodded sombrely and said that was fine so long as I didn’t call myself Harry Lime, then he literally fell to the floor, laughing. I couldn’t work out why. I wanted to get the gag and join him down there on the floor, but my booze-furred brain couldn’t work it out. Then Klingferm, between guffaws, had a bash at singing the zither theme, and I remembered. The Third Man. Right. Hilarious. So I fell down laughing, too. It doesn’t sound like sterling comedy now, in the cold light of death, but you try it after a quart of tequila. It’s a show-stopper.

Apart from the small stab of heartache, the kitchen cabinets didn’t turn up anything useful. Nothing for it, then: it looked like I’d have to undertake the unpleasant business of trawling through the main bins that serviced the entire building, though it was deeply unlikely that Klingferm would have dumped anything in the way of valuable information there. My last, best hope was his wardrobe.

It was fairly spartan as clothes collections go: three lounge suits, one still in the dry cleaner’s polythene; six shirts, two pairs of jeans and a dozen black T-shirts which probably performed the classic hopelessly single man’s triple function of vests in winter, casual wear in summer and pyjama tops all the sad year round.

A thorough pocket search revealed absolutely nothing, which meant they’d already been gone through. Definitely. There isn’t a man in the world who has absolutely nothing in any of the pockets of his wardrobed clothes, even if he thinks he’s being fastidious. You ask any divorce lawyer.

I began to despair about the printer chips. Surely anyone this scrupulous about erasing evidence couldn’t have made such a classic mistake.

The communal garbage search, then, was unavoidable. Pointlessly, since my fingers already stank of banana and probably would until the height of summer, I took a pair of Klingferm’s gloves and steeled myself for the job.

The refuse zone was outside, round the back of the apartment block, mercifully locked away from sight so I wouldn’t have to endure the pitying glare of passers-by as I plied my filthy trade. It was accessed by a standard utilities key – all the services carry one: the refuse collectors, the various meter readers, the police, the fire brigade. And me.

The bins were those big wheelie affairs, ranged round a slippery, uncovered cobblestone yard, slimy with mildew. Behind them was a small stretch of wasteland which clearly served as an unserviced public convenience for the local feral animal population. Your average wild city fox tends not to be too choosy about his diet, and his output has a unique and biting stink. All of which contributed tremendously to the exciting allure of the job in hand.

I’d done garbage searches before. A lot of them. They’re not exactly pure jet fuel to the engine of your self-esteem, but you can’t get away from the fact that they get results.

People are a little loopy about their rubbish. It’s a curious thing: if they have to destroy an old credit card, they make damned sure it’s destroyed. They fold it, bend it, break it, cut it up into thirty thousand pieces and scatter every individual fragment in different locations around the globe, with one eye over their shoulder to make sure no one’s following them, collecting up the snippets with a view to joining them back together again and somehow passing them off as an undamaged card. But compromising material? People will happily put compromising material in a black plastic bag, tie it up and heft it into a flimsy container, put on the lid, and, they think, hey presto; it’s vanished! They think by some miraculous yet undocumented physical law it’s been utterly wiped out of existence, as if the bin itself contains some kind of tiny singularity that swallows up matter and obliterates it from all known universes for ever and a day.

Truly. I’ve found material in waste bags that was so compromising, you’d still feel nervous about it if you’d shredded it, burnt the shreds, and then eaten the ashes in sweet and sour sauce. And even then you’d want to check your stools for the next three weeks to make sure it hasn’t by a terrible twist of irony reconstituted itself into some kind of readable form.

So, times aplenty I’ve searched garbage, and the results have been fruitful, if rottenly fruitful. The straight fact is: there is no pleasant way of pulling it off. You can tip the stuff out into sanitised groundsheets, you can wear gloves and toxic fume masks and disposable plastic clothing, you can use forceps or tongs or remote-controlled robotic arms, but it all comes down to the same thing. Sooner or later you’re going to find yourself up to your humerus in indefinable rancid gunk, peeling putrid mackerel flesh and rotting chicken viscera off a promising-looking document that turns out to be a junk mail flyer someone probably used as an emergency toilet wipe.

Glamorous it is not.

The only way to do the dirty deed is to plunge straight in. And that I did, knowing full well that, within the hour, I’d be reflecting back with warm fondness on the time when the worst lingering smell on my digits was rotten banana.

Garbage disposal is not straightforward. Used to be; you had some stuff you didn’t want, you put it in a bag, took the bag out of the house and once a week some men would come along and take it away in their truck. Not any more. The disposal of household effluence is now a highly complex operation. The garbage first has to be divided into recyclable and non-recyclable or landfill waste. And woe betide you if you try to dump more than one bag of each in the same week, or try passing off landfill garbage in a recycling bag. You can do hard time for that kind of evil, my friend. But that’s not the end of it. The recyclable stuff then has to be further subdivided into organic, glass and metal waste. But the glass can’t be brown glass, and the metal can’t be a defunct machine part. And you can’t put batteries in there, or circuit boards or electrical appliances. I kid ye not, taking out the trash is now a full-time job in the good ol’ US of E.

In a way, the subdivision was helpful – I doubted Klingferm’s bottle or beer-can count would have been useful either as a lead or a morale booster, and it did mean that all his paper would be in just one bag. But it also meant he had to share his organic bin with four other apartments. Which in turn meant I’d have to conduct a detailed and doubtless stinky search through some very unpleasant glop before I even found out which bag was his.

It being, for some unknowable reason, my turn in this particular lifetime to experience every frustration the natural world can possibly hurl my way, Klingferm’s bag was, inevitably, the last one I came across, at the bottom of the pile. On the upside, by the time I got to it, I felt I’d gained some valuable insights into the private life of the modern Italian household.

There was one sack that appeared to be entirely filled with nothing but faecal matter. Really. And, believe me, that wasn’t the worst one by a long way. I won’t dredge up the more gruesome of my discoveries, but I’ll give you a handy tip: if you’re ever in dire need of a total appetite suppressant, try taking a trawl through some Roman rubbish. Trust me, they’ll have to force-feed you before your digestive system can even begin to think about operating again.

Maybe the fumes of putrefaction were beginning to scramble my mind, or maybe it was the bizarre foreignness of what I’d just subjected myself to, but going through Klingferm’s garbage, I actually began to feel homesick. Stupid, I know. I’d only been away from home a few short hours. It was such homely rubbish, though, so familiar, so … unhysterical.

It wasn’t homesickness, of course. It was grief. I didn’t expect it, and I didn’t want it, but it just sort of snuck up on me and wrapped its cold fingers round my windpipe. There was a whole pile of squeezed lime husks in Klingferm’s garbage, and I suppose they set me off again on a maudlin trip back in time, because I didn’t hear the key click in the lock, and I didn’t hear the bin area door open, and I didn’t even hear the footsteps coming over the cobbles towards me, but all of these things must have happened, because what I did hear was the unmistakable snap of a shotgun breech closing, and I certainly felt the cold barrel of a more than amply calibred shotgun press into the vulnerable bone of the crevice behind my ear.



PROLOGUE


On the last day of my life as I knew it, I woke up with a gulp of air that was far too fresh to qualify as breathable. I blew it out immediately, and it just hung there in front of my face like a lazy smoke signal. I blinked in the direction of my window, just to check I was actually in my bedroom and hadn’t somehow contrived to fall asleep in a tent on the summit of K2, or drunkenly booked into some kind of igloo hotel on an Alaskan glacier.

No, this was home. This was my cruddy London apartment.

Nature had carved an astonishing set of icy geometric fractals on the lower half of the panes, and the sills were packed with thick white bricks of snow. That told me two things: getting around London today was going to be the bitch of all bitches, and my landlord had almost certainly sabotaged my central heating again.

I really didn’t want to get up, but I had to get up, plain and simple. I was between investigations, and mostly pretty fancy-free, but today was contact day, just about the only day I was truly compelled to leave the building. But it was awfully warm underneath the duvet and awfully cold everywhere else, and I had had a very pleasant, very erotic dream I could probably slip back into without too much effort. On top of which, my latest rigorously observed wheat-free, dairy-free, sugar-free, pleasure-free diet meant that breakfast promised no joy whatsoever, and even less sustenance and comfort. So it was only with the greatest effort of will power and self-discipline, the likes of which are hardly encountered even in the saintliest of martyrs and the holiest of yogi mystics, that I was able to pupa myself out of the cocoon of my bed into the cruel reality of the walk-in freezer that was my apartment.

It was cold all right. Cold enough to burst your nipples. I shucked myself into the chilly towelling of a dressing gown I’d left on a radiator in a moment of freakish optimism and padded to the cupboard that harboured the central heating system. I made the major mistake of feeling the tank with my bare hand. It was, at a conservative estimate, just below the temperature of liquid oxygen, as if it had been stored overnight in a frozen ocean on the planet Pluto. My hand actually stuck to the metal, and I ripped off ninety-three per cent of my fingerprints tugging it clear. It hurt plenty, but at least I was now in a position to commit the perfect crime, should the need arise.

I knew from bitter experience that the central heating system control panel was no more or less complicated than the interface of the average intercontinental missile defence shield. It took me fifteen minutes just to remember how to open the casing that housed it. As usual, I studied the baffling array of buttons, dials and switches, hoping some part of their function might be intuitively obvious. As usual, I got no joy. Clearly it would require at least three highly trained and motivated personnel working in perfect synchronicity just to turn the damned thing on. Isolating and activating the radiator in my bedroom could easily be accomplished by a small consortium of theoretical physicists, so long as they were on their sabbatical year and didn’t plan on going out much.

No two ways about it, I was going to have to try the final desperate option of a hopeless man. I was going to have to read the manual.

Naturally, the manual turned out to have been translated from Japanese into English by a Kalahari bushman whose closest contact with either language had been a chance encounter with a German explorer trying to ascertain the going barter rate for a second-hand camel in terms of petroleum and shiny beads. I tried a number of the proposed solutions ‘In the eventuals of notworkingness’, but having attempted to ‘glide the initiation of the Captain illuminator’ (fig.8.a) and ‘rotate the combustion circle device (also fig.8.a) with repeated vigour until click-clickety sound produces whoosh of small explosion thump’ (also, bizarrely, fig.8.a), I gave up, and tried to feed the manual to my recycling unit. The recycling unit wasn’t working either. I was about to feed that to the street below when I realised the two things might be related.

I checked the fuse box. The trip switch had been flipped. Impossible to say if that was down to landlordly sabotage or the marvellously inept wiring that tripped the system in the event of the major electrical surge produced by, say, turning on a light bulb, or even just thinking about turning on a light bulb. I decided to carry on hating the landlord anyway.

The landlord’s trying to get rid of me, see, because my rent is fixed. It’s fixed high, of course, orbitally high, but it’s steady, and he could certainly get even more for the hovel if he could persuade me to leave. The apartment’s in central London, prime location, big demand. The fact that it could barely qualify as adequate living space for a cot-bound baby munchkin doesn’t seem to affect its desirability. So my landlord plays these little games to try and wear me down. His favourite is rigging the thermostat on my water heater to such a stupidly high temperature that if I make the foolhardy mistake of actually using it, the water in the tank boils over, spills into the ceiling cavity and eventually starts to drizzle through, so I come home to a room slowly filling with rusty, warm rain. It’s one of the reasons I never bring a date home for coffee. Making romantic small talk on my soggy sofa under umbrellas doesn’t seem too likely to impress even someone with such a low expectation threshold she’d be prepared to date me.

The other reason I don’t bring a date home for coffee is that I never actually have a date.

I finally did it. I finally got the heating on. I actually managed to successfully effect the rotaration of the combustion circle device with repeated vigour until the telltale click-clickety sound produced the promised whoosh of small explosion thump. The pipes started creaking and banging like the sun-parched decks of a ghost galleon. With luck, in six or seven days the apartment would be warm enough to accommodate a couple of exceptionally hardy and daring polar bears, so long as they huddled together, dressed warm and hibernated until July.

A shower was out of the question. I would have died of shock or exposure or both. A bath was also out of the question because, naturally, the apartment didn’t have one, the apartment being many, many times smaller than the average bath. So I boiled up a kettle and performed my ablutions in the sink.
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