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  CHARACTERS




  

    

      Oliver Peterkinney – A young man ready to make his way in a world that seems determined to give him few options. He’s smart enough to make his

      own.




      Alex Glass – As unemployable as his best friend Oliver, but much more of a dreamer. There are chances out there for tough young men, he’s sure of

      it.




      Ella Fowler – They call her a party girl, but it’s all about work for Ella. Work a horrible job to pay for what will one day be a good life.




      Ronald ‘Potty’ Cruickshank – Certainly the biggest, and probably the most unpleasant debt collector in the business. People are money, and

      money is king.




      Arnold Peterkinney – Has looked after his grandson Oliver for a few years now, still worried about what direction the boy’s life might meander

      in.




      Billy Patterson – Ruthless, efficient and tough. Don’t let the rough exterior fool you though, he’s more than smart enough to grow his debt

      collection business in a crowded market.




      Marty Jones – Marty is a lot of things. Pimp and debt collector are two of them, and a lot of people find those things ugly. Marty makes money though,

      and everyone loves that.




      Alan Bavidge – There’s nobody Patterson trusts more than Bavidge. Tough, yeah, and seemingly without emotion, he does his job as well as anyone in

      the city.




      Jim Holmes – There are plenty of men like Jim. Big, brutal and inexplicably angry, he bounces from one employer to the next, wasting no time in making

      himself expendable.




      Norah Faulkner – It’s not easy building a life with a man like Jim Holmes, you have to make yourself at least as tough as he is. So she has.




      Gary ‘Jazzy’ Jefferson – Jazzy provides a public service, lending money to those who couldn’t otherwise borrow. Charge creative

      interest rates and sell the debt on when they can’t pay. Easy money.




      PC Paul Greig – A cop, and to many, a criminal. He’ll take money from criminals, slip them some info now and then, but it’s all in the name

      of crime management, you understand.




      Roy Bowles – Decades doing a steady trade in selling weapons to the criminal industry. A good, reliable, solid individual: who could be better to work

      for?




      Jamie Stamford – Alex MacArthur’s hard man of choice, therefore a man who doesn’t often have to face consequences. But then, you gamble like

      he does, and consequences will catch you up.




      Neil Fraser – A tough guy, sure, but not a smart guy. Doing a few menial jobs for John Young doesn’t make you important, he doesn’t seem to

      have realized that yet.




      Alex MacArthur – His organization has been running at the top for decades now, but that makes him old, and illness has left him weak. Even he can sense

      the change coming.




      Howard ‘Howie’ Lawson – A man with connections and no money, looking to get a little by selling guns to the suppliers who desire them

      most.




      Peter Jamieson – Runs one of the biggest organizations in the city, maybe the fastest-growing too. A lot of people, like Marty, are happy to be under his

      umbrella.




      Ray Buller – People think of them as old men, maybe a little feeble, but you don’t get to be Alex MacArthur’s second in command without being

      as sharp and dangerous as a razor.




      Ronald ‘Rolly’ Cruickshank – He created the Cruickshank family business, collecting bad debts from weak people, and trained his delightful,

      beloved nephew to replace him.




      Kevin Currie – Controls the counterfeit end of the Jamieson business, and controls it well. A man to be trusted, a man to listen to.




      Angus Lafferty – The drug business is a constant battlefield, and Lafferty is the man importing the goods for the Jamieson army.




      John Young – Peter Jamieson’s right-hand man, has been since the start. Very little gets past him, so you’d better stick to whatever rules he

      gives you. Not much to ask, is it?




      Don Park – He’s the brightest star in the MacArthur organization, which, coincidentally, makes him the biggest threat to MacArthur’s

      leadership.




      Mark Garvey – A gun seller, not as cautious as some, not as desperate as others. Always on the lookout for a good connection.




      Gordon Aird – Mr Typical, when it comes to a debt collector’s clients. A man who only knows the value of what goes into his arm and will pay for it

      any way he can.




      Conn Griffiths – Ranks among the best muscle in the city. Like all the best, he’s not just brutal, he’s smart too. That’s where the

      danger lies, and it’s why Patterson hired him.




      Mikey Summers – Got a reputation for brutality, and once he got it, the offers flooded in. Chooses to work alongside Conn for Patterson.




      John Kilbanne – He used to be a legitimate bookkeeper with ambitions. Might not be legitimate any more, but he’s still occasionally ambitious.




      Andy Leven – Businesses like Patterson’s are built on men like Leven, at the bottom of the ladder, doing the dirty work for him.




      Collette Duffy – She hasn’t quite switched on to the real world yet. When she does she might just realize borrowing money to pay your previous debt

      isn’t clever financial management.




      Liam Duffy – He has a good job working for Chris Argyle, and a sister he constantly needs to keep an eye on. It can be a hard life.




      Chris Argyle – Everyone’s known for years that Argyle has a growing business as an importer. Always been good at keeping himself off bigger

      people’s target lists.




      Willie Caldwell – He was Uncle Rolly’s moneyman for years, carried on working for Potty. Not much lately though, poor old sod hasn’t been

      well.




      Steven Wales – Potty’s full-time moneyman, charged with making sure dirty money comes out of the accounts smelling of roses, or any similarly

      fragrant cliché.




      Ewan Drummond – A pal of Oliver and Alex, a boy with the same problems and the same ambitions. Bigger than them, and maybe a little dumber. Not a great

      combination, really.




      Adam Jones – He’s Marty’s twin brother, and runs a club that Marty uses for some private parties. Whether Adam knows it or not, he’s in

      his brother’s shadow for keeps.




      Nate Colgan – In the conversation about hardest men in a hard city, Colgan often tops the list. A man who can scare the beasts out of nightmares.




      Russell Conrad – Like many gunmen, he’s a hard man to know, harder still to like. If he’s looking for you, you have a problem.




      Ian Allen – With his cousin Charlie, he runs an efficient drug business that makes an effort to stay out of the city itself. Why pick a big fight when

      you’re winning all the little ones?




      Charlie Allen – Yes, he does get fed up of people calling him and Ian brothers, but who really cares? More than cousins, they’re a damned

      profitable business partnership.




      Donall ‘Spikey’ Tokely – Trying to elbow his way into the gun market, but he’s mostly selling to the young and inexperienced right now.

      People like himself.




      Robby Draper – He’ll sell you a gun if you want one, whoever you are. In desperate times, anyone who’ll buy is a good customer.




      Stephen ‘Gully’ Fitzgerald – An old-school hard man, taught the likes of Bavidge and Colgan a lot of lessons they’ve put into

      meaningful practice.


    


  




  







  PROLOGUE




  He ended up unconscious and broken on the floor of a warehouse, penniless and alone. He was two weeks in hospital, unemployable thereafter, but that didn’t matter. What

  mattered was that, for a few weeks beforehand, he had money. Not just a little money, but enough to show off with, and that was the impression that stuck.




  It had been a while since they’d seen him. Months, probably. They were heading back from the jobcentre having made a typically fruitless effort at sniffing out employment. They went in,

  they searched the touchscreen computer near the door, and they left. Two friends, officially unemployed since the day they left school together a year before, both willing to do unofficial work if

  that was available. They bumped into Ewan Drummond as they walked back up towards Peterkinney’s grandfather’s flat.




  ‘All right lads,’ Drummond said, grinning at them, ‘need a lift anywhere?’ He was as big and gormless as ever, but the suggestion of transport was new.




  ‘Lift? From you?’ Glass asked.




  ‘Yeah, me. Got myself a motor these days. Got to have one in my line of work, you know.’ He said it to provoke questions that would allow him to trot out boastful answers.




  Glass and Peterkinney looked at each other before they looked at Drummond. There wasn’t a lot of work among their circle of friends. The kind of work that let a man like Drummond make

  enough money to buy a car was unheard of. They could guess what was involved in the work, but they wanted to hear it.




  ‘Yeah, we’ll take a lift,’ Peterkinney nodded.




  They followed Drummond back down to where his car was parked. Turned out to be a very respectable-looking saloon, not some old banger or boy racer’s toy.




  ‘Well, yeah, got to keep up appearances you see.’




  Glass dropped into the passenger seat, Peterkinney the back. They were in no hurry to get anywhere, but this was too intriguing to pass on.




  ‘Come on then big man,’ Glass said with a mischievous smile, ‘what’s this big job you got?’




  ‘Well, uh, I can’t really tell you much. Shouldn’t tell you much, I mean. Hush-hush, you know.’




  By this point Peterkinney was leaning over from the back seat, crowding Drummond, knowing he couldn’t keep quiet for long. Drummond’s mouth and brain had always been loosely

  acquainted, so things he shouldn’t say frequently slipped out.




  ‘I mean, I suppose I can tell you a bit, but you got to keep it quiet, right.’




  ‘Sure,’ they answered together.




  ‘I’m working for Potty Cruickshank. I’m one of his boys.’ He said it with such pride, such force, that they both assumed it meant something. Then they thought about

  it.




  ‘Who?’ Glass asked.




  ‘One of his boys? The hell does that mean?’ Peterkinney asked warily.




  ‘Nah, nothing like that. He’s, like, a debt collector. I go round and pick up money that people owe him. It’s all legit. Well, sort of, financial services, that sort of thing.

  Good money, real good money. You know how much I made last week alone?’




  ‘Isn’t that dangerous?’ Peterkinney asked.




  ‘Not really, no. Well, now and again, but you got to be tough to make a living these days, guys, that’s how it is. How else you going to make good money?’ Said with wisdom he

  presumed but didn’t possess. ‘So come on, guess what I made last week.’ He was desperate to tell them by this point and unwilling to wait for a guess that might be accurate enough

  to take the wind out of his sails. ‘Six-fifty I made last week. Worked four days, couple of hours a day. Six-fifty. I’m telling you, it’s the life.’




  They didn’t say much more to Drummond; just let him rumble on about how much money he was making until he dropped them off. They walked up to the flat Peterkinney shared with his

  grandfather, a poky little place you would only invite a real friend back to. They went silently into Peterkinney’s small bedroom, a cramped room with nothing in the way of luxuries. There

  was only one subject of conversation.




  ‘Six-fifty a week he’s making. Him,’ Glass said. ‘He’s making ten times what we make on Job Seekers’.’




  ‘Come on, it ain’t six-fifty a week. It was six-fifty in one week, but that doesn’t mean he’ll get it every week. And look what he has to do for it. How long you think

  it’s going to be before someone kicks the living shit out of him? His teeth will be down his throat and his money will be up the wall.’




  Glass sighed. ‘All right, yeah, fine, but look at the money. He’s making good money. Even if it’s short-term, right, it’s still money. And he’s got to do some

  shitty stuff for it, but come on, you think we’re going to get a job that pays us that for non-shitty work?’




  ‘I don’t think we’re going to get a job at all,’ Peterkinney sighed, and slumped back on his bed.




  A sentence he was tired of uttering. Glass sat on the chair in the room and tilted his head back, thinking about Ewan Drummond. No smarter than either him or Peterkinney, probably less so. No

  tougher when push came to shove, although he was bigger than them, which helped. He was no better connected than they were, which was to say that he hadn’t been connected to the criminal

  industry at all as far as Glass knew. Must have gotten his foot in the door without realizing where he was stepping. All of which suggested that employment in the business, and six hundred and

  fifty quid a week, was within their grasp.




  Glass didn’t say any of this to Peterkinney because he knew what the reaction would be. Peterkinney would pour scorn on it; tell him he needed to get real. Peterkinney was all about

  getting whatever job he could, no daydreaming attached. That was fine by Glass; how his best friend had always been. A realist. They left school underqualified and stumbled together into a job

  market that had no room for them or interest in them. So they struggled along together, and were still struggling.




  Glass couldn’t stop thinking about it, and that was really the point. People like Ewan Drummond were useful both in the work they did and the people they encouraged. None too bright and

  loaded with cash. He was a walking billboard for employers like Potty Cruickshank. A debt collector like Potty had a high turnover of staff, so that positive PR was worth its weight. Glass saw

  Drummond and knew he was at least as capable. Six-fifty a week, four days a week, a couple of hours a day. Think about it. The money, the cars, the women, the parties. Him and Peterkinney, lounging

  around doing fuck-all, waiting for some godawful nine-to-five that would pay them buttons and last six months if they were lucky. No, what Drummond was doing, that was real work.




  It wouldn’t have mattered if Glass had known. Even if he’d seen Drummond lying on that warehouse floor two weeks later, it would have made no impact. He would have spent the previous

  two weeks thinking of nothing but the money Drummond was making, and working out how he and Peterkinney could do the same. Nothing, no matter how grim, was going to change his mind. That was the

  way to make good money. That was the best option.




  ‘I’ll ask the old man if he’s heard of anything going,’ Peterkinney said quietly. ‘We can go back down the job-centre again in a couple of days.’ His

  grandfather was going to have a word with a friend at a packaging factory on their behalf sometime today, although that would lead nowhere as usual. Their names on a list for future reference.




  ‘Yeah,’ Glass said. But he wasn’t thinking about the job-centre. Wasn’t thinking about any sort of work that was going to be advertised. He was thinking of the world

  Drummond now inhabited. He was thinking of the money. He was thinking of the life.
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  Start with a kick to the door. He got a crack out of it, and the plain door shuddered in the frame. Didn’t open though. Still staring back at them. Try again. Not a boot

  this time. Give it a shoulder. A short run-up and a collision with the door. A bigger crack and the door caves in, buckled on the hinges and smashed around the lock. Alex Glass stumbles in with

  it.




  ‘Shit.’ A mutter under his breath. Embarrassed by his ungainly entrance. Embarrassment pushed aside by an attempt at professionalism. He’s taking the lead here. Older by six

  months. His accomplice, Oliver Peterkinney, is still only nineteen. Anyway, this is Glass’s job. He set it up. He found the target.




  They’re searching downstairs, through the kitchen, through the living room. It’s a small house, which helps. Tidy as well, everything where it should be. No rubbish for someone to

  leap out from behind. Flicking lights on and off as they check each room. No attempt at subtlety, not after that entrance. To the bottom of the stairs. If he’s here, he’s heard them by

  now. He’s had time enough to get a weapon. They didn’t plan for that. What if he keeps a weapon by his bed? Something else to put on the long list of things they didn’t plan

  for.




  A light comes on at the top of the stairs. Glass and Peterkinney look at each other. Never been here before. Never been in this situation. If they had to make a split-second decision, they would

  be too late. A man has emerged at the top of the stairs. Older than these two by ten years. Fatter by three stone. Wearing nothing but his boxer shorts. That makes up their minds for them.




  They’re looking up the stairs, necks craned. Suddenly feeling confident. The amateurs just got lucky, as all amateurs need to in this business. Peterkinney moves up one step.




  ‘All right, Holmes,’ he’s saying. Because it is Jim Holmes, the target. He doesn’t need clothes to look like his picture. Big and broad, with a thick head of dark hair

  and a dimpled chin. ‘We can sort this out nice and quiet. No need for trouble.’ Peterkinney’s smart enough to know how dumb that sounds. You smash your way into a guy’s

  house and tell him there’s no need for trouble. This isn’t how Peterkinney would have played it.




  Holmes had his hands in the air, but they’re falling now. Who did he think he was going to find at the bottom of the stairs? Maybe the police. Probably the police. Would be about fucking

  time. He’d raise his hands to them; try to make a good impression. Could have been worse than the police. Could have been a real tough guy. He knows Marty Jones is looking for him. Wants to

  send a strong message. Marty’s big on sending messages. Marty is under the protection of Peter Jamieson. That could get him the use of a man like Nate Colgan. Now there’s a man you

  raise your hands to, no matter how tough you are. But these two? These are just kids. The one coming up the stairs doesn’t even look like he’s started shaving.




  ‘The fuck are you pair?’ Holmes is growling. Going for his best tough-guy voice, which is pretty good by general standards. He’s had plenty of practice. Being a tough guy is

  his job. It’s how he makes his living. Marty lends money to people. That money gathers interest at a mathematically improbable rate. Men like Holmes collect the debt. But Holmes got a little

  tired of handing all that nice money over to a smarmy prick like Marty. Holmes did the hard work, deserved more of the reward. So he started keeping a bigger share for himself. Took Marty an awful

  long time to work that out, for a guy who figures himself as sharp as a razor. But he was always going to work it out eventually. Marty’s no mug.




  ‘We’re here for Marty,’ Glass is saying. Saying it like it means something.




  Peterkinney, three steps up, is looking back at him. Scowling. Shouldn’t have said Marty. Should have said Jamieson. That would have carried more weight. Common sense says you exaggerate

  the power you have behind you.




  ‘Pft.’ A snort of derision. Not aimed at Marty. Holmes isn’t stupid either; he knows how dangerous Marty can be. A well-connected guy with a big ego and a short

  temper? Those are always dangerous. ‘He sending kids to do his fighting for him now?’ There’s a smile in his eyes. Marty actually has sent kids. There are other debt collectors he

  could have sent. Tough guys. They’d have done it too, for the right price, even though they know Holmes. Plenty of general muscle he could have hired for the job. But Marty sent the cheap

  option. A couple of kids looking to make a good first impression.




  ‘Look, we can sort this out,’ Glass is saying from the bottom of the stairs. Still trying to lure him down. Trying to fool a man who does this for a living. Still hoping this can be

  easy. It was never going to be that easy.




  Peterkinney isn’t waiting. Holmes won’t be won round. Once he has it in his head that they’re kids, he’s going to treat them that way until they change his mind. Only way

  to change his mind is to do what they came here to do. And the clock is ticking. You don’t think the neighbours heard them smash the door in? You don’t think they’ll be calling

  the police right now?




  Glass is about to open his mouth to say something else when Peterkinney moves. Jumping two steps at a time, getting to Holmes and making a grab for him. So what if he’s older? So what if

  he’s tougher, has a reputation for bad things? He’s nearly naked. There are two of them. They came here to send a message for Marty. They can’t leave until they’ve tried and

  they need to leave soon. So you do something, don’t you?




  Holmes has seen him coming. Leaning his weight forwards on the balls of his feet. Shoulders down, ready. Peterkinney is two steps from the top and reaching out for a grab. It looks like a wild

  attempt. A throw of the arms in the general direction of the target. An amateur lunging at a pro. That’s what Holmes thinks. It’s what he thinks when he throws his weight directly at

  Peterkinney. He thinks he’s going to knock the kid back down the way he came.




  That’s not what Peterkinney’s thinking. He’s thrown his arms out there, but he’s not watching where he’s throwing. He’s watching Holmes’s feet. Waiting

  for that reactive lurch forwards. And now it’s coming, and Peterkinney’s moving his feet, pushing himself backwards against the stair wall with a thud. Watching as Holmes goes sailing

  past. Holmes’s shoulder catches him, but it’s glancing, no impact. Holmes is falling onto the stairs, shouting something loud that doesn’t involve words. But Holmes has experience

  of falling over at other people’s insistence. This is standard for him. He’s managed to push out and wedge himself in the stairs, three steps down from the top.




  But that isn’t enough to make him safe. Not nearly enough, and Holmes knows it. You can’t be on your back in this situation. You’re either on your feet or you’re out of

  the fight. You can rely on them being kids, but you can’t rely on them being stupid. Before Holmes can struggle to his feet, Peterkinney’s got his first kick in.




  Knocking Holmes down a couple of steps with the first kick. Holmes shouting, but this fight is over. All Holmes has left is noise. Peterkinney jumping downward, kicking into Holmes with both

  feet. Peterkinney’s landing on his arse, it’s jarring but worth it. Holmes is bouncing down the stairs now. Glass had been moving up the stairs to help, now jumping down the last three

  to get out of the way. A grunting ball of flesh crashing down after him. Holmes has rolled to the bottom. Lying there. Not moving. Groaning, but not moving.




  Glass is watching, doing nothing. Standing beside Holmes, looking up at Peterkinney. As far as Glass is concerned, this is over. Peterkinney’s quickly down the stairs, standing beside

  Glass now. Looking down at Holmes. Taking a step back and kicking him hard in his ample guts.




  ‘Try and knock me down the fucking stairs,’ Peterkin-ney’s saying. Speaking low, a little spit on his lips. ‘That’s for Marty. You remember that. That’s what

  happens.’ An intensity conjured from a place Glass didn’t know his friend possessed.




  Glass is pulling at Peterkinney’s arm. The job is more than done, time to go. A second person has emerged at the top of the stairs. A thickset woman, glaring down at them. The woman who

  keeps this house organized and tidy.




  ‘Get out,’ she’s shouting at them. ‘Go on, get out.’ She’s starting to march down the stairs towards them. Wrapped up in a thick dressing gown, hair tied

  back, slippers too big for her making an unsettling slapping noise as she walks. Scowling like she was born that way. Moving towards her partner at the bottom of the stairs. He’s groaning on

  the floor, rolling slightly. Trying to twist into a position that relieves the pain. Trying to turn his back on them, so they can’t kick him in the stomach again. Facing the striped

  wallpaper, hoping this is over. Peterkinney’s given him one last kick in the small of the back, he and Glass turning for the door.




  The woman’s still shouting something, but it’s unintelligible and entirely her own business. They’re out into the night, across the small front garden with no fence and moving

  down the street. Trying not to run, but walking fast enough to draw attention. The neighbours will have heard the door being broken. They’ll hear the shouting. People will be looking out of

  windows.




  ‘We should have brought balaclavas,’ Glass is saying.




  ‘We should have brought a lot of things.’ Peterkinney’s thinking of all the things they did wrong in this job. More than he realizes. Their first job. Thrown into it by Marty

  Jones. Someone with experience, a professional, would have done it differently. They did the best that amateurs could.




  ‘First thing I’m spending money on is a car,’ Glass is saying. They’re still walking too fast, but they’re putting distance between themselves and the house.

  Looking backwards half the time. Nobody following. But then, nobody would need to. You can see their guilt from a distance.




  Peterkinney isn’t saying anything. Glass wanted this. He’s in charge, so let him do the talking. He’s his best mate, and you don’t puncture your best mate’s

  balloon. But this has been a shambles. They didn’t think about it beforehand. Marty gave Glass the job. Their first chance to make a good impression. They rushed out to do it, knowing the

  prize that will be waiting for them. Next time will be different. Next time they’ll make an effort to plan it. Having a vehicle to get away in will be a good start. Neither of them owns a

  car. Peterkinney doesn’t even have a licence.




  They’ve reached the bottom of the street, round the corner. A little relief. They’re out of view of the scene of the crime. Walking faster, almost jogging. Anyone looks out a window

  and they see two guilty-looking young men running past. The kind of guilty young men you remember. Maybe mention to the police if they knock on your door looking for information.




  ‘We did it though,’ Glass is saying. ‘We fucking did it.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Peterkinney’s nodding, and he’s smiling despite himself. ‘We fucking did.’
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  He’s tired. They say you shouldn’t drive when you’re tired. He’s driving, and driving carefully. Got the call twenty minutes ago. Doesn’t know why

  the hell he’s bothering. Petty games, and they’ve lost this round. So what, just win the next one and move on. But Patterson insisted. Get round there, talk to the man. Try to keep him

  onside. So Alan Bavidge is nearly there. Nearly ready for his conversation with Jim Holmes. Nearly caring about it. But not quite.




  He’s pulling into the street and already there’s a problem. There are people around Holmes’s front door. Must be four or five of them, standing on the patch of grass that

  serves as a front garden. Neighbours, probably. Some of them are still in pyjamas. Nosey bastards. Get a little dignity, for God’s sake. Semi-detached houses in batches of two, tightly packed

  along either side of the street. A mix of former and current council housing, he’s guessing. Bavidge is stopping the car at the side of the road. Switching the lights off. None of the

  neighbours have clocked him yet. He’s waiting. Hoping they’ll bugger off back home before he goes in. An unknown guy in his late twenties at the scene of the crime will instantly become

  a suspect.




  One of the neighbours has turned round and is staring at the car. A middle-aged man, glaring right at him. Turning and saying something to the group, proud to be breaking news. Now they’re

  all looking at him and murmuring. A broad woman in her mid-thirties pushing her way past them. Norah Faulkner. Holmes’s girlfriend. Not the sort of woman you marry. Not if you can help it. A

  tough one, her. At least as tough as her man. Kind of woman you might have thought would do a better job keeping Holmes out of trouble. Bavidge knows who she is; she doesn’t know who he is.

  With another sigh, he’s getting out of the car.




  Across the patch of grass and walking towards her. Making a noticeable effort at ignoring the gawkers. Nodding, and hoping she’s bright enough to let him speak before she gets abusive.




  ‘Norah? I’m Alan, you were told to expect me.’ Speaking as quietly as possible. Trying to keep this between the two of them.




  She’s nodding now. Still scowling, but nodding. ‘Come in.’ She’s turning and walking back to the door. Stopping suddenly enough that Bavidge almost crashes into the back

  of her. Turning to her neighbours. ‘All right, you had your wee nose about, now piss off.’ Some of them are shaking their heads, giving her looks, but not one of them will disobey.

  She’s coarse, and they’re all just a little bit scared of her. Sure, they all want her arguing their case when the housing association routinely lets them down on repairs. But even when

  she’s on your side, you’re scared of her. They’re all turning and walking back to their houses.




  Norah’s inside, holding the door for Bavidge. Once he’s inside, she’s trying to push it shut. Isn’t working. Won’t hold shut, just leans open of its own accord. The

  top hinge is damaged, Bavidge can see.




  ‘Buggers managed to smash this in the process,’ she’s saying redundantly.




  Bavidge doesn’t care about the door. If his boss is serious about Holmes, then Bavidge will send someone round in the morning to put a new door in. He’s concerned about what

  he’s not seeing. He’s not seeing Holmes. She told his boss, Billy Patterson, that Holmes was unconscious at the bottom of the stairs. There’s nothing at the bottom of the stairs.

  Just a wet patch where Norah’s been trying to wipe blood off her plain fitted carpet.




  ‘Through here,’ she’s saying. She has a more feminine voice than he expected. Especially now that she’s calmed down. A broad face on broad shoulders, a hard look about

  her. No soft edges that Bavidge will ever see. But they’re there. She cares about Holmes, and she looks after him. This is a better life than most people in Holmes’s profession get to

  live. She’s leading Bavidge into the living room.




  Holmes is sitting on the floor, back against the black leather couch. He’s tilting his head back, holding something to his nose that used to be white and is now red. He’s still in

  his boxer shorts. He’s looking at Bavidge. A glare. They’ve never met. Bavidge can only hope his reputation goes before him. When it does, it buys him all the respect he needs.




  ‘I’m Alan Bavidge,’ he’s saying. ‘Billy sent me round.’




  ‘Uh-huh,’ Holmes is saying. Turning and staring back up at the ceiling, more interested in what’s pouring from his nose.




  ‘Who was it?’ Bavidge is asking. Not here for polite conversation. Not here to make a new chum. Get this over and get out.




  Holmes went to Patterson. Ran to him when Marty Jones found out he was skimming money off his collections. Wanted protection from Billy. Offered himself as an employee in exchange. It was a hell

  of a job application. I want to work for you because you can protect me from my old boss. By the way, my old boss hates me because I ripped him off. Yeah, that’ll get you through the door.

  But Holmes did get through the door. Not because he offered to work for Patterson. He got through because everyone knows he worked for Marty. He was one of Marty’s boys for a few years.

  Throwing his weight around, trying to make a name for himself. Suddenly he starts working for Patterson, and people think Patterson is taking employees away from Marty. A cheap way of making a

  rival look vulnerable. So Patterson took him on. Just wasn’t able to offer him protection in time.




  ‘Them,’ Holmes is mumbling. ‘There was two of them.’




  ‘Who?’ There’s impatience in Bavidge’s voice now. Doesn’t care if Holmes hears it. Holmes is a thug. The sort of guy who goes round picking fights with drug addicts

  and hopeless cases. That’s the difference between a tough guy like Holmes and a tough guy like Bavidge. The reason Bavidge has a reputation and Holmes doesn’t. The standard of person

  they have to intimidate.




  ‘Kids. I don’t know who they were. Kids, working for Marty. Some shitty little bastards he picked up from somewhere. I can handle them.’




  ‘Uh-huh,’ Bavidge is saying now.




  Holmes doesn’t want to talk about it. Probably wouldn’t have told Patterson at all if it wasn’t for Norah. Doesn’t want to admit that he got battered by a couple of kids.

  The big bad bastard, bloodied and beaten. It wounds his pride. A lot of thugs live off their pride because they have nothing else. Proud and stupid. He’s a hell of a new employee to have on

  board. There’s a few seconds of silence, before Norah decides to stamp on it.




  ‘Smashed their way in through the front door. The front door. Jim challenged them. One of them came up the stairs, got into a fight with him. Threw Jim down the stairs. Top to

  bottom. Then they started laying into him. Vicious, like animals.’




  Holmes is glaring across at her, saying nothing. He doesn’t want her causing trouble. He knows the position he’s in. Screwed over one boss, already bothering another. Patterson

  doesn’t need to stand by Holmes. Could just as easy leave him out in the rain. Holmes needs to be useful, and this isn’t a good start.




  Bavidge is looking round at Norah. Surprised by her disgust at the violence of the kids. She knows what her man does for a living. She’s not daft. She must know that Holmes behaves like

  those very same animals on a near daily basis. The only talent he’s known to have. Yet she seems repulsed by them.




  ‘Billy Patterson said he would protect us,’ Norah is saying. ‘Said we’d be looked after. Well, a fine fucking job he did of that, uh? Where were you?’




  ‘Norah,’ Holmes is saying loudly, then groaning and tipping his head back again.




  ‘Well, where were you? Where were you when Jim was bouncing down the stairs? When I was confronted by those kids in my dressing gown? They could have killed us. We could be dead now. What

  sort of protection is that?’




  Bavidge is waiting a second. Let her vent. Let her have her moment, she’s not at fault here. Then tell her the truth. ‘You will get protection. What you won’t get is a fucking

  babysitter. You’re not important enough. You’re not in enough danger. You got to earn that sort of protection. All your man has done for us so far is wake me up. When he’s done

  something more useful, you’ll get more in return from us. Until then, the best we can do is make sure there’s punishment. Did either of you see them?’




  Holmes knows enough about the business to know that Bavidge is close to Patterson. Not just some muscle, but a senior man. Right-hand man, maybe. You piss off Bavidge and you piss off Patterson.

  That’s the way it works. Tell him what he wants to know.




  ‘I saw them. Couple of kids,’ Holmes is saying quietly. ‘They didn’t even cover their faces. No weapon. Didn’t even have a car, Norah reckons.’




  Norah’s nodding. ‘They walked to the bottom of the street. If they had a car, it was round the corner.’ She’s talking quietly now too. Catching Holmes’s mood.

  Bavidge’s authority has subdued them both.




  ‘Couple of first-timers, I reckon,’ Holmes is saying. ‘One of them was tall, over six feet. Skinny-looking, sort of light-brown, blond hair. Looked about twelve in the face,

  but he’d be a teenager, early twenties. That’s the one that threw me down the stairs. Other one was shorter, darker hair. Never seen either of them before. They weren’t working

  for Marty a week ago, I know that. Probably not in the business. New blood.’




  Bavidge is nodding. It’s as much of a description as Holmes can give. Seems like he spent most of their visit rolling down the stairs. Should be grateful he can manage this much. Just need

  to find a couple of kids that have recently started working for Marty. Not impossible, but he does hire and fire a lot. All the kids go to him first. He has the recruitment tool of throwing parties

  with whores and drugs. It works.




  ‘You going to be okay?’ he’s asking Holmes.




  Holmes is nodding very slowly. ‘Don’t think anything’s broken. Nose is burst. Sore guts. That’s where they kicked me. I’ll live.’




  Bavidge is nodding. He hates these situations. People looking to him for leadership, just because he’s close to the boss. He’s not a leader. Doesn’t want to be, anyway.

  ‘We’ll find out who it was. We’ll do something about it. Billy will be in touch soon about work. We’ll try and sort this out so that Marty isn’t a problem any

  more.’




  A grunt from Holmes, nothing from his woman. Bavidge is leaving the house, happy to get out. One of those disgruntled neighbours might have phoned the police the minute they got back in the

  house. Doubtful. Wouldn’t risk the wrath of Norah Faulkner. Just glad to be out of that atmosphere of stupidity and entitlement. Back into the car and driving away.




  There’s a feeling he gets. Like a weight, pushing him down. Like it’s all basically pointless, and it’s all going to end badly anyway.
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  Out the front it’s all locked up. You wouldn’t think a soul was alive in the place. Glass is starting to have his doubts. The Heavenly nightclub. A large front

  entrance, shabby trying to look grand. Its dim name in lights. Glass and Peterkinney are walking past. They were told to go in a side door by Marty. They were told that side door would be open.

  Glass is leading the way round the corner and onto a narrow street where the side door is waiting. Hopefully unlocked.




  ‘Hey,’ Peterkinney’s saying. ‘Take off that jumper; we’ll put them in the bin there. Come on.’




  Glass is staring at him, watching Peterkinney pull his sweater over his head. ‘Chuck them? The hell would I chuck this for? Cost me forty quid, this. It’s a good top.’




  ‘People saw us. We were wearing these tops. The police will be looking for them. It’s what people will remember about us. We need to get rid of them. If we go in there wearing the

  same clothes we used at the scene of a crime, what’s Marty going to say? Us leading the police right to him?’




  Glass is nodding. He suspects, wrongly, that Marty wouldn’t say a word. Wouldn’t much care. He suspects that if it didn’t occur to him, it wouldn’t occur to Marty. But

  it’s a good point, so he’s looking around to make sure no one can see him, and he’s taking the top off. Something else to mention to Marty. How they sacrificed decent clothing to

  do a decent job. That might impress. Might even get them a little more money. Now that is naive.




  Peterkinney was wearing a dark-green shirt underneath his top. Glass was wearing a black T-shirt, which is hardly appropriate attire for the company they hope to keep tonight. If Marty has a

  problem with it he’ll just have to find a spare shirt. He was the one who sent them on the job. Promised them an invite to the private party in the club as a reward for a job well done. The

  job was done and done well. Now the reward.




  Once the tops are stuffed into the black wheelie bin on the street, Peterkinney’s dropping back. Let Glass lead the way. He’s the one that this matters to. He knows Marty, or thinks

  he does. He’s the one with dreams of working for the man. Glass is pushing open the side door, stopping and turning as it opens. Looking at Peterkinney with a smile. They can both hear the

  music. Not too loud, but a thumping background beat. The welcoming sound of a waiting party.




  ‘You hear that,’ Glass is saying. ‘That’s our reward, man, that’s what it was all for.’ Giddy excitement in his voice. The reward he’s always imagined

  but never seen.




  Glass is walking in. Standing in the corridor as Peterkinney pulls the door shut behind them. Glass is itching to get to the party, but business first. Doesn’t matter how good the reward

  is, business first. Glass is leading the way along the corridor, clapping his hands together. All kinds of adrenalin at work. Peterkinney behind him, sauntering along with hands in pockets. No need

  to feel giddy when it’s not your ambition being realized.




  Glass stopping outside the door of the manager’s office. Knocking twice. Thinking there’s no guarantee that Marty will be in there. He might be on the dance floor like any sensible

  person. Peterkinney is guessing different. This won’t be a party to Marty. This will be work, and work will keep him in the office.




  ‘In.’ A loud shout, making itself heard over the music.




  Glass opens the door, steps inside. It’s a small office. A grotty little place, in fact. It was painted once, but only once. There are scuff marks on the wall, little blobs of Blu-tac that

  once held up posters. At a glance, Peterkinney can see little holes where something was once screwed into the wall. Probably a shelf that was removed for daring to take up so much space in this

  dingy little office.




  A small desk under a small window, facing the door. Adam Jones is sitting behind the desk, staring back at them. Manager of the club, twin brother of Marty. He lacks Marty’s charisma,

  Marty’s ability to spot a good opportunity. Adam ain’t dumb, he just ain’t Marty. Marty, prone though he is to occasional misguided outbursts of ambition and emotion, is sharp.

  Not well educated. Not book smart. Just the kind of sharp you have to be to make it in this business. This revenge attack on Holmes would fall into the emotional category.




  Marty’s sitting on the only other chair in the room, to the right of his brother’s desk. There’s a relaxed smile on his face that his brother hasn’t thought to replicate.

  Sharp, you see. Pretending that all is well and nothing can ever go wrong. It spreads confidence to these kids. The smile is false. Three girls didn’t turn up for the party, which has left

  him short-staffed. This Holmes thing has the potential to be trouble if Billy Patterson can show off that he’s gotten the better of Marty. There’s a lot to hide behind that cocky

  grin.




  ‘Fellows,’ Marty’s saying, looking to disguise the fact that he can’t remember their names. So many young men come and go. You use them; you throw them away when

  you’re done. Bad idea to keep them on too long. Not unless they’re specialists. You keep muscle because you need men that have a reputation to do your collecting. Kids like these, doing

  menial stuff? Nah. Use them once or twice, then chuck them before they get complacent. Bring in the next bunch of enthusiastic young whelps that’ll do whatever you demand of them. Gratitude

  gives you an opportunity to exploit. It can be the difference between profit and loss.




  ‘So how did it go?’ The smile on Marty’s face suggests he already knows. Both of them have walked back in here without a scratch and the short one’s smiling proudly. They

  could walk in without a scratch if they hadn’t bothered doing the job, but there would be no smiles. Not unless they were good actors, and Marty’s seen too many of them over the years

  to be fooled.




  ‘Went well, Marty,’ Glass is saying, and wondering if he should call him Mr Jones. But there’s two Mr Joneses in the room. Better to differentiate. ‘He was at the house,

  like you said. We had to smash the door to get in, but we got in. Then we delivered the message.’ Saying it with an enthusiastic nod. Trying to sound casually tough.




  Marty seems pleased, but there’s more he needs to know. You hang around with big players like Peter Jamieson and you learn that detail is king. Marty doesn’t know that Glass has

  skimped on the detail because he’d be embarrassed to tell about Holmes being in his boxers. Doesn’t seem like a fair fight, when you tell the story that way. Almost makes Holmes sound

  harmless. Like he was the victim here. Marty doesn’t care. Wouldn’t care if Holmes was chained upside down to a wall when they got there, naked as the day he was born. He wants to know

  that the message was properly delivered.




  ‘Tell me what happened. Details, boys, details.’ Marty’s sitting back in his chair, looking up at them with that plastic grin. His brother looks depressed, but that seems to be

  a default setting. The look of the spare wheel.




  ‘We had to smash the door in, like I said,’ Glass is saying with a nod. ‘Searched downstairs but he wasn’t there. Then he came to the top of the stairs. Oliver went up

  the stairs. Holmes threw himself at Oliver, Oliver dodged. Holmes fell over. Oliver kicked him down the stairs. Bounced right down. We gave him a couple of kicks at the bottom. Told him it was from

  you. Made sure he knew that we were delivering your message, Marty. He knows. He won’t forget.’




  Marty’s nodding. Sounds like it went well. According to the general plan, anyway. They’re probably putting some gloss on it, but they’re entitled. ‘Anyone see

  you?’




  Glass is shrugging. ‘Holmes, maybe his wife.’




  ‘Girlfriend,’ Marty’s interrupting.




  ‘Girlfriend, yeah. Don’t think anyone else did. No one else in the house, no one out on the street when we left. We ditched the tops we were wearing as well, so . . .’

  he’s saying, trailing off.




  Marty’s nodding. All sounds good. Sounds like they took the right precautions. He’s assuming they wore balaclavas, because common sense says they did. He’s assuming they drove

  away from the scene, common sense tripping him up and laughing behind his back again. If nobody outside of the Holmes house saw them, they’ll be fine. Nobody inside the house is going to get

  the police involved.




  ‘Sounds like you did well,’ Marty’s saying. ‘Why don’t you both go out there and enjoy the party. It’s a good one.’ A pause, thinking of a little test.

  Play games with the dumb kids. ‘What do you think of the club?’ His brother’s giving him a dirty look. Adam knows what Marty thinks of the club, and it’s not an opinion he

  would put on a poster.




  ‘It’s great Marty, yeah,’ Glass is saying quickly. ‘Great club, great party, can’t wait.’




  Marty’s nodding, still smiling the patented Marty smile. ‘What about you, Silent Bob?’ he’s asking Peterkinney. ‘What do you think of this place?’




  Peterkinney, standing slightly behind Glass, is shrugging. ‘Club’s a bit of a dive,’ he’s saying. Quietly but casually, knowing he’s right and not seeing why anyone

  would have a problem with his opinion. He’s not important enough to care about, not wrong enough to argue with. Not here to suck up to this pair. ‘Party should be good though. Location

  doesn’t matter if the party’s good.’




  Adam Jones is frowning from behind his desk, shaking his head slightly. Who wants to hear that casual insult, even if you’ve heard it many times before? That’s nothing compared to

  Glass. He’s turned right round on the spot and is glaring at Peterkinney. If he gets them thrown out, by God, he won’t be responsible. He won’t. Peterkinney’s this close to

  blowing it.




  The only person not frowning is Marty. He’s laughing. ‘Brilliant. This place is a shithole. Everyone knows that much. But you’re right; the party is the main thing. People

  don’t give a shit about location if the girls are good, the music’s loud and the coke is free. Overwhelm the senses, obliterate reality,’ he’s saying, sounding like

  he’s said that before and is proud of it. There’s a pause as Marty looks at the two of them. Judging them both. He fancies himself a good judge of people. One of his many skills. The

  shorter one at the front, so eager to please. He’s the desperate one, trying to get into the business. A head full of dreams and nothing else. The one at the back is different. Yeah, the

  taller one is the sort of person you might just keep around. He doesn’t care if he’s a part of it or not. Having a little fun, seeing what happens. Honest, tough, willing to offend.

  Knocked Holmes down the stairs, then came here and insulted the club. ‘What’s your name, kid?’ Marty’s asking.




  ‘Oliver Peterkinney.’




  Marty’s giving him a look. A what-the-hell-sort-of-name-is-that-for-a-Glaswegian look. He’s not saying it though. ‘Okay. Good. You two go enjoy the party. When I have another

  job for either of you, I’ll be in touch.’




  As soon as they’re out in the corridor and the door’s shut behind them, Glass is turning on Peterkinney. He’s started to talk, but stopped, realizing how loud his voice was.

  They’re moving up the corridor, away from the office. Towards the door that leads out to the main entrance. One left turn from the dance floor. The music’s getting louder. They can feel

  the little thumps in the soles of their feet as they walk towards the door. That’s relaxing Glass, but not enough.




  ‘What the hell was that? You want to get us chucked out of here?’




  ‘For what? For telling him what he already knows? They want you to be honest. Surely you know that. How many arse-lickers does a guy like Marty Jones see every day? And I ain’t just

  talking about the hookers he employs.’ Saying it with a smile, cutting the anger from the conversation.




  Glass is rolling his shoulders. It’s a thing he does when he knows he’s lost an argument but wants to pretend it’s ended inconclusively. It would look like a dismissive shrug,

  if it wasn’t so self-aware.




  Out into the corridor at the front door. The doors to the dance floor are shut, just in case someone presses their nose to the glass of the front door and looks in. Big heavy things, Glass

  leaning against one to push it open. Both of them stepping through and stopping. Must be fifty people in the club. About half of them are men in suits, the other half are all young women. Everyone

  looks like they’re enjoying themselves, but only the women are making an effort. The men are playing, the women are working. Some of the people are on the dance floor. The rest are sitting

  round large tables on the right-hand side of the room. The VIP area. Glass and Peterkinney look at each other with a smile, and head for the tables.
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  There are a few different kinds of people who end up in the money business. Moneylending, debt collection, that sort of thing. There are people like Marty Jones. Marty does it

  because he can. It’s a way of making money, but it’s not the only way he has. He’s the consummate opportunist. He found his way into the criminal industry with women. A pimp, not

  to put too fine a point on it. Since then, he’s always been on the lookout for a good opportunity. Raising more money, raising his profile. And he got into money because it was a chance at

  fast cash. Wouldn’t have done it if he didn’t have the protection of Peter Jamieson. The boss of one of the biggest criminal organizations in the city. With his protection,

  Marty’s taking his chance to elbow into the collection business.




  For Marty it’s just another string to the bow. Something he’ll do while he can make easy money from it. When the going gets tough, Marty will shrug and walk away. Money’s only

  good for him if it’s easy. For someone like Billy Patterson, it’s an ambition. He’ll tough it out, no matter the threats. Surround himself with people like Alan Bavidge. Go out

  there and specifically target the debt business. Billy wants to build something that’ll last. This isn’t just a short-term moneymaker; he’s in it for the long haul. Focused only

  on the money business, all day every day.




  Then there’s the third kind. Not a short-term money-grabber, not an aggressive grower of his business. The kind who’ve always been around. The lifers. People like Ronald

  ‘Potty’ Cruickshank. He’s actually only forty-eight, but he looks older. A big unit, fat and broad. Bald on top, and recognizable. Everyone knows Potty. Everyone knew his uncle

  Rolly. Had the same proper name as Potty, and Potty followed him everywhere. Rolly is still remembered to this day as one of the biggest bastards to walk the streets of Glasgow. A memory he

  earned.




  Rolly set up the debt collection business back in the late sixties. He was lawless. Had no concept of the rule of law. Seemed to genuinely assume that it didn’t apply to him. Treated

  people like seven colours of shit. Except for Potty. He loved his little nephew. The boy was always hanging around the offices. Worshipped his uncle. Learned everything he knows from him, which is

  the problem.




  Potty was working for the family business from the age of fourteen. When big fat Rolly dropped dead of the world’s most predictable heart attack, young fat Potty just kept on running the

  business. Did everything exactly the same way his uncle had. Kept things rolling along. But times have changed. The market isn’t the same as it was in the sixties and seventies. More

  competition, for a start. More awkward police. But there’s always a market. There will always be a market for money.




  So Potty goes through life looking to hold on to what he’s got. Always strictly following the rules his uncle laid down. No lending. You don’t give money away; you just go and

  collect it. Always know your employees. You don’t have to like them, don’t have to treat them well, but you do have to pay them properly. If they’re getting a decent share of the

  money they see, you won’t have a problem with them. And protect your reputation. It’s the single most important thing you have. Nothing matters more when persuading a person to hand

  over money. You lose your reputation, you lose your business.




  Protecting reputation isn’t just about keeping up the standard of the work you do. It’s also about making sure that nobody else grows to challenge you. People will accept your

  standards are the best if they have little to compare them to. Potty has the biggest debt collection service in the city. Nobody’s ever been allowed to get close. Forty-five years of

  Cruickshank dominance. As soon as he spots a threat, Potty stamps on it with all his considerable weight.




  That’s why Potty’s been thinking about Billy Patterson so much recently. He’s aware of Marty. Doesn’t care about him at all. Marty won’t last. Fly-by-night. He has

  good protection in Jamieson, but that’s not the point. Marty isn’t committed to it. Doesn’t understand how much hard work it takes to maintain credibility in this brutal part of

  the business. He’ll go back to chasing easier money somewhere else. That’s inevitable. Not Patterson. Patterson’s a threat.




  Potty’s on the phone right now. Sitting in the large drawing room of the large house that other people’s violence has bought him. Potty, like his uncle, never lifted a finger. You

  hire dumb muscle for that. You do the organizing. You set up deals with moneylenders who aren’t getting their money back. Buy the debt from them, and then collect it in your own way.




  ‘I get that, Gary. I do, I get it,’ Potty’s saying. He doesn’t hide his impatience well. He’s always either been indulged or in charge. When he has to deal with

  defiance, deal with people with a mind of their own . . . Well, it’s not easy. It’s why his two marriages ended violently. It’s why he sees so little of his two teenage kids, both

  from the first marriage.




  ‘Gary, listen to me.’ Said with more force than he realizes. Trying to be persuasive, but wandering off into vicious. ‘You sell debts to Billy Patterson at that percentage, and

  a few months down the road he’ll be biting you for it. He’ll have to make all that money back somehow. The money you save now, you lose later. You know the business, Gary. You know how

  it works. Really, Gary, I’m surprised at you. He can’t buy those debts at ninety and turn a profit. When he needs that money back, he’ll take it from you. Mark my words, Gary. Six

  months from now, you’ll be lucky to break 50 per cent from him.’




  Gary is Gary Jefferson. Everyone calls him Jazzy, but not to his face. Gary, like Potty, has a strict understanding of professional respect. Unlike Potty, Gary Jefferson can see the benefit of

  Billy Patterson. Potty buys debts at 75 to 80 per cent of their supposed value on a safe debt. It varies, of course. Some debts are less likely to be paid than others. Some can be collected, but

  will cost more in manpower to recover. But Potty’s always been a good buyer. He’ll take on the bad debts as well as the good, just to keep his sellers happy.




  ‘I know it’s late, Gary. I appreciate that it’s late. I can see the time as well as you can. I have a watch on my wrist. What you do not seem to appreciate is just how

  important this is. This could have a serious effect on your business, Gary. A serious effect on our professional relationship. I don’t want that, and I really don’t think you do

  either.’




  That was much more of a threat than intended. But it’s true. Say what you want, history suggests Potty is right. Doesn’t change Gary Jefferson’s point of view. He can sell 70

  per cent of a debt to Potty or he can sell 90 per cent of a debt to Patterson. People like Marty aren’t in this equation. A jack of all trades, lending and collecting. A specialist lender

  like Jefferson wants a long-term, specialist collector. And he wants the one that will give him the most of his money back.
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