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ONE


Before we start, there’s something you should know.


I see gods.


Usually in the corner of my eye. They just pop up from time to time, deities from the Hindu pantheon.


I never talk to them. I don’t want to.


They never talk to me, just watch in silent judgment. Occasionally they tut-tut and tweet about me to one another on their phones.


I’m not mentally ill. Honest.


Back when this started, I was switching from antipsychotics to mood stabilizers to antianxiety to antidepressant medications before I finally got it under control.


I haven’t been seeing many gods lately. That must be a good sign.
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“What am I doing with my life . . . ?”


I pushed the thought to the back of my mind as I knocked on the door to the luxury suite.


“Who is it?” The voice of the man in the room was a little high-pitched, nervous. He wasn’t expecting anyone.


“Hotel security, sir,” I said. “We have reports of a leak downstairs, and it might have come from your bathroom. We need to take a look.”


“All right! Hold on!”


I heard a rustling of sheets and grunts as he pulled some clothes on. The man who opened the door was middle-aged, a little pudgy and balding, blinking in a bathrobe.


“Mr. Hollis?”


“Er, yes?”


That was the cue for Hector and Dave to barge in from behind me. They used their fridge-like bodies to push through the door and take Hollis by the arms and carry him into the room. I walked in and put the Do Not Disturb sign out before I shut the door.


“What’s going on?” cried the blonde in the bed. She pulled the sheets up to cover herself. Dave and Hector deposited Hollis on the bed next to her. Her name was Bambi. Of course it was. She had, as Dave would say, big bazongas.


“Relax, honey,” Dave said. “This won’t take long.”


It was just as well that Dave and Hector dressed like plainclothes cops. They used to be cops, so they still had that vibe. Like them, I was in a suit and tie, so we all maintained a veneer of authority and intimidation.


I snapped a few pictures of Hollis and Bambi with my phone and emailed them back to the agency in London.


We were in the Hilton International Hotel in Midtown Manhattan. I’d spent the last five days tailing Hollis and Bambi, taking pictures of them canoodling in restaurants, kissing in the back of cabs, groping each other at the top of the Empire State Building and the usual tourist spots. Ironically, following them let me do the tourist thing, which I’d never done before in New York.


Dave pulled out a little video camera to film Hollis and Bambi for good measure. He made sure he got a shot of the lines of cocaine on the nightstand and the clothes and underwear scattered on the floor, leaving no room for doubt as to what Hollis and Bambi had been up to.


“Stop! What are you doing?” cried Hollis as he tried to hide his face.


“You motherfuckers!” screamed Bambi. “Get out! Get the fuck out!”


“Bear with us, sweetheart. It’ll just take a minute,” Hector said as he picked up her clothes and handed them to her.


My phone rang. London. I answered.


“I have Roger here for you,” Cheryl, our office manager, said.


“You still there with him, Ravi?” asked Roger, my boss.


“I have eyes on Mr. Hollis.”


“Good. Stay on the line. You’ll want to watch this.” A chuckle came over the phone.


Oh, God. When Roger says that, it means I’m about to witness something horrible. Roger lives for this shit. I don’t.


The smartphone on the bedside table rang. Hollis went pale when he saw the number, and answered with shaking hands.


“HOWARD! YOU SHIT! I CAN SEE YOU RIGHT NOW! YOU AND YOUR YANK FLOOZY! DID YOU THINK I WOULDN’T KNOW?”


Margaret Hollis must have been in Roger’s office, looking at the photos I had emailed to his computer. It wasn’t my idea to barge in on him like this, but she requested that we did to put the fear of Wife into him. Two years’ worth of pent-up rage after he smooth-talked and manipulated her into thinking his having a bit on the side was all in her imagination. Now she had hard proof and wanted him to know that he was well and truly fucked. We didn’t need speakerphone mode to hear her.


“YOU THINK YOU COULD LIE TO ME ABOUT WHAT YOU WERE UP TO ON THOSE TRIPS TO NEW YORK? CLIENT MEETINGS, MY ARSE! AND WITH MY MONEY! WELL, HOW MUCH DO YOU THINK YOUR BIMBO IS GOING TO LIKE YOU AFTER I STOP YOUR CREDIT CARDS AND FREEZE YOUR BANK ACCOUNT—EH? EH?”


“This is too intense for me,” Bambi said, who hastily and rather messily pulled her blouse and miniskirt on.


“I’VE GOT YOU NOW, HOWARD! YOU’RE FINISHED, YOU HEAR ME? YOU’LL BE HEARING FROM MY LAWYER! YOU WON’T HAVE A POT TO PISS IN WHEN I’M DONE WITH YOU! ALL THE MONEY CAME FROM MY FATHER, ANYWAY! DID YOU TELL YOUR TART THAT?”


Bambi headed for the door. Hollis started after her, but Hector pushed him back onto the bed as Dave continued to film him.


“Bambi! Wait!” cried Hollis. “Darling! I’ll sort it out!”


But she was gone.


“YOUR JOB THAT I GOT YOU IN THE COMPANY? GONE! YOUR SEAT ON THE BOARD? GONE! YOUR CREDIT CARDS? FROZEN! YOUR CLOTHES THAT I BOUGHT YOU? I’M HAVING A BONFIRE IN THE GARDEN TONIGHT!”


“Oh, God!” he cried, and made a lunge for the window. We were on the nineteenth floor. He was that desperate.


“Whoa! Easy there! Settle down!” Dave said.


Dave set the video camera down to help Hector wrestle Hollis away from the window and to the carpet. He made a wailing, keening sound like a dying animal that had been shot. I noticed that the camera was positioned on the bedside table to catch the entire struggle. Dave was a consummate professional, after all. The footage reminded me of BBC nature documentaries in which tigers brought down a hapless gazelle. I could almost imagine David Attenborough narrating.


I’d almost forgotten I was still holding my phone to my ear when Roger’s delighted voice came back on.


“Enjoy the show?”


“As train wrecks go, I rate this one a seven,” I said.


“Good result, Ravi,” he said. “Come on home.”


For Roger, it’s not a good result unless someone’s world ends up in ruins. I looked at Hollis and saw a fat little boy caught with his finger in the cookie jar—whimpering, crying, trying to make mummy feel bad and forgive him. This is what my life had come to.


New York City was such a cultural boiling pot that all the gods were here. Not just Hindu gods, but all of them—Chinese gods, Japanese gods, even Yahweh Himself pulling multiple duty for the Jews, the Catholics, the Greek Orthodox, the Lutherans, and what have you. Fortunately, the city was so crowded and everyone was so busy that we could happily ignore each other as we went about our business, so I didn’t see any gods all week, and I didn’t even have to take my mood stabilizers to make them go away.


Hector and Dave were nice enough to drive me to the airport. They were always happy to meet someone from the London office. I wasn’t about to discourage their belief that London was more civilized and cool. They were still a bit punch-drunk from the hotel. We all were.


“So how long you been in the job, Ravi?” Hector asked.


“Six months.”


“Seen a dead body yet?” Dave asked.


“Nope. Not planning to.”


“Good for you, brother,” Hector said. “Dave and me, we saw a ton of stiffs when we were cops. You never forget the smell.”


“Smell’s the worst,” Dave said.


Hector Camacho and Dave Kosinski were like the American versions of Ken and Clive at the London office, ex-cops who had become PIs because they liked to fuck shit up. I suppose every branch of the firm has guys like them. Ken and Clive made me think of violent, muscle-bound versions of the Thompson Twins from the Tintin comics, if the Thompson Twins were a gay couple.


“Now, Ravi,” Hector said. “No offense, but you don’t got the cop vibe. What did you do before you became a private investigator like us?”


“I was a high school teacher.”


Hector, driving, was so shocked that he nearly let go of the wheel to look at me quizzically. I would have hated to die in a crash in the Midtown Tunnel. I went to New York and all I got was a lousy car accident.


“You’re the new blood in the company and you never had any law enforcement experience?” Dave said.


“Back in the London office, Ken and Clive are the only ex-cops. The rest of us come from different walks of life. Ken and Clive trained us.”


“What the hell kind of pool is Roger hiring from these days?” cried Hector.


“Well, the Boy Scouts are still too young,” I said. “And too ethical.”


That at least got a laugh out of the guys.


“We’re just bustin’ your balls, brother,” Dave said. “You’re all right.”


“How long did it take you to get your license?” Hector asked.


“I don’t have one. You don’t need a license to be a private investigator in the UK.”


Hector had to struggle to stay in control of the wheel again.


“Are you shitting me? You mean to say any schmuck in England could hang out a shingle and call himself a private eye?”


“Pretty much, yeah. I was surprised, too, when I found out.”


“Holy shit, Dave! What are we doing here in New York? We could’ve been living large in London the last couple years!”


“Yeah! Why didn’t anyone tell us sooner?” laughed Dave.


“You know how much time and money it took us to get our licenses?” Hector said. “The hoops we had to jump through? Then how much more it took for us to get permits to carry guns?”


“Well, in the UK, we don’t get to carry guns,” I said.


“Oh yeah. There’s the downside,” Hector said.


“Always a downside,” Dave sighed.


I was really glad we couldn’t carry guns back home. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near Ken and Clive if they had guns.
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My mother’s words whenever I misbehaved as a child were echoing in my head as I sat in coach on the Virgin flight back to London.


“Child of Kali, sowing chaos and mayhem wherever you go . . .”


I was feeling a bit shit. Did Roger really think I would enjoy watching that poor bastard Hollis see his world come crashing down on him? Was he still trying to toughen me up, teach me something about myself that he thought I didn’t already know? My problem wasn’t that it shocked or appalled me. My problem was that it didn’t shock or appall me.


I looked at the photos of Hollis and Bambi on my phone because I just needed to rub my face in my own moral decline.


“Vacation snaps?”


The woman sitting next to me had just the right gleam of mischief in her eyes to pull me out of myself.


“Not my holiday.”


“Let me guess. Private eye.”


Her name was Ariel Morganstern, and she was from Rhode Island. She had red hair, freckles, a cute overbite, and a tattoo of the goddess Kali on her arm. She wore tight jeans and a black baby-T. She told me she had saved up the money from her banking job, had quit, and was now backpacking around the world.


I envied her.


Having a partner and coconspirator on a boring flight made life bearable.


“Your first time in London, then?” I asked.


“First time in Europe,” she said. “I’m so excited. Then it’s off to India after that.”


“You touring or doing the spiritual journey thing?”


“Spiritual—how’d you guess?”


“Your tattoo. Nobody picks Kali for the hell of it.”


“Good eye. Guess that’s why you’re a detective. Most guys don’t really see it. They’re usually looking at my boobs.”


“I kind of have a relationship with Kali, whether I like it or not,” I said. “Word of advice: Don’t swim in the Ganges. My relatives never did. If you want to visit ashrams and holy cities, go to Rishikesh.”


“Gotcha. So do you live in India?”


“Londoner, born and bred. My parents emigrated from India. We still have a lot of family there.”


“Say, what did you mean about ‘a relationship with Kali’? That’s kind of cryptic. Not everyone talks about the goddess of chaos, death, and rebirth.”


The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them:


“I think I blow up people’s lives.”


She laughed.


“They’re usually bad people, but still . . .”


“Do you help people?”


“I try, but I don’t know . . .”


She looked at me and didn’t seem turned off. Just as well, I didn’t tell her that I had a tendency to see gods from time to time. And not in the figurative sense.


“Kali may be a goddess of death, but she’s also a goddess of compassion,” she said. “She liberates souls from the prison of their egos. Maybe you should remember that.”


So that was why she had an elaborate tattoo of Kali on her forearm. Of course I would run into a god even here, after they’d been so quiet on this whole trip.


“I wish I could say that applies to what I do, but I don’t think I’m setting anyone free.”


What was I doing opening up to a complete stranger on a plane? Maybe it was because we both knew we wouldn’t meet again after we get off in London. Maybe I needed to unburden myself of the weight of what I’d been doing since I had gotten the job at the agency.


Instead of recoiling in disgust, Ariel smiled, and it felt like a lifeline.


“I’m only in London for the weekend, then I’m off to Prague. Why don’t we hang out before I go? I bet you can find something to help me with.”


If this were a magical realist tale full of signs and portents, you might think Kali had sent an angel to reassure me, two nights at the Z Hotel in Piccadilly tracing the details of the mandala tattoos on her naked back and gently tugging on her nipple ring with my teeth, laughing away my existential angst. Skin on skin without malice or guile, solace and kindness, a brief escape but without redemption. Redemption was a myth, anyway. On Saturday, I showed her the sights and took her to my favorite cheap cafés in Soho. Ariel. Her name meant “Lion of God,” but I saw her as a luminous, mischievous spirit, one that slipped in and out of my life like a dream. By Sunday night, she was gone, flying off as angels do when their work is done. In another life, she might have been a demon, but here she had the right mix of mercy and crazy to help me feel better about myself.


The feeling lasted till I went back to work on Monday and stepped into the next pile of insane shit that made up my life these days.





TWO


Do you still wonder why I hired you?” Roger asked.


I was not sufficiently over my jet lag for this kind of powwow in the boss’s office.


“To appeal to clients from India and to South Asian clients, in general.”


“Come off it. You’re not the only Indian or Pakistani candidate we interviewed. Why do you think I picked you, a former schoolteacher, over the other ones?”


“Is this a trick question, boss?”


“Think about it. You’re a smart lad. Well-read, well traveled. Head filled with books and Literature. Good people skills. Looks that are catnip to the ladies. You’ve probably read some Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler, haven’t you?”


“Yeah, but I never believed real-life detectives were like the books.”


“Too right. We’re a grubby, corrupt, disreputable lot, and you’re a nice, middle-class lad with debts who’s landed in our patch.”


“Well, I’m not planning to work here forever.”


Roger smiled at that. He liked to collect strays with skills. Brilliant fuckups with nowhere else to go. He’d opened the Golden Sentinels Private Investigations Agency with Cheryl Hughes as his office manager and Ken and Clive as his investigators back in the late 1980s in a tiny office near Fleet Street. Now he had expanded to this trendy space in Farringdon with immaculate décor and feng shui—and to offices across the world.


“Give up?” He was relishing this too much. “I hired you because you have no agenda.”


“My agenda is to pay off my overdraft.”


“No, that’s your goal. You have no ulterior motive, you want to do your job well, and you’re not using it as a stepping-stone to gain power or start a political career or start your own firm. That sets you apart from everyone else here, including me.”


“And is that good or bad?”


“That’s for you to decide, old son. I may not be the most observant Jew in the world, but even I know a mensch when I see one, and I reckon having one around here might be a good thing.”


“For what, to be your conscience?”


“For a fresh perspective.”


“I’m not sure I follow.”


“You might have noticed that everyone here is an outsider. Ken and Clive were drummed out of the Met for being dodgy coppers. The rest of you lot are outcasts, misfits, and cock-ups. I would love to be welcomed into the Establishment. I’ve made friends with them, hidden their dirty laundry, provided them with services and information to help them get a leg up, but I know I’ll never be fully accepted by them. Because I’m Jewish. Doesn’t matter that my family’s been here for generations, practically built Brick Lane back in the day. And you, Ravi, are also an outsider. You’re just very good at hiding it.”


“I’m not hiding anything.”


“I know. You’re an open book. But you haven’t really read yourself, have you? You’re not ordinary, my old son. Otherwise you would have found a normal job. I don’t hire ‘normal.’ ”


“So what’s not normal about me?”


“You have the makings of a superb bringer of chaos. That’s your special talent.”


“You think that’s a good thing for the firm?”


“Could be. I suggest you get used to it. Embrace it.”


I had a mental flash of myself as an emissary of the goddess Kali, bringer of death and rebirth. Then I thought of Eris, the Greek goddess of chaos and discord. Discordia. This was not how people tended to think of themselves. The scary thing was that the idea didn’t scare me. That couldn’t be good. It was good for Roger, though. Chaos was his business model, his opportunity, his world. His love.


“Why are you bringing this up now?” I asked.


“Because you’re about to move up a notch, Ravi. I’m making you the primary on a high-profile case we’re getting today, and I want you on point.”


“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Who’s the client?”


“Technically, the client is the Tory Party. Mucho moolah. They’re paying us from the party coffers, so don’t be afraid to go all out. We’re going to charge them top rate. Rupert Holcomb is in a spot of bother and needs our help.”


Blimey. Our next prime minister, or so the papers would have had us believe. Rupert Holcomb, conservative MP for the London borough of Haddock West, one of the safest Tory seats in the universe. The party’s latest Great White Hope. No scandals, no skeletons in his closet, no sex with farm animals (or at least, no photos of the deed), the very picture of a pleasant blandness that every party tried to find in their brightest stars these days. The one thing that gave his public image an edge was his relationship with the late supermodel and “It Girl” Louise Fowler. Everyone envied the lucky bastard for pulling her. By all accounts they were genuinely in love. Then she died from cancer, diagnosed too late. That added some pathos to his profile. He nursed her to the very end, and that won him a load of sympathy from female voters. All the market research proved it.


“So what does he need our help for?” I asked.


“I’ll leave him to tell you about it. Now, I already pumped you up as one of our brightest young stars in the agency, so don’t cock this up.”


“Right. No pressure.”


Just my job on the line, that was all.


Holcomb came into the office with his party whip, Hugh McLeish, and a couple of minders. It was McLeish who made the decision to hire us. He was obviously the real power here, grooming Holcomb and keeping him on the straight and narrow in preparation for declaring his candidacy for prime minister at the next general election. McLeish, hatchet man and inquisitor of the party, was the one who strong-armed Holcomb into coming in, and was here to hold his hand. We escorted them into the conference room. Cheryl served tea and sat down to take notes.


As soon as Holcomb sat down, the smooth, media-trained façade slipped. His body language changed. His shoulders sagged and he slumped in the chair. He looked small, haunted, and desperate.


I wondered what Holcomb’s dilemma was. Someone blackmailing him? Compromising photos to track down? A missing person he needed to find? Background check on someone in his life to see if they were who they claimed to be? I reckoned it would fall into the usual range of problems a public figure like him would encounter, and it would be up to me to help him find the answer and keep it out of the papers. This would be another of those things that the general public would never hear about, if we did our job properly.


“My dead girlfriend is having sex with me in my sleep!”


. . . Ah.


Thanks a lot, Roger!


I stayed composed, allowing nothing stronger than mild surprise to show on my face.


“We already told Roger . . . Mr. Golden . . . ,” stammered Holcomb.


“Yes.” I put on my most reassuring smile. “But tell me, from the top. Take your time. You might recall certain details you missed the last time.”


“It’s Louise,” the client said. “For the past month, she has been coming to my bed at night, and . . .”


He choked again.


“So your dead girlfriend has been coming to your bed at night.”


I had to say it out loud just to see how it sounded. Nope, it didn’t make me feel any less out of my depth.


“Yes, yes. It sounds mad, but it’s true. She’s been coming to me at night and—and, well, she has been, er, making love to me.”


“I see,” I said, struggling to maintain my poker face. “Could this be a recurring dream? I mean, wouldn’t it be better to consult a psychiatrist? Or, if you believe it’s . . . something else, an exorcist?”


“It’s real, damn it!” he cried. “I know it’s been happening while I’m asleep. It’s . . . how do I put this . . . When you’ve been with someone long enough, you come to know their habits, their touch, their perfume . . .”


His face went tomato red as he stammered, and finally his ability to talk shut down. He probably would have been a lot less embarrassed if he were talking about getting mugged or blackmailed, but this was way out of his league.


And mine, too, but I wasn’t about to admit that. It was my job to reassure him and tell him I was going to solve his problem. The best I could do here was pretend that I would.


“I can vaguely recall it happening, just on the edge of sleep! I never woke up! And there’s—there’s physical proof the morning after, when I wake up!”


“Physical proof.”


“Yes, there’s—the sheets are sticky when I wake up, and I can even smell her perfume, the brand that Louise always wore. It’s always the same!”


“So how many times have these . . . incidents occurred so far?”


Holcomb looked to McLeish for support. McLeish only shot him a look like a serpent about to strike.


“Over five months now. They started two months after Louise’s funeral.”


“And how often do they occur?” I asked.


“On average once a week, sometimes twice. I never know when it might happen, some nights pass without incident, and I’m worrying myself sick wondering whether it might happen or not!”


“And you’re always semiconscious when they happen?”


“You have to understand, my work is very tiring. I usually have to take medication in order to have a good night’s sleep.”


“What kind of medication?”


“Sleeping pills, over-the-counter stuff. Sometimes I need something stronger, like Valium.”


“Anything else?”


Holcomb clammed up, embarrassed.


“Rupert has also taken Rohypnol on occasion,” said McLeish.


“I know people call it a date-rape drug. It’s prescribed by my doctor,” Holcomb said, defensive. “I only use it for myself. It doesn’t give me a headache like zolpidem does. I have all of them, and all prescribed by my doctor.”


“No one’s accusing you of anything, Mr. Holcomb,” I said. “When was the last time you had an incident?”


“A week ago.”


“Have you thought of hiring bodyguards? You know, to watch over your flat at night, make sure no one’s breaking in?”


“My life isn’t being threatened!” Holcomb said.


“But your sanity is,” I said.


“Rupert’s image depends on his accessibility and availability to the general public,” McLeish said. “If the press find out that he has to have bodyguards with him, if they just get one photo, they can make him out to look snobbish, self-important, standoffish—at worst, insecure and paranoid.”


I had to stop myself from agreeing too much that those last two qualities were already true.


“I need you to get to the bottom of this,” Holcomb said. “I mean, it can’t be true, can it? It can’t be happening, and yet it is!”


“I don’t think any of us in this room genuinely thinks it’s a ghost,” McLeish said. “So either someone has been playing tricks on Rupert, either to blackmail or humiliate him, or Rupert has been working too hard and having strange dreams. We want to resolve this quietly, but first we need to know exactly what’s happening.”


“Well, then,” I said. “Leave it with me. I’d like a list of people you think might have it in for you, Mr. Holcomb, and we’ll start from there. Before you go, Cheryl will draw up a contract, a client agreement, for use of our services. I’ll contact you the moment I find anything.”


Roger and I walked them out. We shook hands, made more reassuring sounds, and watched them leave. Then Roger winked at me and went back into his office. Cheryl went back to her desk like this was just another day at the office.


Seriously. What the fuck?


Walking back to my desk felt like a death march.


Granted, it was as pleasant a death march as you could get, with our open-space design where everyone was encouraged to share information and the latest designer ergonomic furniture. You’d think we were a tech start-up or PR firm rather than a detective agency.


Tailing adulterous spouses I could handle. Going through someone’s trash to retrieve shredded documents and taping them back together I could handle. Distracting a target in a public place while Benjamin cloned his phone, I could handle. Interviewing people in search of lies and motive I could handle—Ken and Clive had trained me in that. But this? This was gonzo bullshit. Frankly, Holcomb needed psychiatric help more than a private investigator. I could tell from his demeanor he was clearly an addict. He should be in rehab. Instead his party was paying us—me—a ridiculous amount of money to track down a ghost. A sexy ghost. A ghost that fucked him in his sleep.


Of course it wasn’t a ghost. It had to be someone fucking with him. (Pun intended.) I just had to find out who would have it in for him to come up with such a ridiculous scheme, simply to mess with his head. They would have to know how unstable he was to start with.


Time to start researching him while I waited for McLeish’s office to email me the list of people I could interview. Research here often meant typing a search on the Internet. You’d be surprised how much of our work involves just looking up information online these days. Most of the time you could find most of the information you needed on someone that way. We often told prospective clients about that to give them a chance to save their money.


Everyone in the office was going to give me shit about this. Cheryl had quietly warned me that my number was up and Roger was going to throw me into the deep end of a fucked-up case. The rest of the gang had been there longer than I had and had all gone through that trial by fire. The ones that didn’t get a result were let go, which opened up room for me.


Fortunately, the gang was busy. Even as I was looking up Holcomb’s background, Olivia Wong and my evil brother-in-arms Benjamin Lee were at their desks double-teaming on an embezzlement case, tracking some missing finances to a shell company in the Isle of Wight using a bot Olivia had written that tracked their transactions. David Okri was out doing whatever it was Roger always had him out doing, which often involved wining and dining the rich and powerful. Mark Oldham was out recovering a stolen Frida Kahlo painting for the Mexican ambassador to London. Mark was quite brilliant when you got him to stop smoking weed for ten minutes. He seemed to breeze through every case handed to him as if it were just a game or distraction from his next joint and game of FIFA on the PlayStation when he got home.


“Take not my meager pleasures from me,” he would say. “Lest I succumb to eternal despair.”


Only Marcie Holder was idle, reading the old copy of The Art of Being and Becoming I’d lent her. Given how existential this job was, I assumed she was taking comfort in Sufi enlightenment as a respite from dealing with her long list of celebrity clients.


“I’m waiting for Ken and Clive to report in,” she said. “Till then, I got nothing to do.”


Marcie was our token American in the agency. She was one of those ex-pats who moved to London and liked it here so much she went semi-native, adopted many of our characteristics and ways but holding on to her American accent and identity. She originally had a cushy gig in PR, but some disastrous campaign whose details she still won’t fill us in on cost her that job and she wound up here. All in all, she seemed to be one of those eternally cheerful people who always landed upwards as if that was their natural progress in life. Maybe it’s an American thing.


Marcie handled celebrities. She brought along her contact list when Roger hired her, and her job was to protect the clients from scandals, clean up their dirty laundry. Every now and then the rest of us would partner up with her to help out. I can tell you that whatever notions of glamour we had about celebrities washed away very quickly once we were on a couple of Marcie’s cases. I often came away from them with the urge to shower. Celebrities had way too much to hide, and for Marcie—and the agency—business was booming.


But there had to be more to her than this. Roger didn’t hire cream puffs. If there was one thing that I had learned about my coworkers, it was that everyone here was a brilliant fuckup with nowhere else to go. And fuckups are dark, dark people. We’re all good at smiling, wearing a smart suit we got from our clothing allowance and presenting a cool front, but the clients should never see how we get our results, or how we behave off-hours.


Marcie was on a stalking case. A singer had hired her to find and stop the guy who was casing her social media accounts, camping outside the clubs she went to, leaving decapitated Barbie dolls and sliced-up photos of her on her doorstep. Marcie and Olivia found the guy through his email and Facebook page within a day. Marcie sent Ken and Clive out to his address to give him a talking-to that morning.


“So what’s our next PM like?”


“Frankly, I’m not impressed. If he’s the best and brightest there is in the political landscape, we are in deep shit.”


“In the flesh, he looks like whatever charisma he has was bought in a can from the Harvey Nichols Men’s Care department,” Olivia said.


“And now it’s my job to pull a thorn from his paw,” I muttered.


“That just makes him owe us. Or rather, owe Roger,” Olivia said.


“If Roger has his way, everyone who’s anyone would owe him.” Marcie winked.


“Attention, everyone,” Cheryl said. “Roger is making Mr. Holcomb an A-1 priority, so if you’ve finished your current caseload or are at a loose end, he expects you to give Ravi any backup with your expertise when needed.”


“Shouldn’t we just outsource this to the Ghostbusters?” Benjamin said.


“Ha-bloody-ha,” I said. “Well, McLeish’s people just emailed me some credentials, so I’m off to interview Holcomb’s fellow politicians.”
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In the cab to Westminster, my mum called.


“Ravi, darling, I hate to trouble you when you’re so busy, but Mrs. Dhewan is getting a bit aggressive.”


“I warned you not to fuck with the Asian Housewife Mafia.” I sighed.


Mrs. Dhewan was the neighborhood loan shark, middle class as they came, down to an ironclad set of rules to which she insisted everyone stick.


“They’re my friends. It was just a few card games.”


“A few card games? What about that loan for Sanjita’s wedding? We’re talking over twenty grand!”


“Yes, Ravi, shout it out loud so I don’t forget.”


“Mum—”


“Shout it from the rooftops so everyone knows, just in case I’m not embarrassed enough already.”


“Have you told Dad yet?”


“Of course not. He’ll just give me the same grief you’re giving me, and God knows what he’ll do.”


“He’d just say you made your bed, now lie in it, and thank God you two don’t have a joint bank account. You know I’m going to tell him, right?”


“Oh, darling, can you not? Can’t we quietly sort this out?”


“By ‘we’ you mean me.”


“I’ve started seeing a counselor.”


“Good. The way addiction runs in our family, we don’t need you becoming a full-on gambling addict. If Dad realizes that, he’ll probably buy you a one-way plane ticket to Las Vegas and be done with it.”


“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”


I sighed.


“Has Mrs. Dhewan started threatening you outright? Threatening notes? Flaming dog shit through the letterbox?”


“Not as such, but every conversation I’ve had with her has that little tinge, you know? She could kill my standing in the community with just a bit of nasty gossip. ‘That Mrs. Singh, she’s a gambling addict, terrible with money . . .’ ”


“All right, tell Mrs. Dhewan I’ll go see her soon. No, better yet, tell her I’ll take her to tea at Fortnum’s.”


“Oh, that will impress her.”


“I’ll see if I can work out a deal.”


“Let’s keep this between us for now,” Mum said. “We don’t want to worry your father, too.”


“How is he? Did you finally get him to see the doctor?”


“It was like pulling teeth, Ravi. I had to tell the doctor how tired he’d been and it hurt to pee. The doctor has ordered tests.”


“All right. Keep me posted.”


My mother was normally quite rational. She was a teacher, after all. I suppose I became one to follow her footsteps and also to appease her and my dad when they kept asking what I was going to do with my life when I had my breakdown and dropped the religious studies. When you’re Asian and middle class, you are expected to pick one of five white-collar careers: doctor, lawyer, engineer, architect, or banker. My father actually hoped I would pursue a PhD in religious studies and follow his footsteps as a religious scholar. Otherwise, my parents might have been happy with accountant, but I wasn’t that into money. With my interest in literature, Dad and Mum might have settled for my becoming a published author, if only so that Mum could brag to her friends. Much as I liked to study stories and narrative, I wasn’t really into writing fiction, so that was out. Getting my teaching qualifications and teaching secondary school was the compromise that suited me for a while; this allowed me to hide the craziness and dysfunctions at my core that I’d spent my years at university fully indulging. I did not see any gods during the years I was a teacher. Then I tried to protect a student from the teacher she was having sex with, handled it wrong, and ended up losing my job. That put me back to square one.


Not only did I have my own overdraft to pay off, but there was also the bill for my sister’s fuck-off extravagant wedding. My parents just had to plan a big sodding traditional wedding for my sister so they could show off to friends and the family who flew in from India just how right they’d done by Little Sanjita. Dad was semiretired from academia, Mum was long retired from teaching, so as the oldest son, I couldn’t not take up that burden. And now Mum’s gambling debts, as well.


Do you see why I needed this job at the agency now? Why I couldn’t afford to fail this case and get the sack? Digging up secrets, helping the rich and powerful with their dirty laundry, finding leverage against their enemies—a far cry from teaching secondary school in North London. A completely new life and career, the old one left behind like a burned bridge and somehow I didn’t miss it as much as I thought I would. Two, three cases, and I could pay off all those debts with my bonuses. Now another twenty grand I had to pay off.


I just hoped I had enough of a soul left by the end of it. With luck, there might be some enlightenment, too. That would be nice.


I got out of the cab at Westminster—smart suit, notebook, briefcase, the picture of a serious junior political correspondent doing a profile on Rupert Holcomb. The secret to good social engineering was to look the part and walk the walk. Interview Holcomb’s colleagues. McLeish had told them I was a sympathetic writer for a regional party paper and that they should afford me every courtesy. No one would ever assume you weren’t what you claimed to be. By the end of the meeting, they wouldn’t remember who you were, and you were home free.


Gentle softball questions about Rupert Holcomb’s character. What’s he like? Anything weird about him? Who hates him? His overall personality. His reputation among his peers. His haters called him “an empty suit,” “bereft of any ideas of his own,” “soulless.” The usual stuff. Nothing that stood out at all. After the pedophile scandals, the years of media training and paranoia, it was typical that they would choose a candidate who was as bland as ever, as he expounded the usual party line about privatizing the entire country into oblivion, killing the welfare state and gutting the NHS, privatizing the educational system and everything you expect of a party that was dead set on turning Britain back into a Dickensian dystopia. Of course he didn’t have the vision to think up those policies himself; they were obviously the work of the think tanks the party was into at the time. He was just the prompter monkey and thus was selected for his sheer dullness. I imagine his enemies in the party were just sucking sour grapes that he was picked to be poster boy over them.


[image: Images]


At the end of the day, I could only come to one conclusion about Holcomb:


Christ, what a boring bastard.


He was too boring to have any truly interesting enemies. It was as if they couldn’t be bothered to make the effort. Politicians are notoriously lacking in imagination, and there wasn’t a single one of them I met who could possibly dream up a way to fuck Holcomb up with a plot involving a sexy ghost in his bedroom at night.


A whole day in the seat of government talking to everyone who mattered and I’d gotten precisely nowhere.


Pretty much like the government, really.


Since I could eliminate Holcomb’s peers in Westminster from the suspect list, I had to consider the celebrity scandal angle. What if whoever was out to stitch up Holcomb was jealous that he had landed someone as fit as Louise and not them. An obsessed fan like one of Marcie’s cases, perhaps? This seemed unlikely, though, since that kind of perp would be actively stalking Holcomb and sending him threatening notes. Alas, there were no threats against Holcomb, or we would have been hired to track those down. I had to start looking at Louise Fowler.


I hated interviewing grieving family members. It was almost impossible not to look like an opportunistic dickhead, especially if the deceased was famous.


A cursory Web search on Louise’s career and tabloid exploits in the cab ride to her parents’ house turned up a surprisingly mild record of antics and scandals. Her raciest photo shoots never veered beyond the tasteful side (but were still enough to be voted prime wank material for boys and men across the land). She had had a brief tryst with a Premier League footballer that ended when he couldn’t take other blokes eyeing her and he got suspended for lamping some poor sod in a club over her. She had worked her way through an entire boy band, though they all ended it amicably and she stayed mates with the lot of them, even appearing in several of their music videos. Hints of mild drug dependency with stays in rehab. She hosted a few shows on fashion and lifestyle for satellite television, never starred in reality shows despite loads of offers. Lots of chatter expressing bewilderment when she began to go out with Holcomb and they announced their engagement.


Might as well get this bit over with.


Parents’ house. Talk to them to get a picture of what Louise was like.


Nobody in.


Two minutes ringing the doorbell when her voice came up behind me.


“Hello? Can I help you?”


You could tell she was Louise’s sister. Twenties. Graduate student in Literature. Similar lips and cheekbones, though without the smoothing-out from the plastic surgeon, same blond hair and sharp, intense blue eyes. Even in just jeans and a black jacket, she stopped the world.


“I’m looking for Mr. and Mrs. Fowler?”


“They’re away on holiday. What’s this about?”


“You’re Julia, right? I’d like to talk to you about your sister.”


“Oh, Christ, just piss off. We said we didn’t want the press coming round.”


“I’m not a journalist. I’m a private investigator.”


I handed her my card. No lies, no cover story, no social engineering with her. Best to be honest here. She looked the type who could smell bullshit coming a mile off.


“I’m looking into whether someone might use your sister to hurt Rupert Holcomb and his reputation.”


Fortunately for me, “private investigator” turned out to be a couple of rungs higher up in her estimation than “journalist.”


“I suppose you’d better come in,” she said.


Julia poured tea as we sat in the living room. She let me flip through a scrapbook of Louise’s modeling photos. There was a progression of more punk, rock-and-roll fashions when she was young, moving to more upmarket designer labels as she became mainstream. There were framed photos of some of her magazine covers and shoots on the wall, including the swimsuit photos, all taking pride of place.


“Rupert has someone that hates him that much?”


“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”


“Unless he finally grew a personality, I can’t imagine,” she said.


“Did Louise have any ex-boyfriends or people who might have wanted to hurt her or her reputation?”


“No, she was on good terms with everybody. That’s why people liked working with her. She was a real sweetheart.”


“I can see why Holcomb fell for her. Then again, who wouldn’t?”


“That’s charisma for you. Lou had dollops of it.”


“What do you think she saw in him?


“The heart wants what it wants.” She shrugged.


“There don’t seem to be any photos of Louise as a kid here.”


“The baby and childhood photos are in the master bedroom. Dad prefers to remember her before she declared war on him. That really kicked off when she first became a model. Sex, drugs, unsuitable boyfriends . . .”


“Yeah, I remember seeing those stories in the papers and Popbitch.”


Julia laughed.


I imagined Louise hovering behind Julia, watching intently as her sister answered my questions. Louise was dead but far from gone, her presence all over this house. Julia was still protecting Louise. Holcomb certainly believed this was a literal ghost story.


“We were dead surprised when she landed Rupert and calmed down. They met at some book launch party. He worshipped the ground she walked on. She had that effect on people.”


“So why didn’t she marry him? He certainly wanted to.”


“She used to say that marriage was an institution used to control women. I think on a certain level she was afraid that, well, marrying him might hurt his career.”


“Really? I would think marrying a supermodel would have done wonders for his career.”


“All right, the truth is, she was already dying. Her cancer was at a late stage, and she didn’t want to burden him by making him a widower.”


“She really did love him.”


“For all the good it did her,” Julia said. “No, he made her happy. Can’t ask more than that, can we?”
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Once Julia believed I meant her and her family no harm, she warmed up and leaned in close as we spoke. Flirting seemed to be second nature to her.


“Glad you didn’t think I was here to rob the place.”


“What, a nice English boy like you?”


“Don’t think anyone’s called me an English boy before.”


“Why not? We’re all children of the Empire.”


That smile, the type of smile that men in medieval times would slay dragons just to be blessed with.


“Well, thanks for your time,” I said.


“No problem. I’m not a huge fan of Rupert’s, but I don’t want him to get hurt. It’s already bad enough that he’s such a . . . a . . .”


“Boring bastard?”


“Yes!” she laughed. “We are awful.”


“That we are,” I said.


As I walked away, I thought I felt her eyes still on me. I turned and saw her still at the door, waiting for me to look back at her.


She smiled, that smile again, and went inside.





THREE


The next morning, I got back to the office to log my notes. Ken and Clive were back from Marcie’s errand.


“Sorted that stalker out, then?” I asked.


“He won’t be stalking anyone for a very long time,” said Ken, rubbing his bruised knuckles.


“Or using a computer,” Clive said.


“Or eating solid food,” Ken said.


“Shouldn’t you put some ice on those knuckles?” I asked.


“Nah,” Ken sneered. “He was like a fucking pillow.”


Ken and Clive were brick shithouses. You definitely did not want them laying a hand on you. If you ever saw them coming after you, you’d run. But that would only piss them off and make them chase you, and their years as coppers meant they had a really good chance of catching you. And when they caught you, they would really want to lay their hands on you. You couldn’t win if Ken and Clive ever set their sights on you. The lesson was never to give them a reason to come after you. I made it a point to live by that rule.


I walked over to Marcie’s desk.


“What are you watching?” I asked.


“It’s a Literary Terror flash mob.”


On her computer, a video uploaded from a phone. About a dozen young men descended on a Central London bookshop and trashed the cardboard standee of Delia McCarthy, the talk show host. They proceeded to attack the table that held copies of Delia’s latest lifestyle book, howling and singing as they ripped the pages up and tossed them into the air. Then just as suddenly, they ran out of the shop before the police arrived.


“Literary terror. Huh,” I said.


“A troll threatened Delia on Twitter that this was going to happen. He also doxxed her last week and she had to move to a hotel,” Marcie said.


“Have you asked Olivia to help tracking him?”


“She’s still busy on her case. Dude, I could use a hand on this. You were a teacher: you know the literary world better than me.”


“Once I get some traction on Holcomb, I’ll see what I can do,” I said.


As I typed my interview notes into my computer, David came running up like I’d eaten the last Jammie Dodger in the pantry.


“I can’t believe Roger gave you the Holcomb case! You’re not even a Tory voter!”


“And thank fuck for that,” I said.


“It should have been me!”


“David, you’re a lawyer. Investigations aren’t your specialty.”


“But I know the ins and outs of the party!” he protested.


Out of all of us, David was the one who was obviously using this job at the agency as a stepping-stone to a political career later down the line. He and I went way back to university. When I lost my teaching job, he was the one who hooked me up with Roger. His parents were from Nigeria and his family was well connected, so David was under pressure to go far. He had a law degree and was really more the agency’s legal advisor than an investigator, but Roger liked to mix everyone’s roles up. Roger knew David’s parents and hired him for the access to certain people with power and money—Roger’s two favorite things.


“Really, you don’t want this one, mate,” I said.


“Oh yeah? What is it? A leaked document? Compromising photos? Could be well tasty.”


“Dead girlfriend having sex with him.”


David did a double take.


“What?”


“Nocturnal emissions of the ghostly kind,” Mark said woozily from his desk.


David tried to speak, but his brain short-circuited. He just walked back to his desk.


“Still should have given it to me,” he muttered.


Roger, who must have overheard David and me, since his door was open, decided to come out and grace us with his presence. His Majesty wanted a progress report.


“I ran a theory that this might be some kind of honeytrap,” I said. “Russians might do that kind of thing, but normally they’d just throw a woman at a guy, none of this sneaking in while he’s unconscious stuff. The point is to have him hooked on the woman. So that’s out.”


“Too right,” Roger said. “As convenient as it would be to have a future prime minister in your pocket, it’s too early to go for Holcomb. He hasn’t officially declared his candidacy yet, and the party can still decide not to run him if they decide he’s too unsafe or unstable.”


“So the best angle is still a campaign to smear him or drive him mad, as McLeish thinks,” I said. “But if anyone wanted to discredit him, it’d be easier to set him up in public to say the wrong thing or fall over and look stupid, not in the privacy of his home at night where there are no witnesses.


“All solid theories,” Roger said. “Where do they leave us?”


I could only shrug.


“Keep plugging,” Roger said, and went back to his office.


Yeah. No pressure.


Olivia came over and plopped a small pile of printouts on my desk.


“Little prezzie, babes.”


“What’s all this?”


“Holcomb’s medical records. My fortune-teller said I should give you a hand. Hitch my wagon to your star, as it were.”


“Fortune-teller? You believe in that?”


“Not really. It’s more a habit.”


“How did you get all this?”


She shrugged, all coy. Whenever Olivia got coy, it meant she had just broken the law and gotten away with it. To the world, she looked like a respectable professional Chinese girl in librarian glasses, a Gucci dress, and designer heels, but when she was a teenager, she was one of the most notorious hackers in the world. She was so good that she never got caught, never bragged on forums, and always covered her tracks. Somehow, Roger sniffed her out—turned out he knew her parents, upper-middle-class bankers from Hong Kong who were early clients of his. He hired her when she graduated from LSE with the offer that he would let her use her bag of black-hat tricks to sniff out all kinds of financial and personal secrets that she might use on her way to becoming a power player in the business world.


“I was online looking into some bank records for my client. Thought I’d root around for you while I was at it.”


We studied Holcomb’s medical history together. No history of mental illness. Slight high blood pressure. High cholesterol. Some hypertension. Sleep apnea. He’d even had an MRI scan. No brain tumors. No neurological issues. Physically, he was normal.


“He had referrals to a Harley Street psychiatrist but never went,” Olivia said.


“Typical,” I said.


That’s the sad thing about the British,” Mark said. “We all fucking need therapy, but very few of us go.”


“He doesn’t strike me as mentally ill,” I said. “Addicted to meds, but not mad.”


“Aside from being a politician, you mean?” Mark said. “That probably means some serious pathologies right there.”


“Take a look at his prescriptions,” Olivia said with some glee.


“Bloody hell.”


“He roofies himself to sleep?” Marcie said. “This gets better and better.”


“Does this firm ever get normal people for clients?” I mused.


“The rich and powerful are not normal people,” Mark said. “Normal people can’t afford us.”


I had a thought.


“Marcie, put a call out to your tabloid contacts, Popbitch. See if they’re looking for dirt on Holcomb, or if anyone’s offering to sell any.”


“On it.” She picked up her phone. “His star is on the rise. Now would be the time for a juicy scandal.”


“Normally they’d be hiring us to dig up dirt,” Mark said.


Cheryl walked over and looked at the printouts Olivia gave me.


“You done with that, dear?”


“Er, yeah.”


“Good.”


She snatched up the file, went over, and stuck it into the paper shredder.


“Don’t want it hanging about to incriminate us, do we?” she said, and returned to her desk.


“I looked at Holcomb’s financials,” Olivia said. “Nothing out of the ordinary there.”


If there were any financial irregularities, Olivia would have sniffed it out.


“I hope you remembered to erase your digital footprints, darling!” Cheryl said.


“Yes, Cheryl!” Olivia said, rolling her eyes.


“Always, Cheryl!”


“There’s a good girl,” Cheryl said, and walked back to her desk.


Olivia had a problem with Cheryl. Olivia had a problem with any woman who had authority over her, because as far as she was concerned, she was the one with authority, and the sooner the world knew that, the better.


“She’s been with Roger since the beginning,” whispered Mark. “Back when they were a little office off Fleet Street in the late eighties.”


“They only had Ken and Clive in the old days,” whispered Marcie. “And went from that rinky-dink little shithole to this place.”


“So she knows where all the bodies are buried,” Mark said.


“Wait, do you mean that literally?” Now even I couldn’t help whispering.


“All the bodies,” Mark and Marcie said in unison.


We glanced at Cheryl in awe and perhaps a little healthy fear.


She didn’t look up.


Had she heard us?


She didn’t let on.


“Do not. Ever. Piss her off,” Marcie whispered.


“ ’Ere, mate, what are you doing on the stakeout front?” asked Benjamin, who had been conspicuously silent up till that point.


“I haven’t thought about that yet.”


“Got you sorted there.” He grinned. “Just got the latest model surveillance gear. Gagging to try them out. How about we visit Maison Holcomb?”
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Holcomb had given me permission to look over his flat in Pimlico for clues. The porter let us in, and Benjamin immediately started scoping out the best places to hide his new sound-activated webcams and microphones. Holcomb was away in Surrey canvassing and staying in the local Holiday Inn. I was still not inclined to treat this case as a ghost story but more as a locked-room mystery. Was this Phantom Louise only coming to fuck Holcomb in his flat, or was it following him around? If it was just in this flat, then it wasn’t a haunting so much as someone who could only count on getting away with raping him here. Too many unknown factors in a strange hotel room, too many chances of getting caught.


I got a look at Holcomb’s medicine cabinet. It was an addict’s treasure chest, huge selection of prescription medications, all downers and sleep aids, Opiate City. My former students would have nicked all of this and sold it in school for a small fortune, and also kept a bit of it to use themselves.


Benjamin’s cams and mikes were tiny, barely the size of a fingernail.


“The video uploads straight to our server at the office, so we can just review the footage on the computers,” Benjamin said. “Bang! Bob’s yer uncle. We stay on the case and get to keep our social lives.”


Benjamin was our tech and surveillance expert, a snarky Chinese lad from Peckham. Oil and water in contrast with Olivia. He was hardware. She was software. GCHQ had tried to recruit him, but he preferred the private sector. “Can’t be arsed to sign the Official Secrets Act,” he said. He was like James Bond’s Q—if Q had the soul of a juvenile delinquent. He wasn’t malicious, per se, but he loved mischief, especially the types of mischief you could get up to with the latest tech. And he loved his new, flashy tech, always upgrading, always ordering new gear with the expense account Cheryl allowed him because he always got results. I hate to admit it, but he was like my evil twin brother. Out of everyone at the agency, he was the one I had the most fun with, definitely a bad influence.


“Ken and Clive would call us soft for not spending all night freezing our bollocks off watching the flat from across the street,” I said.


“Sod ’em! This is the twenty-first century!”


Benjamin hid another webcam up on the ceiling light.


“Clients want the old familiar stuff with newfangled bells and whistles,” he said. “It’s like buying a new car. Everyone likes a New Car Smell.”


He opened his laptop to check the stream. There we were in 4K, standing in Holcomb’s bedroom from the HDTV’s point of view.


“We are the New Car Smell,” he said.
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Julia Fowler had been waiting over an hour in reception when Benjamin and I got back to the agency. Benjamin went back to helping Olivia with her embezzlement case. I escorted Julia into the conference room for privacy. She showed me an old video of Louise on her phone, dressed in a tight flowery dress and slow dancing and laughing with Holcomb at a birthday party.


“Louise became really girly. She loved dresses, frocks, high heels, all those trappings more than me. That was why she loved modeling. And I guess her brand of femininity was the type that men like Rupert fell hard for. And she just wanted to marry a nice bloke who treated her right.”


“Why are you telling me this?”


“To show you that Louise and Rupert were the real deal. But she had a past.”


“Go on.”


“Dodgy boyfriend. Utter sleazebag. Photographer she lived with in Paris for a while. He has photos she was afraid would get out. He keeps them in a safe in his flat in Paris. Look, I know you’re busy, but I need your help.”


This could be my first lead. A shithead who might be out to mess with Holcomb for taking Louise away from him, perhaps?


I looked at Julia.


“Would you like to go to Paris with me?”





FOUR


Off to St. Pancras Station, taxi receipt to give to Cheryl. Two tickets on the company credit card, receipt for Cheryl for an expenses claim as part of the bill to the Tory Party later. And we were off.


You might think the three hours it took to get to Paris—three hours in a dark tunnel—were filled with awkward silences, but this wasn’t the case.


“Sorry,” said Julia.


“For what?”


“Using you like this.”


“It’s my job.” I shrugged. “I want to know more about Louise and see if anyone from her past might be out to get Holcomb. You need backup. Win-win for us both.”


God knows I was desperate for a bad guy in this case to focus on. One that preferably had a pulse.


“I Googled you,” Julia said.


Here we go.


I shouldn’t have been surprised. Julia must have vetted me before she decided I could be trusted. Anyone could look me up if they wanted, even if not all the facts were out there. They never are.


“Is there something you need to ask?”


“How did you find out that girl was sleeping with the teacher in the first place?”


“She was one of my students. She had trouble at home, and the bastard took advantage. The usual grooming, made her feel special, like he was looking out for her when no one else was. Thing is, she was smart, knew it was wrong deep down. I must have told all my students this kind of thing was wrong in passing, and she remembered it. After a few months, she came and told me what was happening with her. I told the principal and authorities immediately.”


“Were you friends with that teacher?” she asked.


“Phil and I were friendly. Had the occasional drink. Never knew he was sleeping with a student. It’s not something teachers generally spilled to each other.”


“Would you have reported him if you were friends?”


“In a flash. I wouldn’t have tried to have a friendly chat with him. That kind of thing is non-negotiable in my book.”


“So how did it go from something as straightforward as reporting it to him trying to stitch you up?”


“I cocked up. Before Social Services came to take her away, she ran off. The police were called. They were looking for her. Then she turned up on my doorstep in the middle of the night. I let her sleep on my sofa before taking her to school the next day. When Phil saw me go to school with her, he accused me of being the one who was sleeping with her to muddy the waters. I ended up being investigated as his accomplice. Weeks of testimonies, had to get my own solicitor. That was when it hit the papers. The student insisted I wasn’t part of it. In the end, her testimony saved me from getting arrested. Phil had his lawyer muddy the waters, as well. In the end, the student and her parents opted not to press charges, and they left the country. By then, I was tainted as much as Phil was, and the school used the excuse of budget cuts to sack me as well as Phil.”


“To be accused of something monstrous,” Julia said. “That changes you, doesn’t it?”


“My mother was a teacher. It seemed like a good idea when I left university. I thought about going into publishing with my English degree, work towards becoming an editor, but in the end, I decided to go into teacher training, be of service. I reckoned the students would keep me on my toes. I was good at it.”


“Are you bitter?”


“More angry than bitter. I felt like I failed my student. We didn’t protect her properly. And she had to come out and protect me.”


“What was it like, suddenly cast adrift?”


“Weird. I realized that I didn’t really feel as if being a teacher defined me. I made some halfhearted attempts to find a new teaching position, but deep down, I knew I would never teach again. I was burnt-out.”


“So the other guy, Phil—”


“He’s still out there, but I don’t think he’ll land another teaching job, either.”


“So how did you become a private investigator?”


“My friend David from uni. He’d been working a few years as the lawyer at Golden Sentinels. When he saw I’d been unemployed for six months and moping about, he talked me into going for an interview. Said it paid crazy-good money. Since I was in debt, I thought why not? I still wonder why they hired me.”


She smiled. Like she knew something I didn’t.


“Sorry,” I said. “Banging on like that.”


“It’s fine. I had to ask.”


She was still vetting me. I had no problems with that. I sensed her sister sitting there with us, beside her as she listened to my sob story, deciding that I could be trusted to help. Julia would protect Louise, even in death.





FIVE


Got off at the Gare du Nord, headed for the Metro. Got out at the 6th Arrondissement, the Saint Germain-des-Prés area. Louise’s ex kept a flat he had inherited from his family here, the only way anyone could possibly have a place in this part of town. His name was Loïc Bazennec, probably the most French name ever. D-list fashion photographer who made a decent living on magazine shoots; he wanted to be Annie Leibovitz.


“Only more misogynist,” Julia added.


His flat was in a backstreet on the way to Saint-Michel. The entrance to the building opened to a cobblestoned courtyard.


“Loïc isn’t home this week. He’s off for Fashion Week in Berlin,” Julia said.


Social engineering is the art of subtly manipulating people into thinking that giving you what you want was the most sensible thing in the world. It’s really a fancy way of saying “con job.” The trick to social engineering is to always act with total confidence, like you’re supposed to be there. That was what Julia and I did. We walked up to the front entrance of Loïc Bazannec’s building like a couple coming home. Julia pressed the bell, and the door buzzed open for us.


[image: Images]


Julia had a set of spare keys that Louise had held on to after she and Loïc had broken up. We climbed the stairs to his front door. I put on a pair of surgical gloves and gave Julia a pair so we didn’t leave our fingerprints anywhere.


Swish flat. Old photos on the bookshelves of Louise with a lanky, jowly bloke that I presumed was Loïc.


“He was domineering. Abusive.”


The walls of his flat were lined with oversize photos of nude models he had obviously taken great pride in shooting. He had a particular fixation on crotches and bums.


I hated this guy already.


Julia headed for the office area in the living room. She’d been here before, back when Louise was living with Loïc. How long had she been planning to do this? The safe was sitting under the desk. I recognized it as one of those common commercial models, barely larger than a shoe box, with a keypad and seven-pin tubular lock.


“Louise always meant to sneak back here to get those photos.”


She entered a code on the keypad.


“Shit! He’s changed the code.”


“Let me have a go,” I said.


When I was training for the job, Benjamin walked me through the gamut of safecracking: listening for the tumblers on combination locks, cutting another model open from the soft metal back, brute-force cracking the bigger models with a crowbar if you had the time. Then there were the cheap, crap ones with keypads.


Of course I carried a small lock-pick kit with me as part of the job. That didn’t include a crowbar for brute-forcing a safe, though. The question, then, was which tactic to use.


I pulled out the safe from the desk, entered a random code to hear the beep of the error message, and then smacked the top of the safe with my palm.


Sure enough, the door flipped open. Design flaw in the spring.


Luckily for us, Loïc’s mediocrity extended to his choice of safety appliances.


Julia pulled out a large manila envelope. Negatives and prints of Louise and some other women in handcuffs and leather straps and smeared in filth. They didn’t all look consensual.


“His fetish was bondage and poo. He insisted his girls ‘play’ with him. Lou always regretted these.”


She left the small wad of cash alone in the safe. I reached behind the safe door and pressed a little red button on the side near the hinge and heard a beep, resetting the passcode. Louise entered a new random code. Loïc would come back from Berlin to find he couldn’t open his safe the next time he wanted to take out the photos for a wank. He probably didn’t know how easy it was to open the safe, since if he knew how rubbish these safes were, he probably wouldn’t have bought one. Julia was happy to let him stew.


I found nothing that would tie Loïc to Holcomb. Julia said Louise never told Holcomb about him, and they never met. We left the flat with the photos and walked over to the Pont des Arts. Louise took out a lighter and set the negatives and photos on fire, letting them flutter into the Seine. We watched the wind take them as they dwindled into embers before they hit the water. The lovers and tourists who passed us didn’t bat an eyelash.


“I have to turn in a paper about The Canterbury Tales next week. It’s stressing me out a bit.”


“And you’re not stressed about committing burglary?”


“I’ll do anything to protect my sister,” she said. “I’m going to write about ‘The Miller’s Tale.’ Laughed my arse off at that one.”


“The Miller’s Tale.” Story about a carpenter whose wife was cheating on him with a local scholar, and a second scholar also fancied her. When the second scholar pestered her for a kiss, she told him to close his eyes, then stuck her bum out the window. She and her lover had a good laugh when the second bloke kissed her arse instead of her mouth. The second scholar got pissed off and grabbed a hot poker to punish her, but it was her lover who stuck his arse out the window this time for a laugh, and he got the poker up his bum instead, screaming bloody murder and waking up the town.


“It’s always the ‘poker up the bum’ story that everyone remembers,” I said.


We laughed, trying to shake off the adrenaline rush from the breaking and entering we just pulled off.


Suddenly she kissed me, taking me by surprise.


“Thanks,” she said.


“Just doing my job. I wanted to see if Loîc might have been the one out to get Roger. Now I can rule him out.”


She kissed me again.


“When this is over, we should go out properly,” she said.


As first dates went, this was pretty good. Nothing like a bit of breaking and entering for a bonding experience. I was probably crossing an ethical line here somewhere, but Julia wasn’t a client, so I didn’t feel any dings on my conscience.


In the corner of my eye, at the other side of the bridge, stood Kali. Goddess of death and rebirth, what was she doing here? Was I doing something that was about to change my life? I ignored her, a blur in the distance.


We took the Eurostar back to London. It was dark when we came out at St. Pancras. I put Julia in a cab, since she had to go home to write her paper. I headed home, still abuzz from our kiss, and passed out from exhaustion—exhaustion mixed with excitement.





SIX


What have you got?” I asked Benjamin.


“Only the most boring nature documentary ever.”


We watched the cam footage that Benjamin had recorded overnight. Benjamin speeded up the video so we didn’t have to endure in real time the scene of Holcomb coming into his bedroom the night before.


“Observe,” said Benjamin, “Torius parliamentus in his natural habitat.”


Holcomb changed into his pajamas, swallowed some pills that had to be the Rohypnol I had found in his medicine cabinet, and climbed into bed. When he switched off the lights, the footage went to infrared. He slept like a log. No one entered his bedroom throughout the night.


“I am distinctly disappointed in the lack of ghostly sexy times,” said Benjamin.


“Did you get our clients’ permission to put surveillance cameras in his flat?”


“Er, no,” I said.


We didn’t realize Roger had been standing behind us watching the footage all along. His face was a shade of beet red, like a blood vessel might pop any second, and his teeth were grinding as if he was trying very hard to keep his head from exploding. Benjamin and I couldn’t answer. I let my gaze wander to Olivia talking to a pair of Buddhist monks in the boardroom. New clients who wanted her to secure their IT network from hackers.


“Tell me you’re going to delete this footage and you’ve removed the cameras from that flat,” Roger said.


“But didn’t you say we should pull every trick in the book to crack this case?”


“This poor sod might be our next prime minister, and I don’t want Special Branch knocking on our door if they find out we bugged his flat,” said Roger. “You haven’t answered me about the cameras.”


“Err,” muttered Benjamin.


“Imagine if this footage got out,” Roger said slowly. “If we’re lucky, only you two will go to fucking prison. If we’re lucky, we won’t get sued.”


Benjamin was already scrambling to get his gear together to go back to Holcomb’s flat to remove the cameras.


“Just you, Benjamin. Make sure you remove all the cameras and microphones. As for you, Ravi, get out there and earn your bloody wages.”


I moved Holcomb’s video file into the trash and deleted it. Olivia was laughing with the monks as they spoke rapid Mandarin while Cheryl served them all tea.


“Looks like you’ll have to kick it old-school after all, eh?” smirked Clive from his desk.


Ken and Clive were enjoying watching the newbie squirm.


“Ain’t no cuttin’ corners when it comes to legwork,” Ken said. “You’re not gonna catch anyone red-handed sittin’ behind a computer.”


Ken and Clive were much less amused when Roger ordered them to go out with me to make sure there were no more cock-ups. He was putting the training wheels back on.


At least he let us take out the company BMW.





SEVEN


To Belgravia, off Eaton Square, within walking distance of Harrods on Knightsbridge side, to conduct a quick interview.


“Mind your manners,” Clive said. “Don’t say anything rude. Don’t fucking judge. This is a classy manor, got it?”


“You’re on thin ice as it is,” Ken said. “Roger pulled a lot of strings to get you an audience here.”


Clive rang the bell, and one of the most bored-looking beautiful women I’ve ever seen opened the door. She wore Chanel, her earrings and jewelry all gold and diamonds. She showed us into the living room.


The house was something straight out of Country and Town House magazine, the décor all velvet and Laura Ashley, and the proprietress, Madame Felicity, was immaculate in makeup and Gucci. She was the type of woman who used femininity as a weapon. The withering contempt of her gaze was the type to shrivel men’s balls. She and Roger went way back. He’d never tell what kinds of favors they did for each other to earn this much trust, but that she was willing to talk to me spoke volumes.


“This isn’t any old knocking shop, love,” she said. “We get all sorts around here: celebrity chefs, sultans, sports stars, tycoons, politicos. They pay us as much for discretion as for the girls.”


The girls here were all supermodel-levels of symmetry and sultriness. Not an ounce of fat on any of them, all slim waists and long legs, pert breasts that defied gravity and probably at least forty grand’s worth of cosmetic surgery to achieve this level of flawlessness. Lips Botoxed to varying degrees of subtlety. Blondes, brunettes, the occasional redhead, chiseled noses and diamond cheekbones. The costs of the surgery would have been paid off after about ten clients. Some of the girls were so posh, you could practically name the finishing schools they went to. Others were paying off university fees and student loans. Ken and Clive told me not to ask about the occasional famous actress from Hollywood or Europe who did a bit of moonlighting here when acting work was thin on the ground and the bills were high. The men here looked like GQ covers. This was the sex equivalent of getting to test-drive a Ferrari or Lamborghini. Not for Ken, Clive or me, though, not with our salaries. For us, it was strictly “look, don’t touch.” Ken and Clive preferred rougher trade than the guys on offer here, and they were already a couple, anyway.


“We vet our clients as much as they depend on our discretion,” Madame Felicity said. “Not everyone gets to come through the door, no matter how rich they are. We don’t do underage stuff or pedos. Beyond that, anything goes between consenting adults.”


“Did Rupert Holcomb come here?” I asked.


“Just the once,” she said. “His minders from the party brought him here after his girlfriend passed away. His whip, McLeish, thought he just needed some relief. He looked like a little boy who had lost his mummy at the pier. Barely looked at my girls. Just spent an hour sitting on the sofa drinking a gin and tonic, then he muttered to his minders and they took him home.”


“Fuck me, that’s discipline,” Clive said.


“I wouldn’t call it discipline, mate,” Ken said. “More like grief. He was still gettin’ over his dead girlfriend.”


“Do you get paparazzi or press hanging about outside? Could anyone have seen Holcomb leaving this place?”


She shook her head.


“Darling, this place is a bigger secret than GCHQ. If the press ever writes about us, it’s Game Over. Besides, we have more than a few editors and publishers using our services. And would you care to guess the types of people who invested money in this place? At this location, hiding in plain sight?”


I didn’t answer, but I did start to guess. The kind of money that could buy this place under a shell corporation, the paperwork for taxes, the sheer clout . . . We’re talking a conglomerate of Establishment figures investing in Madame Felicity’s business plan: a haven for secrets and sex. I wondered if Roger had a small stake in this place. It wouldn’t surprise me if he did.


“You look a bit shell-shocked, old son,” laughed Ken as we drove away from Belgravia.


He and Clive always had a good giggle at me getting another shred of innocence stripped away as the vastness of the world’s sordid secrets opened up under my feet.


Only a call from Marcie saved me.


“Dude, we got a lead. Freelance bottom-feeder trying to sell dirt on Holcomb to the tabloids.”


“What’s his name?”


“Jonah Vankin. Used to be a stringer for the News of the World for their juicy scandals. He has a rep for creating them, throwing girls and drugs at celebs, then cashing in on the stories.”


“You think he might be the type to hire a hooker to fuck Holcomb in the night and fit him up?”


“Politicians and spies may not have the imagination for that kind of high-concept scam,” Marcie said. “But a tabloid twat might. Texting you his picture and details now. He hangs out at the Shoreditch most nights trying to get dirt, so he won’t be home till late.”


Sure enough, the picture of a grinning dickhead in a cheap jacket popped on my screen along with his address and number.


“Happy hunting,” Marcie said, and hung up.


“I think we have our bad guy,” I told Ken and Clive.


Relief all around.





EIGHT


Back to the office.


I asked Marcie to call Vankin. Better to have a cheery American chick call a toerag-on-the-make than a burley ex-copper or former schoolteacher. Didn’t want to scare him off. Best to start with the path of least resistance.


Who could resist Marcie Holder in her cheeriest PR Woman voice with the promise of business and perks, especially when her default mode always sounded like she’s flirting?


“This shit I got needs to get out there, darlin’!” Vankin said on the speakerphone. We were, of course, recording it for evidence. “The public needs to know!”


“Is it documents? Pictures?” Marcie asked innocently.


“Aw, man! Pictures! Future PM Holcomb in flagrante delicto! Sucking, fucking! Drugs! What have you! This is six figures’ worth of scandal!”


“The trifecta of naughtiness,” Marcie cooed. “We’re interested.”


“Christ,” Ken muttered. “He sounds like a shopkeeper in Soho trying to sell us a dodgy porn DVD.”


“So what area of six figures are you asking?” continued Marcie.


“This is top shit, babes! Could bring down the whole Conservative Party! Half a million ain’t out of the question.”


“Hold on, cowboy,” Marcie said. “No publication pays half a mil without getting a taste first, no matter how much public interest is at stake here.”


“Come on! I thought I was talking to someone serious here! It’ll be well worth your while!”


I could feel him now: his cocky, coke-addled desperation, like an older version of some of my old students in North London. I used to catch them during break trying to sell baby powder saying it was gak, or orange tablets passing for Ecstasy, or a badly scratched-up Sony PSP they said fell off a lorry, and certainly looked it.


“Baby,” Marcie said. “I represent a very serious conglomerate of interested parties. We’re willing to talk.”


“You gotta promise, yeah? This doesn’t get bought up and then buried. This needs to be out there! And I get to write it up!”


“Believe me, you’ll get your shot. We have ties not only with the papers, but outlets in the States like TMZ and Fox News.”


“Good! I don’t want some security people or private investigators trying to silence me. That’s why I’m askin’ half a mil, yeah? Danger money! I don’t want Special Branch coming round my place, bumping me off, and making it look like I hanged myself while trying to have a wank!”


“What a charming image,” Marcie said. “So what kind of pictures are these? Are they negatives and prints or is it all digital? We want to get an exclusive, not have you turn around and sell it to a bunch of other people.”


“It’s all on a drive. I give you my personal guarantee you will get all copies. My word is my bond!”


Clive snorted in contempt.


Marcie set up a meet. That night at the club in Shoreditch. Of course we weren’t going to pay him a penny. While Ken and Clive went with me, Benjamin and Olivia would break into his flat to look over his computer. Hopefully, she could break whatever encryption he had on his drives to grab the photos.


“You owe me,” Marcie said. “Help with my stalking case when you have a chance.”


With that, she went back to reading her client Delia McCarthy’s bestselling chick-lit novel, Memoirs of a Bunny Boiler.


“Is this research?” I asked.


“She’s gonna ask me what I think of it when I talk to her,” Marcie said. “I’m obligated to be able to quote it chapter and verse. Writers are needy like that.”





NINE


Vankin insisted on meeting at the Shoreditch that night, his “place of power.” This was not good. Too many variables, things that could go wrong. We couldn’t control the space. Even on a slow night, this place was chockablock with Essex Girls, soap stars and, well, people like Vankin. That and the noise factor would make trying to talk to anyone a complete nightmare. We also didn’t want Vankin to vanish too quickly, and there were too many nooks and crannies for him to slip away to if he decided to hop it. Knowing the layout of the place didn’t help, since the crowds would be an added hindrance.


Ken, Clive, and I parked across the road and watched the queues form. At ten p.m., Vankin strolled up, cheap suit and hair gel, bypassed the queue of hopeful clubbers, shook the bouncer’s hand, twenty quid folded in his palm, and was let in.


“Cunt’s just the type to do a runner,” Ken said. “Guilty conscience. You can smell it off him.”


We were to meet him at ten thirty p.m. I looked at the crowd outside the club and decided I wasn’t having any of that. We got a text from Benjamin: he and Olivia had gained entry into Vankin’s flat and found his computer.


I waited till 10:35 p.m. and picked up our burner phone.


“Speak!” shouted Vankin over the din of crappy electrodance.


“I believe we have an appointment this evening.”


“Where’s the American bird I talked to? She sounded well fit.”


“She’s the facilitator. You’re dealing with us.”


“So where are you?”


“Outside,” I said. “Where we can negotiate with some peace and quiet.”


“Aw, no way, brah! We agreed to meet in here!”


“Mr. Vankin, we are taking you seriously enough to engage with you. We are, however, not willing to have to shout to be heard.”


“Too fucking bad, brah! You come in or no deal!”


“Mr. Vankin, I have with me twenty thousand pounds in cash as a down payment for you in good faith. If you do not meet me outside in five minutes, I will be gone. You will never see me again, and I will make sure no outlet will hear your pitch, let alone make you another offer. Five minutes.”


I hung up.


“Ooo-er!” Ken said.


“Please, sir, don’t give me detention,” Clive said.


“Don’t spank me, sir,” chuckled Ken. “I ain’t done nothing wrong.”


I rolled my eyes and stepped out of the car.


I had my speech all prepared. I was going to introduce myself as part of an international media conglomerate with political ties. Ken and Clive were here as muscle, of course. Of course we didn’t have twenty grand on us. We just wanted Vankin to think we were either stupid or callously rich enough to throw that much money around for a dodgy set of naughty photos. The point was to keep Vankin talking long enough to suss out whether he was for real and for Benjamin and Olivia to go through his computer.


Vankin came out of the club, looked around, saw me, and started across the street. I put on an air of bored professionalism to set him at ease. Ken stepped out of the car.


I’d never felt the air change this much before I even said a word.


Vankin’s eyes went wide with terror and he turned and scarpered like a hamster on fire.


“OY!”


I found out later that it was perfectly normal to see a guy getting chased down and beaten up in Hoxton late on a Thursday night. As it was, I only wanted to catch Vankin. Couldn’t speak for Ken, though. One thing he and Clive taught me is that cops absolutely hate before forced to chase down a punter. It makes them really want to take it out on him later. That meant I had to get him before Ken did.


Vankin dashed down Shoreditch High Street and turned into Bateman’s Row, then into Anning Street. Must have been all that cocaine in him that was making him run this fast. Ken was trailing behind me, cursing up a storm.


Vankin was nearly a hundred yards ahead of us when he turned around, confident that we wouldn’t catch up by now.


“Come and have a go if you’re hard enough, then!” he shouted, offering two middle fingers our way.


He totally missed Clive barrowing up behind him in the BMW and bouncing his scrawny stick figure off the bonnet.


Time slowed. Vankin in a graceful arc over the top of the car. Unpleasant crunch sound as he impacted on the tarmac.


“Jesus Christ! Was that really necessary?!”


“Stopped the fucker, didn’t I?” Clive said.


“Eh, we’ve done worse.” Ken shrugged.





TEN


No, he wasn’t dead. Thank fuck.


He hadn’t landed on his head. More like a hard belly flop. Yes, it hurt as much as you think. We called an ambulance anyway. Of course the police showed up to take a statement. And they turned out to be friends of Ken and Clive. It was pretty clear we weren’t going to be arrested when they started laughing and clapping each other on the back as Ken and Clive told them it was a misunderstanding with Vankin snorting a bit too much gak while we were chatting, getting paranoid and running right into their car as they were driving up.


My karma was in the toilet for this, though. Among the onlookers, I could sense Lord Buddha, just out of focus, watching and judging me.


Vankin had a couple of broken ribs, a mild concussion, and a twisted ankle. As he was getting loaded into the ambulance, I tried to talk to him again.


“Why did you run, man? We just wanted to talk.”


“Those two big fuckers with you,” he moaned. “They had the smell of Special Branch.”


“They’re not. They hate Special Branch.”


“That’s what they all say. Or they could have been MI5!”


“You think the domestic services might want to bump you off.”


“I know shit, brah. I am a primo depository of illicit intel.”


“Leave it out, son,” Clive said, rolling his eyes. “I’ve seen the list. You ain’t on it.”


Vankin’s face fell like a little boy’s who wasn’t getting presents for Christmas.


“But I know shit!” he protested. “I know all kinds of shit!”


We let the ambulance take him away for the end of the most disillusioning night of his life.


“Is there really a list?” I asked Clive.


He just rolled his eyes and shrugged.


I phoned Benjamin to tell him Olivia could take her time with Vankin’s computer. He wasn’t coming home that night.


“No need,” he said. “We’re done.”


“And?”


“You got me to give up my beauty sleep for this?” Olivia snatched up the phone. “It’s all rubbish.”


“Wait, what are you talking about?”


“First of all, Vankin’s computer setup is strictly Amateur Hour. He doesn’t have any security software installed, hasn’t updated his OS for ages—he doesn’t even have a sodding password for signing in! He’s still running Windows Vista, for God’s sake!”


“Did you find the photos?”


“If you can call them that. It’s all piss-poor Photoshop!”


“Seriously?”


“He took a photo of Holcomb at a pub from the Mail and pasted a naked slapper next to him.”


“Oh.”


“And get this, there’s one of Holcomb sucking a ten-inch cock in a gay threesome? He took the shot from Holcomb bobbing for apples at a village fair and pasted it into a spread from a gay porn magazine! It’s full of bad cutting and pasting!”


“All right, I get the picture—”


“Not yet, but you will. I made you a copy of all of Mr. Vankin’s stash. You know, in case you ever run out of cheap wank material.”


“Thanks a lot.”


Back to square one. No suspect. No resolution. And me one step closer to getting the sack for not solving Roger’s Big Favor to the Tory Party.


Shit.


Shit. Shit. Shit!





ELEVEN


It’s happened again!” screamed Holcomb.


Barely four hours of sleep before I got his call. And I didn’t have the benefit of taking Rohypnol. Quick shower, my clean suit and tie, no time for coffee. Cab down to his flat. Arrived to hysterics.


Holcomb in his dressing gown, red faced, shaking.


I looked at the rumpled bed, the drying wet patches.


“Can you smell it? The sex? The perfume?”


He hadn’t done this to himself. I’d been through his medicine cabinet and all the cupboards in the flat when I was last over with Benjamin. He didn’t keep any women’s perfume here.


“I didn’t do this to myself! I don’t sleepwalk! Someone is doing this to me!”


“Mr. Holcomb, I believe you. We will get to the bottom of this.”


“When? You can’t imagine the shame! The humiliation! The . . . not knowing! I can’t endure this much longer!”


I looked at him. Started to really see him for the first time. Not the bland, empty suit on the telly or the papers, not the focus group–tested mannequin spouting platitudes and policies that were going to help the rich get richer and fuck up the young, the handicapped and the vulnerable, but the man. Or rather, the little boy who always did what everyone wanted, who didn’t know anything better, who was desperate to be accepted. I’d assumed he was going to be party leader by name anyway, that he was just the front man pushing the policies the party committee had decided upon. They tended to pick not the most charismatic, but the most anodyne these days, the most market-tested, generic, faceless, inoffensive figure who could serve as a receptacle for sound bites and policy declarations. If the main parties could run androids, they probably would. But now I was seeing all the artifice stripped away and the victim underneath.


Oh, God, was I starting to feel sorry for him?


“Mr. Holcomb, you’re not exactly cut out for this line of work are you?”


“Eh? What—what are you saying?”


“Do you really want to be prime minister?”


“Well, of course! Every MP dreams of that.”


“I’m not so sure about that. Some of them just want to serve their constituents.”


The confusion on his face was painful to behold.


“No, no,” he muttered. “That was always the endgame. I was always going to be party leader, then PM. That was the trajectory. We had this all planned out. Do you see how all . . . all this can ruin those plans? Why won’t you help me?”


“Mr. Holcomb, close your eyes.”


“What—?”


“Just close your eyes and take a deep breath. There. And another. In. Out. In. Out.”


The air in the room began to let up a bit.


“Better?”


“Yes, thank you.”


“When you closed your eyes, what did you see in your mind?”


“A green field stretching far in the distance. England’s green and pleasant land.”


“How did you feel when you saw that?”


“Happy. I wish I could just sit in that field forever.”


“No work, no worries, no stress. No meetings. No voters.”


“Yes. I wish I could be here forever.”


With that, his eyes snapped open. He tensed again, as if he’d been caught doing something shameful. I really wished someone would talk him into getting some therapy.


“What did you do to me?”


“I didn’t do anything. Why? Do you think you did something wrong?”


“No, but—it’s just—”


“Why would I judge you? Everyone needs that place you just found.”


He relaxed, but only slightly.


“Can you hang on to that feeling?”


“I—I think so.”


“Try to remember it. Do you have any appointments today?”


“Yes. A budget meeting, then canvassing in the afternoon.”


“All right. Go about your day as you normally do. Can you manage that?”


I told Holcomb not to come home that night, that he should get a room at his club and sleep there. If he didn’t get any nocturnal sexing there, we would at least know that it was a living person and not a ghost.


“All my life, I did what everyone told me I should do,” Holcomb said as he left. “Louise, she was the only decision I made on my own. For myself.”


Time to stop fucking about. I should have done this in the first place. I got back to the office to look up Louise’s Facebook page and went through her friends list, cross-referenced their names with her interviews, and found another old boyfriend in Munich. His name was Gunter. Munich was a period of her life she didn’t talk about, brushing it off in interviews as paying her dues, going where the work was, even if it wasn’t high profile, before anyone heard of her, where she did rudimentary catalogue work.


I phoned Gunter up. He agreed to meet. He was nursing an expensive heroin addiction, so my call was serendipitous. He happened to be holding some old papers and records of hers. That I was asking for them meant they had to be worth some clobber, so he immediately demanded payment for them. I had to ask Cheryl for a thousand euros to pay him, but that was going to be part of the expenses, so she was kosher with it. Then a taxi to Luton Airport, an easyJet to Munich.


I met Gunter at the airport bar and handed him the money. He wanted to make small talk and have a beer, so I quizzed him about Louise as I read through the medical records he’d given me. They confirmed Louise’s compromised immune system, the risks to her health that the treatments posed, her hormonal imbalance that exacerbated her condition that may have lead to her illness later. And Gunter was the boyfriend who was loyal enough to stick with her through this period. He even kept these records to protect her. Unfortunately, everyone had their price, and Gunter’s was the increasingly expensive heroin addiction he needed to feed, so it was fortuitous that I happened to get in touch with him just when he needed to pay off his dealer and stock up on his stash.


“I loved her,” he said. “But deep down I knew it wasn’t to last. She was going to move on to great things and I would hold her back.”


I questioned Gunter long enough to get all the answers I needed before I got on the next plane back to London.


Only seven hours had passed since I had flown out of London. It wasn’t even late when I got back. There was actually a chance to wrap this case up.





TWELVE


She came at three in the morning, glided into his bedroom in the dark without a sound, muscle memory told her where everything was without needing to see. Her clothes slid off her like shed skin as she climbed into the bed and onto the man sleeping in it.


But this time, he wasn’t asleep.


“We have to stop meeting like this,” I said.


“Ravi?! What are you doing here?” Julia Fowler nearly threw herself off the bed in panic, but I grabbed her wrists and pulled her back before she toppled over and bashed her head on the carpet. I let her settle back on the bed.


“Don’t run. I just want to talk.”


In hindsight, Benjamin and I probably could have solved this case much sooner if we’d kept the cameras in place or, to go old-school, parked ourselves in the cupboard, and waited for her to show up, but I didn’t really believe someone was actually coming in and fucking Holcomb in his sleep, so I concentrated on every other angle before coming back to this bloody obvious one. Chalk that up to experience, I suppose.


Eventually Julia stopped resisting and sat back on the bed. She pulled her shirt back on.


“Where’s Rupert?” she asked.


“Sleeping at his club in town.”


“How did you know it was me?”


“You and Louise used the same perfume. Remember when we were talking about ‘The Miller’s Tale,’ the bit about the wife sneaking someone else’s bum for the poor sod to kiss? That came back to me when I smelled your perfume in this room yesterday morning.”


“After I—”


“Your last visit, yes. I also remembered there were no photos of Louise when she was little in your living room. I looked into Louise’s medical history. No records going back more than three years, but there were plenty of records for Lewis Fowler, who had the same date of birth as Louise.”


“How did you suss all this out?”


“I found an old boyfriend of Louise’s in Germany from Facebook.”


“Gunter.” Julia’s face darkened.


“He helped her get gender reassignment surgery there, away from the tabloids. The fights she had with your dad were about her being trans. Gunter kept her medical records from the clinic in Munich. I’m amazed he kept her secret that long.”


“Gunter can actually be loyal, when he’s not chasing his next high. Lou had the plastic surgery to sort out her face, her Adam’s apple, but her health deteriorated. She couldn’t go through with the genital reconstruction.”


“She was going to go through with the complete transition? She passed the psychological assessment?”


“She wanted it badly. Needed it. Not all trans women do,” Julia said. “Wow. Who would have thought Chaucer could be used for detective work. Too bad I can’t write about that in my paper.”


“So that was why Louise couldn’t marry Rupert,” I said. “She would have had to submit her birth certificate, and he would have found out.”


“She loved him,” Julia said. “I think the strain of putting off the marriage helped kill her in the end.”


“But they had sex, didn’t they? How could he not know she had a penis? She could hide her status in her job, but . . .”


“They always did it in the dark,” Julia said. “So he never realized.”


“Come on, how could he not notice?”


“Do you really want to know all the details?”


She picked up her phone and typed in a Google search, showed me the results. Some of them included pictures and diagrams. A lot more information than I needed.


“All right. I believe you.”


“Eventually, she got too ill to have sex with him. That was when she had the idea that I could sneak in and take her place. She gave me the spare key when she knew they were coming back for sex. She planned which rooms he wouldn’t be in, so he never saw me. Once they were in the dark, she would excuse herself, leave the bedroom, and let me in. I would do the rest.”


“Here’s what I don’t get. I know you’d do anything for her, but why go this far? Why have sex with a man you don’t even like?”


“I’m a sex addict.”


“Ah.”


“I’ve been diagnosed. No joke. You might think it’s all fun and games, but it’s not. When I was young, I was abused by my uncle, and it fucked me up right and proper. I don’t have sex on impulse because I like it. It’s because I hate myself. And I do it to stop hating myself, but I hate myself even more after I do it.”


“I know. It’s a compulsion.”


“She was my best friend,” Julia said. “She’d suffered so much, and I wanted her to be happy. And I didn’t mind Rupert. It was convenient. I didn’t have to talk to him afterwards. I didn’t have to pick up some grubby sod from a club. It kept my addiction under control, and I even got to cut down on my therapy sessions.”


“But you were still in your addiction. You shouldn’t cut down on the sessions.”


She looked at me, surprised.


“I’ve known a few addicts. Not sex addicts, but I get how it works.”


She relaxed a bit.


“So why did you start doing it again after she died? You don’t even like Holcomb.”


“I could control myself for a while, but college started to get to me. Therapy wasn’t helping. And I missed Louise. Doing it again felt like I was being close to her again, you know?”


“You could have talked to Rupert about it.”


“You must be joking! You’ve seen how he is! He’s beyond old-fashioned about sex! He’s bloody clueless! I didn’t want to have to deal with him being clingy and whinging. And if his handlers got wind of it, they might put pressure on me to marry him! Yuck! I knew Rupert took enough roofies to drop a rhino before he could sleep, so that worked in my favor. No muss, no fuss. I didn’t think he’d notice in the morning.”


“Well, he did. That’s why he hired us to find out what was going on.”


“I didn’t think it was me you were after.”


“Neither did I.”


“I was going to stop. Really. I thought I was doing pretty well for the past week when I left him alone, just concentrated on my coursework, went to therapy.”


“So why did you suddenly start up again last night?”


“Because of you, Ravi.”


“Me?!”


“I like you, all right? I didn’t expect that to happen. I didn’t want to fuck you, because that would ruin it! I couldn’t handle it, and I needed to get back to something familiar.”


Christ. I’d become the case. That one ethical line I should never cross, and I’d ended up on the other end of it without even knowing.


“I didn’t think Rupert would notice.” Julia hugged herself. “I thought he would just wake up and vaguely think he had a wet dream, then get on with his day.”


“He’s been losing his rag over it. He thought he was going mad. He was going spare, enough to hire me to find out.”


“Oh, God. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” She was like a little girl who’d discovered she’d done something really bad.


“You were just using him as a fuck doll. It didn’t occur to you that this was a crime?”


“It’s—I’ve been all fucked-up in my head. You were the first really good bloke I’d met for a long time. Then all those memories of Louise when we went to Paris together, all these mad feelings like I’m going to burst, just filling up and spilling over like I would explode if I didn’t do anything about it. I was going to stop coming, but I couldn’t help myself . . .”


She paused.


“Even now I still feel like Louise is sitting in the living room waiting for me to finish.”


“I’m really glad she isn’t,” I muttered. That would have really freaked me out.


“So where does that leave us? I mean, I like you. Not just for a fuck. I really like you.”


“Julia . . .”


“Are you going to tell him everything?”


“He hired me. He has a right to know. He thought he was going mad.”


“I deserve that, I suppose.”


We both knew what was at stake. Julia could be arrested and tried for assault. She and her family would be smeared all over the news—not to mention that Holcomb would be, too.


She put her arms around me, and we fell back on the bed.


“Can we just lie here like this for tonight? No sex.”


“We can do that, yeah.”


I was running on fumes, but we spent most of the night talking. We told each other our pasts and our traumas. We lay there until we fell asleep. Holcomb wouldn’t be back in the morning. We would be long gone by then. This mess wasn’t going away by any stretch of the imagination, though.





THIRTEEN


You hear all kinds of stories about private investigators overstepping their mark, especially if you’re in the business. This is industry gossip. Some investigators talk about sticking to the law lest they get brought up on charges. Some of them have affairs with clients. Some of them take bribes to keep evidence from clients. Some of them get caught breaking the law for their clients and sent to jail, like the one who hacked phones for the tabloids. I say “them” when I really mean “us.” Me. I was one of them. I’m no different, with the same moral and ethical temptations as the rest of them, no matter how much work I did back when I was pursuing my degree in religious studies. This was no abstract spiritual journey for pondering Enlightenment. This was a job where people’s lives were at stake. In all likelihood, Julia would be arrested and charged. I didn’t want to think about the impact on her family, especially if it hit the media. The impact on Holcomb and his career was beyond my imagination. But that wasn’t my brief. Ethics demanded I did my job and disclosed my findings.


I reported everything to Roger and Cheryl at morning briefing. Nobody expected the answer to the Ghost Seducer case. Even Mark, who could be expected to reach the most gonzo flights of fancy, was impressed. Benjamin, typically, thought it was hilarious. Marcie was amused. Olivia was bemused. Ken and Clive just quietly shook their heads, as if something unpleasant about humanity had been reaffirmed to them yet again. Most interesting of all, Cheryl didn’t seem to react as she just jotted this all down in the minutes. Roger, not surprisingly, was delighted. He did love a result.


Julia had decided to go home that morning, shower, and go to class as she normally went about her life, and wait for the bomb to drop. I said I would call her and tell her Holcomb’s decision once I met with him and McLeish.


I could massage what I told Holcomb, hide Julia’s identity, simply told him Louise hired a call girl to have sex with him in the dark. Should I do that? That would only throw up more questions: Now that Louise was dead, why would this woman continue to come and bonk him in the dead of night? I doubted Holcomb or McLeish would understand the impulses and pathology of addiction, let alone sex addiction. They would likely be out for blood. What good would that do anyone? Prison wasn’t going to help Julia. What she needed was treatment. Or maybe prison was the rock bottom she needed to hit before she committed fully to treatment.


“None of this is your problem, old son,” Roger said.


He called McLeish and told them we had solved the case. Shortly after, McLeish called back and said Holcomb insisted on coming in that afternoon to hear what I had found.


“What did you say to Holcomb when you last saw him?” asked Roger when he hung up.


“Why do you ask?”


“He trusts you, thinks you’re a straight shooter who’ll do right by him.”


Now how could I betray him, after trying to ease his pain that morning? Because I couldn’t let him suffer.


Roger could read it all on my face.


“What I said about having a mensch in my firm.” He smiled.





FOURTEEN


I had no appetite for lunch, no Pret A Manger sandwich for me. I just sat at my desk brooding, but covered it up by typing up my notes and fact-checking on the Internet. Even though no one had brought it up or given me shit about it, everybody in the office was waiting to see how the meeting with Holcomb was going to play out.


At two o’ clock, Holcomb arrived with McLeish and a man and woman who were either assistants or handlers. They weren’t happy when I insisted I spoke only to Holcomb and McLeish. With the glass door closed, the boardroom was soundproof. I had Benjamin sweep it for listening devices half an hour before their arrival, per our usual protocol with sensitive cases.


Roger and Cheryl joined us, of course.


I told Holcomb everything. I started slow, walked him through Louise’s history, emphasized that she was a woman trapped in a man’s body who tried to correct that as much as she could, until she got too sick to complete her transition. I laid out how she had sex with him and saw his whole world drop away from his eyes. Things only got worse when I got to the part about Louise’s surrogate. Of course, he asked who it was. I explained who and most of all, why.


I told him that Louise loved him.


Have you ever seen a man completely lose his shit? Trust me, you don’t want to. This was a full-on wobbly. This was the Premier League of wobblies.


It was a gradual process, started with his lower lip trembling. I thought he might just burst into tears. If that was all that happened, it wouldn’t have been so bad. No, next came an awful keening sound from his mouth, escalating into a banshee howl of despair. He leapt from his chair like a jackrabbit, grabbed the vase on the table, and threw it at the wall, where it exploded like a grenade. He threw himself on top of the table and began to writhe like a man on fire, clawing at his shirt and face. This was beyond rational, all reason and restraint falling away from him, leaving only impulse and unfocused emotion. Every regret, every disappointment, every loss had he ever suffered was working its way through him. He was all gesture without control now.


McLeish was taken aback, but gathered himself into a single expression of impatient disappointment. Roger had a look of mild fascination on his face, then nodded to Cheryl. Cheryl stayed perfectly calm, walked to the door, and asked Ken and Clive to come in and help hold him down. The two handlers rushed in, stopped, and looked on in horror.


“For God’s sake,” McLeish said. “Can’t you do something? It’s not as if he’s contagious!”


The man made a halfhearted move to reach for Holcomb, then hastily withdrew. Nobody wanted to touch a writhing, raving man. Ken and Clive rolled their eyes and strolled over to the table. They grabbed Holcomb by the ankles and pulled him off, took his arms, and proceeded to hold him down.


The rest of the gang just watched from the door with a look of gleeful Schadenfreude on their faces. Benjamin was all set to film it on his phone if Cheryl hadn’t come back from Roger’s office and hissed at him to put it away. She had a first aid kit in her hands that Roger took, thanking her gingerly for bringing it.


Roger produced a syringe and loaded it up with sedative from a small vial in the kit.


“Christ, he ain’t half-slippery,” Ken muttered as he struggled with the squirming Holcomb.


David sidled up to me.


“Jesus, you broke him,” he whispered. “What did you tell him?”


“The truth.”


“Somehow,” Marcie said, “I don’t think it’s setting him free.”


“Hold him steady, lads,” Roger said as he approached Holcomb with the syringe.


Ken and Clive had him bend over the table and, with one hand, yanked Holcomb’s trousers down just enough to expose the top fleshy bit of his bum. With one deft move, Roger plunged the syringe into Holcomb and injected him with the sedative. I had a feeling this wasn’t the first time Roger had done that here in the office. That he knew to keep a syringe and sedative in the first aid kit spoke volumes.


It took about a minute for the drugs to take effect, and Holcomb gradually stopped screaming and struggling. Ken and Clive carried him to the sofa in Roger’s office while Roger conferred with McLeish.


“Do you have a private ambulance service you like to use?” Roger said.


“Whose is more discreet?” McLeish asked back. “Yours or mine?”


“Mine.”


“We’ll use yours.”


Roger turned to Cheryl.


“Be a dear and give Charles a call, will you?”


The ambulance arrived in fifteen minutes. They knew not to use the siren, and they brought the gurney up via the building’s service entrance.


As they strapped Holcomb in, I spoke to him.


“Remember that place? That green and pleasant land? Go there now, and stay there as long as you like.”


Through his haze, Holcomb nodded, and the medics carted him off.


“Well,” McLeish said. “That could have gone better.”


“Did you know he was this . . . unstable?” I asked.


“We hoped he was made of sterner stuff. When we vetted him for the leadership position, we were just relieved that there was no pig-fucking in his background.”


“Well,” Roger said, “better to find out now than after you put him up at the next general election, eh?”


“Indeed,” McLeish muttered. “Oh well, back to the drawing board. Next one we pick will be married. And to a real woman.”


You transphobic prick. Thanks for reminding me why I’ll never vote for you lot.


“God willing.” Roger smiled.


McLeish shook Roger’s hand.


“Thank you for your work,” McLeish said. “They were right about you. Certainly earned your reputation.”


“Best of the best, that’s us,” Roger said. “And absolute discretion.”


“Do bill us for the damage today.”


I could tell Cheryl was already adding up the broken vase and the other repairs from Holcomb’s rampage, mentally laying out the invoice.


McLeish shook my hand, as well—respect for a job well done.


And with that, he and the handlers were gone.


My karma was going down the drain again.


I really hoped I would never land a case where a client thought he was getting fucked by his dead girlfriend again. But in this office, who could be sure?





FIFTEEN


Am I out of a job, then?” I asked as I closed the door to Roger’s office.


“Why on earth would you think that?” he asked.


“Well, I— You saw what happened. I just blew up that man’s life.”


“That was going to happen with or without us.”


He handed a glass of whiskey to me and clinked it with his own.


“What you got,” continued Roger, “was a good result. We’re the party’s new best friend. And we can charge them extra. Bottoms up.”


Roger was well happy. Another feather in his cap. Another notch on his list of important friends, a list from which he fully intended to call in favors when the time came.


The next few days were a holding pattern. Julia waited anxiously to see if there would be a police investigation. McLeish chose not to report anything to the authorities, with Holcomb’s approval. The embarrassment not only to Holcomb but to the party for choosing someone who had been duped to that extent was just not worth it. Holcomb announced that he was stepping down from the party leadership race due to ill health and checked himself into the Priory in Roehampton. The official press statement was that he was suffering from stress and anxiety, which wasn’t far from the truth. The stresses of his work as an MP and campaigning and all that. They mentioned grief and bereavement counseling, as well—that he hadn’t had the proper time to mourn Louise—which was long overdue. As part of our service, we monitored the records and the press to make sure nothing of what I told Holcomb and McLeish was leaked. Discretion was what Roger charged for as much as investigations, and why he paid us so much. Eventually the press, who generally found Holcomb rather dull to start with, would lose interest in him and move on to the next politico who popped his head up in the publicity game.


Holcomb sent word that he would not be pressing charges and bore Julia no anger or ill will.


“I should go see him,” Julia said.


“Is that such a good idea?” I asked.


“I need to make amends.”


“He might not want to see you.”


To my surprise, he agreed.


I took her over one afternoon and watched from a distance as they sat together in the garden. He looked smaller, diminished in his pajamas and slippers, but all the tension had drained from his body. This was the most relaxed I’d ever seen him. They spoke for a few hours, remembering Louise, and wept together. It looked rather therapeutic for them both. I didn’t need to hear what they were saying to read the scene. She doubled over in shame and remorse for what she had done to him in his sleep. He was amazingly calm as he held her hand and forgave her. It might have been the drugs he was on. I didn’t detect any rage or indignation coming off him. Maybe this was the real him, after all, underneath the awful policies he was espousing on the campaign trail. I had never been convinced that they were actual policies he thought up on his own, anyway. He really wasn’t cut out to be a mouthpiece for the financial sector and the neoliberal lobbyists who had the party’s ear. They’d just have to find the next candidate, probably one that was even more plastic, generic, and free from past and future scandal—double down on the blandness.


“Just because he forgives me doesn’t let me off the hook,” Julia said as we drove back into town.


“So what do you want to do?”


“For starters, stop raping sleeping MPs and stop having compulsive one-night stands that make me hate myself.”


“At the very least. Yes.”


“You’ve awfully calm about all this,” she said. “How do you know about addiction, anyway?”


“Runs in my family. I had an uncle who died from alcoholism. I sussed out early on it wasn’t the addiction, per se, but what triggered it. In his case, it was a broken heart after a lifetime of emotional pain.”


“If you hadn’t come along, I wouldn’t have stopped, and it probably would have ended up going someplace really bad.”


“I agree.”


“So where does that leave us?”


I couldn’t answer.


“Is this just a job for you?” she asked. “Are you doing all this out of some sense of professional and moral obligation?”


“I think it’s more than that.”


“Then it wasn’t my imagination.”


“Julia, I think it’s obvious that I fancy you, and maybe you fancy me, but is there any future in an ‘us’?”


“You saved me,” she said. “You saved Rupert.”


“So what are you saying? You want us to be official? You want us to be together?”


“Yes.”


Against my better judgment, yes. Was it her chaos I was drawn to? Was it that she was clever? That she was unusually direct? That she was funny? Was I getting sucked into a vortex that might drown us both?


“You know, Julia, in my experience, you thinking I’m good for you may not last. In six months, a year, you might think I was holding you back, that I’m too clingy, too controlling.”


“Are you controlling, Ravi?”


“I wouldn’t be happy with you going off and bonking other people. That’s not a relationship. That’s just friends with benefits plus your addiction. I don’t want to be your safe go-to shag.”


“Then you shouldn’t be,” she said. “The addict shouldn’t be the one to set the boundaries. The sane one is.”


“What makes you think I’m the sane one?”


“Don’t sell yourself short, Ravi.”


“If I’m going to be your reason, your incentive to get better, eventually I’m going to become your ball and chain, and you’re going to kick against it.”


“God, listen to us,” Julia laughed through tears. “We’re painting with our dysfunctions here. What if I say I don’t think of you just as a shag doll? What if I want the rest of you as well? I want your ambivalence about how fucked up this world is, I want your conscience that never stops nagging you. I want the eyes that you see me and this fucked-up world with, not just your cock and your hands. I want your reason and your kindness.”


“Julia, you’re crazy and you’re clever, and you’re ridiculously sexy in that English Rose kind of way that drives me round the bend. You’re the very chaos that defines my life. This is a terrible idea that we’ll both regret.”


Both falling, both of us, hand in hand and round and round into a whirlpool of everything we want and everything we fear.


Looking back, I’m amazed that I didn’t lose control of the car as we drove through the light rain up the M25, cruising in limbo on the London Orbital.


“This is a really terrible idea,” I said, once again trying to convince myself more than her.


“I know, right?” She laughed as she wiped her tears and blew her nose into a tissue.





SIXTEEN


The day the payment for the case came in, Roger gave me a bonus as well as a bit of something for everyone else in the office who had helped out. The gang took me to the local tapas bar that evening for a celebratory drink.


“One of us!” they toasted. “One of us!”


My colleagues were the most cheerful sociopaths I’d ever met—and I used to teach secondary school.


“It just hit me,” I said. “We’re fucking dangerous.”


“Wa-hey!” Benjamin said. “He finally gets it!”


“Respect!” David said.


“Ravi mate,” Mark said. “We’re all of us dangerous. Some people are just in denial about it.”


“Too right,” Clive said. “And some of us choose how to use that part of us when there’s a call for it.”


“Just don’t lose your compass, old son,” Ken said. “That’s what sets us apart.”


“Darling,” Olivia said. “You’re not a proper Golden Sentinels investigator until you leave one client’s life a smoldering ruin.”


“So I’ve been blooded now,” I muttered. “Brilliant.”


“What’s that?” Benjamin asked over the din.


“I’m a bringer of chaos. A bloody bringer of chaos.”


“To chaos!” the gang toasted.


My phone buzzed.


Julia was waiting outside.


I went out to her. The gang knew, of course, and they weren’t going to judge her, but it would take time before she could hang out with us.


She put her arms around me as we walked.


“Are you all right?”


“My mother was right all along,” I said. “I’m a child of Kali.”


“I suppose.” She kissed me. “That makes me a bride of Kali.”


“I’ll say it again. We’re probably really bad for each other.”


“Well, cosmic jokes are usually ironic.”


That night, we celebrated said cosmic joke with a long night of lovemaking. It was the most appropriate move, after all.


And unlike her last partner, I was wide awake.
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ONE


Sunday lunch at my parents’, my weekly ritual of dread and delight. Julia was off to lunch with her parents. I’m sure they had their own unique brand of angst and dysfunction, not to mention the air of loss and grief still hanging over them. I don’t think she’d even told them about her condition. It was still too early for us to introduce the other to our parents. We still weren’t sure what our relationship was beyond the mutual decision to have one.


I brought a bag of my dirty laundry for Mum. Yes, I could afford to wash them myself or pay a service, but she insisted on it, since she had little enough to do with her time since she retired from teaching.


“How’s work been?” she asked.


“Mad,” I said, without going into any details.


“Your sister and Vivek are here already.”


“Did Dad’s test results come back?”


“They’re positive. He has prostate cancer. Early stages.”


I felt the bottom of my gut fall out. I was almost light-headed, but I kept it together.


My mother was quite relieved since I’d paid Mrs. Dhewan a visit the day before. She treated me to tea and desserts the way she used to when my mother brought me over as a kid for coffee and gossip. The ladies would sit behind us on the sofa chatting away while us kids played video games on the floor. Mrs. Dhewan was the picture of a Matriarch Who Must Be Obeyed Lest She Had Your Legs Broken, all smiles and feminine graciousness that hid her utter ruthlessness. She liked to play the Grande Dame in her gold and purple sari and gold rings. I presented the five hundred quid my mother owed her in an envelope. She didn’t even need to open or count it.


“You are such a good son, Ravi.”


“Can you not let her play cards with you and the aunties from now on, please?”


“She is cut off. She will have to settle for just tea and gossip.”


“I think she’ll survive.”


Ironic that the neighborhood loan shark was nicer to me than my parents were.
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Dad was on his sofa in the living room. I hugged him from behind. He patted my arm and broke it off.


“I worry about you,” he said.


“No need.”


“I’d like to die knowing my children are in a good place.”


“Dad, you’re not dying. Prostate cancer is treatable.”


He just grunted. He was already melancholy enough most of the time without a cancer diagnosis.


We settled down and watched football in silence, but I was unmoored, in shock.


That was when I heard the humming.


It started out low, then got louder, until it threatened to drown out the football. Neither Dad nor Vivek seemed to hear it, and when I turned back to the TV, Lord Vishnu was standing next to it, quietly glancing at me with a look of mild bemusement. He was in a modern suit and tie, a lotus in one hand, a mace in another, his third hand on his hip, and a phone in his fourth hand. He started looking at his phone and tapping on it.


No. No, no, no, no.


I excused myself and stumbled out to the hallway.


“Mum? Do you still have any of my pills, the mood stabilizers I left here?”


“In the medicine cabinet in the bathroom, dear,” she said from the kitchen.


I locked the door to the bathroom and found the plastic bottle in the cabinet over the sink. There were only four pills left, and they hadn’t passed their expiration date yet, thank God.


I swallowed one and washed it down.


As I waited for it to kick in, I glanced in the mirror and saw Lord Vishnu behind my reflection, tapping away on his phone. I had the feeling he was tweeting about me. Probably under the hashtag “#ourownpersonalholyfool.”


“Just leave me alone,” I said.


I shut my eyes and took a breath.


When I opened my eyes, he was gone.


That was how the gods came back to me in a big way again since my breakdown. I would have to be careful from now on.


Lunch was pleasant enough for the first fifteen minutes or so, mainly because Dad kept silent.


“So, Ravi, how’s life as a private eye, then?” asked Vivek Ghosh, my sister Sanjita’s fiancé.


“Most of it is just Dumpster diving,” I said. “I once followed a bloke to New York to photograph him cheating on his wife.”


“No femme fatale coming to the office? No murders?” Vivek asked with a mildly salacious tone.


“That’s just books and telly. If we end up with dead bodies, that’s a big deal. Becomes a police matter.”


“But the pay’s good, yeah?” Sanji said. “I haven’t heard you complain about your bills for months now.”


“It’s not bad. Paying off my overdraft and . . . the other thing.”


Slight awkward silence. The “other thing” was Sanjita and Vivek’s upcoming wedding. The two of them were suitably embarrassed about this. His parents and ours were annoyingly not.


“That’s good of you, man,” Vivek said. “You know Sanji and I would if we could—”


“Nonsense!” declared Mum. “Your parents aren’t paying for your wedding. We can’t have that!”


“But we didn’t ask for such a big fucking epic wedding!” cried Sanjita.


“Language,” Mum chided


“Vivek and I would be happy with a small reception with just the immediate family—”


“But the family wants to come!” Mum said. “All the way from Mumbai! We can’t not have a big reception!”


We were in the cycle now. They’d had this argument for months without any change.


“Listen to your mother,” Dad said.


“Is it worth it? Now Ravi is the one to pay off those bills!” Sanjita cried.


“Sanj, it’s okay. Really,” I said.


“It’s not fair on him! After the other stuff he had to go through!”


“He’s happy to shoulder the burden,” Mum said, perhaps a bit too grandly.


Vivek and I exchanged looks. Here we go again.


“Always with the ‘burden’ and ‘duty’!” said Sanji. “Vivek’s parents were going to pay for the wedding but you had to just one-up them!”


“We’re still on this?” I muttered. “Honestly?”


The inside of my mind was one long sigh and would remain so until I left the house.


“The fish is really good today, Mum,” Vivek said, still valiantly playing the peacemaker, trying to defuse and deflect.


“Thank you, dear.”


Dad, whom I kept in the corner of my eye, took a sip of water and sighed.


“Oh, Ravi, Ravi, Ravi . . .”


“Dad, Dad, Dad. What is it now?”


“To have fallen so far . . .”


I exchanged a look with Mum.


Here we go.


“So we’re on that again, are we?” I said, trying to keep it light.


“Spying on adulterers. Looking at their dirty laundry. At the beck and call of the rich and powerful who can afford you.”


“I’m making more money than when I was teaching.”


“I raised my children to be good people. I had dreams my son would be a great soul, a mahatma. A holy man. Or at least gotten a professorship with tenure.”


“That wasn’t for me,” I said. “Or teaching.”


“And this job is?”


“What if this is all part of my journey? Have you thought about that? What if it’s the part where I experience the pleasures and pains of the material life before I attain any spiritual insight?”


“A journey fraught with terrible deeds and terrible people.”


I had to be careful not to raise my voice or get heated. The trick to talking to my father was to sound as reasoned and rational as possible, no matter what you were saying. Anger and aggression would have clouded any intent. And we didn’t—couldn’t bear to—talk about his cancer diagnosis.


“Doesn’t understanding the core of these terrible people become part of treating them with compassion?”


“You’re becoming like your uncle,” muttered Dad.


“I’m not Uncle Pradeep. I’m not going to go crazy, lose all my money gambling and die of alcoholism.”


Poor Uncle Pradeep. Never got over the woman who didn’t love him back. I had to resist, again, the temptation to tell them that what I got up to in the job was a whole different brand of crazy than his.


“Dad and Mum are worried what their friends will think,” Sanjita said, rolling her eyes.


“You and Mum tell your friends what I do?”


“They ask after you,” said Mum, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.


“You’re embarrassed about my job, but not so embarrassed that you tell everyone in the neighborhood.”


“They like to gossip. All those fishwives and harridans,” Dad said.


“They all like to gossip,” Sanjita said. “And judge.”


“They’re my friends!” protested Mum.


“A failed holy man turned private eye. Who would believe it?” Sanjita cracked, laughing.


Not helping, sis.


“You dig through people’s rubbish bins,” Dad said. “Listen in on their phone calls.”


“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Sanjita said.


Dad had learned by now never to rise to Sanji’s bait.


“Actually, a lot of what we do is search for people on the Internet,” I said. “A lot easier that way.”


“Forget what you see on the telly, Vivek,” Dad said. “Private detectives are seedy people doing seedy things.”


Just what was up with him this weekend? It must have been too quiet and peaceful for his taste. Perhaps all this was just to deflect from having to think about cancer. Of course, I hadn’t told him about Mum blowing five hundred quid on cards. That would have given him something real to get narked off about. But no, I kept my promise to Mum. And probably continued to enable her next Bad Impulsive Move.


“Oh, are you and Mum so embarrassed about having to tell your friends now?” Sanjita said, voice rising. “That’s the thanks he gets for everything.”


“Sanji,” I muttered. “Really not helping.”


“He’s God’s Suffering Man, and you won’t even give him a break!”


“Everyone has to choose what to do once they’ve fallen, and he had to choose this,” Dad said.


Oh, God, was he going to cry?


Wait for it . . .


No. Thank fuck. He was just moody today. Nothing had topped his meltdown the day I had announced that I was giving up Religious Studies. I hoped nothing would.


“So stop giving him shit about it!” shouted Sanjita.


“Sanji, dear,” Mum said. “Can you please not swear so much? We don’t need so much cursing at the dinner table.”


“Your mother’s right, young lady,” Dad said.


“I’m not a fucking teenager!”


“So stop acting like one,” Dad said.


My phone rang. Saved.


It was Marcie Holder.


“Sorry. It’s work,” I said, and got up from the table.


I went into the garden to take the call, really just an excuse to get away from the mayhem of the dinner table.


“Did I rescue you just in time?” asked Marcie.


“Do you know me that well already?”


“You’re an open book, Ravi. You’re also an unfinished book. That’s what makes you interesting.”


“Don’t tell me you want to be the one who finishes writing it.”


“Jeez, you make me sound all stalker-y!” Marcie laughed. “The only one who’s going to write your story is you.”


I hoped so, if the gods didn’t show up and try to rewrite it on the fly.


“So what’s up?”


“You said you’d help me with my stalking case. Well, while we were all enjoying our Sunday, it just kicked off. Another flash mob attacked the promotional display and standee of my client at a Waterstones in Picadilly this afternoon. Beat for beat a rerun of the last attack on Charing Cross Road.”


“Was anyone hurt?”


“Nope, but a lot of frightened tourists, shocked customers, and mutilated books.”


“Did the police catch any of the mob?”


“By the time the cops showed up, they had all vanished into Picadilly Circus and Regent Street.”


“Surveillance cameras catch them?”


“You know how useful those are. Their faces were hidden and they just scattered all over the West End from Regent Street to Shaftesbury. If the cops are asking the public for help, it means they have no clue.”


“So they already knew how to scatter,” I said. “They planned it all the way to their getaway.”


“Has this gotten interesting enough for you yet?” Marcie asked.


“I promised I’d help, Marcie. Let’s talk first thing Monday.”


“Have fun with the folks.”


She hung up.


When I first joined the agency, I often wondered if Marcie fancied me for all the easy flirting. Eventually I realized that she just liked flirting with everyone.


“You are so full of shit,” said Sanjita, joining me in the garden so she could light a cigarette.


“Why, I don’t know what you mean,” I said.


OEBPS/images/book1_common.jpg







OEBPS/images/book1_title01.jpg
HER NIGHTLY
EMBRAGE

LEOPOLDO & CO

ATRIA

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/book1_f0001-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/book1_9781501130595.jpg
o are inextricak
entwined.”

LEOPOLDO
& CO







OEBPS/images/book1_f0079-01.jpg
(@
)

Y)

&
5)))) S






OEBPS/images/9781982105419.jpg
LEOPOLDO
&co

LEOPOLDO
& co
ATRIA

“HER WIBWTLY EMBRATE - AT TANTIMEDH -








