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CHAPTER ONE







"Old people move fast, don't they?"

Dave, like me, is standing with his back flat against the steel door, his chest heaving. It’s a cold night but he's sweating heavily.

I look at him. "Dave, they're in cars."

"You know what I mean."

I do. We thought we'd have had enough time to make our escape, but we were still finishing the last letter when there was a shout and the floodlights came on. By the time we'd reached the fence there were headlights and spinning wheels. That was twenty minutes ago.

I'm not unfit, but twenty minutes of cat and mouse with cars takes it out of you. My knees, my calves, my feet are all on fire. God knows how Dave's feeling. He has a good few kilos on me and he's a stocky guy.

"Think they've given up yet?" he gasps, his face shiny.

We hear the tyre rumble before we see the headlights.

We run.




I've been on shift for about two hours when Amy wanders over.

"If one more lecherous --"

"Crazy --"

"Shaky --"

"Wrinkly --"

"Viagra-popping old bastard grabs my arse one more time, I swear I'll --"

"Cut his balls off with a butter knife."

"I was going to say, stab him in the eye with a pastry fork. But I like your idea better."

We both grin. We have the routine down pat. No wonder: we do it every night. 

Being goosed is something of an occupational hazard. For Amy, I mean. Not for me. The uniform the girls wear wasn't designed with dignity as a top priority. Don't get me wrong, Amy does look hot in it, but she'd look good in a black bin bag -- I'm not just saying that; she turned up wearing one the last time we all had to wear fancy dress to work -- but she looks even better in her off-duty uniform of skirt, thick black tights and army boots. 

I think the difference is that off-duty, Amy dresses like Amy. On duty, she's dressed as some old guy's fantasy: the skirt is a little too short, the top a little too tight, the heels a little too high. If you're paying attention it's obvious that none of the girls feel comfortable with what they have to wear. Unfortunately the customers generally aren't paying attention, and some of them see the uniform as an invitation. By "some", I mean "most".

The men get off lightly. Our uniforms aren't exactly trendy, but they're not uncomfortable either. Black polo shirt, black trousers, black shoes. Probably the only thing worth complaining about is the name badge. Maybe it's just me, but I think it's really annoying when people I've never met call me by name. "Hey there, Matt." "How's it going, Matt?" That sort of thing. It's even worse when customers are too drunk or too myopic to read it properly and they call me Mick or Mark or worst of all, Mart. That's not a name. It's something you call a shop.

"This you?" 

Amy taps the newspaper sitting on top of the bar and it flickers into life. TERROR STRIKES, the headline says. There's a video clip showing words cut into the grass of the bowling green. DIE! DIE! they say. 

"Sort of," I say. "But they've edited it."

"Edited it? Again? So what did you write?"

"Old farts."

"Old farts?"

"Old farts."

Amy gives me The Look.

"That's what I love about you, Matt. Your maturity."

She sticks out her tongue and laughs.

"Back to work. See ya."




The casino is hard to miss. It'd be pretty imposing if it just looked like an office block -- it's on the very edge of town, towering above a small shopping mall and the cramped commuter estates that sit right next to the motorway -- but it's a striking building too. From above it looks like the three-pointed star on the Mercedes logo, but from the ground it just looks massive. 

The first six floors are built in a giant circle, and above them there are three blocks of hotel rooms. Each block is twenty-three storeys high, and there are high-speed elevators where they meet in the centre. 

The very top floors are where you'll find the ultra-expensive penthouse suites, and immediately below those you'll find the casino's best bars and restaurants. I'm told their full-length windows offer diners and drinkers a truly breathtaking view, and while I'm sure it's true I've absolutely no intention of finding out for myself. I have vertigo -- not just fear of heights, but the real thing. Get me on anything higher than a stepladder and my sense of balance goes. It's like being on a ship in rough seas: the floor moves underneath my feet and I have to hold onto something for dear life. I know it's all in my head, but that doesn't make it any less real or any less terrifying.

Luckily for me, my job keeps my feet on the ground. Literally: I work in one of the bars on the gaming floor, which means I get to stay at street level. It's not as glamorous as the rooftop bars where the glitterati hang out, but it suits me just fine.

Fancy a tour? This right here is the bar, of course, and to your right are the slots. Behind us, the card tables. Behind them, the private rooms for the real high rollers. To your left, more slots. Right ahead, the roulette wheels and more slots. On average it takes a full day for someone to work out a direct route from the gaming floor to the foyer. If they're drunk, it might take weeks.

My job is to get them drunk.

Immediately over our heads is Italy, or at least as much of Italy as you can cram into a couple of blocks. It's called Little Italy. Little Italy has canals. Little Italy has gondoliers. I try not to imagine Little Italy coming crashing down on my head.

Little Italy is where you'll find the shops (overpriced), the restaurants (overpriced), the designer shops (overpriced) and the tat emporium (really overpriced), but you won't find a way to get from Italy to the God-knows-how-many residential floors. For that, you'll need to go back down and go through the gaming floor, past the card tables, past the roulette wheels, past the slots. And you thought spiders' webs were clever.

This particular web catches three kinds of fly. There are the ostentatious clients, the ones who order the very best champagne, the finest brandies, and don't seem too bothered if they lose more than I'll earn in a lifetime. They're big tippers. I like them a lot.

The second kind of fly looks like the first kind, and tries to be the first kind, but you can see the differences from a mile off. They try just a little bit too hard. They give one another looks when they read the bar prices. They're miserable tippers. They're the ones who shout at the waitresses, and they're the ones whose food gets, let's say, enhanced in the kitchen.

Don't ask. You really don't want to know.

Last but not least we have the desperate, throwing bad money after worse. Many of them started off as the first or second kind of client, but life hasn't been kind to them. They're single or separated, and sometimes they freak out, at which point Security takes them into the alley and shoots them in the head.

I don't think Security really does shoot them, but when I asked Dave about it one time he went very quiet. I haven't asked him about it since.

The one thing all three kinds of client have in common is age. Sixty is young. Seventy-five is average. We've got plenty of women still going after celebrating their first century. I don't know why, but they tend to outlast their husbands. Maybe it's because they haven't run out of chat yet.

You'll see plenty of younger people, of course, but they'll all be in uniform. As if anybody under fifty could afford to be here as anything other than an employee. Ha!




Amy's back.

"Are we still going to your place when we clock off?"

It's not what you think. Sadly. Most nights me, Amy and Dave end up at mine, drinking beer, playing video games and bitching about work. There's no nudity, although Dave occasionally shows us his arse.

"Sure. Whose turn is it for beer?"

"Yours," Amy says, walking away and smiling.

I'm pretty sure I end up buying the beer more often than I should, but I don't really mind. Although if Dave tried to trick me like that, I'd punch him in the nose.




I'm wrestling with a vending machine when Dave walks by. I've paid for a packet of crisps, I've hit the right buttons, but the machine just glowers at me and refuses to give me anything to eat.

"Hey," Dave says. He looks carefully at the machine, tilts his head slightly, and then he punches it hard in the top left hand corner. There's a small whirring sound and the machine finally hands over its booty.

"Dave saves the day yet again," I say. "How's it going?"

"Pretty quiet. Punching that thing's probably the highlight so far. You?"

"Same. No news is good news, I guess."

"Yeah."

"Coming round tonight for beer? Amy says she's putting in an appearance."

"Sorry mate, can't do it tonight."

"Another date?"

Dave blushes slightly. "Yeah."

Every couple of weeks Dave goes on a date, occasionally with somebody who works here but most of the time with someone whose work brings them to the casino and who likes a man in uniform. The dates aren't always disasters. Some of them are fiascos.

Don't get me wrong. It's not that Dave is a bad guy, or that he isn't a catch, or that he's some kind of weirdo. Far from it. The problem is that he's a hopeless optimist. He'll meet somebody who couldn't be any less likely to get on with him -- the grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, maybe, or a swamp monster from outer space -- and he'll go on a date with them. Much to Dave's surprise, the date is awkward, they don't get on and he has a terrible night. Two weeks later he meets a plastic bag that somebody's drawn a face on and does it all again.

"So who's the lucky lady?"

"Her name's Pamela. She's an aromatherapist."

I stifle a sigh. Aromatherapy means the whole bag of new age nonsense: crystal healing, astrology, auras and all that crap. She's bound to be a bit of a hippy. Dave's more of a caveman. What could possibly go wrong?

"How did you meet her?"

"She's been doing some freelancing at the spa." The spa is on level L1, immediately below the gaming floor. It's where wives and girlfriends go to get pampered while their husbands and boyfriends get hammered.

"Cool. Is she cute?"

Dave grins. "Very."

"Want me to call?"

"Yeah, okay. Probably won't need it, but, you know..."

I nod. The call was Amy's idea. After sitting through Dave's account of yet another dating disaster, Amy suggested throwing him a lifeline. When he went on a date in future, we'd call him at a pre-arranged time, pretending to be from work, and if the night wasn't going well Dave could pretend that he'd been called back to deal with an emergency. So far, there's been an emergency every single time.

"What time? Nine?"

"That'd be great. Thanks."

"Here's hoping you don't need it." I stick out my hand. "Good luck, sir."

Dave gives me a firm handshake and grins like a happy child. "Thank you, sir."




Amy and I are slumped on my sofa, drinking beer and shouting at the TV.

"Do they think we're idiots?" she says.

"Probably."

"This programme is what? Twenty minutes? Nine minutes telling you what's going to be in the programme, two minutes of programme, then another nine minutes telling you what you've just seen. It's doing my head in."

"Want me to change it?"

"Yeah. See if you can find something with sharks."

Amy likes sharks. I bring up the programme guide.

"Search For The Great White Shark?" I suggest.

"Nah, that one's all search and no shark."

I don't think there's a single programme about sharks that Amy hasn't already seen several times.

"True Stories: When Sharks Attack?"

"Dull. It's just interviews."

"Yikes! Sharks!?"

Amy glares. I quickly go back to the programme guide.

"Killers Of The Deep?"

"Haven't seen that one." I give her an incredulous look. "Come on, let's see it then."

I select the programme and grainy underwater footage fills the screen. Something dark and sinister-looking enters the frame. It isn't a shark.

"Oh, for God's sake," Amy says. "It's a bloody submarine. Next!"

I spend a good five minutes searching the programme guide, but all the sharks appear to be hiding.

"Sod it," Amy sighs. "Stick on a music channel."

I skim past the easy listening stations and nineties classic rock documentaries until I spot an old Nirvana video. "How's this?"

"Ach, it'll do. What time is it?"

"Nearly nine."

"Shit. We'd better think of something fast, then."

Calling Dave to save him from the trauma of dodgy dates wasn't Amy's only idea. After three or four dates she realised that the calls were an excellent opportunity to mess with Dave's head. Now, when we call to give him an escape route we do our very best to make him laugh. It's all the more fun because we know he can't laugh. If he does then it's clearly not a serious work call -- so if he tries to leave it'll cause all kinds of unpleasantness, and if he stays he'll be really pissed off. We haven't broken him yet, but that doesn't mean we're going to stop trying.

"Okay," Amy says. "Any ideas? He needs to come back to the casino because..."

"Alien invasion?"

"We've done that."

"Earthquake?"

"Not funny."

"Invasion of the pod people?"

"Nah."

"Monkeys?"

Amy smiles. "Monkeys are good. Will I do the talking?"

"Naturally."

"Okay. Is it nine yet?"

I check my watch. "Another minute."

I start the countdown at ten. When I reach one, Amy hits the speed dial and puts the phone into hands-free mode. Dave answers on the second ring. That's not a good sign.

"Hello?" Amy says. "Is that Dave?"

"Speaking," Dave says in his most official voice. Things clearly aren't going very well.

"Dave, sorry to call you so late, but I'm afraid you need to come back."

"Come back? Why? What's the problem?"

Amy looks at me and raises her hand, making her fingers into the shape of a gun. 

"Dave, we're under attack," she says. "We're under attack from --"

Amy pulls the imaginary trigger.

"Monkeys!" she bellows.

I'm bouncing up and down on the sofa making monkey noises. "Oo! Oo! Oo!" I yell. 

Amy takes a deep breath and unleashes a blood-curdling scream. 

I'm bouncing around the room, yelling, and Amy is screaming like someone from an old horror movie.

We're laughing so much that we don't even notice Dave hanging up.




"You utter, utter bastards," Dave says. It's just after ten, he's on my sofa and he's drinking the bottle of beer I handed him as he walked through the door.

"Good night?" Amy asks, putting on her most sympathetic expression.

"Hellish," Dave sighs. I catch Amy's eye. She's trying not to laugh.

"Hellish why?" I ask.

"We went to Tosca's."

"Good choice." Tosca's is friendly, intimate and cheap without being cheap, if you know what I mean.

"Yeah, that's what I thought. But when we were looking at the menu Pamela started looking really unhappy."

"Was it something you said?"

"No, no, it was the food."

"She doesn't like Italian?" Amy says.

"She's vegan. Can't eat anything that an animal's looked at, that kind of thing. There wasn't a single thing on the menu she could eat."

"So did you go somewhere else?"

"I suggested that, but she said Tosca's was fine. I asked again and she started getting annoyed."

"So what did she have?"

"Green salad."

"Anything with it?"

"Couple of olives."

"Cheap date," I say brightly, but Dave doesn't find it funny.

"It was a nightmare," he says. "I'd ordered a cannelloni, and every time I took a bite she looked at me as if I was murdering a cow right in front of her. She's sitting there, munching on a leaf, and I'm feeling like I'm Hitler."

Amy's trying to be kind, but I can hear the wobble in her voice. "So what did you talk about?"

"We?" Dave says. "I hardly said a word. She spent the whole time telling me how evil eating meat was. I'm trying to eat and she's talking about abattoirs and fleshing machines. She was pretty intense about it, too."

"Shit," I say. "Did it put you off your food?"

Dave looks at me as if I'm crazy. "Of course it didn't," he says. "Tosca's cannelloni is brilliant."

Amy's still trying not to laugh. "So... when are you seeing her again?"

Dave gives her an angry look and Amy cracks up.




By midnight Dave is waxing lyrical, as he tends to do when he's had a few beers. 

"You know what I'd do?"

We've been imagining what we would do if we had a billion dollars. 

"I'd build a time machine and go back in time!"

"That's amazing, Dave," I say. "Most people with time machines use them to mow the lawn. But you? You'd use a time machine to… travel in time!"

Dave tells me to get stuffed and keeps talking.

"I'd go to the sixties, or the seventies!" he yells. "Or the eighties! The nineties!"

Amy spits out her beer, shouts "flares! Leggings!" and dissolves into fits of laughter.

Dave isn't for stopping. "I mean it! You've seen all the stuff online, the stuff from, you know, before. They had movies, and raves, and rock clubs. People would go to gigs and surf on each other's heads! Can you imagine that now?"

We shake our heads, although Amy is still smirking. "You wouldn't be able to hear the music for the sound of hips cracking," I offer. That sets Amy off again.

"Exactly!" Dave's built up a head of steam and I think he's tuned Amy out altogether. "It's all completely screwed up now. Then, there was stuff to do. There were TV programmes for us, magazines for us, places for us. What have we got now?"

"Not a lot," I agree. "But then, there's not a lot of us, is there? And even if there was stuff for us, we couldn't afford it."

Dave takes a long swig of his beer. "This sucks," he says.

"Yeah," I say. There's a long pause.

Amy gives Dave a sympathetic look. "It's not all bad, you know. I mean, yeah, they had lots of stuff going on, and yeah, it does suck a bit, but you've got to be thankful for one thing," she says.

"What's that?"

"You'd look terrible in flares."
  




CHAPTER TWO







You're probably wondering about all that stuff earlier, writing "old farts" on the bowling green lawn -- and it was writing, not anything else; I know what the paper says, but we didn't cut anything into anything. We did it with weedkiller. The words wouldn't even have appeared for a couple of days, so the photo they ran was completely false. 

It's not the first time we've done something like that (or the first time the paper's exaggerated it to make us sound like a menace to society, some kind of crazed terrorist group striking fear into the heart of the city). We'd never do any serious damage to anything, or do anything that could end up hurting somebody. 

It's like Dave was saying last night. Everything sucks. There's nothing for us to do, so we have to make our own entertainment.

It's a kind of revenge on the customers, too. You'd think owning everything might make them lighten up a little bit, but it doesn't. When the men aren't creeping out the waitresses they're trying to tell us the secrets of their success; the women talk to us as if we're badly behaved children who've let them down personally. Apart from the really scary ones, who talk about sex. So from time to time, we let off steam by, well, acting like badly behaved children. And it's usually a laugh. The other night was an exception, because we're usually a long way away before anybody spots our handiwork. That's probably the closest we've ever come to being caught. 

I'm not kidding, there really isn't anything for us to do. There aren't many of us, and the few places that did cater for people who still have their own teeth went out of business ages ago. There just weren't enough of us with enough money to keep them going, so one by one they either shut up shop or decided to focus on a different market. As the joke goes, they stopped catering for the hip crowd and went for the hip replacement crowd instead.

I don't remember things being any different, but things were different, not that long ago. Amy explains it better than me -- she's scarily smart -- but I can give you the basics. If you want to know more, Amy can fill you in later. I'd tell you to Google it, but you know what that's like. Most of the sites that talk about this stuff are written by crazies, conspiracy nuts or both. 

Anyway. Are you sitting comfortably? Then I'll begin.




Once upon a time, the world didn't suck. The whole climate change thing was a bit of a pisser, I'll give you that, but things carried on pretty much the same otherwise. 

It was something of a golden age, if you ignored the weather. Medicine got better, people lived longer and everybody watched a lot of TV. Everything was just dandy. 

And then women stopped having babies. 

It wasn't that women stopped wanting babies, it was that they stopped having them. 

At first, nobody thought there was anything wrong. Most people thought it was just them, that they'd offended God, or broken a mirror, or stepped on a crack, or done something else to bring bad luck. They changed their diets, cut back on the drinking, exercised more and kept on trying, and trying, and trying.

It was only when the statistics people looked at the big picture and did things with calculators that they realised something bigger was happening. The number of babies born each year had been on a downward trend for a while, but then it just dropped off a cliff. I don't know the numbers, but it pretty much went from loads to hardly any in the space of three or four years.

It was ironic, really. The papers had spent years banging on about men's falling sperm counts causing an infertility crisis, but in the end it wasn't men's fault. At least, it wasn't their fault directly. 

They're still not sure about the "why" -- believe me, there's serious money being spent on research into this; whoever finds the problem and a way to fix it will be rich beyond their wildest dreams -- but the consensus seems to be that a food additive or something in food packaging or something in the water supply or death rays from the Planet Zog threw a great big spanner into women's reproductive systems. That spanner meant that women -- black women, white women, Asian women, rich women, poor women -- more or less stopped ovulating. Men's little soldiers could swim all they wanted, but while the lights were on, there was nobody home.

Not all women were affected. A tiny minority was fine, and that tiny minority became very rich very quickly, selling eggs to the highest bidder. Doctors made a packet too, because the demand for fertility treatment went through the roof. They could charge as much as they wanted, and most of them did. That's your supply and demand right there.

So, what do you get when nobody's having babies and everybody's living longer? If you answered "a world that sucks", you win the prize. This world is an old world. The elderly run the show, and the rest of us, the massively outnumbered rest of us, run after them. 

It's not a generation gap. It's more of a Grand Canyon.




I've been on shift for about an hour when Amy comes over.

"If one more ugly --"

"decrepit --"

"shaky --"

"rheumy --"

"Rheumy? That’s a good one," Amy says.

"Thanks. Where were we?"

"Yellow --"

"Not the Yellow Man again?"

"Yep."

The Yellow Man is one of the regulars. We call him the Yellow Man because he's yellow. That's not a euphemism, or a metaphor, or some other kind of nickname-related cleverness. He's a funny yellow colour. There's something seriously wrong with his kidneys, or his liver, or something like that. 

Amy looks more serious than usual -- and she usually looks pretty serious. "You know he's always been creepy, right?"

I nod.

"I think he's been down to the Creepy Mart and ordered a special delivery of Captain Creepy with his Creep Card."

I nod again. "That's pretty creepy."

"It is."

"So what's he done now?"

"Well, you know he's always giving me the chat about how if he was thirty years younger, that kind of thing?"

"Yep. I still think you should stab him with something."

"Yeah. Tonight was different, though, it was worse. He told me that his 'ship' was 'gonna come in' any day now" -- yes, Amy's doing the finger-quote thing. I never said she was perfect -- "and that when it does, he's going to come back here and sweep me off my feet."

"In those exact words?"

"Don't be silly. You know what he's like." I do indeed. "He stood up and did a couple of pelvic thrusts."

"Ugh."

"I know! Then he fell over."

I try to stifle a laugh. I don't succeed. Amy tries not to laugh at me laughing. She doesn't succeed either.




The rest of the shift was uneventful. Work was steady but not too little or too much, tips were okay but not spectacular, Amy was only goosed once and Dave only had to eject one person. It was hardly a test of his physical prowess. The culprit had sparked up a cigarette at one of the roulette tables. The host asked him to put it out for the sake of the other players' health, and the man embarked on a big rant about smoking Nazis that was only interrupted by a coughing fit so epic that he nearly lost a lung. By the time Dave got to the table he was slumped on a chair, wheezing. "I felt sorry for him," Dave told us. "I think he was just trying to get some attention."

He isn't the only one. After we've clocked out and started to walk home, Amy is all serious again. "Guys, the Yellow Man is really starting to freak me out," she says. 

"More pelvic thrusts?" I ask.

"No, creepier than that. He was talking about how his ship was coming in again. He's got a date. It's going to happen this week."

"Ship?" Dave looks puzzled.

"The Yellow Man's been telling Amy that his ship is going to come in, and he's going to sweep her off her feet when it does," I explain.

"In those exact words?"

"Of course not." I mime a pelvic thrust. Dave cackles until Amy shoots him a look.

"I mean it. There's something really weird about it."

We nod and change the subject.




We see the flashing lights long before we reach the roadblock. The police have shut off the street with sawhorses and tape, and the area behind the blockade is lit by the blue lights of three patrol cars. Behind the patrol cars are two fire engines, an ambulance and a medical examiner's truck. A uniformed policeman calls to us from behind the sawhorses.

"You'll need to take a detour, guys."

"What happened?"

"Car accident."

We look beyond the patrol cars and see the crumpled remains of what might well have been a car. It looks as if it picked a fight with an office block, and the office block won.

"Bad one?" Dave asks.

The cop doesn't answer, but he doesn't need to. The look on his face is answer enough.

Amy shivers. 

We don't really talk much after that.
  




CHAPTER THREE







It's just after nine p.m., and Dave and I are crouched down behind an SUV in the Majestic car park. Way back when, the Majestic was a movie theatre, the place where teens would go on a Friday night. The projectors and the popcorn are long gone; now, it's a bingo hall that's closed through the week and packed senseless at weekends. Amy says it's a special building, a great example of Art Deco, whatever that is. It's a nice looking place, though.

"Are you sure about this?" Dave asks.

"We've talked about this a million times," I say. "We'll be miles away before they get to their cars."

"I feel like I'm eight."

We're both wearing big overcoats. They're not exactly stylish and they don't exactly fit, so we do look a bit like little children fooling around with a dressing-up box. But we didn't choose them for their style. We spent the best part of an afternoon going through charity shops until we found the coats with the biggest pockets -- pockets that, right now, are filled with evil-looking vials of green liquid. I ordered them from an obscure website about six months ago. Planning is important.

"Ready?"

"Ready."

We walk into the Majestic and wait until the bored-looking attendant takes our money and hands over a pair of tickets. I give one of them to Dave as we walk away from the ticket booth. "I'll take the left," I tell him. "You take the right. And we do it on three."

Dave smirks and salutes.

We split up and wait until another bored attendant checks our tickets, tears them in half and hands us the stubs. I nod at Dave.

"See you in there."




I'm standing in one of the boxes, looking down over what used to be the main auditorium of the cinema.  The cinema seats are long gone, replaced by regimented banks of tables, but the god-awful orangey carpets, drapes and ornate wall coverings remain. All I can see is hair: row upon row of immaculately coiffed hair, some of it bottle blonde, some of it an unholy shade of blue, most of it white or grey. Above the hair, at the very far end of the hall, a clearly bored man of about my age is standing in front of an enormous board of numbers. Every few seconds he hits a button, one of the numbers lights up and he reads it out as repeater screens throughout the halls display the lucky number and red LEDs on the tables do the same.

He appears to be reading out the numbers to a badly decorated hall full of dead people.

They're not really dead, but they're doing a very good impression of it. Other than the caller's voice, which is terrifyingly loud through the PA system, the entire hall is silent. Every single head is bowed, its owner staring at her numbers, not moving a muscle. You could probably die here and nobody would notice until it was time to go home. I'm not kidding: one of the cashiers at work used to have a job here, and he told me that during one of his shifts somebody had a heart attack halfway through a game. The person next to them thought they'd won and congratulated them. 

Even if I live to be a hundred years old, I'll never understand how anybody could call Bingo fun.

This, though… this is going to be fun. 

I look over to my right, and Dave is level with me in the box on the other side of the hall. I nod, and we both put our hands in our pockets.

"One," I mouth.

Our hands grab the vials in our pockets.

"Two."

We take our hands out of our pockets, making sure we don't smash any of the vials too early.

"Three."

You'd think we had a choreographer. First, the right arm, then the left, dozens of vials twisting and spinning and sparkling as they pass through the beams of the downlighters and uplighters and spotlights. As they rise they look like little green butterflies, fluttering away. There's something beautiful and almost hypnotic about it, but only three people see it: Me, Dave and the bingo caller. He's looking at us, his mouth making an O shape.

The vials' ascent slows, and then stops. They start to fall.

We're already turning as they tumble to the ground.

In a patter of tiny impacts the vials smash and the liquid escapes, ready to do what it was born to do. 

Stink.

I'm no scientist, but I reckon that if one stink bomb is pretty much unbearable in an enclosed space, then a few hundred stink bombs would produce something you'd tell your grandchildren about. Not that I'm going to hang around to find out. 

We're at the doors before anybody even gets a whiff. Dave is shouting and laughing at the same time. It takes me a moment to work out what he's yelling. 

"House!"




It's Amy's turn to buy the beer, so we head for her apartment. Although Amy's place is physically identical to my one -- second floor, security entrance, one bedroom, a lounge and a small kitchen -- the interiors are very different. My place usually looks like the aftermath of a robbery, with stuff all over the place, t-shirts thrown over radiators and the odd abandoned sock hiding under a cushion. Amy's place, though, is pristine. You know those programmes where they go to some famous person's house and try to guess whose place it is? They wouldn't have a clue if they were looking around Amy's apartment. It's not that she's house proud or anything; it's just that she's not the sort of person who feels the need to fill every available inch of space with stupid porcelain pigs, or to cover the walls with posters. Where my place resembles an explosion in a tramp factory, Amy's apartment is more like a showroom.

We hit the buzzer and Amy lets us in. She's not her usual self: when she opens the door there isn't a beer in her hand, she isn't grinning, she doesn't say anything sarcastic and she doesn't ask us what we've been doing, even though she's holding the newspaper and I know for sure it'll have been updated with the stink bomb attack by now.

"Amy? You OK?"

She gives me a wan smile. "I'm fine," she says. "Just a bit shocked. You know that car wreck we saw? It was Comedy Jim."

"You're kidding."

"Nope. It's in the paper." Sure enough, there's a photo of Comedy Jim.

"Does it say what happened?" Dave asks.

"It says he was speeding. He lost control, went off the road and hit a wall. Paramedics tried to save him but he was too badly hurt."

"Jesus."

Amy looked at me. "Don't you think that's weird?"

"Weird?"

"Comedy Jim? Speeding?"

"Well…" Amy does have a point. He got the nickname Comedy Jim because there was nothing remotely funny about him: everything he did was slow, measured and sensible. He talked so slowly that if he started saying something to you in January, he probably still wouldn't have got to the point by July. 

"The paper says he was doing over seventy," Amy says. "You've both been in his car. Seventy?"

She's right. We have. We didn't hang around with him or anything, but he tended to turn up to the same parties and -- being sensible -- didn't drink, so we occasionally blagged a lift home from him. Comedy Jim was a lot of things, but he wasn't a boy racer. Quite the opposite. Cautious didn't begin to describe his driving style. Most sensible people stop at junctions and wait until they're sure nobody's coming the other way. Comedy Jim would stop at junctions and, it seemed, wait until the seasons changed. Most people who accepted a lift from Comedy Jim took the bus after that. It might be full of crazies, covered in unspeakable stains and driven by a maniac, but at least the bus would get you where you wanted to go before you were too old to remember why you were going there.

"Yeah, that's true," I say. "Sounds like his car malfunctioned. The chip, maybe, or the software, or, I dunno, the fuel cell or something. Shit. That's horrible."

We sit in silence for a while. Eventually, Dave goes through to the kitchen, brings back three beers and hands them out.

"To Comedy Jim," he says.

We clink bottles.

"Comedy Jim."




Dave and Amy have been part of my life for a long, long time. Dave and I grew up on the same street, went to the same nursery, went to the same school, were in the same classes, chased the same girls. My parents were friends with Dave's parents, and we spent most of our childhoods running in and out of one another's houses. 

Our parents were similar too. We were both IVF babies, which means that we don't know who our biological mothers are: we're from donor eggs. We've spoken about it from time to time, and neither of us wants to try and trace the donors. Our mums were -- are -- our mums. Do you know what I mean?

Like most IVF babies, our parents were already old when we turned up. That's usually the case: the procedure costs so much money that you can't even think about it when you're worrying about a mortgage, trying to pay the bills and all the everyday stuff. Unless you're born with a silver spoon in your mouth and a huge trust fund waiting for you to grow up, IVF is one of those things you can't do until you're on the wrong side of fifty. My mum and dad were in their late fifties when they had me; Dave's were a few years older.

In some ways that's a shame -- I mean, my dad tried his best, but when we played football together he got tired really quickly; when he tried to talk to me about sex when I was a teenager it freaked me right out -- but, you know, I was a happy kid and I loved my parents. Still do, even when my mum phones long-distance for no good reason at the worst possible time and says goodbye four hundred and thirty-two times before actually getting off the phone. I know Dave feels the same way.

Our parents are still around, although when Dave and I got an apartment together it wasn't long before our respective folks upped sticks and headed for somewhere warmer. Which is probably for the best. When we all lived under the same roof we argued a lot; now we only see each other a few times a year, I really enjoy their company. It's a bit like that with Dave, actually. When we shared an apartment we got on each other's nerves, but since we've moved to separate flats we get on just great.

Amy is different. She wasn't an IVF baby: her mum was one of the few people unaffected by whatever it was that threw a spanner into people's reproductive systems. Her parents were quite young when she came along -- her dad was thirty-one, I think, her mum twenty-nine -- and her dad's job (something to do with the army) meant they moved about a lot when she was young. Amy moved about a lot when she was older, too, but for different reasons: her dad died in an industrial accident when she was eleven and her mum died of cancer two years after that, so she spent three years with various family members before striking out on her own. 

I met Amy when she ended up in some of my classes, the new girl in town. I was fifteen, maybe sixteen, and Amy had been parcelled off to a distant aunt -- but this time, she stayed. I don't think it was that her other relatives didn't love her; I think it's more that they didn't know how to handle her. Amy's never talked about it and I wouldn't dare ask, but I get the impression that in her aunt Cathy, Amy finally found an equal, someone who cared for her but who also knew exactly what shit she was pulling. They argued constantly, but there was always a real warmth to it. They were like a couple who'd been married for decades, fighting like tomcats while trying to hide the grins. Amy was devasted when Cathy died but, being Amy, she got over it.

Amy scares me sometimes. She's always pretty intense, and when somebody's as smart as Amy that intensity can be terrifying. She doesn't do it often -- she's never done it to Dave or I -- but she's one of those people who can take somebody apart with a couple of words.

She's also the smartest, funniest, coolest person I've ever met, and I'd crawl over broken glass if she asked me to.

I'd like to talk about something else now.




I'm dumping my stuff in the locker room at work when Steve, one of the other barmen, gives me a nod.

"Sleazy Bob's doing the rounds tonight," he says.

"Ah. Thanks for the heads-up."

Sleazy Bob is Robert Hannah, the casino's general manager. He isn't related to the Hannahs who founded the place and gave it its name -- even if he were, it wouldn't matter; they shipped out and sold out to a conglomerate from Dubai more than ten years ago -- but he doesn't exactly go out of his way to correct people if that's what they think. Over the years plenty of gullible and grasping staff and a fair few customers have been under the impression that if they're nice to him, he can make nice things happen to them. You can see how he got the nickname.

He tried it on with Amy once. She never told us the details, but he's been visibly wary of her ever since.

If Sleazy Bob is doing the rounds, that means he's showing a bunch of suits around the place. Investors, maybe, or more likely another bunch of high rollers waiting to be impressed.

I'm not sure why Steve warned me, though. It's not as if we all skive, and then suddenly try to look busy when Sleazy Bob's around. The cameras mean we wouldn't get away with it.

Did I tell you about the cameras?

The casino, like all casinos, is Camera City. There are cameras in the light fittings above the gaming tables, and in the pillars next to the slot machines. There are cameras over the cash machines, and over the tills. There are wide-angled cameras giving a bird's eye view of every single inch where customers or staff may be. There are even cameras in the toilets, or at least there were until the footage from the ladies' became a short-lived but very successful hit on a couple of disreputable websites. 

The cameras are there for one reason: to catch cheats.

Until a few years ago, all the camera feeds went to Mission Control, a room full of screens in the bowels of the building where a couple of security guys would keep an eye out for anything unusual. That wasn't ideal, though. They missed things, or didn't recognise known scammers, or got bored and played poker instead. Now, it's mostly automated. Computers scan the feeds in real time, using a facial recognition system that’s hooked into a database of known offenders. It's spookily accurate -- it isn't fooled by beards, or glasses, or even minor cosmetic surgery. If the computers find a match, Dave and the boys are alerted immediately with details of who they're looking for and where they'll find them.

Computers can't do everything, though. They're great at spotting faces, but they're terrible at spotting "tells", the physical tics that even the most accomplished scammers can't completely suppress. So when the computers have done their face recognition thing, the footage is beamed to a company in Anchorage where real people play Spot The Tells. Amy says they're paid a pittance, and I'm sure she’s right: if this stuff cost money we'd still have a couple of bored security guys sitting in Mission Control instead. The security guys can still use the cameras, but they don't have to and they don't tend to bother.

Incidentally, if you've been wondering why Dave and I don't do pranks in the casino, there's your answer. We'd be caught in seconds.

I spot Sleazy Bob a few times during my shift, and sure enough he has a posse of suits in tow. Chinese, I think. They usually are. That's where the money is.

Eventually, inevitably, he brings them over. Drinks on the house. They all order the most expensive whiskies we sell.

"How's things, Matt?" he asks. Sleazy Bob prides himself on his ability to remember everybody's name, although I'm sure our name tags make such impressive feats of memory that little bit easier. 

"Very good, Mr. Hannah. You?"

"Can't complain," he beams.

I've always been fascinated by Sleazy Bob's hair. It's not a wig, but it doesn't look entirely organic either. It's as if space aliens came to Earth and left something sitting on Sleazy Bob's head.

As if he's reading my mind, Sleazy Bob scratches his hair.

"You know, Matt, if there's anything you ever need, my door is always open," he says.

That's not strictly true. Sleazy Bob's office door is four inches thick, milled from solid steel, with state-of-the-art electronic locks. It's more of a panic room than an office, and Sleazy Bob is the panicking type. When he says his door is always open, he means that an entire army wouldn't be able to get through without an appointment.

Still, I play along. "Thank you, Mr Hannah. I appreciate it."

Sleazy Bob doesn't try to motivate me any further, and eventually he and his posse move on to annoy somebody else.




The shift is nearly over when Amy turns up.

"Hey," I say. "Long time no see. You okay?"

"Did you see the paper?"

"Nope, I haven't had time," I tell her. "Sleazy Bob was doing the rounds."

"I know. He didn't come over, though."

"Funny, that."

Amy smiles a wan smile. She grabs the paper from the corner of the bar, taps it, and flicks her fingers until she finds what she's looking for. She turns the paper round and pushes it towards me.

"I'm sorry," she says.

"Sorry for what?"

And then I see the photo.

It's Michael Hurley.




When I knew Michael he wasn't called Michael; that came later, when he decided that his real name -- Kevin -- wasn't rock'n'roll enough. We played in a band together, and we were a bit deluded. We were mighty warriors of rock, snake-hipped sex monsters with zero self-awareness, precious little playing ability and lots of spots. 

It was probably the best time of my life.

We used to play a mix of our own songs and the inevitable oldies -- Beatles, Radiohead, U2, that sort of thing. Michael -- Kevin -- really liked U2, and dressed like their singer, Bono. It was a pretty good facsimile, but Kevin differed from Bono in one key respect: Bono could sing.

Don’t get me wrong, Kevin could sing too -- and when he was good, he was very good indeed. Unfortunately his relationship with the tune was rather rocky, and the slightest distraction would send his voice wildly off-key, never to return. As a result, rehearsals were essential: Kevin needed to rehearse songs until his body sang them on autopilot, because if he didn’t then he’d lose the key and howl like a recently bereaved walrus.

I can’t stress this enough: when he had the key, Kevin was a fantastic singer. When he lost the key, he created the worst noise imaginable, a sound that could smash glass and peel paint. You know those old hand-cranked air raid sirens? Imagine one of them being forcibly inserted into a cat’s arse inside a dustbin that’s being beaten with baseball bats. It sounded like that, but worse.

I remember one time, we were booked to play a pretty rough pub in a pretty rough bit of a pretty rough town. Two of the audience were in traction: one of them, I discovered later on, had escaped from a mental hospital. It was that kind of place. Still, we were going to get paid for playing there. Sure, it was danger money but hey! We would win over the hostile crowd with our sheer rock power!

Just before the gig, Kevin spotted a pretty girl at the bar. He caught her eye, got a smile, and swaggered over, the rock band frontman in full effect. After a brief chat, the conversation turned to music.

"So what bands do you like?" Kevin asked. 

"All kinds of stuff. U2's probably my favourite," she said. 

Kevin beamed. "Cool! We do a few U2 songs, you know. What's your favourite?"

"Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For. I love that song."

Kevin told her we'd play it, and came over to tell us. I didn't think it was a good idea. David the drummer didn't think it was a good idea. Chris the bass player didn't think it was a good idea.

"We don't think that's a good idea," we said.

"Why not? You know how to play it."

"That's not the point. We haven't rehearsed it."

"Come on," Kevin implored. "It's easy."

"We'll screw it up."

"No," Kevin said firmly. "We won't."

I wasn’t happy, but Kevin managed to talk Chris and David into it. We decided -- grudgingly, on my part -- to do the song the way U2 used to do it at their shows: one guitar and one vocal, then the rest of the band would kick in after the first chorus.

Mid-gig, Kevin announced that we were going to do a song “for a friend of mine”. I stomped on my delay pedal and started the riff. Kevin moved forward. He started to sing.

It was beautiful.

When a band works, it's alchemy: you take a bunch of ordinary, completely unremarkable blokes, add a decent song, and the result is something stunning. If you closed your eyes you wouldn’t hear a duff bunch of teenage wannabes; you’d hear one of the world’s biggest bands at the peak of their powers.

Kevin’s new friend was pretty impressed. So were we.

Into the chorus.

The audience was singing along. Even the hospital escapee was singing along. The girl was melting. Kevin wasn't going home alone that night.

The chorus ended, David the drummer clicked the sticks for a count-in, Chris the bassist slid down to the first note. Click-click-click-der-der-der -- yeah!

We were kicking. Swiss-watch timing, perfect playing, Kevin with his foot up on the monitor. 

Into the second verse.

Oh, shit. 

Kevin had lost the key. He didn't know he’d lost the key. He was wiggling his arse in front of the crowd, yelping. They were pissing themselves laughing. We were pissing ourselves laughing. Traction man was going to end up back in hospital if he laughed any harder.

By the time we reached the next chorus David was playing the drums with tears in his eyes. My stomach was in knots. Chris was hunched over, howling. 

Every single person in the room was in fits of laughter. 

Except one.

Kevin was spinning around, oblivious to the effect he was having. Occasionally he’d stare right into the U2 girl’s eyes, at which point she did a very impressive job of looking awestruck. The second he looked away, she was banging on the bar with her fists, hooting. The same happened with the rest of the crowd: when Kevin looked at them, they quickly put on their serious faces. When his eyes moved on, they were laughing even harder than before. 

The only one who didn't notice was Kevin. He was deafened by the speakers, blinded by ego, honking like a startled goose.

The song ended. The audience gave a huge ironic cheer. Kevin turned around, beaming, and looked right through us.

David was face-down on the snare drum, weeping.

Chris was next to his bass amp, giggling.

My cheeks were streaked with tears.

Kevin beamed. “What’s next?”"

We had a lot of nights like that. 

For a while it was great fun. Deep down, though, we knew that we'd never make money out of it, and that wasn't just because the best band name we could come up with was Big Gay Hitler. We weren't particularly good, which was a bit of a handicap, but even if we'd been great we were about twenty or thirty years too late. Most of the places that put on live music had already closed their doors permanently or relaunched as more upmarket venues for older customers, and the ones that remained followed suit within a year or two. We weren't good enough to play weddings or corporate gigs -- that's where the money was, and still is. Weddings especially. With people getting married and remarried so many times there's plenty of repeat business -- so the whole thing was a lot of work for very little reward. We enjoyed making music, but the rest if it -- rehearsing, trying to find places to play, getting to the gig only to discover that absolutely nobody had turned up -- became more trouble than it was worth. 

It didn't help that many of the bands we'd looked up to, bands we loved because they flicked v-signs at The Man, eschewed sponsorship and stuck to their principles, were doing the casino circuit. It's funny how our role models' artistic integrity suddenly disappeared when there were tax bills and gardeners to pay. The prospect of knocking ourselves out for years only to end up playing matinees for pensioners didn't exactly appeal, and eventually we realised we were wasting our time and decided to call it a day. 

By "we", I mean "everybody except Kevin". He wasn't going to let anything as mundane as common sense and reality stop him from achieving his destiny. He changed his name to Michael, started a new band, and kept on going. 

Amy and I saw them play once. They were awful, but you couldn't fault Michael's/Kevin's enthusiasm. We watched him play to six people, two of whom were the bar staff and two of whom were us, but in his head he was playing to an adoring crowd in a stadium somewhere. 

And now he's dead.

The paper is a bit light on details, but it said that he was playing an end of term gig for a handful of students. There was something wrong with the wiring, or maybe with the equipment, and the microphone stand was live when it shouldn't have been. When Kevin -- sorry, Michael -- accidentally hit the stand with his guitar, the metal strings and the metal stand came together to create a circuit that blew him ten feet backwards, into the amplifiers. It wasn't the electricity that killed him; it was the impact. He cracked his head on the corner of the bass amp and never woke up.

Jesus.

I'm having a hard time processing this. This is not how it's supposed to happen. We were never best friends, but we shared a lot of history and I figured he'd be part of my life for a good few years to come. I always thought he'd either keep on chasing the dream, playing his heart out to a couple of drunks and a murderer with me occasionally turning up to mock him -- while, naturally, feeling a bit jealous that he was still doing it and I wasn't -- or, through a combination of delusion and persistence, he'd become famous and I'd be able to tell everybody what a tit he was. 

That was the plan. 

This definitely isn't part of the plan.

I look at Amy. 

I'm not crying. 

There's something in my eye. 
  




CHAPTER FOUR







Dave is going on another date.

"Customer?"

"When was the last time you saw a customer that wasn't old enough to be your mum?" he says.

"Good point. So… customer?"

"Get stuffed."

"Sorry."

"You know Spanish Dave?"

Spanish Dave is one of the other security guys. Nobody knows how he got his nickname. He isn't Spanish. For all I know, his name isn't Dave either.

"You're going on a date with Spanish Dave?"

"Very funny. I'm meeting his sister."

"What's she like?"

"Dunno. Spanish Dave says she's cool."

Oh dear. A blind date. I went on a blind date once. The girl was a bit older than I expected. By "a bit" I mean "a lot".

"So where are you meeting her?"

"Coffee etc." Coffee etc. is an up-market coffee shop. Organic everything, big leather sofas, surly baristas and ridiculous price tags. You'd think that combination would drive it out of business pretty much immediately, but it's always busy.

"Want me to call, just in case?"

"Sure."

"Nine?"

"Yeah."




It's just after ten. Dave is on my sofa.

"Good date?" Amy says with a smirk.

"Not great." To be honest, we've already guessed that bit. Dave answered the phone immediately, and he'd done a runner before I'd even started making farmyard noises.

"So what was the problem?" I ask him. "Was she a horror?" Amy shoots me a look. "Sorry."

"No, she was pretty," Dave sighs.

"Did she smell of soup?"

"Eh?"

"Doesn't matter."

"She's Straight Edge."

"Ah," Amy and I say simultaneously.

"Pretty intense, then?" Amy asks.

"Yeah."

"Poor you." Amy hands Dave a beer.

Straight Edge is one of those movements that appears every few years, disappears for a bit and then comes back again. I think it started before the turn of the century, with pissed-off kids of baby boomers rebelling against the older generation. It was partly a musical thing -- Straight Edge bands are very loud, very fast and very aggressive -- and partly a political thing. Straight Edgers don't drink, don't smoke -- okay, hardly anybody smokes, but you know what I mean -- and don't do drugs. Basically if the hippie generation did it, they're against it. Some of them take it even further, so they're against casual sex -- it's a "weakness", apparently -- capitalism, eating meat and pretty much anything that isn't great for the environment. 

It all sounds a bit Nazi, but it's the opposite: Straight Edgers are so right-on they can't do anything without making sure they're not accidentally oppressing someone or something. I met a few of them when I was doing the band thing, and I was amazed by how angry they were. Well, maybe not amazed. If you weren't drinking, having sex or doing anything fun whatsoever you'd probably be pretty pissed off too.

"So what on Earth did you talk about?" Amy asks.

"Oh, God knows," Dave shrugs. "I wasn't really listening."

We talk about nothing in particular for a while, then Amy has an idea.

"Why don't you try dating in the dark?"

"Piss off!" Dave looks hurt.

"I'm not being funny. It's a real thing. One of the restaurants is starting it soon. I read about it in the paper."

"In the dark?"

"Yeah. You're paired up with someone in the dark. The idea's to break down all the barriers, so if they can't see you blushing or whatever then you're going to be more confident, more likely to be yourself. Gives you a chance to suss each other out without shyness getting in the way."

"And," I add, "you can easily bugger off without the other person noticing."

"Are you serious?" Dave says, ignoring me completely.

"Yeah. I'll dig it out and send you the link," Amy says. "It might be a laugh."

I think Dave's actually thinking about it.




I don't see much of Amy or Dave over the next few days, partly because we aren't working the same shifts and mainly because I don't really feel like seeing anybody. When work is finished I go home, drink a few beers, listen to loud music and generally mope around the place feeling sorry for myself. Eventually, though, disaster strikes. I run out of beer. 

When I have to go to the supermarket -- which isn't often; I buy everything in bulk -- I try to do it early in the morning before the rest of the town is awake. It's bad enough then, but if you wait until mid-morning or even worse, mid-afternoon, you'd have more fun in the fifth circle of Hell. The car park looks like a really big motorway pile-up happening in really slow motion. People in SUVs reverse out of spaces without looking, crushing the fronts of little runabouts; others drive into spaces their cars can't fit into, taking the paint -- and in some cases, the wing mirrors, bumpers and anything else that protrudes even slightly, such as dogs or passengers -- off the cars on either side. It's a constant cacophony of car alarms, crunching, arguments and the occasional ambulance siren. 

Thank god for electronic safety aids. Most of the cars have them, which is just as well -- if the drivers aren't half-blind or so arthritic that they can barely turn the steering wheel, their reflexes are so shot that they'd have trouble doing an emergency stop with less than four days' notice. If it weren't for the sensors and automatic braking systems and all the other electronic goodies in their cars, the death toll in a single afternoon would make a World War look pretty tame. 

I'm a seasoned shopper and quite like having a car with all its trim intact, so I park well away from the main entrance in a still-empty bit of the car park. I reverse park, too, so when I come out of the space I'll be able to see other cars even if they're not paying the slightest bit of attention to me. My timing's off, though, and a huge gold Lexus glides into the space next to me. The other driver opens his door at the same time I open mine, and being the nice person I am I close mine again and gesture for him to go right ahead.

That, I'm beginning to realise, was a mistake.

He's very thin, very old and very shaky. I don't know if it's just old age or something like Parkinson's, but every bit of him seems to be shaking violently. Just getting his seatbelt off takes what seems like an hour, and actually exiting the car takes much, much longer. I try not to look -- I don't want to stare, and I definitely don't want him to see how exasperated I'm becoming -- but I do glance at him every minute or so. By the time he's got one leg out of the car and begins the slow movement to get his other leg out, I'm beginning to understand what ten years in solitary confinement might feel like.

Still, at least the guy isn't legally allowed to drive a two-and-a-half-ton car that's capable of doing nearly two hundred miles per hour. Ahem.

After several lifetimes, I finally escape my car-shaped prison and head into the supermarket. It's no different from any other one. The aisles are extra-wide but still get jammed with a mix of trolleys, wheelchairs, walkers and those sit-in mobility vehicles that look a bit like dodgem cars. Even the tallest shelves can be reached from a sitting position. The adult undergarments section -- let's call a spade a spade here, I'm talking about incontinence pants -- is so big it probably has its own postcode. The cheesy-listening piped Muzak is very loud, and if you're a newbie then the first time you hear somebody bellow a promotional announcement over the top of some twinkly piano tune you'll probably think you're under attack. 

My favourite bit is the clothing section, which seems entirely dedicated to hideous shirts, golfing trousers in colours unknown to Mother Nature and elasticated leisurewear in a range of faintly unpleasant pastel hues. When we're really bored Amy, Dave and I have a competition where we come here to find the ugliest, most unflattering, most visually offensive outfits imaginable for one another, and we have to wear the outfits for an entire day. The last time we did it Amy found me a pair of trousers so unspeakably vile that I think I suffered permanent eye damage -- and yet when I wore them outside, nobody paid the slightest bit of attention. It's that kind of town.

As I'm loading my trolley with a few cases of beer I spot somebody familiar-looking over by the Scotch whiskies. That's not unusual in itself -- most of the town passes through the casino at some time or another, if not to gamble then to eat or to drink or to pick up people who've been gambling, eating and drinking -- but there's something strange about him. I can't work out what it is, so I put it out of my mind and head for the checkout. Another ten lifetimes later I've paid and I'm halfway across the car park when I realise who he was.

He was The Yellow Man.

And he wasn't yellow.




There's nothing worse than having exciting news only to discover that everybody else knows your news and knew about it days before you did.

"I know," Amy says. "He was in here the other night."

I think Amy's a little disappointed. She likes to know things that other people don't.

"Turns out he was right about his ship coming in," she says. "He's had a head transplant. Or maybe it was a kidney transplant. It was definitely one or the other."

"Aren't you supposed to quit drinking when you've blown up your own kidneys?"

"Probably," she says. "I don't think they can really enforce that, though, can they?"

"They could," I say.

"Really? How?"

"You could have gangs of surgeons roaming the bars, looking for any ex-patients sitting with a beer. If they spotted somebody, they'd jump him. GIVE US BACK THOSE KIDNEYS!"

Amy cackles. "That'd be brilliant. Doctors, scalpels and barbecue tongs everywhere."

"Barbecue tongs?"

"They'd need something to get the kidneys out with, wouldn't they?"

I can't really argue with that.

Amy looks at me. "You know what's weird, though?

"What?"

"He's known about this for weeks. I thought transplants were last minute, phone rings and you've got to be there immediately things. Aren't they?"

"I've no idea. Probably, yeah."

"So how did he know it was going to happen?"

"I've no idea. Maybe he's got a good psychic."

Amy shoots me a look, and then softens. 

"What about you, Matt? Are you doing okay?"

"I'm fine." 

"You'd tell me if you weren't?"

"Honestly," I said. "I'm fine."

"Good. Because I think it's your turn for the beers tonight."

Amy gives me a grin and goes back to work.




When Dave turns up at my door that night, he's a mess. At first I think he's been in a fight, but when he arrives at my door I realise he's covered in food.

"What the hell happened?"

"You know that thing Amy told me about? Dating in the dark?" Dave indicates his stained shirt. "Pasta in the face, more like."

"I think you need a beer." I nearly make it to the fridge before cracking up laughing.

"For God's sake," Dave says, but he's laughing too.

I wait until Dave's had a chance to drink some of his beer before starting the interrogation.

"So," I say. "Let's hear it."

"It was a bloody disaster," Dave says.

"I can see that."

"It sounded quite cool. I looked into it before I decided to go. The waiters are blind, so they can see in the dark."

"Wow."

"Yeah. So I turn up, the lights are on, and the waiter gives me a blindfold and leads me to my seat. Explains that the lights will go off when everybody's seated."

"Okay. So you're sitting there --"

"I'm sitting there with this blindfold on, and they're leading people in, and then after a bit a guy welcomes everybody, tells us to take our blindfolds off on the count of three, and hits the lights."

"Who were you sitting with?"

"Susan. Some kind of sales rep."

"So the lights go off. What then?"

"Bloody chaos. Turns out the waiters weren't blind."

"You're kidding."

Dave points at his shirt.

"You're not kidding."

"I'm making small talk with Susan, we're getting on okay so far, and the waiters come in with the drinks. Next thing it's just crashing and banging and yelling. They're pouring wine everywhere, walking into tables, dropping glasses on the floor. Half of the waiters are apologising, the other half are banging into tables and swearing."

I'm sure it was horrible at the time, but I'm in tears of laughter. So is Dave. It takes a minute for us to recover.

"What did you do?"

"Susan had just got half a bottle of wine poured down her top, and we agreed that we'd escape and go somewhere else."

"Good plan."

"Yeah. So we get up and I walk into four plates of linguine. Susan got a double lasagne."

"Shit. Did you go somewhere else?"

"Nah."

"Was it pasta bedtime?"

I'm very pleased with my joke, and I sit giggling for a while. Dave looks at the ceiling until I've finished.

"You done?"

"Yeah."

"She wasn't up for it," Dave says. "I could tell by her face. The bit that wasn't covered in pasta, anyway." 

"Shame."

"Ach, it's the same old story, isn't it? Boy meets girl, girl gets a double lasagne in the face. Probably for the best anyway."

"You think?"

"Yeah. I'm seeing someone later this week anyway."

"In the dark?"

"In the pub. It's safer."

"Depends on the pub."

"True. Can I get another beer? I think I deserve it."

He does. I head for the fridge.
  




CHAPTER FIVE







I'm sitting around, doing nothing in particular, thinking about Amy. It's not that she's a force of nature, although she is. It's not that she can make me feel glad to be alive, although she does. It's not that she's got a way of looking at you from underneath her fringe that can make your knees weak, although that's true too. And it's not that she's so good-looking she takes your breath away sometimes, although she is and she does.

It's that she's not Scott Marsden. 

I'm sitting in reception at Ottomatik, waiting for the mechanics to finish servicing my car, and Scott Marsden is sitting next to me. Either times are hard or Ottomatik has belatedly discovered the joys of customer service: they called me a few days ago to remind me that my service was due, and did I want to make an appointment? It was all very professional, which is not a word you usually associate with the place. You don't go to Ottomatik because it's good, or because it's professional. You go because it's the cheapest garage for miles.

Scott Marsden plonked himself in the seat next to me about two hundred million years ago. Well, five minutes, but it seems like two hundred million years. He's not a bad guy, I'm sure, but he's not an interesting one either. So far he's managed to turn a simple puncture into an epic, and I'm rapidly losing the will to live. He's got a reason to moan -- most cars don't have spares because the tyres auto-heal, but if you damage the sidewall the auto-healing doesn't work and the whole tyre needs replaced at great expense; Scott found a great big nail stuck in one of his sidewalls, so the tyre's a write-off -- but I really wish he didn't moan quite so much, or for quite so long, or in so much detail. 

Scott and I went to school together. We weren't friends -- I think I maybe said about ten words to him in the six or seven years I was there, and nine of those words were nasty -- but Scott is the kind of person who doesn't let that kind of detail get in the way of a good old chin-wag. On the few occasions I haven't seen him coming and hidden until the coast is clear, he's greeted me like his very best, oldest friend. And then he's started talking. 

I'll spare you the full details of today's monologue, because I'm nice like that. Put it this way: Scott doesn't talk to you. He talks at you. I'm quite sure you could get up halfway through the conversation, build a raft, sail to foreign lands, survive shark attacks, hallucinations and eating your comrades, accidentally walk into the middle of a military coup, be captured, spend ten years in jail facing certain death for a crime you didn't commit, tunnel your way out using nothing but a chopstick, be abducted by aliens just as you escape the prison grounds, lead a bitter but ultimately victorious war against implacable intergalactic enemies, return to Earth and wander back into the garage and he'd still be there, talking, completely unaware that you'd even left. 

Okay, he probably isn't quite that bad. But he's still pretty dull. You know when you post status updates online, and most people post pithy comments or links to cool stuff they've seen? Scott posts exactly what he's doing, often in real time. I hit the "block" button after this particularly exciting drama:

"Getting a bit hungry." - Posted by Scott at 7.59pm.

"Should probably make dinner." - Posted by Scott at 8.03pm.

"Fancy some pasta." - Posted by Scott at 8.05pm.

"Making pasta." - Posted by Scott at 8.11pm.

"Had pasta for dinner. It was very nice." - Posted by Scott at 8.33pm.

"I think I might have eaten too much pasta!" - Posted by Scott at 8.52pm.

"Men in balaclavas waving machine guns have kicked in my windows, thrown grenades at the cat and shot all the prostitutes! I shouldn't have stolen heroin from the Colombians!" - Posted by Scott at 9.01pm.

I made that last one up.

He's still talking when Otto, from whom Ottomatik gets its hilarious name, pops his head round the door. 

"Car's ready," he says.

"Anything I need to worry about?"

"No. All fine. You pay now."

Otto isn't a big talker. He hands me the bill and of course, it's all the money in the world. I follow him to the till, where he swipes my card and hands me the keys.

"Thank you bye," Otto says.




If I hear My Generation one more time I may kill somebody. 

All the radio stations are based on requests, so if enough people vote for a track the computer plays it. And the people who vote are just hilarious, so you never have to wait long to hear My Generation, Don't Fear The Reaper, Live Forever and worst of all, When I'm Sixty-Bloody-Four. I change channels but there's nothing but evangelists and crazy people on phone-ins, so I turn the stereo off and concentrate on driving.

Not that there's much to concentrate on. The car does all the work apart from steering, and it only lets humans do that because the manufacturer doesn't want to get sued if you smack into a tree for no good reason. Everything else -- the brakes, the speed, the not-smashing-into-other-cars -- is done for you. It's not exactly fun, but the upside is that you get plenty of time to think.

Inevitably, that means I'm thinking about Amy. 

I've already told you how I feel about her. What I'm trying to work out is what I'm going to do about it. She's my best friend, the person who knows all my secrets, the one person I don’t feel weird around. I want to ask her out on a date -- a date date, not a friends date -- but I'm scared that if I do, it'll freak her out and I'll lose her altogether. But I don't think I can keep on like this either. Is it worth the risk? Should I let her know how I feel? Should I --

What the hell?

The car's accelerating, hard. That's not always a bad thing, but there's a sweeping right-hander up ahead and I'm already going a bit faster than is strictly sensible. I hit the brakes. Nothing happens. I press the accelerator in case it's stuck. It isn't. I stab at the control buttons on the dashboard. They don't do anything.

The engine is making scary noises. The display's rev counter is showing silly numbers. The speedo is climbing. The corner is getting very close.

I'm kicking at the pedals but it isn't making any difference. 

I've read that when you think you're going to die, your brain goes into economy mode. You see in black and white, because your brain needs the processing power to look for a way out, not to show you things in Technicolor. Time slows down, because -- again -- your brain is trying to find a way for you to survive.

Turns out that's all true. I've never been so alert in my life.

The car reaches the corner, and I haul on the steering wheel with all my strength. The car turns, but then there's a loud pop. I think it's a tyre blowing. Suddenly everything's moving in the wrong direction. The car slews into the crash barrier and bounces backwards. The steering wheel is spinning like crazy and I know that if I try to stop it, I'll break my arm. So I fold my arms and let whatever's going to happen happen. 

What happens is this. The car goes backwards, still spinning, and there's a crunch as it hits the barrier on the other side of the road. So now I go forward, still spinning, the steering wheel acting like it's got a mind of its own. 

Another crunch, and another, and another.

And then, nothing.

Everything's in colour again. I sit for a moment and then climb out of the car. I'm in a field. My face is wet. I think I've cut my head somewhere. The car is a mess, like somebody took a hammer to every inch of the bodywork. I wonder if the car will go on fire. I hope it doesn't.

I take a few steps but something trips me up, and I'm face down in the wet grass. I'm tired, I think. So very tired. 

I need to get up, I know. 

I'll do it in a minute.

I close my eyes and everything goes black.
  




CHAPTER SIX







Being dead is brilliant. I'm warm and cosy and feeling all nice and floaty, and Amy's just kissed me on the cheek. If I'd known that being dead was this good, I'd have done it ages ago.

"You're such an arse," Amy says.

I'm pretty sure that you're not allowed to talk like that in Heaven, and since nobody appears to be stabbing me with red-hot pokers I guess I'm not in Hell either.

I blink until my vision clears and the room swims into focus. I'm in a small hospital ward. It's dark, and the other beds appear to be unoccupied. What little light there is comes from the reading lamp above my bed and through the gap between the doors and the floor.

Amy is sitting in a hard plastic chair next to the bed. Her eyeliner is smudged. I think she's been crying.

"How are you feeling?" she asks.

"I'm not sure," I say. "I think I'm okay."

"The doctor says they've pumped you full of drugs, so you'll probably be sore when they wear off. You haven't broken anything, but you've been bashed about quite a bit."

I give Amy my most earnest look. "Tell me the truth," I say.

"Okay."

"Will I ever dance again?"

"I bloody hope not. You're a menace on the dance floor."

"Ah. Good point."

Amy smiles, but I can tell her heart isn't really in it.

"Do you remember what happened?"

"More or less," I say. "I was driving home and then the car went nuts. I think one of the tyres blew."

Amy nods. "You're lucky to be alive, you know. That road's usually busy. A few minutes earlier or later and you'd have ended up underneath a truck."

"Somebody up there must like me."

"They've got a funny way of showing it."

Amy looks away. I don't say anything. When she looks back I think her eyeliner is even more smudged than before.

"Were you scared?"

"No," I say, and I mean it. Amy looks surprised. "Seriously. It was weird. When I realised there wasn't anything I could do, I just felt really calm. My life didn't flash before my eyes, or anything like that. Everything happened in slow motion. It felt like I was watching it all happening to somebody else."

The door opens. It's one of the nurses. Visiting time is up.

Amy gets up, leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. Again.

"I'm glad you're okay."

I want to say something, but the words don't come.

Amy gives me a small wave.

"See you tomorrow," she says.




"Heavily bearded transvestite man!"

It's Dave's turn to visit me. The serious chat didn’t last very long. Of course it didn't. We're blokes. So now we're trying to outdo one another by inventing superheroes with really bad superpowers.

"The Black Banjo!" Dave suggests.

"Eh?"

"He's this really tall black guy who appears from nowhere and torments the bad guys with his banjo playing."

"That's pretty bad."

"You're one to talk. You were the one who came up with Shortsighted Viagra Man."

"Oh, come on," I say. "That one's brilliant."

Dave laughs. "Lock up your daughters! And anything else nearby!"

We happily talk bollocks for another ten minutes or so before a new visitor arrives. This one has a badge.

"I need a few minutes with your friend," he tells Dave.

Dave looks at me. I nod.

"See you in a bit," Dave says, and leaves.




His name is Burke, and he's police. He's tall, fiftyish, with big shoulders and the air of somebody who's seen things you really don't want to ask him about. The plastic chair complains when he sits on it.

He sits and looks at me for a while. When he finally speaks, I wonder if he gargles gravel for breakfast.

"I've spoken to the Doc," he says. "I know you weren't drunk, and you weren't high. Want to tell me what happened?" He stabs at his notebook with his index finger and it beeps. Recording.

"There's not much to tell," I say. "I was driving home --"

"From where?"

"From Ottomatik. I'd just had the car serviced."

He nods as if to say carry on. I carry on.

"I'm about halfway home and then the car goes crazy."

"Crazy?"

"It was as if the accelerator stuck," I tell him. "The brakes didn't work, none of the buttons on the dash worked, the car just kept on accelerating."

"What did you do then?"

"I thought the pedal might be stuck, so I tried pressing on it. I tried the brakes. I pressed every single button I could reach."

"And?"

"And none of it made any difference. And then I crashed."

Burke stares at me for a very long time. If I'd had anything to confess, I'd have spilled the beans there and then.

"Was your car modified in any way?"

"No."

"You haven't had it chipped?"

"No."

Burke stabs at his notebook again. It beeps. He stands up, the chair making a noise that sounds awfully like a sigh of relief.

"Thanks for your time," he says, dropping a business card on the bedside table. "I'll be in touch."




I get out the following morning. Amy was right. When the painkillers wear off I feel like somebody has hit every bit of my body with a frying pan. I spend most of the day munching Ibuprofen before heading for work. Being off sick is a luxury I can't afford. 

I've barely taken off my coat before Sleazy Bob summons me to his office.

"You need to go home, Matt," he says.

This isn't like him. Sleazy Bob is not the caring type. 

"Thanks, Mr Hannah, but I'm fine. Honestly. It looks much worse than it is."

Sleazy Bob looks confused, then realises what I've just said. "Matt, you work in a customer facing role. You're an ambassador for Hannah's. And ambassadors don't look like they've been in a bar fight."

"I wasn't in a fight. It was a car accident."

"I don't think that really matters," he says. "Take the time off. Come back when the bruises have gone." He makes a dismissive gesture with his hand. I go home.




Amy and Dave are both working and I've got nothing to do, so I wanderki past the supermarket and stock up on beer and painkillers. I go home, play video games until I get bored, make a half-hearted attempt at tidying up and flick through my messages, email and news feeds. I call up the local paper to see if anything interesting is going on. They've got a picture of my car on the front page. 

I look again at the photo. Something isn't right. It looks like my car. It's more smashed up than I remember, but then I wasn't exactly firing on all cylinders the last time I saw it. But it's not just the damage to the car that's wrong. It's the photo itself. When I crashed, I ended up in a field. The photo shows a suburban street.

Either the local paper has been faking things again, or…

I scan the text. Two words jump out. 

Scott Marsden.

According to the paper, Scott was a "boy racer" who lost control of his car at roughly the same time I was spinning into a field. I escaped with a few lumps and bumps. Scott didn't. The paper doesn't say it explicitly, but the tone of the article is clear enough: Scott was a young man with a fast car, a crazed thrill seeker whose driving ability wasn't as good as he thought it was. 

Scott "Had some pasta for dinner. It was very nice" Marsden? A crazed thrill seeker?

Scott Marsden? Dead?

I really need to talk to Amy. 




"You need to go to the police."

I've never seen Amy like this. She's pacing around my apartment like an angry tiger.

"What am I going to say?"

"Matt, there's something seriously screwed up going on here."

She's still pacing. Her arms are going too.

"Your car goes crazy and damn near kills you. If you hadn't been where you were, you'd have hit something even harder than your own head."

I don't think I'm supposed to laugh at that, or even smirk. So I don't do either. 

"The same night, Scott Marsden -- who we both know isn't exactly renowned for his crazy risk-taking behaviour -- suddenly decides he's a racing driver. And Comedy Jim does the same a few days before. Doesn't that strike you as strange?"

I'd forgotten about Comedy Jim. Shit. She's right.

"You think it's deliberate? Someone's tampered with my car?"

"Yes. You were at the same garage at the same time as Scott Marsden. Both of you crashed on the same night. That's one hell of a coincidence."

"But why would somebody in a garage want to kill me? Why would anybody want to kill me, full stop?"

"That's why you need to go to the police. They'll find out."




Amy made it clear that whatever I had planned for the morning, I was going to the police station first. She can be very persuasive -- that, and she turned up this morning in the Dentmobile to pick me up. 

The Dentmobile is our name for the collection of dents, scrapes, rust and flaking paint that Amy calls a car, the long-suffering victim of Amy's gung-ho approach to parking, her inability to judge gaps and her complete lack of fear behind the wheel. Dave and I think that one day it'll break in two like a clown car, with Amy going in one direction and her passengers in the other. 

Today, though, the Dentmobile stays in one piece. Amy drops me at the front door and drives off to park, so I go to the front desk and ask to see Burke. The duty sergeant points up the stairs. "First floor, second on the right," he says.

Burke's office doesn't look as if it's had much in the way of tender loving care of late, if ever. The door frames are yellow with age, the windows are filthy, the plaster on the ceiling is cracked, there's what looks like damp on the walls and the desk is scratched and stained. 

You know how some people end up looking like their pets? Burke looks like his office. 

"Why would anybody want to kill you?" Burke asks. His chair groans in protest as he leans back and steeples his fingers. 

"I don't know."

"Did you have any connection to Scott Marsden or James Colvin?"

I didn't know that was Comedy Jim's last name. "Not that I can think of. We went to school together."

Burke sighs. "Maybe that's it," he says. "An angry ex-teacher is wreaking terrible revenge, perhaps. Or a former pupil, driven crazy by your success, is going to make you pay. Or maybe you borrowed a lot of books, never took them back, and the school librarian is angry. Happens all the time."

I get the distinct impression that Burke isn't entirely sympathetic.

"Mr Burke --"

"Detective."

"Sorry. Detective Burke. I don't know what's going on. All I know is that two people are dead, and I was nearly number three. Don't you think it's possible that what happened to me might have happened to the other guys, too? I don't know about James Colvin, but Scott Marsden was getting his car fixed in the same place at the same time as me -- and we both had crashes afterwards. Doesn't that strike you as suspicious?"

Burke does a slow blink and then speaks very slowly. "I have been a policeman for a very long time," he says. "And while I don’t normally investigate car accidents – aren’t you the lucky one? -- I've seen a few. And do you know what I’ve learnt?"

"No, sir."

"I’ve learnt that when young men lose control of their cars, it’s rarely because they were speeding, or showing off, or fiddling with the radio, or thinking about girls," he says. 

He pauses. "No. More often than not, it’s because of a murder conspiracy."

It takes me a moment to realise that he’s being sarcastic.

"I wasn’t speeding."

"I know," Burke says. "You said that."

I try not to get exasperated. "I wasn’t. Look, there must be some way you can check the car. The black box, maybe. That'll tell you if somebody's been messing with the car."

The black box is a little in-car computer that records everything you do, from the speed you’re doing to the way you drive. It’s possible to buy a car that doesn’t have one, but good luck getting it insured. 

Burke is quiet for a moment and then stands up. "Okay," he says. "I'll look into it."

 

Amy is pacing around the reception area and doesn't spot me until I've reached the bottom of the stairs.

"Well?"

"He'll look into it, he says."

"Think he will?"

"God knows."

"So what are you going to do now?"

"No plans."

"I need to get back to work. Want me to come round after?"

"That'd be good."

"Okay, then. Need a lift?"

"No thanks," I say. "I could do with some fresh air."

"Suit yourself." But she says it with a smile.

I walk Amy to the Dentmobile and wave as she drives off. I don't need fresh air at all, but I don't want to tell her that her driving on the way over scared the crap out of me. Amy's a fast driver and it doesn't usually bother me, but after the crash I'm a bit more sensitive -- okay, scared -- than usual. If somebody's trying to kill me then wandering around in broad daylight is probably a bit risky, but the way I feel right now, another car ride with Amy behind the wheel would kill me for sure.




I take the long way back, wandering in and out of shops to kill a few hours, then go home, grab something to eat and play video games until Dave and Amy turn up. The more beer we have, the more convoluted the conspiracy theories we come up with. And then Dave does something that doesn't happen very often. He says something that makes total sense.

"You know, this whole thing could be a great big cock-up," he says.

Amy looks at him. "What do you mean?"

"Well, we're sitting here trying to think of reasons why somebody might want Matt dead, and we can't think of any. What if there isn't a somebody? What if the whole thing's a cock-up?"

"I don't follow you," I say.

"You and Scott both took your cars to Otto at the same time. Chances are Comedy Jim gets his car done there too. Everyone knows Otto's the cheapest place to go."

I nod.

"So maybe that's what you've all got in common. Most of the stuff's done on computer now, isn't it? Maybe Otto's computer system's got something wrong with it. A virus, or a bug, or something like that."

"Dave, I think you might be onto something," Amy says. 

We talk about it some more, and agree that when you've got a choice between conspiracy and cock-up, cock-up wins every time. 

"You should tell Burke about this," Amy suggests.

"I will," I promise. 

We talk about other things, with Dave going off on tangents as usual. He's mid-way through a particularly opinionated rant about nothing in particular when Amy starts rummaging in her bag. She grabs a thin tube of something and throws it to me. "I almost forgot," she says. "Go and see Sleazy Bob tomorrow, and make sure you use this."

"What is it? Pepper spray?"

"Not quite. Concealer. Use it on those scratches. They haven't completely gone yet."

"You want me to wear make-up?"

Amy seems amused. "Don't worry, Matt, it's not the beginning of a slippery slope. You're not going to end up wearing dresses to work." She puts her hand on my shoulder and adopts a stage whisper. "Unless, of course, you really want to," she smirks.

Dave laughs so hard that beer shoots out of his nose.

"Dave, there are times when I could happily shoot you," I say. He pretends to look hurt.

Amy's still smirking, but her voice is serious. "Use it, Matt," she says. "You're not working, so you're not earning. If you're not earning, you'll stop buying beer. If you stop buying beer, that means I'll have to buy beer. And that's messing with the very fabric of the universe -- which, as we all know, is a very dangerous thing to do." The smirk has become a grin. "So put some of that on your scratches before you go and see Sleazy Bob, avoid sweating and don't get into any water pistol fights. Unless he's looking at you from an inch away, he won't see the scratches, you'll go back to work and our beer supplies will be safe." Dave cheers. "You know I'm right."

I know better than to ignore Amy's advice. I see Sleazy Bob the following afternoon and I'm back behind the bar that very night.
  




CHAPTER SEVEN







Having a near-death experience in a car does more than put your insurance premiums up. It makes you think about the big stuff: who you are, what you're doing with your life, that kind of thing. I didn't see my life flash before my eyes or anything dramatic like that, but the crash was a pretty vivid illustration of how life is more fragile than you'd like to think. As Amy put it, had the crash happened a few minutes earlier or a few minutes later, I'd have ended up pancaked underneath a truck. If the car had been going a little bit faster, or if it had gone crazy on a different stretch of road where there were great big solid walls instead of hedges… you get the idea.

And of course, with Sleazy Bob sending me home from work I ended up stuck in the apartment with no transport and nothing to do but listen to the thoughts running around inside my head. 

So I'm going to make some big changes. I haven't worked out the details yet, but I don't want to be tending a bar for the rest of my life -- and I don't want the rest of my life to be like this bit of my life. So I'm going to do something about the job situation, and I'm going to do something about the Amy situation.

I don't think I'm imagining things -- I mean, when she came to the hospital she'd obviously been crying, and she did give me a kiss. What I need to work out is whether it was a "poor thing" kiss, the sort of kiss you'd give a dog, or if it was something a bit more profound. Obviously I hope it's the latter, but it could be the former. If it is, and if I do something to try and become more than a friend, I'll probably end up with tramps finding bits of me in various dustbins around town. 

So that's one of the details I need to work out. I admit, it's a pretty big detail.

"Do you think I could get a drink some time this week?"

I'm back to Earth with a bump. "What can I get you?"

"Double brandy with ice."

I get him the double brandy and do a double-take. It's Burke. 

"I thought policeman didn't drink on duty?"

"I'm not on duty."

I think I might have underestimated his age the first time I met him. I'd guessed fiftysomething, but tonight he looks a lot older. Maybe it's the downlighters on the bar -- they look great in photos, but they're not exactly flattering in real life -- or maybe he's had a rough day. Or maybe I just got it wrong first time round.

Burke tastes the drink, puts it down on the bar, and pushes something towards me. It's his notebook. He swipes his finger across and hits a few digits.

"There's something I want you to see."

The page fills with graphs and impossibly small writing.

"What is it?"

"You asked me to look at the black boxes," he says. "This is the data from the one in your car."

Burke points to the graph that dominates the page.

"This shows your speed. As you can see, you were doing a steady forty, and then you started accelerating hard."

"That's right. That's when the car went nuts."

"Ah," Burke says. "That's why you need to take a look at this." He points to a box to the right of the graph. "This section is for fault codes. Problems. Malfunctions. Anything out of the ordinary."

"But that section's blank."

Burke smiles, but there's no warmth in his expression. "Exactly."

"I don't understand."

"Then let me explain. The black box records everything that happens. If the brakes fail, it records it. If the steering goes wrong, it records it. If you get a puncture, it records it. If a tyre blows, it records it." He swipes the notebook. "So if we look here, a few seconds before you crashed, there's a fault code for a tyre. Before that? Nothing."

If I were a cartoon character, there'd be a giant question mark over my head.

"That doesn't make sense," I say. "The car started accelerating. The brakes didn't work. Nothing worked. That's why I crashed."

"That's not what the black box says. Oh, it says you accelerated. But the car was working fine."

"Then the black box is wrong."

"They're never wrong."

"That one is," I say, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. "Maybe it's been infected with a virus, or something. Or maybe somebody's tampered with it."

Burke sighs. I've spent enough time with him to know that's not a good sign. "I was there when they downloaded it. Nobody tampered with anything."

"A virus, then. Something's got into the computers at Otto's."

Burke prods his notebook again. "Does this look familiar?"

"Of course it does. We've just been looking at it."

"This isn't from your car. It's from Scott Marsden's car. Here's another one." Another page appears, looking pretty much like the previous one. "James Colvin's car," Burke says. "In both cases the black boxes didn't record any faults -- but what they did record was two young men driving too fast, losing control and crashing. Do you know how many speed-related car crashes there have been in the last couple of weeks?

I don't. I shake my head.

"Three. You, Scott Marsden and James Colvin. If there was something wrong with the systems, if some gremlin was making cars go crazy, there would have been dozens of crashes, maybe hundreds. But there weren't. There were three. You, Marsden and Colvin."

I stare at him.

"I told you I'm off-duty, and I am," Burke says. "I'm here to do you a favour. You asked me to look into it, and I did. The answers I've got don't help you. But booking people means more paperwork, and I hate paperwork. So here's what I think."

He takes another sip of the brandy before continuing. "The way I see it, you did something stupid, something that could have had very serious consequences, but nobody got hurt -- apart from you. Your car's probably a write-off, you've been banged about and ended up in hospital, and you've had to take some unpaid days off. I reckon that's probably more than enough punishment for you to deal with. Who knows, maybe the experience will make you a better person. So I'm going to give you some good news, and I'm going to give you some bad news. Which would you like first?"

I don't know what to say. My brain is firing in twenty-two different directions, none of them good. "The good news?"

"The good news is that unless you give me a very good reason to, I'm not going to come back to see you when I am on duty," Burke says. "And believe me, that's very good news." 

"What's the bad news?"

He takes another sip. "If you ever come to me again to waste my time with some half-arsed conspiracy theory, whether it's to cover your tracks or because you've banged your head and imagined all kinds of nonsense, you'll wish you'd never been born."

I can tell by Burke's expression that he's not exaggerating. "Do we understand each other?"

I can't think of anything to say, so I just nod like an idiot.

"Good," Burke says. He finishes his drink and leaves.




Burke has barely left when Amy comes over.

"What was all that about? I take it he wasn't here to see you because he thinks you're a really cool guy?"

"He's downloaded the data from my car's black box," I explain. "No tampering, no virus, no mechanical fault."

"Do you believe him?"

"I believe him when he says that if I come to him again, he'll make me wish I'd never been born," I say. "But I was in the car. He wasn't. I don't care what the black box says. The car went nuts and nearly killed me."

"So if it's not a virus, and it's not a mechanical fault, and nobody's been messing with anything…"

"I don't know, Amy. I really don't know."




 Burke keeps his promise. He doesn't come back to see me on duty or off-duty, although I do see the back of his head a few days later when another dead resident is being wheeled out of the casino's back entrance. We get a lot of that. It's not what you think, though. The days when casinos were run by gangsters and full of lowlifes are long gone. We're a respectable establishment with a respectable customer base. But that customer base is old, and some of the residents take advantage of some of the more personal services that you can get if you know the right people. A little bit too much Viagra, a little too much excitement and a few illicit substances send their blood pressure into orbit, and it's not uncommon for their hearts to pop like balloons. Of course the police investigate each one, but they don't usually need to wait for the post-mortem to find out the cause of death. This one is no different.

Over the next few weeks, things return to normal. To nobody's great surprise my car is declared a write-off, and the insurance company sends me a cheque that's low enough to be insulting but not so low that you'd storm their offices with petrol bombs and Stanley knives. I scan job adverts when the bar is quiet, but don't see anything interesting or anything that I am qualified for. Amy comes over to bitch about the customers, Dave continues to go on disastrous dates, and we all meet every night or second night for beer. 

If anyone is trying to kill me they're being very subtle about it. 




You've probably noticed that whenever we're not working, we don't hang around at work. That's partly because when you've spent all day being nice to customers, the last thing you want to do at the end of your shift is spend any more time around customers, but it's mainly because I don't get gambling. I can barely remember the rules of Snap, let alone Poker. Betting on where a spinning ball's going to end up doesn't really grab me. And I know enough about slot machines to stay as far away from them as I possibly can.

Slot machines are amazing. I'm fascinated by them. Did you know the casino makes about three-quarters of its cash from the slots? Forget about card tables and roulette wheels: they provide the glamour to lure people in, but they don't bring in the big bucks. The poor buggers feeding the slot machines do that.

Most people reckon the slots are fixed, but I don't think they realise how amazingly, incredibly fixed they are. See the blue ones over there, the ones with the giant golden coins above them? The odds of hitting the jackpot are 300 million to one against. Only one person's ever won the jackpot in the whole time I've worked here, and that turned out to be a software glitch. No, the casino didn't pay out.

When I say they're fixed, I don't mean there's anything underhand or illegal going on. The fix is in your head. Slot machine makers know more about psychology than any shrink does, and they're experts at making sure that when you push the machine's buttons it pushes your buttons. The whole idea is to keep you excited, to keep you in the game until you run out of money.

Those signs telling you this machine pays out 81%, that machine pays out 79%? All true. But those numbers are averages, and those averages are counted over hundreds of thousands, maybe even millions of plays. Sure, the machine will spit out four-fifths of what goes in -- but that doesn't mean it's going to do it tonight, let alone do it for you. 

There's no point in trying to cheat, either. Try to attach a hacking tool to one and an alarm goes off in Mission Control. Try to hack the wireless network -- not the public one, the secure one all the machines use -- and security will be on you before you can smirk. Learning the patterns? Good luck with that. The formulas are massive, and anyone doing suspiciously well on the slots quickly gets their very own CCTV camera. If you think you can beat the house you've been watching too many movies. Either that, or you're just nuts.

There's only one way to make money from slots: run the place where people play them.




The more normal things get, the more bored we become. It isn't long before two things happen. Dave and I start talking about another prank, and I get fed up with begging lifts and walking. The insurance money isn't enough to get another car, and even if I had the cash I'm a bit wary of getting one. I know what Burke said, and what the black box reported, but I know that something happened, and I'm in no hurry to have it happen again. 

So I decide to buy a motorbike. Maybe it'll make Amy see me in a whole new light. An edgy, rock and roll kind of light. I tell her about it when she comes over mid-shift.

"You bought a what?"

"A motorbike."

"You're an idiot."

This is not the reaction I was hoping for.

"Matt, those things are dangerous. If you'd been on a bike when you had that crash, you wouldn't be here."

"If I'd been on a bike, I wouldn't have had the crash in the first place."

Amy's right, but I'm right too. With cars, computers do pretty much everything. They're so complicated that with some of them, you need to do a degree in computing before you can even find the accelerator. Motorbikes are much simpler. The engines are cleaner than they used to be, of course -- the anti-pollution laws cover everything with an engine, whether it's a ten-ton truck or a lawnmower -- but all the important stuff happens via cables, and pedals, and chains, and things you can see, touch and hit with a hammer. If a car computer goes crazy it throws you sideways through a hedge. Bike computers don't go crazy, because bikes don't have computers. Or at least, the kind of bikes I can afford don't.

"They're still dangerous. You know what doctors call them?"

I bought my one from a doctor. He called it a motorbike, and he was only getting rid of it because he wanted a bigger, faster motorbike. I don't think I should tell Amy that.

"They call them donorcycles, Matt. They're lethal."

"Oh, come on, they're not that bad. You know me, I'm not a maniac. I'm not going to be hammering around corners in the middle of the night at two hundred miles per hour. And anyway, the insurance money wasn't enough to buy a car."

"You'd be better off with bloody roller skates." And with that, she's off.




Amy's in a better mood by the time she, Dave and I end up back at mine for beer, although I'm sensible enough not to talk about the bike again. I think Dave's about to bring it up, but I shoot him a look and he talks about work instead. 

After the shop talk Dave and I start talking about our next prank. As ever, Amy spends a lot of the time giving the distinct impression that she thinks we're hopelessly immature, but before long she's chipping in with suggestions for targets or flaws she's spotted in our cunning plans. She's usually right. When we were talking about our last prank but one, the bowling green thing, Amy said we were taking too big a risk. At the time, we thought she was being overly cautious, but of course we were nearly caught. She's not the kind of person who likes to say "I told you so", although we give her plenty of opportunities. Amy never looks back.

Dave and I are pretty sure that the next prank should be the golf club one. Of all the targets we could choose, the golf club is the most visible and the most annoying. It's where the pillars of the community go when their secretaries say they're in a meeting, and the car park is always full of the latest, most expensive, most vulgar cars, driven by people wearing trousers that can burn your retinas from three hundred yards.

"Do you need to do all eighteen?" Amy asks. "Surely everybody starts at the first hole? Won't the other seventeen holes be a waste of time?"

Dave and I have talked about this. "We're thinking it's better to be safe than sorry. Maybe people get halfway through a game one day, then they come back the following day and pick up from where they left off."

"Do they?"

"No idea."

Golf is something I just don't get. It's completely incomprehensible to me. I've tried to read the rules but they don't make any sense. If you told me that after the fifth hole, all the players stripped naked and slapped each other on the arse, I wouldn't be surprised. Horrified, yes. Surprised, no.

"What's the security like?" Amy asks.

"It's not really Fort Knox up there," Dave says. "The clubhouse is pretty tight -- it's got a serious alarm system -- but we aren't trying to get in there, so that doesn't matter. Outside, there's not much. A camera on the gate and a single security guard patrolling the grounds in a golf cart. The green's pretty much unguarded."

We talk about various details -- how we'll get in, how long it'll take, whether the stuff we're going to use will actually work -- but even Amy can't find any serious flaws in the plan. 

"Tomorrow, then?" Dave says.

"Works for me. Amy? Want to come?"

Amy smiles. "It's not really my thing," she says. "Don't get caught."
  




CHAPTER EIGHT







The plan was simple enough when we talked about it, but now that we’re actually doing it we’ve spotted a couple of little flaws. The first is that golf courses are a lot bigger than you might think, so covering eighteen holes involves a lot more walking than we’d anticipated. The second is that we’re absolutely freezing. And the third is that there is some kind of animal in the grounds, and it’s really freaking Dave out. 

Did I mention what the plan actually is? It’s not the most spectacular prank we’ve ever undertaken, but I still think it’s pretty funny. We’re painting the flagpoles at each hole with anti-climb paint. You know the stuff that they put on lampposts and other things to stop vandalism? The paint that sticks to whatever you put it on, but the outside never dries? Yep, that stuff. I ordered it online. I don’t know much about golf, but I do know that when somebody’s trying to get a ball into the hole their golfing partners take the pole out -- and when they do, they’ll discover the joys of anti-climb paint. We’re hoping that when they do, their first reaction is to rub their hands on their trousers. Let’s face it, a big white handprint can only improve the pattern on the average pair of golfing trousers.

I’m beginning to wish that we’d actually checked the rules, though, because if Amy’s right and everybody starts at the first hole then we’re wasting a lot of time trying to do all eighteen. So far we’ve done three, and we’ve been at it for nearly an hour.

Dave stiffens. "I think I heard it again."

"Dave, I've told you. It'll be a squirrel or something."

"I don't like squirrels," he says.

"They're not exactly scary, though, are they?"

"I'm not scared of them."

"So why are you so jumpy?"

"I don't like it when I hear things and I don't know what the noise is. That's all."

"Fair enough."

Dave turns away and scans the horizon. I manage to resist temptation for all of sixty seconds before yelling "AAAAAGH!" at the top of my voice. Dave jumps so high he's probably dented the moon.

"Sorry," I say. "Couldn't resist it."

Dave doesn't say anything. He picks up the tin of paint and walks towards the next hole.

I know he's going to get me back, but right now I'm too busy laughing to care.




Seven down, eleven to go. We're getting bored now. 

"How about we do one more and then call it a night?" Dave says. "I think eight holes are enough. We need our energy for drinking tomorrow. Today. Tomorrow. You know what I mean."

"Yeah, I think you're right. Okay. One more."

Dave leads the way and we begin to climb the hill towards the next hole. He's about halfway up when he turns, makes a shushing motion with his finger and crouches down. I crouch too.

Dave points towards the top of the hill and cups his hand to his ear. I don't hear anything at first, but then I hear what Dave heard.

Somebody's up there, and they're not alone.




Given that we're trespassing and committing what the police would call Acts of Criminal Damage, the sensible thing to do would be to go back down the hill very quietly and get the hell out of here. Dave looks at me and raises one eyebrow, but he's just looking for confirmation; he already knows what I want to do. I nod and we crawl -- quietly and very slowly -- up the hill to see what's going on. Of course we do. The clubhouse closed hours ago, so whoever's up there isn't having one more drink before shutting time. Something's going on, and it might be interesting.

There are three golf carts parked in a rough semicircle at the very top of the hill, facing away from us, the polished panels reflecting the pale blue moonlight. The drivers, occupants, whatever, must be looking down over the city. Even from where we're lying, it's a hell of a view. What we can't see, though, is who's in the carts. We can smell them, though, or at least we can smell one of them. Even from this distance there's a strong whiff of cigar smoke.

Unless he's swapped transport, none of the carts belongs to the security guard. We hid from him a few times earlier, and while he drives a golf cart like everybody else does -- normal transport is banned beyond the customer car park -- his cart is painted like a police car. It even has the strip of lights on the roof, which makes it look like one of the sit-in cars you get for toddlers, except not as tough or intimidating. 

Dave and I crawl higher until we're nearly at the top of the hill. We're as close to the carts as we're going to get without being spotted. We lie in silence, barely breathing, doing our very best to eavesdrop.

The voices are male, local and arguing about something. 

"Yes, it could have gone wrong," one of the voices says. "But it didn't. There was a potential problem. We fixed it."

"You were lucky," another voice says. "You know we need two. What if that one hadn't worked out?"

I know him. I know that voice. I'm racking my brains trying to remember who it is.

"It worked."

"I know it did. But what if it hadn't?"

"It worked."

"That was luck."

"Doesn't matter. All's well that ends well. Everybody's happy."

"I'm not happy."

Voice one doesn't say anything, but he makes an irritated noise. I think this conversation has been going on for a while. Days, possibly.

"Enough," the third man says. I don't recognise his voice.

"But this idiot managed to get the police involved!" voice two says. "The police!"

Dave and I look at one another. 

"The police won't be a problem," the third voice says. "Isn't that right?"

"They don't suspect a thing," voice one says. "As far as they're concerned, everything checks out. Our guy knows what he's doing."

"Are you sure about that? I don't like don't knows. I don't pay you for don't knows."

"One hundred and ten percent. Even if they bring in the forensic computer guys, they won't find anything unusual."

"That's not the point," voice two interjects. "The whole thing was a shambles. We should have had two. We got one. We had to get someone in to fix things because the police were taking an interest. There was a pattern, and patterns always mean police. How many times have I said that? How many bloody times?"

"I said enough," voice three says.

"Sorry. Sorry. But what if our guy hadn't been available? What then?"

"He was," voice one says.

"But what if he wasn't?"

"He's always available. He's a computer guy. He doesn't have anything else to do."

Voice two takes a deep breath as if he's gearing up to do some shouting, but the third man speaks before he has the chance to start.

"Here's how you're going to play this from now on," he says. "One, you're going to make sure that nothing -- nothing -- connects the next two. Understood?"

Two grunts of assent.

"Two, you're going to handle them separately. Use different actors. Different methods. No similarities. No patterns."

"That's the hard bit," voice one says. "It's not as if we can go around shooting people. There are only so many ways you can make things look like accidents."

"Is it too difficult for you? Do you want out?"

"I didn't say I didn't want to do it. I'm just saying."

"Three. You don't use Otto. The man's a simpleton."

Otto?

And suddenly I realise what they've been talking about. Judging by the expression on Dave's face, he's had the same realisation at the same time. 

As the T-shirt slogan puts it: just because you're paranoid doesn't mean they aren't out to get you. 




You know those dreams where you're dead, and it's your funeral, and you're floating above the whole thing, watching the mourners arrive, taking a mental note of who didn't turn up and who did turn up but acted like an arse to you when you were alive? The dreams where everybody's saying what a great guy you were, and the prettiest girls are devastated, and it's clear that your passing has left a great big hole in people's lives that they'll never, ever fill? This is a bit like that, except the mourners are doing the tango on my grave and telling one another what a dick I was.

Here's what I'd like to do. I'd like to charge at the carts, screaming like a berserker, and beat the occupants to a pulp with my bare hands. I'd like to drag the men from their carts, make them beg for mercy, and kick them repeatedly in really sore places. I'd like to find a secret cache of weapons and fire at the golf carts until they and their occupants are so full of holes they look like giant colanders.

I don't do any of those things, of course. I stay silent and keep listening.

"So when's the next one?" voice one asks.

"We'll be in touch," the third man says. "When will Sansom have the candidates?"

"End of the week," voice two says.

I'd have realised who the voice belonged to sooner if an animal hadn't chosen that very moment to run up Dave's trouser leg.




It might have been a mouse, or maybe a rat, or a toad. Whatever it was it was small, it was fast, and it was inside Dave's trousers. Still, at least Dave took it calmly, if by "calmly" you mean jumping up, yelling and beating at his trouser leg as if the fabric were on fire. By the time he'd got it out of his trousers the golf carts had started up and driven off in a hurry, presumably to call security. 

We grabbed our stuff and charged down the hill like a pair of Vikings, albeit Vikings who'd been spooked by a mouse, a rat or maybe a toad. We made it to the front gate without incident, jumped on my bike and got out of there at high speed. We were halfway home before our breathing returned to normal, and halfway again before I realised who one of the the men in the carts was.

Sleazy Bob.




"Are you sure you haven't missed anything?"

We'd deliberately arranged our prank for the Saturday night because none of us were working the following day. I give Amy a call and she and Dave turn up at my place just after lunchtime. The bags under Dave's eyes suggest he's had about as much sleep as I've had -- roughly none. As Dave and I recount the story Amy sits in silence, hugging her knees, wheels turning behind her eyes.

"And you didn't get a look at them?"

We shake our heads. "I looked at the newspaper to see if they'd written anything," I say. "Right enough, there was a story about a foiled vandalism plot. But they didn't mention anybody other than the security guy. Said he caught the vandals red-handed and they made a run for it. There's a photo of him in his Toytown car, looking smug."

"And you're sure one of them was Sleazy Bob." It's more of a statement than a question but Dave and I nod anyway.

"I've been racking my brains over this, but I really don't think I've heard the other voices before," I say. 

"Me neither," adds Dave.

"Any idea who Sansom is? A customer? Somebody who works in the casino? Could it be a computer system?"

"No idea," Dave says. "The name doesn't ring any bells for me."

"Same here," I say. "I don't think Sansom's a thing, though. I think it's a person."

"Okay. So we know they're up to something, that Otto was involved, and that they've fiddled with the computers to destroy the evidence, and we know that they really were trying to kill you, Matt," Amy says. "Now what?"

I shake my head. "I don't know. I don't know what they're doing, or how they're doing it, or who they're going to do it to. And I don't know why they're doing it." I look at Amy. "We don't have much to go on, do we?"

"No," she says. "It isn't much. If Doctor Doolittle here had waited a few more minutes --" she waves at Dave, her expression making it clear that she's taking the piss rather than criticising -- "we might have a bit more to go on. But we don't. If we took this to Burke he'd laugh us out of the station. And he'd probably report Dave to Animal Cruelty."

Dave pretends to take the huff. "I'm a victim here," he wails. "I deserve sympathy." Amy throws a cushion at his head.

"Not much isn't the same as nothing," she says. "You say they kept talking about 'needing two', and about making things look like accidents. We can do something with that."

"What do you mean?" I ask.

"We can go through official records, newspaper archives, that kind of thing," Amy says. "See if we can find accidents affecting two people at the same time. Once we've done that, we can see if there are any patterns."

"They said that apart from Otto, there weren't any patterns," I say. "That was the whole point."

"Doesn't mean there aren't any," Amy says. "People make mistakes. They cut corners, they don't realise the traces they're leaving. I think that if we find the victims, we'll find patterns too."

"And if we do?"

"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," she says. "And there's something else we can do. We can find out who this Sansom is. It's an unusual name. Can't be too many Sansoms round here. If we can work out who he -- or she -- is, we might get a better idea of what's going on. Oh, and Dave?"

"Yeah?"

"You know about gadgets. Do you think we could bug Sleazy Bob's office?"

"What for?"

"We might catch him arranging something. If he's involved in this, he needs to get in touch with the others."

"If he's doing it by email we won't be able to intercept it. You'd need to be a hacker," Dave says. "I don't see him using the office phone either. It's too risky -- the system records every incoming and outgoing call. Anti-fraud thing. If he's doing it on the phone, I reckon he's using a mobile. I've no idea how to intercept that."

"What if he uses his mobile in his office?" Amy says. "Could we bug that?"

"You could bug his office easily enough. You'd only get his side of the call, though, and if he leaves the office mid-call you won't hear the rest of it."

"That's better than nothing. I think we should do it. You've got access. If we can get a bug, do you think you can plant it?"

Dave thinks for a moment. "Yeah," he says. "I think so."

"Okay. You and Matt, you can look into where we can get a bug. I'll see whether I can dig up any possible victims. Do you have shifts tomorrow?"

"No," I say. Not that I'd have gone in if I had been down to work. Knowing your boss has tried to kill you isn't a great morale booster.

"No," says Dave. "I did have plans, though."

"Another date?"

"Yeah."

"I've got to hand it to you, Dave," I say.  "You don't hang about.  Who is it this time?"

"Her name's Julie.  Not sure what she does."

"How did you meet her?"

"She stopped me to ask where the ATMs were, and we just got talking. Seems nice."

"Cool. So where's the venue?"

"Tosca's."  Dave knows what I'm going to ask before I ask it.  "No, she's not vegan.  I checked."

"Good thinking. Call?"

"Yeah."

"Nine?"

"Yeah."

"Okay," Amy says. "Matt and I will meet up after work tomorrow night, and we'll catch up with you whenever, Dave. Here's good for me. That okay for you?"

"You're only invited if you bring the beer," I say. Amy looks right through me. Her body may be here, but her mind is far, far away.




Finding a bug is easy enough. There are stacks of sites selling surveillance kit, offering technological solutions to an age-old problem. Is your marriage on the rocks? Do you feel that your relationship lacks intimacy? Why talk to your partner when you can use gadgets to spy on them instead?

Some of the things on offer are incredible. You can mail a pair of your partner's pants and get them checked for DNA, as if that's perfectly normal behaviour rather than a sign that your relationship is completely and utterly screwed, whether they're having an affair or not. One site selling mini cameras is clearly aimed at a very specific market: the copy for a spy pen, a plain-looking black Biro with a tiny wireless camera hidden in the tip, suggests leaving it in the bathroom to spy on your flatmates while you watch the footage on your phone. I'm not sure what's worse, the ad copy or the fact that customers must read it and go "Yes! That's exactly what I need!" I spend most of the afternoon ranting about peeping toms, while Dave browses through catalogues, compares specifications -- features, range, size, price, that sort of thing -- and ignores me completely.

"Do we need video?" he says, scrolling through yet another site.

"I don't know. What do you think?"

"Probably not. You'd need to put it somewhere it can see Sleazy Bob, so if it can see him there's always a chance he'll see it. I doubt it -- we could probably glue a camera to an elephant, leave it next to his desk and he wouldn't spot it -- but it's probably not worth the risk."

"You're the expert."

We decide on a small but powerful microphone instead. The sales blurb says its range is measured in miles, but we don't believe a word of it. All manufacturers exaggerate. However, the user reviews say it's good for several hundred metres, even when walls and other obstacles get in the way, and that's good enough for us. We place the order, enter card details and hope the site isn't lying about its estimated delivery date. While Dave waits for the order confirmation to appear I make some coffee.

When I come back from the coffee machine, Dave is staring into space. For someone who doesn't do serious, he's looking awfully serious.

"What have we gotten ourselves into?" he says.

"I don't know. I really don't."

"I like it when things are simple. This is not simple. This is extremely messed up."

"I know."

"What are we going to do? Let's say we find that there's a big conspiracy. What then? What can we do about it?"

"I don't know, Dave," I say, and I mean it. "I really don't know."




The intercom buzzes and Amy's face fills the screen. I hit the button to let her in. If I'd known what she had brought with her I wouldn't have. She's got a stack of paper several inches thick.

"Homework," she says, dropping the paper on the table with a loud thud.

"You did all that after work?" I ask.

"Took a sick day. It's amazing the effect the phrase 'women's problems' has on male bosses."

Amy splits the stack into two. She takes one pile and hands me the other. "These are news reports of accidents from the last six months," she says. "What we need to do now is find accidents that happened on the same day. Once we've done that, we can start looking for patterns."

"Why are we doing this with paper?" I ask.

"Easier to miss things when they're on screens," Amy says. 

It's probably the most depressing thing I've ever done, but after an hour or two we've gone through the printouts to create one big stack of paper and one little one. The big stack is just tragedy. The little one is just as sad, but it only contains reports of accidents that happened on the same day as other accidents.

"Okay," Amy says. "Now we look for links."

"What are we looking for?" 

"You'll know it when you see it. The victims must have something in common," she says. "All we need to do is to work out what it is."

We take our stacks and start looking for needles.




"Have you ever considered a life of celibacy?" Amy asks.  It's just after ten, so of course Dave's cut his date short.

"That's pretty much what I've got now."

"I know.  But if you did it officially it'd save you a fortune.  So, what happened this time?"

"She drank."

"Isn't that the idea?"

"No, I mean she drank. She'd downed most of a bottle of wine before we'd even finished the starters."

"Ah," Amy says.  "That's not good."

"No.  By the time the main course came --"

"Cannelloni?" I interrupt.

"Yeah.  By the time that came, she was utterly wasted.  Slurring her words, talking too loudly, that sort of thing.  People were looking."

"Oh god," Amy shudders.  "How embarrassing."

"Yeah.  She was ranting about her ex and getting really worked up about it.  It's amazing the effect shouting 'tiny cock' has in a quiet restaurant."

"She didn't."

"She did."

"Bloody hell."

"That wasn't the worst bit, though."

"What do you mean?"

"The other diners clearly thought she was talking about me.  So the next time I go to Tosca's, everybody's going to be thinking 'oh, there's that guy with the tiny cock'."

"That's terrible," Amy says, desperately trying not to giggle.  I'm trying to catch her eye so I can make her laugh, but she knows me well enough to avoid making eye contact.

"So what did you do then?"

"I got out of there as fast as I could."

"What, you left her in Tosca's?" I ask.

"Come on, what kind of guy do you think I am?  She came with me.  I was going to walk her home, but after about ten feet she said she was tired, so she sat down.  In a puddle.  In the middle of the road."

"Classy."

"Yeah."

"So what did you do?"

"Picked her up and chucked her into a hedge."

"No!" Amy is open-mouthed.

"Not really," Dave says.  "Called a cab, put her in it, paid the driver and gave him a big tip so he wouldn't chuck her into a hedge."

"Ah, you're a good man, Dave," I say.  "In fact, you're such a good man, I'm going to buy you some socks."

"Socks?"

"Yeah.  Socks."

Dave looks baffled.

"You can stuff 'em down your trousers the next time you go to Tosca's."

Dave tells me to get stuffed. Amy gets three beers from the fridge and we go back to work.




More often than not the accidents are sad but not linked. A pensioner with Kynaston's Disease -- it's like Alzheimer's, but unfortunately you can't cure it with a pill -- starts cooking, forgets about it and starts a fire; on the other side of town a nineteen-year-old militant reads one political website too many, tries to make a bomb, and blows his own face off. Sad? Sure, at least in the first case. Linked? Probably not.

As the night progresses, though, we start to see the patterns Amy predicted we would see. Heating systems explode or fill apartments with invisible, deadly fumes. Cars go off the road and hit trees. Supposedly safe drugs turn out to be fatal. One man drowns in the river, while another dies from carbon monoxide poisoning. One crashes a motorbike while another overdoses on prescription medicine. 

One crashes his car into a wall and dies. Another crashes into a field, lives, and starts looking for reasons why.




By the end of the night we have nine possible pairs, ten if you include Scott Marsden and me. Fourteen of the victims were white, two Hispanic, two Asian and two black, and our list includes sixteen men and four women. Other than Marsden and I only two names are familiar: James Colvin and Michael Hurley. 

The pairs aren't mixed, either by race or by gender: if one victim is black, so is the other; if one is female, the other victim is too. From the clothes in the photos and the street names in the news reports we can be reasonably certain that some of them were rich, some of them were poor and some of them were in between. Some of them had good jobs, others bad jobs, others no apparent source of income; some lived in the richest parts of town, others the roughest. Some left grieving families; others were barely missed. 

"Amy, if there's a link I'm not seeing it," I say. "They don't have anything in common. One pair's black, another one's white, two male victims here, two female victims there. It seems pretty random to me."

"There must be something. We just haven't found it."

"Matt's right," Dave says. "Different backgrounds, different schools, different jobs, different accidents."

Amy is adamant. "It's there," she says. "There's something there. There's something that links all the names here. I know it."

"Amy, the closest we've come to a link is age."

"What do you mean?"

"They're all between twenty and thirty," I say. "It's hardly a smoking gun."

"Maybe that's it," she says. "Maybe that's the link. How old was the youngest?"

I flick through the printouts. "Twenty-two."

"The oldest?"

I flick again. "Twenty-nine."

"That's got to be it," she says. "The simplest explanation is usually the right one, and all that. They've been picked because of their age."

"Picked for what?" Dave asks.

"I don't know. But I think we need to take this to Burke."

"I was scared you were going to say that," I say. "He isn't exactly keen on seeing me again."

"Matt's right," Dave says. "Burke said he'd make his life a misery if he wasted his time again."

"This is different," Amy says. "This --" she waves the stack of printouts -- "This is evidence."




"This isn't evidence," Burke says. "This --" he waves the stack of printouts -- "This is a list."

The meeting with Burke is going pretty much the way I thought it would. Amy's done most of the talking so far, with me sitting there like a nodding dog and Burke getting increasingly irritated.

"With respect, I think it's more than that," Amy says, trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice.

Burke drinks from his mug. "World's Best Dad" is printed on the side in bright red type.

"No, it isn't," he says. "It's a bunch of printouts about a bunch of dead people who don't have anything in common. What did you expect me to do with it?"

"But the conversation Matt overheard --"

"The conversation Matt says he overheard," Burke interrupts. "A conversation between three people, two of whom he can't identify, one of whom very conveniently happens to be his boss. The only crime I know of here is the one Matt and his friend were committing at the golf course."

Burke looks at me. "Nobody reported it, so as far as I'm concerned it didn't happen. I've told you before, I don't need extra paperwork." I nod. "But that doesn't mean I won't come down on you like a ton of bricks if you do anything like it again."

Amy takes a breath, ready to speak, but Burke beats her to it. "Let's say you're right, though. Let's say there is a big conspiracy, that all these --" he hefts the stack of printouts again -- "people are victims, and that your boss is somehow involved. What then? Should I go to the casino and cuff Bob Hannah? On what charge?"

Amy straightens in her chair but Burke doesn't give her the chance to speak. "Police work is all about MMO," he says. "Means. Motive. Opportunity. Before you can find that, you need to have some suspects." He looks at each of us in turn. "And before you have suspects, you need to have a crime. Not a bunch of names. A crime."

"Detective Burke, I know what I heard," I tell him. "They talked about my crash. I didn't make that up. They talked about how important it was to make everything look like an accident, and how important it was to get two people each time. This isn't just a list of accidents. We've found a pattern here."

"It is just a list of accidents," Burke says. "I know some of these names. I was SIO on some of them." He sees the puzzled look on our faces. "Senior Investigating Officer." He flicks through the pile. "This one. Steven Green. Died of carbon monoxide poisoning. I was at that scene. His heating system was faulty, it filled his house with fumes, he died. I saw the system. It was older than I am, and in roughly the same condition."

"But --" I started.

"But what? A couple of heavies burst into his house whenever he thought about getting his heating serviced, pointed guns at him and made sure he didn't do it? 'Mister Green! At some point in the future you might die, or you might not! Who knows?' It's hardly a Mafia hit, is it?"

Neither Amy nor I have an answer to that.

"People die every day," Burke says. "And most of them die in accidents. If something looks suspicious, if somebody dies and they weren't terminally ill in a hospice somewhere, we investigate it. If they die at home, we check out their home. If they die in a car crash, we check out the crash site, pull the black boxes, work out who was at fault or whether their car went wrong. If they blow their own head off with a gun, we dust and analyse and measure to see if the gun was in their hand when it went off. We work all the hours God sends to do that, and then we work some more. Most of the time -- make that nearly all the time -- the suspicious ones turn out to be accidents. I told you, I know some of the names on this list, we investigated them, and they were accidents. If I pull the records on the names I don't know, on the scenes where other officers did the investigation, I'll find the same thing. None of these cases are open -- and that means there's nothing to investigate. No foul play, no mysterious bullet holes, no bloodied knife in the dustbin, no masked stranger running away from the scene. You honestly think you found something in a few hours of reading newspaper reports that an entire police force missed?"

He takes another drink, but we don't speak. It's clear Burke isn't finished yet. "You found a pattern? Patterns are everywhere. Get two people to lie back and look at clouds, sooner or later one of them will see an animal and the other will see Jesus. But they're just looking at clouds."

Burke looks at me, but it's not the hard glare I've become used to seeing or the evil eye I just know Amy's giving him. "You've had a bad accident and it's shaken you up. You say it wasn't your fault, you didn't do anything wrong, and maybe you're right. But that doesn't mean there's a big conspiracy, or that somebody's out to get you. Shit happens, and it's happened to you. Take some time off, get drunk, do something to clear your head and get it out of your system. Chasing imaginary bad guys isn't what you need right now."

Burke gets up and escorts us to the front door.




Amy slams the car door so hard I half-expect the Dentmobile to collapse into dust, but it defies the laws of physics and stays in one piece. Not for the first time, I think that if there's ever a nuclear war, the Dentmobile will survive along with the cockroaches. Maybe they'll drive it around. They'd probably be safer than Amy.

The Dentmobile is moving before I've even buckled up, Amy pulling out in a screech of tyres while headlights flash and horns blare behind us. I know better than to try and start a conversation.

We drive in silence, Amy even more reckless than usual, my foot doing that imaginary braking thing so often that I think I've probably worn a groove in the passenger footwell. I don't criticise her driving, though. That'd be more dangerous than anything Amy's currently doing with the steering wheel.

After more near misses than I care to count, we pull up in the Dentmobile outside my apartment. I gesture towards the coffee shop across the street. "Want to get a coffee? My treat."

"Sure."

Amy gets a table while I order the drinks. We're both caffeine fiends so I order a pair of giant coffees with extra shots of coffee. I buy some cake too. It's hard to be angry when you have cake.

I take the tray over. Amy smiles when she sees the cake. "Think I need cheering up?"

"Not at all. Just thought you might like some cake." I grin, and Amy grins back.

Never underestimate the power of cake.

Amy takes a drink of her coffee, absent-mindedly tapping her fingers on the table.

"I thought he'd listen to us at least," she says.

"I know. But --"

"You're going to say that you can see it from his point of view, and you're going to say that he's got a point," she says.

"Well..."

Amy is swirling the wooden stirrer around her coffee cup.

"We can't just give up, Matt."

"I know," I say.

I watch her stirring her coffee and realise that she's been biting her nails. She keeps stirring, staring out of the window at the street.

Sometimes Amy's like a radio signal. One minute you're receiving her loud and clear, the next minute you've got nothing but static.

As Amy studies the passing cars and passers-by, I study her. As ever she's wearing her off-duty uniform of black top, black skirt, black tights, black army boots, but close-up a few things aren't right. Her nail polish is chipped, her eyeliner smudged, and from this distance I can see dark circles under her eyes that aren't anything to do with make-up. She looks exhausted, and all I want to do right now is give her a hug.

I don't, of course. I wait for her to come back to Earth. Eventually, she does.

"Okay," Amy says. "It's safe to say Burke isn't going to do anything, and if he won't help us then we've no chance of the police helping us. So we're on our own. But there's still stuff we can do."

"We've still got the bug coming," I tell her.

"Any sign of it?"

"Site said this week. If it doesn't turn up by tomorrow I'll chase it."

"Okay. So we've got that, and we know that someone called Sansom is involved, somehow."

"Dave was looking into that," I say.

"Anything?"

"I don't think so. He'd have said."

"Maybe he's looking in the wrong place," Amy says. "I'll see if I can think of other ways to track him down. Oh, and Matt?"

"Yes?"

"Thanks for the cake." Amy grins and devours it in a single bite.




I wave goodbye and wait until Amy's out of sight before trudging up the stairs to my apartment. I open the door and find a "sorry, you were out" card on the door mat. I grab it, turn around and walk to the sorting office. After the usual rigmarole -- pressing the buzzer and waiting while the staff play cards, smash frogs with hammers, summon minor demons from the outer circle of Hell or whatever it is they do when you're waiting; showing my ID and then waiting another eternity for a bored clerk to locate the package and slam it down on the counter with enough force to turn a house brick into confetti -- I'm walking home with a box under my arm. Assuming it hasn't been destroyed by the sorting office staff, we have our bug.

Back in my apartment I open the box. Miraculously the contents seem to have survived. I skim the instructions, but they might as well be in Greek for all the sense they make to me. Not to worry. Dave will suss it out.




"Want to know how it works?" Dave asks.

"Not really."

"I'm going to tell you anyway."

"Do you have to?"

The bug is in two parts, one big and one small. This much I understand. Dave waves the smaller of the two at me. "This is the actual bug," he says. "It's voice activated, so it'll only broadcast when there's something happening."

He puts it down and grabs the larger part. "This is the receiver," he says. "It picks up the broadcast from the mic and records it. But the really cool thing is that it connects to the net. As long as it's near a wireless network, you can access it from anywhere that you can get online. So we'll hook it up to the casino network."

"Doesn't that have security stuff on it? Passwords, stuff like that?"

"No, not the internal network -- that's like Fort Knox. I mean the public one, the one that the guests get to use."

"Doesn't that have passwords too?"

"It does. If only we knew someone who worked in security."

"I swear to God, Dave, there are times when I could happily hit you with a shovel, bury you in a ditch and do a happy dance."

"Yeah, but you'd regret it the following morning," he says.

"You're right. I'd probably pull a muscle from dancing so much."

Dave blows me a kiss. "I'll put this in tomorrow."

"Think it'll work?"

"I think the bug will work," he says. "Whether we'll get anything from it?" Dave shrugs. "Who knows? But it's worth a try."

Suddenly Dave goes rigid. "Did you hear that?"

"Hear what?"

"That noise."

"What noise?"

"It sounded like a voice."

"Really?"

"I've heard it before."

"What is it?"

"It's the beer in your fridge! It's trapped! It wants me to save it!"

I give him the finger.

"Want one?" he says.

"Of course I do. And when I've finished it, I'm going to use the bottle to beat you to death."

"Good plan," Dave says. "Amy coming over?"

"Not tonight. Late shift."

Dave grimaces. Of all the shifts we work, the late shift is the worst. It doesn't finish until two a.m., by which point the customers are drunk. Or angry. Or both. It's bad enough for me on the bar, but it's even worse for the waitresses.

"Seeing her tomorrow?"

"Yeah."

Dave gives me a serious look. "You really need to do something, you know."

"About what?"

Dave isn't fooled. "You know what. If you won't do it for yourself, do it for me."

"I don't follow you."

"Matt, you're a pain in the arse with all of this. When she's not around you spend your whole time moping. And you're getting worse."

"This just isn't the right time."

"How long have you been saying that? Three years? Four?"

"Maybe." It's probably longer. A lot longer.

"It's never the right time," Dave says. "You've always got some reason why right now isn't a good time. You're going to end up in a home somewhere, your teeth in a glass, a hundred years old, telling me that you don't want to move too fast."

"It's complicated."

"It's only complicated because you make it complicated," he says. "You like her. She likes you. What's complicated about that?"

I just stare. Dave isn't usually this direct.

"For God's sake, Matt. For a smart guy you're really thick sometimes."

We drink a few more beers and talk about other things, but the night never really recovers.
  




CHAPTER NINE







It's 6.53am and somebody is buzzing my apartment. I stumble out of the bedroom, stubbing my toe on a rogue shoe, and mumble into the intercom. Amy's face fills the screen.

"It's me. I need to talk to you."

If Amy hasn't won the lottery, invented a cure for cancer, found the Holy Grail in the glovebox of the Dentmobile or decided to rip off her clothes and ravish me, we're going to have words.




Amy is barely through the front door before she's talking, her eyes like saucers and her arms waving. "I know what they're doing!" 

I zombie-walk to the coffee machine and pour two mugs. I drain mine and refill it before taking the mugs over to Amy. She's sitting on the very edge of the sofa, looking very much like a coiled spring.

"Matt, I know what they're doing. I know why they're killing people."

"Couldn't this have waited a few hours?"

Amy ignores me. "It's about organs. It's the only explanation that makes sense."

"It's about what?"

"Organs. They're doing it for organs. Think about it."

"Think? Think o'clock is later. Right now, I should be in bed."

"Seriously, Matt. All that stuff about needing two people, the way the pairs were all the same gender, the same race, the same age, it all makes sense. If they just have one, it might not work. The second one's a backup."

"Backup?"

"In case there's a problem with the first one -- they might not get to them in time, or the organs they need are damaged, or there's some kind of rejection. Something like that."

"Someone tried to kill me because they want my kidneys?"

"No, not exactly."

"You just said it was all about organs."

"Yeah, I think it is. But I don't think the people who want whatever bits are doing the dirty work themselves. I think this is a business. Somebody's taking orders."

"Great. I'm a takeaway."

"Pretty much. The conversation you heard, they talked about getting names from somebody called Sansom. I think whoever he is, he's helping them find the donors. But somebody else is finding the clients and arranging the accidents, and they're doing it for a lot of money."

"Sleazy Bob?"

"Maybe. I don't know."

"Wouldn't he be better off skimming the casino? That'd be a lot easier."

"That would bring in, what? A few thousand? That's pocket money compared to this. Remember the fuss a couple of years ago when they made organ donations opt-out rather than opt-in?" 

I shake my head.

"Really? It was all over the news."

"Nope."

"You're useless." 

"So what was all the fuss about?"

"Too many patients, not enough donors. The way it used to work, as I'm sure you know --" Amy arches an eyebrow -- "is that hospitals wouldn't be able to use people's organs if they weren't registered donors. Problem was, hardly anybody registered. So they changed it."

"To opt-out?"

"Yeah. If you're on your last legs and you haven't registered to say that you don't want to be a donor, they're slicing and dicing before you're even cold."

"You've lost me. If they've changed the rules, why do you think that's what Sleazy Bob's doing?"

"Changing the rules wouldn't make that much difference. As long as you've got more old people than young people you're going to have loads of people needing organs and not getting them. If I'm right, and I'm sure I am -- I know I am -- then finding a way around that is going to involve serious, serious money. The sort of money that makes IVF look cheap."

Amy's up and pacing around. "You've seen the money the IVF guys make," she says. I have. Of all the casino customers, they're the ones with the most cash. Insufferable arses the lot of them, of course, but without them my tips would be a lot lighter. "This is the same, times a hundred. Desperate old people with loads of money chasing something only a few young people can provide, so the price goes into orbit. The difference is, with IVF people will sell what they've got, because they'll still be around to spend the money. You can't really do that with a heart, or a liver, or stuff like that. So anyone who can provide those things can name their price."

Amy's in full flight now. "You're old, and you're rich, and you're dying because some important bit or other has worn out. Meanwhile, somebody's walking around with just the thing you need. What are you going to do? Do you hang around, praying and crossing your fingers, hoping that the right person has a really nasty accident before it's too late and that it's your number the hospital calls? Or do you use some of your money to speed things up?"

"It's like a website. Pay extra for guaranteed delivery by whenever."

"Yep," Amy says. "Pretty much the same thing, but instead of 1-Click it's 1-Kill."

By the fourth cup of coffee the caffeine is finally working its magic. For the next ten minutes I try to find a flaw in Amy's argument, but she's ahead of me every time. If there's another explanation, neither of us can even imagine what it might be.

"Okay," I say. "We know why it's happening. What we don't know is who's doing it. We know Sleazy Bob's involved, and we know somebody called Sansom is giving them names. But there are at least two other people, the ones Dave and I overheard at the golf course."

"Can you remember anything else about them? An accent, maybe? Anything that'd help us work out who they are?"

"No, I don't think so. But one of them was definitely the brains, the one in charge, because the other two seemed to be intimidated by him. The other guy sounded like he was muscle, or maybe the guy who organises the muscle. Maybe the bug will help us work out who they are."

"Maybe. But I don't think we should just sit on our hands and wait either. We need to try and find out who Sansom is."

"Dave's on it. I'll ask him when I see him tonight."

We talk some more, but we're both tired and we're both working tonight. Amy leaves and I go back to bed, but I'm too full of coffee to sleep.




"I wish Amy had come up with this a few days ago. It would have saved me a lot of hassle." Dave looks tired, but compared to me he's bright eyed and bushy tailed. We're sitting in the security office, drinking coffee.

"There are five Sansoms in the customer files," Dave says. Customer files are massive. To become a member you need to provide all kinds of information, and if you want to run a tab you need to provide even more. The casino knows things about people that even their nearest and dearest don't know.

"Five?" I ask. "I didn't think Sansom was a common name."

"It is round here. But I think of the five, there's only one we really need to think about. Andrew Sansom. File says he's a hospital administrator."

"Which hospital?"

"Mercy."

Mercy Hospital is on the edge of town, and it's the place everybody goes to. When I was a kid I was there all the time. Sprained ankles, broken arms, foreign objects stuck in nostrils, the usual kid stuff. And more recently, Mercy was where I ended up after the car crash.

"If you need somebody to find possible donors, you can't do much better than a hospital administrator," Dave says.

"Sansom's going through people's medical records to find matches."

"If Amy's right, then I think so."

"Isn't that a pretty good job, though?"

"Yep. Why?"

"I'm trying to work out why he'd be involved. If he's just finding names, he's not going to be getting an equal share of any money, is he? The guys we overheard didn't make him sound like an equal partner, so the money he's getting can't be that much." I drain my coffee. "Why would he risk losing a good job?"

"I think I can answer that one," Dave says. He slides his notepad towards me and flicks it into life. "Have a look at this."

It's a statement with some serious numbers on it. Andrew Sansom owes the casino money. A lot of money. Think your credit card bill is scary? Double it, then triple it, then add a couple of zeroes to the end.




I'm halfway through my shift before Amy comes over, but there are too many customers for us to talk. We arrange to meet at my place after the shift ends. I'm so tired I'll probably fall asleep mid-sentence, but I know it's not a conversation that can wait until morning. 




I wasn't sure how Amy would react to Dave's discovery. Outraged, maybe, or furious at the thought of Sansom merrily signing people's death warrants. I didn't expect delighted.

"This is brilliant." Amy beams at us. "Absolutely brilliant."

"Amy, we've hardly cracked the case," I say.

"I know that," Amy says, not letting me tarnish her mood. "But we've got something important. It's like a loose thread. If we yank it hard enough, the whole thing's going to unravel."

"Amy, did you just compare a whole bunch of murders to an old jumper?"

"You know what I mean. When you had your crash, we thought there was something weird going on -- but we didn't have a clue what was happening, or any idea of what we should be looking for. Now, we know exactly what's going on and we know how people are being targeted. That's big. That's really big."

Amy's enthusiasm doesn't seem to be rubbing off on Dave. "It's not enough to take to Burke, though, is it?"

"No. Not yet. We need to know who Sleazy Bob's involved with. That's why the bug's so important. Did you manage to get it into his office yet?"

"Not today. He wasn't in, and nobody knows his entry code." The security guys have the entry codes to every bit of the casino, including the money rooms, but not Sleazy Bob's office. You might think that's a sign that he's a pompous arse. I couldn't possibly comment.

"Dave, you never said -- how are you going to do it anyway?" I ask.

"I've been giving that a lot of thought. I've considered every angle, given it a full risk assessment, explored every option, run a few ideas up the flagpole --"

"Dave," Amy says.

"And I've decided I'm going to walk into his office and stick it on his desk."

Amy and I are in unison. "You're what?"

"I'm going to walk in and stick it on his desk. Well, under his desk."

"You're kidding," I say.

"It's either that or dress as a leprechaun and try to persuade him he's hallucinating," Dave smirks. "I don't think that one's really got much chance of working, to be honest."

Amy's face is serious. "You're just going to walk in?"

"Yep."

"And you really think that'll work?"

"Yep," Dave says. "What could possibly go wrong?"




As plans go, Dave's one is risky, stupid and potentially dangerous. So naturally it goes without a hitch. As he explains it the following afternoon: mid-shift, security gets a call from Sleazy Bob demanding some files. Dave offers to take them up, which makes the other guys happy; like all sentient beings, they can't stand Bob and would rather not spend any time in his company if they can possibly avoid it. 

So Dave grabs the files, heads for the office, turns on the bug and knocks on the door. Once he's in he deliberately puts the files too close to the edge of Bob's desk. The files fall to the floor, Bob swears, Dave ducks down and sticks the bug to the underside of the desk. He retrieves the files, puts them down properly, and that's that. 

For once, Dave doesn't appear to be exaggerating when he tells me the story. It's just as well that the casino's cameras can't detect smugness, though, or Dave would be well and truly busted.




Amy seems to be in a good mood, despite being at work.

"If one more ancient --"

"Arrogant --"

"Obese --"

"Corpulent --"

"Corpulent? Get you, dictionary boy!"

"Anyone we know?"

"Not this time. Some random."

Amy checks that no customers are within earshot.

"Did he do it?"

"Yep. Halfway through his shift."

"And he didn't get caught?"

"Amazingly, no."

Amy grins. "Excellent. Let's tune in tonight."




We meet up at the end of the shift and, as ever, decide to go to my place. Dave makes a half-hearted suggestion that we should go back to his, but I tell him that I'd done a beer run that morning. Which is true, but it isn't the reason we don't want to go to Dave's. My apartment is a mess, but it's nowhere near as bad as Dave's. Nothing is. 

It's weird, because Dave isn't a dirty guy. His uniform's always immaculate, his shoes are always sparkling. And yet his apartment has mysterious things under chairs and dust bunnies the size of Alsatians. You know those movies where there's a nuclear holocaust and people live in the ruins? If you're ever making one, don't bother building sets. You can film the whole thing inside Dave's apartment, although you'd probably need to tidy it up a bit first. You don't even need to bring your own monsters. Give it a few weeks and the contents of Dave's fridge will have evolved into something more terrifying than any special effects lab could ever come up with.

I'm on the sofa, laptop open and Dave and Amy sitting on either side of me. We're crammed close together so we can all see the screen, and I'm very conscious of Amy's leg touching mine. Dave's leg is touching my other leg, but it isn't having quite the same distracting effect.

"Okay Dave," I say, trying to keep my mind on what we're supposed to be doing. "How do we get into it?"

"There's a program that comes with it. I've installed it already, so it should just be a matter of opening it."

"That one?" I'm no computer whiz, but even I can guess that the program with an icon of an insect is probably the one for the bug.

"Yep. Open that."

A login screen appears. "Enter user name and password, it says." 

"The username is 'sneaky1'," Dave says. "Lowercase, all one word, the number one at the end."

"Okay. Password."

"Daveisgreat."

Amy and I give Dave a look. "It's what?"

"Daveisgreat. All one word," Dave says. He's blushing.

I'm tempted to tease him about it, but I want to know if this thing's actually working. After a few seconds, a folder appears containing a few dozen icons. Each one has a date and time and then a number.

A thought strikes me. "If we can access the bug from here, doesn't that mean the IT guys can find it too?"

"I doubt it," Dave says. He's stopped blushing. "We give wireless to everybody who stays in the casino, and it's in all the public areas except the gaming floors. Even on a quiet day that means dozens of computers, phones and other things are popping in and out. On a busy day it's hundreds. Nobody's going to notice one more thing. And even if they do, if they don't have the right software they won't be able to get into it. It could be a toaster for all they'll be able to tell."

"Where did you put the receiver?" Amy asks. 

"Store cupboard on the same floor as Sleazy Bob's office. Nobody goes in there apart from the cleaning staff, and it's on a high shelf. Nobody'll notice it. Even if they do, it just looks like a box. It doesn't have any lights on it or anything."

Amy turns to me. "Dave is great, isn't he?"

"He is, Amy. Dave is great."

Dave's grin is halfway across his face before he realises we're taking the mickey.




"This is going to be a very big deal, and I want every single thing to be perfect. Better than perfect. I mean it. If you screw this up I swear, I'll have your balls."

Hello, Sleazy Bob. 

He's on the phone, and while we can't hear the other side of the conversation Bob's voice is crystal clear. As the clip plays we hear Sleazy Bob in full effect, making dire threats and the odd promise to people who couldn't care less if he lives or dies. This call seems to be to an interior design firm. We've got a big charity dinner taking place in a few weeks, and Bob's talking about decorating one of the function suites.

"And remember, I want it classy."

That makes us laugh. Bob wouldn't know classy if it fell on him and crushed his head.

The rest of the conversation is about money -- prices, discounts, deposits and so on -- so we click on the next file. Bob wanting to know when his dry cleaning will be picked up. Click. Yelling at one of the cashiers. Click. Yelling at housekeeping. Click. Yelling at security. Click. Listening to a teacher spanking a naughty student.

Wait. What?

It takes ten seconds or so before we realise what's happening. The bug isn't just picking up speech. We can hear movement too. 

"Oh, good God," Amy says.

"He can't be." Dave says.

"I think he is," I say.

He is. 

I don't know what's worse: Sleazy Bob watching porn in his office, or us listening to Sleazy Bob watching porn. 

Amy has her fingers in her ears and her eyes screwed tight. "La la la la la la la," she chants. "La la la la la laaaaaaa."

We stop the clip. If Sleazy Bob confesses to the whole plot halfway through, names his co-conspirators and explains exactly where to find the smoking gun we need to convince the police, we've missed it. It's a risk we're all happy to take.

"I am going to pour bleach into my ears," Dave says. "And then, I'm going to pour some more. And after that, I'm going to join the Foreign Legion."

The rest of the clips can wait until tomorrow.




The next two nights are a waste of time. There's plenty of audio, but unless you're desperate to know more about Sleazy Bob's tastes in pornography, nothing of any interest happens. 
  




CHAPTER TEN







It's nine o'clock.  Amy has the phone, and I have a trumpet that I found in a charity shop.  It's in terrible condition, but that's okay.  I can't play the trumpet anyway.

Amy makes the call and I parp like a man possessed.




We wait until Dave turns up before finding out what Sleazy Bob's been up to. Nothing, again. There's plenty of talking, but nothing that sounds relevant. We've been bugging Sleazy Bob's office for more than a week now, and while we've heard three pornographic movies, two over-the-top disciplinaries and God knows how many shouted phone calls, we haven't heard anything that could actually help us. That's another evening wasted, and it's safe to say that our enthusiasm is flagging.

"Maybe it's just that nothing is happening right now," Amy suggests.

"Or maybe he's not doing it from his office," I say. "Maybe he's been getting up to all kinds of things, but he's been doing it out of office hours. What do you think, Dave?"

Dave shrugs. "Dunno. Could be either one. I think we should give the bug a bit more time."

"I think so too," Amy says.

"I don't."

"It's only been a few days, Matt. Even murderers take time off."

"But what if he's arranging something and we've missed it?"

"We've no way of knowing."

"That's my point! We're just sitting around, hoping that whatever he does, he does it in the office. We've got a pretty good idea of what he does do in the office --" Amy winces -- "but we've no idea what he gets up to when he isn't there. He could leave work every night and drive straight to Murderers'R'Us for all we know."

"Murderers'R'Us?" Amy's smirking.

"You know what I mean."

"Sure, but it's just as likely that he goes straight home and goes to bed. More likely, in fact."

"But we don't know, do we?"

"So what are you suggesting?" Dave says.

"I think we should follow him."

"And do what?"

"That depends on where he goes."

"What if he sees us?"

"We need to make sure that he doesn't."

"He doesn't exactly have a fixed routine," Amy says. "How do we know when we should be watching him? We can't spend our whole lives hanging about outside work."

"Actually, that's pretty easy," Dave says. "When he turns up, he tends to stay for a full shift, usually a back shift or a late shift. So if he's been around since two, he'll probably head off around ten. If he doesn't turn up till six, he'll probably be around until two. Whichever of us is on, we can let everyone else know when he turned up. Gives us a pretty good idea of when he'll leave."

"See?" I say to Amy. "It's not that hard."

"I still don't think it's necessary."

"You won't be volunteering to do the first one, then?"

"Not on your life."

"I'll do it, then. I'm on dayshift tomorrow anyway. What about you, Dave?"

"Day."

"Okay. Can you let me know if anyone spots Sleazy Bob coming in?"

"Sure."

"So what's your plan after that?" Amy asks.

"Play it by ear. I'll call if anything interesting happens."

"I'll be waiting with bated breath."

"Is that sarcasm?"

"Sarcastic? Me?"

I shoot Amy a sour look and go to the fridge to get more beers.




I'm pretty sure I've thought of everything. I've got the bike good and muddy to make it harder to see, and I've disconnected the headlight: it's designed to be on whenever the bike is so that it's easier for people to see you, which of course is the last thing I need tonight. I'm dressed entirely in black, I've got a torch in my pocket in case I need to look at things in the dark, and I've made sure that my phone's got a full charge and that the bike does too. All that's missing is Sleazy Bob.

Sleazy Bob wandered in just after two and it's twenty past ten now, so if Dave's theory is correct he should be leaving the casino any minute now. I need to see him come out, because I don't know what kind of car he drives. I should have asked Dave. It would have made my morning a lot easier. 

By eleven, I'm ready to give up -- but then I spot Sleazy Bob's hair coming out of the casino with Sleazy Bob attached to it. When he reaches his car I realise I should have guessed which one it would be: it's probably the most expensive and most tasteless car out here, which is quite an achievement in a casino car park. It's some kind of ridiculously oversized SUV, and I think Sleazy Bob ticked every single box in the options list. Lowered suspension that makes you look like a drug dealer? Tick. Too-big wheels? Tick. Completely unnecessary skirts and spoilers? Tick. Darkened privacy glass that screams "look at me! Look at me! I'm really important!"? Tickety-tick. I don't know what's worse: that anybody could make a car look so bad, or that Sleazy Bob's ride -- I just know he calls it a ride -- costs more than I'll ever earn. I'm glad I can't see the interior from here, because it's not likely to be a pleasant sight.

Sleazy Bob starts the car, winds down the windows and rests his forearm on the driver's window sill. Apparently deciding that his car isn't already loud enough, he's turned up the stereo. Soft rock is playing at such volume that I think I can hear the singer's knees moving. 

He drives out of the car park and onto the main road. I put the bike into gear, twist the throttle and follow him.




Sleazy Bob drives with all the intelligence, care and consideration he brings to his day job, which means I feel like I'm following an angry lunatic in a clown car. He shoots red lights. He changes lane at the last possible second. He tailgates. He cuts people up. It's like he thinks his car only has two modes: Far Too Bloody Fast, and Oh My God Oh My God Brake Brake Brake We're All Gonna Die. I've only been following him for ten minutes and he's already had three near misses. Much more of this and I'll be a nervous wreck, or involved in a real wreck.

I follow him through the town centre, past the mall and beyond the business parks. When he reaches the edge of town he drives even faster, and after a minute or two he takes a hard left and drives up a back road. He doesn't signal and I'm going too fast to follow him without attracting attention, so I go past the junction, turn around and wait a moment before following him again. I stay well back, close enough that I can still see his taillights but not so close that he's likely to spot me.

The road is in a terrible state, with more potholes than tarmac. Without the benefit of a headlight I can't see anything, so I hit every rut, bump and hole there is. Controlling the bike takes all of my strength and concentration, but even then I nearly end up going over the handlebars when I hit two particularly vicious holes in the road in quick succession. By the time I regain control and look up, Sleazy Bob's car is gone.

I stop the bike and listen. The sound of tyres on gravel is coming from somewhere behind and to the right of me, so I turn around and ride slowly, peering into the darkness to try and spot an exit I've missed. I spot it after a hundred metres: a dirt track heading up the side of a gentle hill. I can't see Sleazy Bob's car, but I think that's where he's gone. 

I ride slowly up the track, and after a while I crest the hill and see a house. It's huge and looks new, a traditional style built using modern materials. It must have cost a fortune. Sleazy Bob's car is parked outside, but there aren't any other vehicles. The car is in darkness, but there's light coming from three windows in the house. I sit and watch for a few minutes, but there's no sign of movement.

I wait a little longer but there's still nothing happening, so I turn around and roll the bike back down the hill until I'm out of sight. I pull out my phone and use the mapping program to find out where the hell I am. Then I call Dave.

"Anything?"

"I don't know yet," I tell him. "Are you near a computer?"

"Yeah."

"Can you do me a favour? Can you do a check for successful planning applications in the last few years on -- hang on..." I switch to the mapping program again to get the address. "Quarry Road? I'm looking at what I think is a new house. Fairly recent, anyway."

I can hear Dave's fingers tapping on the keys. He's humming tunelessly.

"Dave?"

"Uh-huh?"

"Can you stop humming please?"

"Sorry." More tapping. "Okay, that was easy."

"What have you got?"

"It's an approved application from about two years ago. It's the only one for Quarry Road in the last ten years."

"Does it say who the application was for?"

"Looks like an architect firm."

"Can you scan through it and see if their client's name is in there anywhere?"

"Sure. Hang on. Blah blah blah, blah blah blah, blah -- ah, here you go. Robert Hannah."

"Balls."

"Bad news?"

"Worse. No news. Where are you, anyway?"

"Amy's."

"Okay. I'll be there in ten. Get the beer ready."

It looks like Amy was right. After work, Sleazy Bob just goes home.




I follow Sleazy Bob again the following night, but I give up when he turns off the main road and heads home. I can't persuade Amy or Dave that following him is a good idea, so I give it one more go. He just goes home again, so I grudgingly agree that the best idea is to hope the bug comes up with something. After two more days, it does.

"Andrew," Sleazy Bob says. "About time."

We can't hear the caller.

"Yeah, yeah, yeah. Do you have them?"

He's silent for a moment.

"Yeah," he says. Another pause. "Okay. Where do we find them?"

There's a scratching sound. Sleazy Bob is writing.

"Okay," he says, and hangs up.

Sleazy Bob bashes the phone keypad. Another call.

"It's me. Write this down. Clare Brown and Jane Stark. Brown's at thirty-four Mains Road. Stark's at fifty-seven Hardgate."

Another pause.

"Yeah. Tomorrow."




"That's it," Amy says. "We've got them."

"What are you thinking?" I ask. "Should we call Burke?"

"He wouldn't do anything. The police aren't going to watch two addresses all day just because we ask them to. They won't come unless we can convince them a crime's about to be committed."

"It is."

"I know, but we can't prove that."

"You're about to tell me you have a plan, aren't you?"

"Yep. I think we should split up and watch the girls they're going after. Look for anything weird. Anything that doesn't fit."

"And if we spot something?"

"We call Burke and let the experts take over."




We spend the rest of the night working out the details. As plans go, ours isn't particularly complicated -- but then, it doesn't need to be.

"Okay. I'll go to work as normal and keep an eye on Sleazy Bob," Dave says. "If he leaves, I'll follow him. If I think he's heading for either address, I'll call you."

We don't think Sleazy Bob's going to be directly involved, but we can't be sure.

"And we'll call in sick and spend the day sitting on the two addresses," I add. "Amy's going to keep an eye on Stark, and I'll cover Brown. If we see anything or think we see anything, we'll check with each other and then call in the Cavalry."

Amy grunts in agreement. 

"How are you getting on?"

Amy has been hammering away at the computer for the last twenty minutes while Dave and I slouch on the sofa. 

"I think I've got as much as I'm going to get," she says. "Should be enough. Come and have a look."

Amy has been digging through directories, online profiles and anywhere else you can find stuff about people. She's grabbed maps showing where the girls live, details from the electoral register showing their dates of birth -- they're both twenty-three -- and bits and pieces from the sites where they socialise. 

"Okay. Most of the stuff's useless, but I've got a few things," Amy says. "I've found out what they do. Jane Stark has a part-time job at one of the shoe shops in the mall -- the designer one, I've forgotten what it's called -- and Clare Brown was doing some kind of degree at the college. She finished a couple of months ago and hasn't found a job yet. They both say they're single, and there's no mention of boyfriends or girlfriends in their online profiles. They don't own their homes, they don't have lodgers or other tenants living with them, and they don't drive. Don't even have provisional licenses."

Amy clicks a few times. "They do have photos, though. Fairly recent ones."

Most of the photos were taken at parties in various stages of drunkenness. The girls don't look alike -- Brown is a tall, willowy redhead with translucent white skin and a sad expression, while Stark is shorter, darker, with bottle-black hair and, judging by the photos, a tendency to show her underwear whenever she's in company -- but as the saying goes, it's what's inside that matters. Literally, in this case.

"I'll send this to your phone," Amy says. "Anything else we need to talk about?"

"What are you going to do if they go out?" Dave asks.

Shit, that's a good question. We hadn't thought of that. Or at least, I hadn't thought of that.

"I think we should stay put," Amy says. "Everybody they've targeted so far, there's been some kind of tampering. Cars, heating systems, electrical stuff. It's always been done to look like an accident, so I don't think they're going to start using hit-men or anything like that." 

"Yeah, I agree," Dave says. "When we overheard them at the golf course, all the chat was about making the next job appear less suspicious, not more. I think whatever they're going to do, they're going to wait until the girls go out before making any kind of move."

"And it's going to involve two different people, or two different teams," I add. "They were adamant about that. Nothing to connect the next two, not even the people doing it."

"So they might go after each girl simultaneously."

"I'd put money on it," Dave says.

I nod. "Pretty close together, anyway. If one's the backup for the other, it doesn't make sense to leave a big period of time between them. The longer the delay, the more things can go wrong. Or go off."

Amy makes a face. "What time tomorrow? Seven? Earlier?"

"Nah, you'd be better off in bed," Dave says. "You don't get engineers or workmen or whatever knocking on doors before eight a.m. unless it's an emergency. And emergencies attract attention -- which is the last thing these guys want to do until the girls are dead. They're going to do whatever they're going to do during regular working hours."

Eight it is. Amy and Dave leave, and I go to bed. I dream of spies, and superheroes, and caped crusaders.
  




CHAPTER ELEVEN







I'm beginning to understand why so many policemen get fat. I've been here for three hours and I've had a Danish pastry, two chocolate brownies and a whole bunch of biscuits. Not to mention a lot of sugary coffees.

Three hours is a long time when you've got nothing to do and nowhere to go. If I had a car I could have slunk down in the seat and pretended to have a nap, but you can't really do that when you're on a motorbike. So I've spent most of the morning staring out of the window of a coffee shop, buying things so the staff don't throw me out. If I'd thought about it in advance I'd have brought a computer. That way I'd have looked like one of those people who nurses a coffee for six hours while they hog the wireless Internet access. It would have saved me a fortune.

I'm on the west side of Mains Road, looking across the road at Clare Brown's apartment. The street is segregated: the east side is entirely residential, but every ground floor window on the west belongs to a coffee shop, or a curtain shop, or a boutique, or a phone repair and tat shop. Most, maybe all, of the apartments are rentals. You can tell. The front gardens are like tiny jungles, with the odd flash of litter; the security doors are chipped, scuffed and faded; and most of the windows haven't been cleaned for years. 

My phone vibrates in my pocket. Amy sent her first text -- "Are you there?" -- at exactly 8 a.m., and she's sent a message every hour since. I pull my phone out and check the screen. "Still nothing," the message says.

"Same here," I reply. I wait for two minutes and send another message. "What are you wearing?"

The reply is instant: "Get bent." I laugh.

By noon, I'm bored. By one p.m. I'm really bored. When Amy sends another no-news message at two, I'm losing the will to live. And then I see Clare Brown leave her apartment.

I watch her walk across the road and go into one of the shops. She's dressed like she's just got out of bed and grabbed whatever's handy: a t-shirt, jogging bottoms and a pair of trainers. She's much better looking in real life than she is in photos.

I watch the street but there's no sign of anything or anyone unusual, let alone suspicious. After a few minutes Brown comes out of the shop, a carton of milk in her hand. She crosses the street and goes back into her apartment.

I'm just writing a message to Amy when my phone buzzes. "Something happening," Amy writes. "Stark gone to work, car pulled up outside her apt."

My phone buzzes again, but this time it's a call, not a message. I hit the answer button.

"I think this is it," Amy says. "There's a guy in a power company uniform at her door, but he didn't turn up in a power company car or van."

"What's he doing?"

There's a long pause. "He's been looking up and down the street for a while, but now he's at the front door," she says. "He's doing something with the lock."

"Call Burke. And keep your head down."

"Okay," Amy says. The line goes dead.




If somebody's going to go after Clare Brown they're going to do it any minute now. I leave the coffee shop, my latest coffee barely touched, and slowly walk up the road towards Brown's apartment. I pretend to look in the shop windows, watching the street reflected in the glass. There are plenty of people, but nothing looks out of place. After ten minutes of absolutely nothing happening I go back to the coffee shop and order another latte, grab the window seat again and watch Brown's front door.

Two things happen in quick succession. My phone buzzes, and Clare Brown leaves her apartment. I run out of the coffee shop, scanning the screen on my phone as I go. Amy. "Burke's here," the message says. 

Brown is going somewhere. She isn't dressed to the nines, but she's no longer in gym bottoms either. A pair of jeans, a top and a Jacket, the hair tied back. She's walking down the path from her front door to her street.

Then I spot the homeless guy.

When I say homeless, I mean he looks like he's homeless. He's in grey trousers and a beige overcoat, both of them tattered and stained. A mess of grey, wiry hair peeks out from underneath a black woollen cap. He's about fifty yards away from Brown, who doesn't notice him. She's fiddling with something. A phone, maybe, or a music player.

There's no way I can reach her before he does, but I sprint across the road anyway, running as fast as my legs can carry me. Horns blare and Brown looks up, but she's looking in my direction, not at the homeless man. He's still closing. Twenty yards. Fifteen. Ten. He's reaching into his pocket. I'm still too far away. Five yards. He's pulling something out. Three. One.

The homeless man walks past her, still fiddling with his pockets. He keeps on walking.

I'm standing at the kerb, trying to catch my breath. Clare Brown gives me a quizzical look, puts a set of headphones in her ears and walks to the crossing, waiting for the lights to change. As she crosses the road she looks at me again, as if she thinks I might start following her.

That's when the car hits her.

The dirty white Honda comes from nowhere. It shoots past me, electric motors screaming, and ploughs into Brown. My brain seizes on a single detail. No lights. No brake lights. The car didn't brake. It slams into her legs and she bounces onto the bonnet, sliding off the side and onto the tarmac. The car keeps going. 

There's a stunned silence before people rush towards her. I can tell by the faces that Clare Brown isn't going to make it.

My phone is vibrating in my pocket. I don't answer it.




I'm drunk by the time Amy and Dave track me down. I'd waited for the ambulance to arrive, and then I came home, dumped the bike and headed straight for The First And Last. I probably should have had something to eat, but I don't feel hungry and I'm not brave enough to try the food here.

The First And Last is where I go when I want a proper drink. The name tells you the kind of bar it is: it means it's the place where you have your very first drink, and the place where you have your very last one. That's supposed to mean it'll be the place you go all your life, but some weekends you could end up having your very first and very last drink in the same night. 

If Brian the owner has heard of mood lighting, interior design, decent wine, edible food or customer service he's kept it to himself. It's like something that's been beamed here from the nineteenth Century, which was probably the last time Brian had the place decorated. The First And Last is dingy, dusty, vaguely depressing and probably a health hazard, the sort of place where some of the regulars appear to be dead and occasionally are. It's great.

"I thought you'd be here," Amy says. "Budge up."

I slide along the bench seat to make room. 

"Drink?" I like the way Dave's mind works.

"Yeah. Beer."

Amy's staring at me. "You okay?"

"Yeah."

"You sure?"

"Yeah."

"Can you say anything other than yeah?"

"Yeah." We exchange faint smiles.

Dave returns from the bar with the drinks in his hands -- and Burke at his shoulder. Burke nods at me, and the two of them slide into the bench seat opposite. Dave's bought Burke a brandy. I guess that means he's off duty.

"I'm going to need you to give me a statement," Burke says, looking at my impressive collection of empty beer bottles. "The formal statement can wait. But I'd like to know what you saw."

"I thought it was the homeless guy," I say. I realise I'm slurring my words a little bit. "He was looking at her, and he was getting something out of his pocket. I was running towards them but I was too far away. And then he just kept walking. It wasn't him. He wasn't a bad guy. He was just a guy."

Burke doesn't say anything.

"She waited for the green man and crossed the road. The car came out of nowhere. It didn't brake. I didn't see brake lights."

"Did you see the driver?"

"No. It was heading away from me. I didn't even see it until it hit her."

Burke sighs.

"It was a white Honda. I don't know the model, though."

"That doesn't matter," Burke says. "We've recovered it. It was reported stolen two days ago. The driver dumped it a few blocks from the scene."

"Will you be able to get prints?"

Burke shakes his head. "Whoever dumped it set it on fire."

"Shit."

"You definitely didn't see the driver, or any passengers?"

"No. Just the car."

Burke takes a drink. 

"Is Stark okay?" I ask Amy.

"She's fine. Thinks she was burgled when she was at work. She's a bit freaked out by that, but she'll be okay."

"Did you get the guy?"

"Sort of," she says. "They caught him when he was still in the apartment, and he definitely doesn't work for the power company. Problem is, he hadn't done anything. Whatever he was in there to do, the police got him before he did it. He says he was looking for stuff to steal."

"We've got him for breaking and entering," Burke says. "No evidence of anything else."

"Did you tell Burke about Sleazy Bob?"

Amy nods, but Burke answers. "She's played me the clip, and she's told me what you think he's doing."

"So you can stop him."

Burke shakes his head. "Who was he talking to?"

"Sansom. That's the guy who gives him the names. And the guy he called is the one who arranged it."

Amy's expression suggests she's already been through this. Dave's expression suggests that it wasn't a happy conversation. 

"There's no evidence of that."

"Can't you pull his phone records? That'll tell you who called, and who he called."

Burke sighs. "If this was a police intercept, yes -- although the phones could be disposables, or they could be to company switchboards, so all you'd get is two numbers and two dead ends. But that's not the problem. Records just tell me what numbers were called, or what numbers called in. They don't tell me what was said. For that, I'd need an intercept -- a wiretap -- and for that I'd need to persuade a judge that there's solid evidence to suspect somebody of something, and I'd need to persuade him to sign a warrant, and if I don't do that I don't get to record anything. You don't have a badge, or a friendly judge, or a signed warrant, and that means you don't have an intercept. No intercept means your recording can't be used as evidence."

"But you heard the call! You heard him tell someone to kill those two girls!"

"I heard one side of a conversation that may or may not involve Robert Hannah, that may or may not be connected to a hit and run accident that happened this afternoon, and that was recorded illegally."

He leans across the table. "Look, I know what you overheard, and I think you're right. Hannah's involved in this. But I can't do anything without reasonable suspicion, and I still don't have that. The clip doesn't count. It's inadmissible -- try to present it as evidence in court and the bad guys walk."

"You can pretend you didn't know about it."

"And do what? Put surveillance on Hannah based on a hunch? Tell my boss that I had a dream about some bad guys and he needs to stump up for overtime so I can find them? He'd call in the shrinks. Without the clip, I don't have any evidence. Without evidence, I don't have any reason to suspect Hannah of anything. And without reasonable suspicion, I can't do a single damn thing."

"Couldn't you say you had an anonymous tip-off?"

"I could. It wouldn't change anything. The guy we picked up doesn't appear to know who Hannah is. He tried to burgle an apartment, we caught him, he confessed. That means case closed. Not 'case closed but we'll investigate a bit more anyway because we've got nothing better to do.' Just 'case closed'."

I'm desperate to interrupt but Burke keeps talking. "The hit and run? You know how people drive around here. People get hit by cars all the time. In this particular case, the car was stolen in advance, torched afterwards, and nobody saw the driver. That means there's no paper trail to follow, no forensic evidence to investigate, and no leads. So what do you think my boss is going to do if I take one closed case and one dead-end case to him, tell him that a little bird says Robert Hannah's behind both, and ask for a wiretap or a surveillance team? Do you think he'll be so impressed that he'll give me a helicopter too?"

Burke exhales loudly. "I'm on your side, Matt. I know what you've seen, and what you've heard, and what you think, and I think you're right." He nods to acknowledge Amy and Dave. "I think you're all right. But right now, that's as far as I can go with this."

I'm about to argue with him when his phone buzzes. "Excuse me," he says, hitting the answer button. He grunts a few times, asks for an address and hangs up. 

"I need to go," Burke says, standing up. Dave gets up to let him out. "Don't forget about that statement."




The conversation with Burke has a sobering effect. It doesn't last, especially after several more beers. 

"We're screwed," I announce with the gravity of the seriously shit-faced. "We're completely screwed."

Dave and Amy have been drinking too, but I'm way ahead of them.

"You saved somebody's life," Dave says. "That's something."

"I didn't save anybody. My one died, remember?"

"If we hadn't been involved, two people would be dead. Not one," Amy says quietly.

"Okay. Okay. You're right. But what do we do now? Burke says his hands are tied. What are we gonna do? Are we just going to keep on listening, hope we find out who the next two are? Is that it? And then what? We're no closer to finding out who Sleazy Bob's dealing with, let alone stopping them."

"We just need to be patient," Amy says. "Sleazy Bob made a mistake talking on the phone. He'll make another mistake. And when he does, we'll get him."

"I hope so," I say. "I'm not cut out for this."

We talk some more, and drink some more, and I cheer up a bit. Amy and Dave are beginning to flag, but I persuade them to stay for one more beer. I even offer to pay for it.

When I stand up I realise that I'm a bit more drunk than I thought I was. I misjudge the gap, bang into the table and send Dave's half-finished beer flying. I don't move fast enough to avoid the flood.

"Oops," I say. "Sorry, Dave."

 I make my way very carefully to the bar. The barman takes one look at the wet patch on my jeans and shakes his head. Cleverly, he splits in two so I don't know which one of him to argue with. I decide not to argue with either.

Never mind. I stumble back to our table, empty handed, and tell Dave and Amy the brilliant idea I've just come up with.

"Let's go somewhere else!"

Amy looks at me as if I'm an unruly child.

"Time to go home."




It's not all bad. Amy isn't just walking me home: her arm is around my shoulder and my arm is around her waist. It'd be much more romantic if I didn't keep falling over and Amy didn't keep threatening to kill me. I might be drunk, but even now I know that "for God's sake, Matt" isn't a term of endearment. 

We arrive at my apartment.

"Fancy a coffee?"

Amy gives me an exasperated look.

"Go to bed, Matt."

"How about a goodnight kiss, then."

"You're lucky you don't get a goodnight kick," she says. "Goodnight, Matt."

Amy's already walking away.
  




CHAPTER TWELVE







I feel like death. I've barely slept, I'm hungover to hell and worst of all, I've made a complete arse of myself with Amy. I briefly consider suicide, but I switch on the coffee machine instead. A few mugs and a handful of painkillers later and I'm feeling as human as I'm going to manage today.

I send Amy a message. "I'm so, so sorry. I'm an arse. You can punch me later, if you like." I wait a while, but there's no reply.

I remember that I'm supposed to be working today. That isn't going to happen. I call in sick again. Burke's statement can wait too.

I've got the whole day to myself. I can do anything, go anywhere, do whatever I want. So I climb back into bed, pull the covers over my head and spend an hour or so feeling sorry for myself.




I stay in bed until lunchtime, when my stomach starts demanding some attention. I fry some bacon, stick two eggs in the microwave poacher, chomp on some toast and drink three mugs of stewed coffee. The combination of grease and caffeine makes my hangover run for cover. I don't feel great, but at least I no longer feel as if I've just been dug up.

Might as well see what the bug's got for us this morning.




I hit the jackpot on the very first clip. Sleazy Bob is shouting so loud that the microphone is distorting.

"A problem? Damn right there's a problem! The cops were waiting for him!"

I can't make out what the other person is saying.

"You don't get it. They knew where he was going to be."

Sleazy Bob is listening.

"It seems pretty simple to me. Either somebody's talking, or the cops are really good at guessing."

Another pause.

"No. Not on the phone. We need to meet. Yeah. Somewhere remote."

He's writing something down.

"Drive-through? Yeah, that works. I know where it is. When?" He scribbles again. "Okay. I'll call him."

Bob ends the call and immediately dials a number.

"It's me. We need to meet. Yes. Yes. Exactly."

Silence.

"I agree. Yes."

More silence.

"Three, at the drive-through. No. No. It's good. No. No chance of that."

Bob listens again.

"Okay. See you then."

He hangs up.




I think I know the place Sleazy Bob's talking about. There used to be a drive-through burger bar a few miles west of the town, but it closed down years ago. The building is still there, mostly, but these days it's just a shell with boarded up windows and grass breaking through the tarmac of the car park. I can understand why Sleazy Bob suggested it: it's in the middle of a very long, very straight bit of road. When it was open, drivers would see it from miles away. Now, anybody standing there would be able to see trouble coming long before it got there. It's a great place to meet people, but a terrible place for anybody who wants to watch people meeting people. I've got just under three hours to work out how to do it.

I spend an hour trying to come up with a plan, but my brain isn't co-operating. I figure the best idea is to actually go there and look for inspiration, so I jump on the bike and take a run out to the drive-through. There's no cover near the building, but there's a low hill across the road. I wouldn't be able to hear anything from there, but I'll be able to see what's going on.

I check my watch. Two twenty. I set the alarm on my phone for ten to three, lie on the ground, pull my coat over my head and try to catch some sleep.




I didn't need the alarm. Just before it's due to go off the skies open, and the sound of raindrops on my coat make me think I'm being machine-gunned. I get to my feet, wipe the sleep from my eyes and put my coat on properly. I look across the road. No signs of life. The rain stops as quickly as it started, which helps: it's hard enough to see anything from this distance. In heavy rain it'd be impossible.

Just before three, a battered Mercedes SUV drives into the car park. It's filthy: whatever colour it's supposed to be, it's a dark shade of grime now. A man I don't recognise gets out and lights a cigarette. He's tall and wiry, dressed in a black suit and sunglasses, and he couldn't look more like a gangster if he tried. I reach for my phone and take a couple of photos of him.

The man has just stamped on his cigarette butt when another car arrives. This one is a blue hatchback. I can't work out the make or model -- it's one of those identikit South American hatchbacks with a stupid name -- but while it's not his usual car, I know who's driving it before he even stops. The hair's a giveaway. Sleazy Bob isn't even out of the car before he's waving his arms at the other guy. He paces around, swinging his limbs, pointing his finger and generally acting like a toddler in the middle of a sugar rush. The man in the suit barely moves.

Bob is still gesticulating when a third car pulls up. It's big, sleek and black with blacked-out windows, one of those giant BMWs that looks like a tank. Whoever's driving stays inside, but a tall man emerges from the left hand rear door. I don't recognise him, but even from this distance I can tell that he's important. It's not the way he's dressed -- he's wearing a dark blue top, blue jeans and white trainers, and his greying hair is wispy on his head; if he's another gangster, his suit must be in for dry cleaning -- but the way he stands and the way Sleazy Bob and the other guy's body language changes when he walks towards them says that he's someone who isn't used to hearing the word "no". I take a few photos of him then zoom out and try to get a few shots of the three of them together. The phone has other ideas, though: the autofocus refuses to lock on anything but a telegraph pole, and I end up with a bunch of shots that appear to show three blurry ants having a lovely time. 

I can't hear a word, but I can tell that Sleazy Bob is doing a lot of shouting, that the guy in the black suit is irritated and that the important guy doesn't say much -- but when he does, the other two listen. They talk for five minutes, if that, and then all three of them return to their cars. The big, black car leaves first, followed by Sleazy Bob and then the dirty SUV.

I think I've just seen something very important. I wish I knew what it was.




I'm turning into my street when I spot the Dentmobile outside my apartment. Amy's at the wheel, fiddling with her phone. I park the bike, walk towards her and briefly consider banging on the Dentmobile's roof to give her a fright. Common sense prevails: if I'm in Amy's bad books that isn't just a bad idea. It's potentially fatal. I gently tap on the window glass instead.

Amy looks up and hits the window button. "Hey," she says. "You look like crap. Where've you been?"

"Long story."

"Jump in, then. You can tell me over a coffee. You look like you need it."

In any other car with any other driver I'd have talked about the meeting I saw, but I'm in the Dentmobile with Amy and I'm far too scared -- and feeling far too ill -- to attempt conversation. Even by Amy's standards the drive is terrifying. She's driving faster, braking harder, taking corners even later and with more force than she usually does. Eventually I realise: she's doing it deliberately. She keeps looking over at me, watching me as my face becomes increasingly green.

"Oh, I got your message," she says, hauling the car round another ninety degree bend. "You think I should punch you?" She raises an eyebrow. "Where's the fun in that?" The poker face cracks and Amy grins the biggest grin I've ever seen. My lunchtime fry-up is dangerously close to putting in an appearance.

Against all odds we arrive at the coffee shop without mishap. I stagger out of the Dentmobile like a shipwreck survivor encountering dry land for the first time in months.

Amy pays for the coffees while I grab a seat.

"Sorry," she smirks. "So, what's up?"

I explain about the audio, Sleazy Bob's demands for a meeting and the rendezvous at the drive-through. 

"Did you hear what they were saying?"

"Too far away. I managed to get some photos, though."

I reach for my phone and bring up the pictures, flipping through until I find a decent shot of the gangster-looking guy. "Any idea?"

Amy frowns. "Nope. I don't think I've seen him before."

"Me neither." I flip again, this time to the man with the cropped grey hair. "What about him?"

"Looks familiar," she says. "From where, I don't know. Customer, maybe? One of the high rollers?"

"Could be. I thought the same. I'm sure I know his face."

"Send them to Dave. He'll know."

"You think?"

"Knowing people's his job. If either of them are customers, he'll know who they are."

"True." I send the pictures with a brief note: "Recognise these guys? - M".

We talk about work for a while, although we're both thinking about the mystery men. Amy gets another pair of coffees and I fiddle with my phone.

"Anything from Dave yet?" Amy asks, putting the coffees down. She's got some cake too, which means I'm definitely out of the bad books.

"Nope," I say. "I think he's on day shift today. Hopefully he'll check for messages at his next break. If not, it won't be until the end of the shift."

"Do you think the guys in the photos are the ones we want?"

"Absolutely. You could tell by the body language, and the way Bob was talking on the phone to them. The guy with the silver hair's the man in charge, Sleazy Bob's Sleazy Bob, and the other guy is some kind of hard man."

"So all we need now is to work out who they are."

"Yep. It's just as well that Dave Is Great."

Amy laughs.




Just after five, my phone rings and an unflattering mugshot of Dave tells me who's on the other end. "I'm just finishing up," he says. "Where are you?"

"Coffee shop."

"Usual one?"

"Yeah."

"Okay. I'll be there in ten," he says, ending the call.

I gesture towards Amy's plate. "Better finish that," I suggest. "You've got about ten minutes."

Amy makes a scared face and shoves the remaining bit of cake into her mouth.

When Dave says he'll be somewhere at a certain time, he always is. Sure enough, exactly ten minutes later he walks into the coffee shop. He does the "drink?" thing with his hands and orders three large coffees and a bit of cake.

The cake is finished before he's even properly sat down. Amy's trying not to smirk.

"So how's it going?" Dave asks, wiping crumbs from his chin. "God, I'm starving. Want to go somewhere to eat after this?"

"Sure," we both say.

"Cool." Dave reaches into his pocket for his phone. "Got your message. Where did you get the photos?"

I give him the edited highlights. He doesn't say anything while I'm talking, but his expression becomes increasingly serious.

"Shit," he says when I've finished. He shakes his head. "Shit," he says again.

"What is it?"

"Do you want the good news or the bad news?"

"Just tell us what it is," I say.

"Okay. The good news is that I know who the guys in the photos are. And the bad news is that I know who the guys in the photos are."

"Dave..." Amy, like me, would prefer it if Dave just got to the point.

"The younger guy is Lawrence McCann, but everyone knows him as Floyd," Dave says. "Ring any bells?"

"Nope," I say. Amy's face is blank too.

"He was in our year at school. He was the one who beat up Mr. Watt. Remember?"

I remember Mr. Watt. He taught religious studies. He was a funny looking guy with a fat face and bowl-cut hair, which made him look like a monk in a suit, and he had a speech impediment that meant he couldn't pronounce the letter "r". He didn't get much respect. You know what kids are like.

I remember him just fine, but I don't remember Floyd at all. "Sorry, Dave. I remember the teacher, but..."

"He wasn't at school for very long," Dave says. "He was chucked out when we were in second year."

"What does he do now?" Amy asks.

"You name it. If it's dodgy, he does it. Smuggling booze, stolen car parts, soft drugs, internet fraud, all that stuff. He's a nasty bit of work. Watched too many gangster movies as a kid, I think."

"Reckon he's capable of arranging accidents for people?" I ask.

"Capable? God, yeah. He'd enjoy it."

"If he's such a bad guy," Amy says, "why isn't he in jail?"

"He's no genius, but he's street smart. He's never directly involved in things, and even when the police do manage to link him to something the cases fall apart. Witnesses decide not to testify, or change their stories, or just vanish off the face of the Earth."

"How do you know all this?"

"We've got a file on him as thick as your fist," Dave says. "A few years back he was involved in some scams, card counting and things like that."

"So what the hell is Sleazy Bob doing palling around with him?"

I'm asking Dave, but Amy answers for him.

"He's the right man for the job."

Dave nods. "And he's someone you really don't want to get on the bad side of. Whatever we decide to do from now on, we need to be really careful."

"Careful is my middle name," I say. I can tell from Amy's expression that she isn't convinced.

"Okay," she says. "So this Floyd is a hard man, and he's probably doing Sleazy Bob's dirty work. What about the other guy?"

"You really didn't recognise him?"

"If we did, we wouldn't be asking who he is."

Dave raises his eyebrows. "He's Adam Everett."

If Dave is expecting Amy and I to slap our foreheads and cry "Oh my God! Adam Everett!" then we'll have to disappoint him. The name doesn't mean anything to me, and I can see that Amy's none the wiser either.

"Adam who?" I say.

"Everett. You don't know who Adam Everett is?"

"Nope."

"He's one of the richest people in town. You really haven't heard of him?"

"Nope. Amy?"

Amy shakes her head. "Sorry. No."

Dave looks as if he's waiting for a punchline. There isn't one coming.

"Okay," he eventually says. "You need to get online and read up on him. Adam Everett is a serious, serious guy."

We finish our coffees, jump in the Dentmobile and head for my apartment.




Dave and I are sitting on the sofa playing video games, empty pizza boxes on the floor. Amy's on the computer. She kicked me off it after about ten minutes, arguing that she'd find stuff more quickly if Dave and I buggered off. For the last hour or so we've been killing space monsters and eating pizza while Amy gets on with it.

We're just about to kill the biggest, baddest space monster with a rocket launcher when Amy comes over and hits the off switch. We know better than to complain.

"I'm beginning to understand what you meant about bad news," she says to Dave.

"What have you got?" I ask.

"Dave's right. This Everett is a serious guy. Made millions in computers, retired after some kind of health scare, been throwing his money around ever since," she says. "It'd be quicker to tell you what he hasn't done. He's a real pillar of the community. Fellow of this, chair of that, more honorary degrees than you can shake a stick at.

"It looks like he's got more money than he knows what to do with. He's got a huge house, a big yacht, a garage full of classic cars and -- and I quote -- an exquisite collection of modern art. And he's big on charity. You name it, he's given money to it. Homeless shelters, sports teams, injured soldiers, little old ladies, puppies and orphans. He even paid for a new MRI scanner over at Mercy."

"Mercy? Isn't that where Sansom works?"

"Yep. But that doesn't mean he's connected to him. He gives money to everything. It's incredible."







"I don't get it," I say. "If he's got all that money, why would he be involved in this thing? If he needed money he could sell a car, or a painting, or something."

"I don't know," Amy says. "But if he's meeting Sleazy Bob in the middle of nowhere, he's definitely part of it."

"But why?"

"Why is the least of our problems," Dave says. "Accusing Everett of something is like saying the Pope has sex with chickens. Even if you're right, nobody's going to believe you -- and you're going to make a lot of enemies."

"Okay," I say. "I get it. What's the good news?"

Amy and Dave are both shaking their heads. 

"Any point in taking this to Burke?"

"I don't think so," Amy says. "All we've got is photos showing the three of them individually. Everything else is from the bug, so the police can't use it. The photos don't prove anything. If the group shots had turned out we'd at least be able to show that three people were in the same place at the same time, but they didn't and we can't. We don't exactly have a smoking gun."

"So how do we find one?"

"We keep listening," Dave says. "Which reminds me. Has anybody checked the bug since this morning?"

"Nope," I say. Amy shakes her head.

We log in to the receiver. There's plenty of audio, but nothing interesting.

"I still need to see Burke to give him a statement," I say. "Might as well tell him what's going on. It can't hurt, can it?"

"I don't think so," Amy says. "What do you think, Dave?"

Dave shrugs. "Can't do any harm. Maybe he'll come up with something."




I visit Burke first thing in the morning, give him my statement and then tell him what we've discovered. If he's going to come up with a brilliant idea, I don't think it's going to happen today. Burke isn't the cheeriest person at the best of times, but today he seems even more fed up than usual.

"This just gets better and better," he sighs.

"No evidence?"

"No evidence. Without the bug you've got nothing. Even with the bug, you've got nothing. A couple of pictures. You don't even know if the photos are of the same people you overheard."

"I'm pretty sure they are."

"Pretty sure isn't enough. It isn't enough if you're going after some low-life, never mind Adam Everett. Are you sure it's him in the photos?"

"Yeah," I say. "I'm sure."

Burke sighs again. "Christ. Why couldn't you have brought me something easy? A drug ring headed by the Dalai Lama, maybe. Hitler coming back from the dead with an army of zombies. Something like that. Something simple. Something people will believe." He takes a swig of his coffee. "Instead, you tell me that Adam Everett -- that's Adam Everett, who is apparently one of the nicest, kindest, most generous men the world has ever seen -- is somehow involved in a murder conspiracy, and the only evidence you have is inadmissible. You know what? I thank my lucky stars that I met you. I wake up in the morning so full of joy my heart could just burst."

I try to speak, but Burke's raised palm tells me he isn't finished. "Even if you're right and Everett is doing very bad things, there's nothing to tie him to this. What you've got isn't enough. It isn't anything. We've no reason to suspect him, no crimes to suspect him of, and I don't think that's going to change. You want my advice? Leave it. Leave it and get on with your life."

"But --"

"But what?" Burke waves towards the office outside his door. "That board through there is full of names. Dead people's names. Some, we'll solve. Some, we won't. That's how it goes. Limited manpower, limited resources, a few of us doing the best we can."

"But --"

"You think you're going to find something that'll bust the whole thing open? You think you'll find proof that Adam Everett -- someone who's as close to untouchable as anybody round here gets -- is up to his neck in it? Good luck with that." 

Burke takes another swig. "There are some fights you can never win," he says. "Unless something big happens and they actually leave some evidence, this is one of them."

He rises from his desk. "I'm sorry. There's nothing I can do."




I don't realise how aggressively I'm riding the bike until a Toyota brakes for no good reason and I nearly go into the back of it. I realise that if I don't calm down I'll end up finishing off what my car crash was supposed to do, so I pull over to the side of the road. I take lots of deep breaths and wait until I've stopped shaking before twisting the throttle and rejoining the traffic. This time I ride more sensibly. Instead of tailgating I sit well back from cars, and rather than race traffic lights I stop on yellow. I'm probably going to be late for work, but I'd rather be late than stuff my face into the back of an SUV.

I park the bike, stomp up the stairs to my apartment and flick on the computer. Might as well see what Sleazy Bob's been up to this morning. I grab a coffee and take greedy gulps as I click through the audio files. No pornography today -- at least, not so far -- but nothing particularly interesting either. Just the usual caring, sharing management style.

I can't be bothered cooking so I nip down to the street and grab a BLT from the sandwich shop, munching as I head back home, trying to stop the lettuce from going everywhere. I get in, grab another coffee and double-check the bug before turning the computer off. Two new clips. I glance at my watch. I'm already running late for my shift. Another five minutes won't matter.

The first clip is yet another of Bob's rants at someone or other. I think it's one of the admin staff. I don't bother listening beyond the first few seconds; I've heard so many of these I could probably predict every single word he'll say. The second clip is more interesting, though, because Bob sounds nervous.

I can't hear the other side of the call, but Bob's apologising for something. "I know, I know," he says. "I was out of order. It's just --"

Whoever he's speaking to is talking over the top of him. For most of the call Bob just grunts. Eventually, though, there's some kind of decision.

"Okay. Yeah, I think so."

Bob goes quiet.

"Yeah, I know where that is. What's the boat called?"

More grunting.

"Yeah, that's not a problem. I've got a card. When?"

Another pause.

"Well, I was hoping it'd be sooner. You can't reschedule?"

Bob sighs. That'll be a no, then.

"Okay. No, I understand. Yes, Tuesday's fine. Yes. Okay. I'll call him."

Bob hangs up and immediately dials another number. 

"It's me," he says. "Tuesday." A pause. "I know, but he says he can't before then. Yeah. I know."

Bob is silent for a long time. The other person must be ranting about something.

"Look, we can talk about that on Tuesday." A shorter pause. "Yeah, the boat. Yeah. No, I'll swipe us both in. Yeah. Ten."

Another pause, another grunt and then Sleazy Bob hangs up.

I'm on the phone to Amy before the clip has stopped, but I just get her voicemail. I try Dave. He answers on the second ring. 

"I think I might have something," I say. "Does Everett have a boat?"
  




CHAPTER THIRTEEN







Adam Everett's boat is hard to miss. The Zen Arcade is twice the size of the other boats in Mariners' Cove, and while I know as much about boats as I do about ballet I'm willing to bet that it's very fast and very expensive. It looks as big as a football field, with an enormous white hull and a teardrop-shaped cabin. The combination of its gleaming white paintwork and black privacy glass makes it look like a giant killer whale. Where other boats float, the Zen Arcade lurks.

Finding Everett's boat was easier than I expected. Dave and I found its name by going through the newspaper's online archive, which mentioned it a couple of times. We also found a press release from the manufacturer that mentioned Everett by name. Apparently he was delighted with the bespoke this and the hand-stitched that and the customised whatever the hell it was. The PR bumph was still useful, though, because it linked to a brochure for the same model -- albeit without whatever improvements Everett had specified. Thanks to that we know what the boat looks like, and we know how it is laid out. We're pretty sure where it is, too: Mariners' Cove is only two miles away from the town centre, and the nearest marina after that is a good hundred-odd miles away. 

It's just after six p.m. and Dave and I are in the marina car park, beside the restaurant, looking out at the boats. Now I've seen the marina and the boat I'm convinced that this is where Sleazy Bob will be having his meeting.

"Do you think we could bug it?"

"I think so," Dave says. "Unless it's pissing down, they'll probably sit on the deck at the back. It's not too noisy round here, so unless they go right inside and downstairs, we've got a pretty good chance of hearing them."

"Is the bug we've got good enough?"

"Should be. The website said it was military grade. Might be a bit quiet if they're not too close to it, but we can fix that on the computer easily enough. The hard bit's going to be getting it onto the boat in the first place."

"Why's that?"

Dave points at the gates that separate the car park from the marina. "Those security gates are electronic," he says. 

There are three exits from the marina to the car park, and each one of them has a very solid-looking gate on it. We watch for ten minutes or so and everyone who comes in or out holds a plastic card next to the lock, waits for a few seconds and then goes through.

"Think there's a way round it?"

"I doubt it," Dave says. "There's a lot of money sitting on the water there, and people pay a lot to keep their boats here. They're not going to accept something cheap and nasty. Places like this are all about the details. I bet if you looked at their website they'll bang on about the state of the art security stuff they've got."

"Shit."

"Yeah."

We stand in silence for a minute before Dave has an idea.

"The lost property office at work might have a swipe card. Someone could have dropped theirs on one of the gambling floors."

"I don't see it. Surely it'd be in their wallet with all their other cards, ID and stuff? They might not miss a swipe card, but they'd miss their credit cards soon enough. It's worth a try, I guess, but I don't think we're going to find one that way."

"You're probably right," Dave says.

Then I have an idea. "Could we get in from the other side?"

"The water, you mean?"

"Yeah."

"What, swim?"

"No, I mean in a boat."

"We'd be spotted." Dave waves towards a small building next to the marina's restaurant. "There's a guy in there who keeps an eye on every boat in and out. Don't want the riff-raff coming in. And anyway, we don't have a boat. Or know what to do with a boat, come to think of it. We'd end up in the middle of the ocean, or underneath a ferry, or something."

After a few more well-intentioned but unworkable ideas, Dave and I give up on reality and see who can come up with the stupidest plan instead. Dave nearly wins with his suggestion of abseiling from a hot air balloon, but I snatch a late victory with my suggestion: Amy tries to get into the marina in a pedalo, claiming to be a tourist who pedalled a little bit too far and got swept out to sea. Dave and I are disguised as giant fish, or possibly dolphins, and while Amy's got everyone distracted we swim up to Everett's boat and plant the bug. Best of all, Amy would have to wear a bikini.

We're both killing ourselves laughing when a sensible idea finally pops into my head.

"Dave, I've got it. Seriously, this time. I know how we can get in."

"How?"

"Beer."

"Beer?"

"I'll explain later. Right now we need to get to a shop."

Dave clearly thinks I've lost my mind, but he shrugs and follows me to the bike. 

"Do me a favour," I say as I hit the ignition switch. "Give Amy a call on the way and ask her to meet us at the supermarket. Tell her to bring the Dentmobile."




Amy is parked right outside the front door of the supermarket when we pull up. "You shouldn't park so close to the doors," I tell her. "That's why your car's always getting bashed."

"At least I've got a car. Yours is in pieces, remember?"

It's a fair point.

"So are you going to tell me why it's so urgent that we go shopping?"

I tell Amy about Sleazy Bob's phone call and Everett's boat. "They're meeting on Tuesday night, so we've got all of tomorrow and a bit of Tuesday to get the bug in place. What shifts are you on tomorrow?"

"Day," Amy says.

"Me too. Dave?"

"Early."

"Okay, that works. Dave, think you can get the bug back from Sleazy Bob's office during your shift?"

"No problem."

"Do you have a plan?"

"Don't need one. I'll just do the same thing I did before. Walk in with some paperwork, grab the bug, go away again."

"Okay. Don't forget the receiver either. We'll need that too."

Dave makes a "duh" face.

"Amy, can you drive us tomorrow after work?"

"Sure. So are you going to tell me where the beer comes into it?"

"Social engineering."

"Social what?"

"Social engineering. I saw a programme about it once. They were interviewing these big-shot computer hackers who'd got into banks, and government computers, and things like that. This guy asked the hackers how they'd got into the systems when they were supposed to be hacker-proof. Someone had worked out the numbers, and they reckoned that it would take a supercomputer tens, maybe hundreds of years to crack the security and get into the systems. But these guys got in and out without any trouble at all, with normal computers."

"So how did they do it?" Amy asks.

"One of the hackers called it social engineering. He'd phone up somebody in the payroll department, or in the admin office, whatever, and he'd sound bored and say he was from the IT department. The system says somebody's been trying to hack into your account, he'd say, and we're just making sure they haven't damaged any of your data. Can you just confirm your user name and password? Ninety nine times out of a hundred, the person he called would give him the login details over the phone, and that was all he needed. Didn't matter whether he called office juniors or senior executives. Almost everybody fell for it."

"Okay," Amy says. "I can see how that works. What I can't see is where the hacker mentions going to the supermarket and buying a great big pile of beer."

"Beer will get us through the gates and onto Everett's boat. Trust me," I say. "And I haven't told you the best bit of my plan yet."

"What's that?"

I grin. "We get to drink the beer afterwards."

"Are you actually going to tell me any details?"

"It's on a need to know basis, Amy. You don't need to know."

Amy gives me one of her looks. "Okay. Then you need to know that you're paying for it. What do you think, Dave?"

"Sounds fair to me," he says.

"Traitor." I give Dave my best evil look. "Okay, okay, okay. Let's get this over with."

Ten minutes and a lot of cash later, we've loaded four cases of premium lager into the boot of the Dentmobile. The shock absorbers groan, but the Dentmobile once again defies all the laws of physics and remains in one piece. "You should sell that car to the army," I tell Amy. "They can find out what special force keeps it together and use it on their tanks."

"Matt?"

"Uh-huh?" 

"What's six feet tall and goes ow?"

"I don't -- ow!"

Amy smiles like an angel as Dave howls with laughter.

I rise above it and suggest that we grab a bite to eat or go for a drink, but Amy's tired and Dave needs an early night so he doesn't sleep in for his shift. It's probably just as well, because paying for the beer has wiped out most of my money. Amy offers Dave a lift home, so I say goodbye and head back to my bike. I ride home, microwave some pasta and play videogames until my eyes start to blur. I go to bed and dream of bugs, and boats, and bad guys. 




I hate working day shift. The mornings drag, and it's not unusual to go for two hours without serving a single customer. Today isn't quite that bad. I'm hardly rushed off my feet, but while the customers appear to have been here since late last night and aren't exactly sober, so far they've been either quiet or quite funny. Better that than loud and annoying.

Dave wanders past just after eleven a.m. and gives me a thumbs-up: mission accomplished. All I need to do now is get through the next six hours without dying of boredom. Watching Amy helps. I know I've said the uniforms are on the wrong side of decent, and they are, but her legs in those heels are a hypnotic sight. I could watch them all day, and probably would if Amy hadn't caught me looking and shot me a look. I don't get the chance to speak to her until after the lunchtime rush.

"I'm not allowed to punch the customers, but I'm pretty sure I'm allowed to punch you," she says. "Don't you have glasses to polish, or something?"

"If I polish them any more they'll disappear."

"If you keep staring at me, bits of you will disappear," Amy says. "Important bits. Bits you've grown fond of. Painful bits."

"Message received and understood."

"Good. Still on for tonight?"

"Yep."

Amy speaks more softly. "Did Dave get it?"

I nod.

"Okay. I finish at five. If I get you at six, does that give you enough time?"

"Yeah, that's good."

"Okay. I'll pick up Dave on the way and see you at six."

I pick up a beer glass and start polishing it with exaggerated care.

Amy grins, shakes her head and goes back to work. 




By mid-afternoon I'm busy enough to keep boredom at bay. The casino starts coming to life after lunch: the morning's drunks eventually stagger home, and they're replaced by the soon-to-be-drunk. They're a mixed bag: dedicated drinkers, returning to the scene of the crime after a few hours' rest; giggling couples, social drinkers taking a walk on the wild side with daiquiris in the daytime before blowing their spending money in a single afternoon; grim-faced gentlemen loosening up before trying -- and failing -- to prove that the house doesn't always win; and worst of all, the Ladies Who Lunch. That's not a sexist thing, it's a terror thing: while every other kind of drinker tends to drink slowly and steadily -- apart from the giggling couples, but I find them funny, so they don't count -- the ladies who lunch nibble on a single lettuce leaf and a sliver of Melba toast while downing buckets of Burgundy. That means they talk, usually about things you don't want to hear, always at full volume. And today, they're talking to me. They don't reach the bar until four, so I only have to put up with them for an hour, but it seems like an eternity. 

Five o'clock takes forever to arrive, but eventually Steve, who's on the evening shift, comes to relieve me. I say goodbye to the Ladies Who Lunch and wish Steve good luck, pretending I don't hear his muttered expletives. I make it to the locker room, change into my normal clothes and I'm on my bike by three minutes past, home by twenty past. I go to check the audio files but remember that Dave's taken the bug out, so I shut the computer down, make a sandwich and wait for Amy and Dave. I'm still munching when a pile of rust and dents screeches to a halt in the street outside my apartment.




I squeeze myself into the seat behind Dave, my knees at my chest, and try not to pay attention to Amy's driving.

"Amy, are you okay to wait for us? I don't think it'll take very long."

"Sure, no problem. What's the plan anyway?"

"It's pretty much the same plan as when Dave bugged Sleazy Bob's office. We walk in, place the bug and walk out again. Shouldn't take more than ten minutes."

"Then what?"

"Then nothing, at least tonight. Unless there's been a change of plan since Dave got the bug back, they're meeting there at ten o'clock tomorrow night. If we can get it recorded, I'm hoping we'll get something we can use. Or that Burke can use."

"How did it go with him the other day? You never said."

"Oh, you know. Full of enthusiasm, threatened to shoot me."

"Really?"

"No, not really. I told him what we knew, but he says he still can't do anything."

"No evidence?"

"Exactly."

"Hopefully that'll change tomorrow," Dave says. "I know anything we get won't stand up in court, but if we can at least prove to Burke that there's a conspiracy he can do something about it, find a legal way to do it."

"I hope you're right," I say. "Otherwise it's a lot of effort for nothing."

We talk about nothing in particular until we arrive at Mariners' Cove. Dave and I get out of the Dentmobile and wait while Amy hits the boot release button again and again. Eventually it works and we hear the lock pop. 

Dave grabs a small rectangular box from the boot and wanders over to the main reception building. Instead of going in, though, he walks round the back of it and disappears. Less than a minute later, he walks back towards us, nodding his head.

"Where did you plant it?"

"There's a bunch of electrical boxes behind the main office. Nobody's going to notice an extra one."

That's the receiver in place. All we need to do now is plant the bug.




I look around the car park and spot a white-haired couple in brightly coloured waterproof jackets getting out of their car. 

"Okay," I say. "Two cases each. Just follow my lead."

We carry the beer towards the gate and I keep an eye on the couple's progress. "Slow down a bit, Dave," I say. "We're walking too fast."

We walk slightly more slowly until the couple has nearly caught up with us, arriving at the security gate just a few steps ahead of them. As the couple approach, I stand directly in front of the sensor and balance the beer on my knee, one arm steadying the cases as I try to reach my pockets with the other. I pretend I've just noticed the couple and grab the cases with both arms, standing back from the gate and grinning sheepishly. "Sorry," I say. "You go."

The man pulls a swipe card from his pocket and holds it to the sensor. After a second, there's a beep and a little green LED glows on the sensor panel. He opens the gate, his wife walks through and he holds it open for us to follow.

"Oh, thanks," I say.

The man grins. "That's a lot of beer. I hope neither of you is the captain!" He sounds like a department store Santa Claus, full of good cheer, and his wife is just as jolly. She guffaws as if he's just told the world's funniest joke. Dave and I smile back at them. "Maybe one day," I say.

The man beams. "Have a good one!"

"Thanks. You too."

The couple head down the nearest pontoon while Dave and I turn left and head for Everett's boat. When we're out of earshot I turn and give Dave a grin. "Behold the power of social engineering. And beer!"

"I'm impressed."

"You should be. The trick is to let people see what they want to see. If you act like you belong, people think you belong."

A few yards later, Dave has a thought. "What would have happened if that guy had gone through the gate and closed it behind him?"

"He didn't."

"Yeah, but what if he had?"

"We'd be in trouble."

"Didn't you have a plan B?"

"Did we need one?"

"You're unbelievable."

I know it isn't intended as a compliment, but I pretend that it is anyway.




Everett's yacht looks big enough from a distance, but close up it's immense and quite intimidating. It's easily forty or fifty metres long, and the sharp angles make it look as if it's going quickly even when it's sitting completely still. 

I said it looked like a killer whale, but from here it's more like a giant swordfish, all points and sharp creases and aggressive angles. If you told me that it's really a spaceship, that it can travel at the speed of light and that there's a big bank of laser guns at the front, I wouldn't be surprised. Certainly anybody who can afford a boat like this lives on a different planet to Dave and I.

Dave whistles. "Some dinghy."

We put the beer down on the pontoon and look up at the Zen Arcade. The back has three levels. At the bottom there's a plain deck, which I assume is for diving from and climbing back in again. Polished wooden stairs rise from it on both sides to the next level, which looks more like a designer bar than part of a boat. I can see dark wooden tables and light leather armchairs, with full-height black glass doors immediately behind them. From the brochure I know that's the "exquisite dining area." The stairs continue to a third level, where the cockpit is.The second level is the bit we're interested in. 

"I think you're right," I say to Dave, pointing towards the middle level. "If they're going to chat, they're going to do it out there, or just inside those doors if the weather's bad. Did you check the forecast for tomorrow?"

Dave shakes his head. "Don't worry," I say. "I didn't either. So where do you think we should plant the bug?"

"I don't know. I figured the best thing would be to get up there and let inspiration strike. Hopefully it won't take too long. We'll be pretty visible if anybody's watching us."

"I wouldn't worry about that. If we take the beer with us people will think we own the thing."

"Own it? We couldn't afford a photo of it."

"You know what I mean. If we look as if we're supposed to be there, people will think we're supposed to be there."

"Think that'll work?"

"It got us in, didn't it?"

"True," Dave says. "Right, let's deliver some beer."

The water is as smooth as glass, but that doesn't mean climbing from the pontoon to the boat is easy. Two cases of beer do terrible things to your centre of balance, and while everything seems calm from a distance the boat and pontoon are both bobbing gently -- and we're so nervous the two of us are vibrating too. 

By some miracle, we both make it to the boat without falling in the water or dropping our precious cargo. We have a quick look round to see if anybody in the marina is watching us. So far so good. We climb the stairs to the middle level.

I notice the smell before I notice anything else, the combination of expensive leather and oiled wood overpowering the less fragrant aromas of the marina. It smells like money.

Dave's staring towards the marina buildings. "What are you looking for?" I ask.

"Obstructions. There aren't any."

"Is that good?"

"It's very good. The receiver's over there --" he points at the marina office "-- and if you squint, you can see the electrical boxes. Which means there's nothing to block the signal."

"Excellent. Where's the bug going to go?"

"I haven't worked that bit out yet. Give me a second."

I sit in one of the armchairs. It's as comfortable as it looks. 

Dave looks for suitable hiding places while I keep an eye on the marina for signs of trouble. Nothing. I sink back into the soft leather. I could get used to this.

There are two possible locations for the bug: under the table on the sun deck, or just above the glass doors that separate the deck from the boat's dining area.

"It's swings and roundabouts," Dave says. "Table's less likely to be spotted, but it's further away from the doors -- so if they go inside, the audio's going to be very quiet. We'll get a lot of ambient noise too. It's not the end of the world, but it's going to be a hassle cleaning it up." He points towards the sliding doors. "Up there is a bit more exposed, but you'll get better sound whether they're inside or out. I think that's the best place."

"Go for it," I say. "Need a hand?"

"No, it's magnetic." There's a small thud. "That's it."

"Is it on?"

"Yep."

"It doesn't have any power lights or anything like that, does it?"

"Nope. Bugs tend to be a bit more discreet than that."

"Cool." I survey the marina again. No sign of any activity. "You should really try one of these chairs, you know. See how the other half lives. They probably cost more than our apartments."

Dave sinks into the chair next to me and lets out a low groan. "My buttocks," he says, "are in Heaven."

We slouch for a few minutes, imagining that we're billionaires.

"I've got a good feeling about this," I tell Dave.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. I think we're right. They're going to meet here tomorrow night, and when they do we'll get a recording of it."

"What if they talk in code, or something?"

"I don't think they will. They're meeting here because nobody can listen in." I wave at the other boats. "Even somebody in the next boat won't be able to hear them. So I think they'll just talk. And that means we can nail the bastards."

"Think the police will do something if we get them the audio?"

"I hope so. If not, we could go to the papers or something."

Something metallic clicks next to my right ear.

"I'm afraid I have some bad news for you," a voice says.




Dave and I are sitting on stiff-backed dining chairs in the Zen Arcade's dining room. Two men in suits are watching us, pistols in their hands. One of them is the tough guy I saw at the drive-through. Floyd. The other one looks like somebody's crammed a mountain into some clothes. He's got the V-shaped body of a body builder, a face pockmarked like the moon and an expression that suggests he'd like nothing better than to rip our arms off.

Adam Everett is sitting at the head of the table. He's in the same kind of clothes I saw him in before, a dark blue T-shirt with blue Levi's and white running shoes. His hair seems more white than grey, and from this distance he looks tired rather than slim: there are dark circles under his eyes, his face is sallow and his cheekbones are visible, stretching his lightly tanned skin. 

"For want of a nail, the shoe was lost," he says. "Are you familiar with that saying?"

Dave and I shake our heads.

"For want of a nail, the shoe was lost. For want of a shoe, the horse was lost. And so on," he says. "It's about details, thinking about every angle, checking everything and then checking again. Which, of course, is something you didn't do."

He smiles like a shark. "I'm sure you're kicking yourselves."

We are, but we don't say anything.

"Nobody cares about details any more," Everett says. I get the distinct impression that this is a pet subject of his. "Everyone's in too much of a hurry. Things get missed. Corners get cut. And what happens then?" He spreads his hands wide to indicate Dave and I. "Things fall apart."

Everett gets up from the table and paces around the dining area. "If I were you I'd have checked the car park. Did you?"

I shake my head.

Everett makes the sort of face my dad used to make when I came home drunk and underage. "Of course you didn't. If you had, you wouldn't be here. You probably didn't even find out what kind of car I have." He can see the answer in our faces. "Details," he sighs.

Everett walks to the window and stares out of it for a long minute. We have enough sense to stay quiet.

"Correct me if I'm wrong," he says, still staring out of the window. "You've somehow discovered that there's going to be a meeting tomorrow night, and you've decided to use a bug to listen to that meeting. Am I right so far?"

He turns to us and we nod.

"Presumably you've had a bug in Robert Hannah's office for some time."

We nod again.

"Same bug? Different one?"

We consider staying silent, but the man-mountain takes a step towards us.

"Same one," I say.

Everett nods. "I'll take a look at it in a minute," he says. "So you've been listening to Hannah. Learn anything interesting?"

The man-mountain looks as if he's planning to eat us. I'm beginning to realise that Everett isn't going to offer us a lift home.

"We know what you're doing," I say.

"Do you, now?" The shark smile again. "And what's that?"

"You're making money from murder."

Everett throws back his head and laughs. "Money? Do you really think I need money? I bought this boat for pocket change." He laughs again. "Money!"

"Why else would you be doing it?"

"Is this the bit where I tell you everything, you overpower my associates and bring me to justice?" Everett smirks. "Good luck with that." Floyd and the giant laugh obsequiously.

"So, tell me. What were you planning to do with the results of your bug?"

"Take it to the police, and the press."

"Really? That's very interesting. You do know that the chief of detectives has, shall we say, availed himself of our help? You didn't? Oh, that's a shame. I do hate to be the bearer of bad news." Everett leans back. "Still, there's always the newspaper. I don't suppose you bothered to check who owns it, did you?"

"No."

Everett turns to his henchmen. "See? Nobody cares about the details any more." He turns his attention back to us. "It's not really your day, is it?"

We don't answer.

Everett stares at me for a long time.

"What's your name?"

"Matt."

"And your last name?"

"Johnson."

"Matt Johnson. Where do I know that from?" He turns towards Floyd. "Was he --"

"The one Otto messed up," Floyd says.

"Ah, of course," Everett says. "Nothing personal, Matt. It's just business."

"You tried to kill me!"

"I wouldn't put it quite like that."

"How would you put it?"

"Let me tell you a story," he says. 

I give him a look that could burn through steel, but Everett doesn't even notice.

"A few years ago, I realised that I had more money than I could ever possibly spend," he says. "So I decided to do something with it. I paid for new equipment in hospitals. I bankrolled charities. I invested in businesses that needed a helping hand, and bailed out businesses that were trying to survive. That money has helped thousands of people. Thousands. And then I found out that I needed some help myself."

Everett's eyes are locked on mine. "It turns out that I was born with a heart defect, a ticking time bomb in my chest. Best case scenario? A few months. Worst? Weeks. They put me on the transplant list, but they weren't hopeful. Do you know how many heart transplants Mercy does in a year? Twelve. In the whole country? Two thousand. People on the waiting list? Four thousand, five thousand. Most of them die on the waiting list. Too many old people. Not enough donors. Money can do almost anything, but it can't make donors magically appear."

Everett continues. "At the time, I played a lot of poker. I'm not very good at it, but that doesn't matter. I can afford to lose. Anyway, one night I was playing with some people, and afterwards we talked about this and that. I'd been to see my specialist again that day, and he gave me the same answer as always: cross your fingers and hope something comes up. I was feeling a bit sorry for myself, and I ended up getting very drunk with Robert Hannah. And between the two of us, we came up with an idea. At first I thought it was crazy, but the more I considered it the more I realised that it made perfect sense."

"You decided to kill people."

"Not at all. We just decided to give Mother Nature a helping hand. Young people do dangerous things. They drive too fast. They take drugs. They drink too much. They take unnecessary risks. They pollute their bodies with junk food and alcohol. They've been given the gift of life, and all they do is try to destroy it. They're killing themselves anyway. All we're doing is ensuring the right ones do it at the right time."

"You're crazy."

"Really? What if you could travel back in time and kill Adolf Hitler? With one bullet, you could save millions of lives. Tens of millions. Would that be worth it?"

Everett doesn't wait for an answer. "Every day, we lose people the world simply can't afford to lose. Climate engineers. Cancer researchers. Genetic engineers working on dementia, and Parkinson's, and on ways to feed the hungry. All those skills, all that talent, all that potential, gone forever. What a waste. We can do something about it."

"And make a lot of money in the process."

"It's not about money," Everett spits. "It's about seeing the bigger picture. Look at you. What have you achieved? What are you likely to achieve? Nothing. If you die, your friends are sad and the world keeps spinning. But if someone dies on the brink of a scientific breakthrough, that's a tragedy. Their work could save thousands, maybe millions of lives. Instead of wasting your life, you could play a part in making that happen."

"You can call it what you want. It's still murder."

"It's a noble sacrifice. They're dying so that millions more may live."

Dave finds his voice. "You're a loonball, mate."

Everett's face looks like thunder. I think it's a good idea to distract him. "If it's not about money, does that mean you do this for free?" I ask.

"Of course not. There are certain --" Everett glances at Floyd -- "expenses."

"And if the person can't cover the expenses?"

"Then we can't help them."

"I thought it was about saving lives? That doesn't sound very noble to me."

Everett's face is flushed. "You're all the same. Too stupid to see what's staring you right in the face." He turns to Floyd. "Go and get the bug."

The man-mountain covers us with his gun while Floyd opens the doors and retrieves the bug. He doesn't say a word, but his face makes it clear that he'd just love us to try and escape. Floyd returns with the bug and hands it to Everett, who throws it on the floor and grinds it to pieces under the heel of his shoe.

"This has taken up enough of my time," he says, nodding to Floyd. "Go."

He shakes his head as Floyd and the other guy march us onto the deck. I notice that they're both wearing gloves.




We walk down the steps to the lower deck. "I'll make this nice and simple for you," Floyd says. "You walk to the gate, and we'll walk behind you. When you get to the gate, you stop. If you do anything at all, we'll shoot you. Understand?"

We both nod.

"Move."

Dave and I step onto the pontoon and start walking, Floyd and the man-mountain at our heels. We don't try to make a run for it. There's nowhere for us to go. 

As instructed, we get to the gate and stop. "When I open this, you're going to walk into the car park until you reach that van." Floyd points at a nondescript white panel van. He swipes his card and the lock beeps. "Go."

We walk to the van, passing the Dentmobile on the way. I know Amy sees us, but she pretends to be checking her make-up in the car's vanity mirror. We keep walking.

When we get to the van, Floyd opens the back doors. "In." We get in. The back of the van is empty other than a tatty old carpet and a pair of work boots. There's nothing we could use as a weapon, or to help us escape. 

"Phones," Floyd says, his hand outstretched. We hand over our mobiles. He gives them a quick glance and then slams the doors shut. Floyd and his partner climb into the front and start the engine, Floyd throwing our phones at his feet. A solid-looking metal grille separates the cabin from the rest of the van.

"Lie down on the floor. No noise, no movement, no nothing," Floyd says. "Okay?"

Dave and I do as we're told. The van lurches backwards out of the parking space and the man-mountain changes gear with a crunch. The van jerks forward and we hear the thunk of the central locking engaging.

As the van picks up speed, Dave and I look at one another. We both know what the other one's thinking: we're completely and utterly screwed. Wherever Floyd is taking us, it isn't for ice cream.




I'm beginning to wonder whether Floyd's plan is to let the van bash us to death. The metal floor wouldn't be comfortable if the van were stationary, but on the move it's an instrument of torture. Every lump and bump in the road smashes us into the floor, and when the van hits a pothole -- which it appears to do far too often -- it's like being punched by a heavyweight boxer.

We've been driving for about fifteen minutes, and I can tell we're heading away from the town: if we were in a built-up area we'd be stopping for traffic lights and crossings, but the van hasn't slowed down once since we set off. It's pretty obvious that wherever we're going, nobody's going to find us in a hurry.

So much for my good feeling.

Two things happen at once. There's a loud noise from the side of the van, and we're thrown into the wall as the vehicle slews across the road. The giant wrestles with the wheel, bouncing us off the walls, and eventually brings the van to a halt. When he jumps out, the whole van rocks on its springs.

He's back in less than a minute. "Tyre," he says to Floyd.

Floyd sighs, then turns to look at us. "If either of you makes the slightest noise, I'm going to shoot you both right here," he says. We nod and he gets out of the van.

Floyd and the other guy rattle around under the van until they find a jack and remove the spare wheel, and they lift the van in a symphony of metallic clinks and expletives. I catch Dave's eye and whisper. "I think they're going to kill us."

Dave looks as scared as I feel.




The van shakes as the wheel comes off, and there's a thump as Floyd or the other guy drops it onto the ground. Then we hear another sound: tyres on gravel. Someone's pulled up. We lie utterly still and silent, listening to the sound of footsteps crunching towards the van.

"Having trouble, gentlemen?" says a voice.

"Flat tyre." It's Floyd.

"Got everything you need?"

"Yes, officer. Thanks."

I look at Dave. He's thinking what I'm thinking. Police! We could make some noise and get his attention.

"Okay. Have a nice day now."

"Thanks."

The police officer's footsteps start to recede. There's a blast of static and a voice speaking quickly, but it's too far away. And then the footsteps grow louder.

"I think I'm going to need to see some ID," the policeman says.

There's a pause, and then the sound of gunshots. Lots of gunshots. It sounds like they're coming from all around us. 

Two holes appear in the wall of the van, just above us. We press ourselves against the floor, trying to make ourselves as small as possible.

The shooting stops as quickly as it starts. At first, everything's quiet. Then we hear the sound of footsteps heading away from the van. They get quieter and quieter, then there's the roar of an engine and the sound of tyres spinning on stones.

And then, nothing.

Dave and I wait for another sound, but nothing comes. Very slowly, we get to our feet. Nobody shoots us. We step slowly to the front of the van and peer out of the windscreen. A bullet has left a spider's web of cracks in the passenger side corner, but we can still see out of it. Not that there's anything to see. The van appears to be in a lay-by of some kind, but all we can see from the windscreen and the side windows is dust and dirt.

We step to the back of the van and try the door. It's still locked. We try kicking at the doors, but while the metal skin buckles the frames don't budge. We're not getting out that way.

We go back to the grille and look for ways of taking it down: butterfly screws, or clips, or something like that. Nothing. The grille is welded in place. We try shaking it, and pushing it, and kicking at it, but nothing short of bolt cutters is going to get us through it.

We slump against the van walls, Dave on one side and me on the other. "Is it me, or are things even worse than they were before?" Dave asks. I try to think of something reassuring, something positive, but the words don't come.

To add insult to injury, Dave's phone starts to ring. After seven rings, it stops. The only sound is our breathing.




It's getting dark. We're in the middle of nowhere, nobody knows where we are, we're locked in a van and we've got nothing to eat or drink. Other than that, everything's just brilliant. We try to keep our spirits up by arguing which one of us we should cook and eat first -- I say Dave, because there's not as much meat on me; he says me, because his fat reserves mean I'll starve long before him anyway -- but we keep coming back to our predicament. Dave's right, we're even more screwed than we were before. 

"So what do you think happened?"

"I think the cop was suspicious about something, he came back, and they shot him."

"So the car noise, that was them driving away?"

"I think so, yeah."

"Wouldn't they have shot us first? We know who they are."

"Maybe they panicked. I don't know. Does it matter?"

"Not really."

We sit in silence and watch the world go black.




Despite everything -- the fear, the cold, the unyielding metal floor -- we eventually fall asleep. It's not a good sleep, and unfamiliar animal noises keep waking us up, but by the early hours of the morning we're so tired that even Dave's snoring doesn't wake me up for long. 

It's still night when I wake up in a panic. Something's tearing at the doors of the van. Bright lights stream through the windows, and I can hear engines. Lots of engines.

The back doors scream and buckle, and something tears them from their hinges. Somebody's pointing a gun at me, and someone else is shining a high-powered torch in my eyes.

"Stand down," says a voice. "It's them."

Right now, Burke's voice sounds like the voice of God.




We're sitting in the back of an ambulance, thermal blankets around our shoulders, drinking what may be the world's worst coffee. It's lukewarm, bitter and stewed senseless. It tastes wonderful. From where we're sitting we can see the van, a second ambulance and lots of police cars: four marked patrol cars and two plain saloons, one with a magnetic light stuck to the roof and the other with its police lights flashing from behind the front grille. Police -- uniformed police, plainclothes police and forensic police -- are everywhere.

Burke looks like he's been awake for a fortnight. "Tell me what happened," he says, stifling a yawn. "I need to know every detail, no matter how small." 

Dave and I tell him about our plan, about Adam Everett and the shootout. Burke gets us to clarify a few details, but mostly he just listens.

"So do you know who they were?" he asks when we've finished. 

"One of them's known as Floyd," Dave says. "Lawrence Mc-something. McCann."

Burke recognises the name and nods. "He's in the wind. I'll get control to put the word out." He walks a few metres and talks briefly into a radio before turning back to us. "Do you know anything about the other one?"

"No. Sorry," Dave says.

Burke looks at me. I shake my head. "I haven't seen him before. He's not the sort of person you'd forget."

"Okay. We'll get an ID soon enough. "

"Is he dead?"

Burke nods.

"Look, I'm not being cheeky," I say. "But why did it take you so long to find us? I thought you all had cameras, and GPS tags, and stuff like that." I've seen it on TV. You know those real-life police shows where the bad guy is always wearing a white vest, the ones that are more like recruitment adverts or propaganda than TV shows? It doesn't matter what programme it is, what kind of cops you're watching or what they're doing. Could be squads of armed cops breaking down somebody's front door, patrol cars chasing a demented drunk driver or helicopters tracking a stolen SUV. They've always got more gadgets than you'd find in an electronics shop. Cameras on guns relaying live video to the control room, car computers that report themselves stolen, all that kind of thing. There are programmes whose entire content comes from the little cameras on policemen's guns. 

"Yeah, we do," Burke says. "Doesn't always work." He nods towards the dead officer's patrol car. "Doesn't always get fixed. You've seen it on TV, I take it?"

I nod.

Burke laughs, entirely without humour. "Yeah. If they really want to show what it's like, they'd film cars with broken suspension, faulty radios, cops driving with the windows open because the heater's jammed on full. The guys on TV are okay, but the rest of us are stuck with junk. Only so much money to go around, so if you're not doing high-priority work you're not high priority when your stuff breaks." 

"So how did you find us?"

"Your friend tried to follow the van but lost it after a few miles," he says. "She called the station and asked for me. She's a smart one, that girl. She'd taken a note of the make, model and registration number before the van started moving. We called the phone company to get a fix on your phone's location, and they were their usual helpful selves. Took a few hours and a few threats before they came through -- and even then, they gave us a pretty big area to search." 

"Where is Amy now?"

"At home, in bed, I'd imagine."

"Does she know we're okay?"

"Not yet. You can call her in a minute if you think she'll still be awake. You can use my phone."

"It's okay. My phone's in the van."

"We need to hold onto that for a while."

"Why?" 

"Prints."

"There won't be any. They were wearing gloves."

"We'll dust anyway." Burke's expression says that this isn't open to negotiation.

"Okay. What happened when she called?"

"The control room sent a bulletin to all cars, telling them what to look for. The bulletin also said that officers should assume that the suspects were armed and dangerous, and that if they located the vehicle they should sit tight and call for assistance. Just before the message went out, one of the radio cars called in to report a routine vehicle check. Either the message didn't get through to him in time, or the officer thought he had the jump on them. He shot one of the suspects but the other one returned fire. Control tried to raise him shortly afterwards, and when he didn't respond they called us. It took a while to find you."

"Is the officer…?"

"Yeah." Burke lets out a deep sigh. "Someone's going to have to tell his mother."

Burke stares at the lights on the patrol cars, his eyes unfocused. I can't think of anything to say that isn't a cliché, so the three of us sit in silence for a while.

When Burke speaks again, Dave and I both jump. "What about the bug?"

"Everett destroyed it," I say. "There's still no evidence. He's going to get away with it, isn't he?"

Burke shakes his head, his face like thunder.




Burke gives us a lift home and I borrow his phone to call Amy. By the time we've dropped Dave off and arrived at my apartment the Dentmobile is already parked outside my door. I'm barely out of Burke's car when Amy throws her arms around me in a cross between a rugby tackle and an affectionate mugging. 

"Maybe I should get kidnapped more often," I say when she finally releases me.

"You're an arse, Matt," she says. "You could have been killed."

"I know. I think I deserve a beer. Want one?"

Amy nods and we go inside. I grab two beers from the fridge and hand one to Amy.

"I think you probably saved my life," I say.

"I think you owe me big time. You can start by finding something to eat."

"Biscuits okay?"

"Biscuits are good."

I bring over a packet of biscuits and the two of us eat in silence for a moment. Amy brushes a couple of crumbs from her skirt and takes another slug of beer. "So, tell me all about it," she says. "What happened at the boat? You said it was only going to take ten minutes, but you were away for the best part of an hour. Next thing you're marching along with a couple of bad guys."

"Everett was on the boat. We'd just planted the bug when Goons-R-Us popped out and pointed guns at us."

"Then what?"

"They took us inside for a lecture. Everett's involved, but he's not doing it for the money. It's a crusade. Young people are wasting organs that old and important people should have instead. That sort of thing."

"Really? That's nuts."

"Dave told him he was a 'loonball'".

Amy laughs. 

"Not the smartest thing to say when people are pointing guns at you."

"You know what Dave's like."

"Yeah. So what happened then?"

"Everett went in a bit of a huff and told the goons to get rid of us. You saw the next bit. I think the plan was to take us way out of the town and kill us, but the van got a flat tyre and a police car stopped to see if anyone needed help. The police officer went back to his car, but then he got a message on the radio, came back to the van and there was a shoot-out. He shot the big guy, but Floyd shot the cop and escaped in his patrol car. Police are looking for him now. Burke turned up a few hours later and rescued us."

"If the van hadn't got a flat tyre…"

"I know."

"So this Everett stuff -- did you get it recorded?"

"He smashed the bug to pieces in front of us."

"Shit."

"Yeah."

"Okay," Amy says. "We'll just have to come up with another plan." She peers at me from beneath her fringe. "You look like crap. Get some sleep. I'll come round after work tomorrow."

She leaves and I go to bed. I'm still staring at the ceiling hours later. Eventually I fall asleep and dream of vans and guns.




I finally surface just before lunchtime, although it takes an hour and most of a jug of coffee before I feel even slightly normal. I decide to call Dave, and spend a good ten minutes trying to find my phone before I remember that Burke's taken it as evidence. So I send him an email instead:

Hey. You OK?

I'm thinking it's probably smart for us to stay away from work for a while -- not just today. What do you think? Let me know. No plans, so come round whenever you want.

M

I flop down on the sofa, turn on the TV and flick through the channels, not watching anything in particular. From time to time the computer makes the new-mail "boing" sound, but when I get up to check it's the usual junk mail for surrogacy, amazing stock market systems and hardcore pornography involving midgets and hammers. It's nearly seven before I get a message that isn't junk. It's from Dave.

Knackered. You? Think I'll stay in today/tonight, try and get a proper sleep. 

Staying away from work makes sense. 

Catch up tomorrow.

Cheers

D 

I go back to the sofa and doze off in front of the TV.




I wake up with a start just after nine, stick a ready meal in the microwave and jump in the shower. I'm washing dishes when the buzzer goes and Amy comes through the door like a hurricane. 

"You said Everett smashed the bug?"

"Yeah."

"What about the receiver?"

I'd forgotten about that bit.

"Is it the same program as before?" Amy says, moving towards the computer.

I shake my head. "We didn't get it set up. Dave was going to do it after we planted the bug on Everett's boat. Everett's goons had other ideas."

"If we had it, could we hook it up to your computer?"

"Don't see why not."

"Okay. Let's go and get it, then."

"It might not be there. Everett might have found it."

"He might," Amy agrees, "but he might not. It's worth the trip, isn't it?"

"Yeah, okay," I say. "Will we go on the bike? That's the fastest way."

Amy's voice is perfectly reasonable, but her expression is anything but. "We'll take the car," she says.




I make conversation as Amy drives, mainly to distract me from her driving.

"So what's the plan if it is there?"

"Take it to your apartment, hook it up, see what's on it. Maybe it's recorded your meeting with Everett."

"And if it does? It's still an illegal recording."

Amy shrugs. "We can work that bit out when we know what we've got. We might not have anything."

It's dark when we turn into the Mariners' Court car park. Most of the spaces are full, and I can see that many of the boats are lit up like Christmas trees. Everett's boat is in darkness, though. There aren't any lights on inside or out, and the only illumination reaching the Zen Arcade comes from nearby boats and the lamps on the pontoons.

There's some kind of function on in the restaurant. I can hear a live band doing something jazzy, and through the windows it looks like the place is packed. A few people are milling around the balcony, nursing drinks or sneaking cigarettes, and one couple appears to be having a row. I can't hear them, but there's lots of pointing, exaggerated sighing and crossing of arms.

"Can you remember where he put it?" Amy says, locking the Dentmobile. I nod towards the marina office. "Other side of that. Dave said there was a bunch of electrical boxes on the wall, and he put the receiver in with them."

"Okay. Let's go and find it."

We walk towards the building, keeping our eyes peeled in case anybody spots us. So far so good.

When we reach the other side of the marina office it's between us and the restaurant, so we can relax a bit. Amy props herself against the wall while I look for the receiver. Dave's done a good job: he's stuck it behind one of the bigger junction boxes, the magnetic clamp holding it firmly in place and completely out of sight. If you didn't know it was there, you'd never find it in a million years.

I quickly discover that even when you do know it's there, it isn't easy to shift. I think Dave's stuck it to the back of the junction box and given it a good shove, because it's hard to reach and harder to grab. I skin my knuckles on the brick wall a few times before I finally get a grip on the receiver and haul it out of its hiding place.

"Shit," Amy hisses. "Someone's coming."

I stand up and slip the receiver into my back pocket. Amy beckons me towards her and makes a shushing motion with her finger.

I can hear footsteps on gravel.

The footsteps stop.

I realise I'm holding my breath.

We're standing utterly still with our backs against the marina office wall. We can see the light of a torch beam coming from around the corner.

The footsteps start again. They're coming closer.

In a blur of movement Amy swings round, messes up her hair and leans against me. "Don't move," she whispers, moving to unbutton my shirt.

I haven't even had time to react when someone's shining a torch directly into my eyes.

"Hey!" a man shouts. "Get a room!"

When he finally stops trying to blind me and my eyes go back to normal, I can see that we've been caught by the world's least intimidating security guard. He's about five feet tall, if that, and he's pretty overweight, stuffed into a uniform that he's obviously had since he was slimmer. He looks like somebody has taken a normal, albeit small, security guard and stuck an air hose up his backside. I catch Amy's eye and I can tell that she's trying not to laugh.

"Out!", the guard says.

We mumble in fake embarrassment and walk towards the car park.

"Did you get it?" Amy whispers.

"Yeah."

"We should do that more often," I say when we reach the Dentmobile. "I'm having a great time."

Amy arches an eyebrow. "There are websites for people like you," she says, opening the driver's door. I think she's smiling.




It doesn't take long to connect the receiver to my computer. It's got a standard connector, and when I finally find the right cable and hook it up it works instantly.

Amy clatters the keyboard, sits back in the chair and exhales slowly. "Matt, I think we've got something." She clicks on an audio file and Everett's voice comes out of the speakers. The quality isn't brilliant -- it's on the quiet side and there's a lot of background hiss -- but it's good enough.

"Nobody cares about details any more," Everett's voice says. "Everyone's in too much of a hurry. Things get missed. Corners get cut. And what happens then?" 

"What happens then is we get you on tape," Amy says triumphantly. She gives me a million-dollar smile. "What would you do without me?"

Amy listens to the whole recording, shaking her head from time to time. "We can use this," she says when the clip is finished. "I'm not sure how, but we can use this. Let's sleep on it and meet up after work tomorrow."

"Sounds like a plan."

"You should get some more beer. I think we'll need it." 

With a smile and a wave, Amy lets herself out.

 
  




CHAPTER FOURTEEN







"Okay. Listen to this," Dave says.

We're in my apartment, Amy and I on the sofa and Dave at the computer. He's spent the last half hour looking for and then playing with some program to improve the sound of the Adam Everett recording. We've spent the last half hour drinking beer and listening to him swear.

Dave presses a key and sits back. A blast of distorted noise comes out of the speakers.

"Balls," he says. "Turned it up too far. Give me a minute."

I roll my eyes and Amy smirks. "Another beer?"

"Go on then."

"Dave?"

"Yep."

I get the beers, hand one to Dave and return to my perch on the sofa. "Nearly done?" I ask.

"It's just finishing," Dave says. "Okay. Second time lucky."

Adam Everett's voice comes through the speakers. The sound is still a bit tinny, but Dave's tweaks have made everything a lot more distinct.

"Sounds good," I say. "Can you copy it to a thumb drive for me?"

"Sure. Where are they?"

"Try the top drawer, or on that shelf over there," I point. Dave rummages around, finds a thumb drive and plugs it into the computer. He copies the file and throws the drive in a lazy arc towards me. I manage to catch it before it hits Amy in the eye.

"For Burke?" Amy asks.

"Yeah."

"Is there any point?" Dave says. "He can't use it for evidence."

"I know. But he can hear it, and he can let other cops hear it. It's not something they'll ever play in court, but anything that reminds them Everett's connected to a cop killer has got to help."

"They're not going to bust him, though."

"No, I don't think so. But at least we're doing something. If nothing else, if word spreads around the police then Everett's life is going to become a bit more difficult."

"What, they'll stop him if he runs a red light?"

I'm beginning to get annoyed. I know we're hardly bringing Everett to justice, but at least we're trying to do something. "Got any better ideas? Look, unless Everett marches into the police station and makes a full confession, then he's pretty much untouchable. I know that. If you've got a better plan, let's hear it."

"I've got one," Amy says. Dave and I look at her, surprised.

"Let's go to the press."

"Everett owns the press," I say.

"I didn't mean the local press," Amy says. "I mean the proper press. The Post, or the Journal."

"What would we tell them?"

"We'd tell them that Everett's connected to a cop killing. We've got photos, we've got a recording, we've got witness testimonies --" Amy points at Dave and I -- "and we've got a hell of a story. If they run it, Everett's finished."

"Bloody hell," I say. "You're right."

"I'm always right," Amy says, taking a small bow. "It's too late to call them tonight. I'll do it first thing."

"Okay." I point at the thumb drive. "I'll take this to Burke."




Amy's on day shift. I catch her in the car park as she's leaving work.

"Hey," Amy says.

"Hey. How's it going?"

"Crap. You?"

"I went to see Burke, gave him the recording," I tell her.

"What did he say?"

"The usual."

"Inadmissible? No evidence?"

"Yeah. He was his usual big cheery self. I got our phones back, though. He says there weren't any prints, but they had to check."

"Is he any further forward with the case?"

"Nope."

"This'll cheer you up, then. I spoke to the Journal. They're interested."

"You're kidding."

"Nope. They're very, very interested." There's a screech of tyres from the other end of the car park. "It's not a good idea for you to hang around here. I'll come round to yours later and tell you then. Do you need a lift?"

"No thanks. I've got the bike."

"Okay. I'll see you later." 




Amy starts telling me the story before she's even sat down.

"Okay, so I call the Journal and ask to speak to a crime reporter."

"Want a drink?"

"Yeah. Anyway. The guy I need to speak to is called Charles Seymour, and he's the Journal's senior crime correspondent. He's not at his desk so I leave a voicemail. He calls back just as I've arrived at work, so I sit in the car and have a chat with him."

I hand Amy a beer, fresh from the fridge. "What was he like?"

"Exactly how you'd expect a crime reporter to be. Blunt, pretty harassed-sounding. I get the impression he isn't one for small talk. Probably not much fun at parties either."

"So what did you tell him?"

"Pretty much everything. That someone working for Everett murdered a cop, that we had evidence that Everett was up to his neck in something really dodgy. That sort of thing."

"What did he say?"

"Wants to see what we've got, hear the recording. What shift are you on tomorrow?"

"I'm on the no shift."

"Oh, of course. Sorry. I forgot. Seymour's in town tomorrow anyway, so I've arranged to meet him at the First and Last. Saves us a big drive."

"What time?"

"Half eleven."

"Okay."

"If Dave can make it too, that'd be good. Come to think of it, where is Dave?"

I raise my eyebrows and smirk.

"Another one?"

"Yeah."

"Who is it this time?"

"Can't remember the name. She's a sound engineer."

"Oh god."

Amy has been to enough gigs to know what sound engineers are like. 

"I take it she's a lady sound engineer?" she asks.

"I'm assuming so."

"Wow. I hope he likes denim."

You'll never see a sound engineer in anything but denim. It's one of the immutable laws of the universe.

"I know," I say. "She's probably got so many piercings it looks like somebody's attacked her with a nail gun."

"And tattoos."

"Yeah. Tattoos in places where most people don't have places. And a beard."

Amy laughs. "So we'll be seeing him at ten, then?"

"Oh, I think so."

"Any ideas for the call?"

"I was thinking power tools."

"Really?"

"Yeah. Drills and screaming. I've got a drill if you've got the screams."

"Excellent."




I've got a drill in my hand, Amy's in fine voice and it's nine p.m., but when we make the call something weird happens. Dave doesn't answer. We try again, but the phone just goes to voicemail. We don't leave a message.

"That's weird," Amy says.

"Maybe she's eaten him." 

"Maybe. Where were they meeting up?"

"Don't know. Dave didn't say."

"Oh well. He'll turn up eventually."

He doesn't. 




Amy and I decided that Dave has finally got lucky, but this morning I'm beginning to wonder. He still hasn't been in touch, and when I try his phone it goes straight to voicemail. I decide to take a run past his apartment after Amy and I have met the newspaper guy. If he's not there, I decide, I'll call Burke.

I make it to The First And Last for twenty-five past eleven. The Dentmobile's parked outside, and when I walk in Amy's already sitting with somebody. Either Seymour's arrived early too, or Amy's decided to kill time by chatting up some old guy. I walk over and introduce myself.

"Charles Seymour," the man says, giving me a handshake that could break fingers. "Thanks for taking the time."

"No problem." Seymour looks and sounds exactly like I'd expect a newspaper crime writer to look and sound. He's in his early sixties with close-cropped hair and the sort of colouring you can only get from spending your whole life in dark alleys and sleazy bars, there appears to be a long scar underneath the stubble on his right cheek, and piercing grey eyes peer from behind a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. His face is as creased and as lined as his shirt. His voice reminds me of a doctor or maybe a newsreader, a deep baritone with a faint trace of an accent -- Irish, I think. It's not hard to imagine him meeting gangsters in the sort of pubs where the regulars kill, cook and eat anybody they don't like the look of. 

"I've already given Charles the background," Amy says, "but obviously he'd like to hear it from you and Dave. Is Dave coming?"

"Haven't been able to get hold of him. Sorry."

Amy frowns.

"That's okay," Seymour says. "I can talk to him later. Want to tell me from the beginning?"

I notice the notepad -- a paper one -- on the table in front of him. "Aren't you going to record this?" I ask.

Seymour smiles faintly and shakes his head. "I prefer shorthand. Paper doesn't crash. Anyway, this is just background. We'll do the proper interviews later."

Talking to Seymour is just like talking to Burke: he stays silent for most of the story, occasionally nodding to keep me talking or raising an eyebrow to express surprise. The few questions he does ask are about details: what make of car, what was in the back of Floyd's van, who's the detective in charge of the case, that sort of thing. When I've covered everything to his satisfaction, he asks to see the photos and listen to the recordings of Sleazy Bob and of Everett. I've already copied the audio files to my phone, so I hook up the headphones and pass the phone to him. He listens in a weird way: just one headphone over his left ear, his hand covering it. As he listens he adds more hieroglyphics to his notepad, occasionally asking me to confirm who's saying what. When he's finished with that, he asks to see the photos. Two questions this time: did I get any photos of the men together? Did I get any photos showing the number plates on the cars? I answer no to both. Seymour just nods and makes more scribbles.

"I need to run this past my editor first, see what he wants to do with it," Seymour says when he's finished. "If I get the green light on this, are you willing to be interviewed on the record?"

"Sure."

"And your friend?"

If he's not dead in a dustbin somewhere. "Yes."

"Have you had any dealings with this Sansom character?"

We shake our heads.

"Okay. Can I get copies of these?" he says, indicating the phone.

"Yes, of course. What's best?"

"Mail's fine." Seymour scribbles the address on a new notebook page and tears it out. I fold the paper and put it in my pocket. "I'll need the list of potential victims, too. I can pick that up next time. How do I reach you?"

I give him my number and my email. Amy does the same.

"Okay," Seymour says, getting up from his seat. He shakes Amy's hand and then mine. "Thanks for your time. I'll make some calls and talk to a few people. I'll be in touch in a few days."

"So what do you think?" Amy says when Seymour's left the bar.

"Seems like a nice guy."

"Yeah. Think he's interested?"

"I think so. It's a good story."

"Here's hoping. So what are you doing now?"

"I'm going to swing past Dave's and see if he's there," I say. "He's still not answering his phone."

"Are you worried?"

"A bit. It's probably nothing, but I'll feel a lot better when I've seen him."

"Let me know, okay?"

"Of course."

"Okay. See you."




I try Dave's phone again but it's still going straight to voicemail, so I head over to his apartment. I press the buzzer, but there's no response. I try a few more times. Still nothing. I look up at the windows but all I can see is Dave's ceiling. I didn't tell Amy, but I'm really starting to worry. I'm tempted to call Burke, but I know the first thing he'll ask me is whether Dave's turned up for work. 

I'm heading back to the bike when I hear Dave shouting my name. He's at the window, looking like he's been dragged through a hedge. He buzzes me in and I discover that he looks even worse up close.

"Shit, Dave, you look awful. Are you all right?"

"Yeah, I'm fine," he says. "A bit hungover."

"Where have you been? We've been trying to get hold of you since last night."

"I went on that date I told you about. Ended up back at her place, and we sat up all night talking. Well, talking and drinking. I fell asleep on her couch and didn't wake up until lunchtime."

"Did your phone fall asleep too?"

"I don't have a phone. Burke's got it, remember?"

I've felt stupid before, but not quite as stupid as I feel right now. "Ah. That means I've got it. I went to see him yesterday."

"Any news?"

"Not from Burke." I tell Dave about the meeting with Seymour.

"Sorry, Matt. I didn't know."

"It's okay. So, last night went well, then?"

Dave beams. "Yeah."

"The sound engineer?"

"Yeah. She's great. Really funny."

"Did you...?"

Dave looks offended. "That's none of your business. No. She's not like that. I'm not like that!"

"Yes you are."

"No I'm not."

"Yes, you are."

"No, I'm not! Okay, maybe I am. But this is different. She's really cool."

"What's her name? You never told us."

"Didn't I? Sunny."

"Nice name."

"Yeah."

"Seeing her again?"

"Hope so."

"Cool." I realise I'm starving, but not so starving that I'd risk eating anything from Dave's fridge. "I need to go. See you tonight?"

"Sure."

"Okay then."

I've just climbed onto the bike when my phone rings. It's Amy. "Any sign of him?" she asks.

"Yeah, he's home."

"Where's he been?"

"On a date."

"Why wasn't he answering his phone?"

"I hadn't given it back to him."

"No wonder the two of you are such good friends," she says. "You're a pair of complete and utter arses."

She's gone before I have the chance to come up with a devastatingly funny reply.




Dave and Amy come round that night for beer, and that's the last I see of either of them for four days. Amy's doing a bunch of late shifts, Dave's spending all his free time with Sunny, and I'm moping about my apartment, playing video games and occasionally waking up convinced that somebody's breaking in to try and kill me. We have the odd chat on the phone, but there's nothing of any importance to talk about. Seymour hasn't called, the police don't seem to be doing anything and Everett doesn't seem to be sending any more goons after me. I'm bored out of my mind.
  




CHAPTER FIFTEEN







Amy calls. "Has Dave caught up with you yet?"

"I've got a missed call from him, but I haven't called him back yet. Why?"

"He wants us to go to the pub tonight."

"Sounds good."

"And he wants us to meet Sunny."

"Ah." We're not too enthusiastic about that. Dave's clearly bowled over by her, but we're both worried that all those unfortunate dates have gone to his head and he's fallen for the first person he's met who isn't certifiable, alcoholic or both. The prospect of trying to make small talk with some tattooed loon doesn't exactly fill us with feelings of joy.

"I'm sure it'll be fine," I say. "I'm sure she's lovely."

"Are you?"

"Nope."

"Me neither."




Sunny isn't quite what we expected. She's wearing denim, but not the denim, denim and denim combination we'd predicted: she's in jeans, heels and a floaty yellow top. Her long dark hair is glossy, not greasy, and if she has tattoos or piercings she hasn't got them anywhere obvious. Either Dave is pulling a fast one and has hired an actress for the evening, or Sunny could easily swap sound engineering for modelling. She's funny, too, with a filthy laugh and a sense of humour that's almost as sick as ours. Best of all, there's an obvious chemistry between her and Dave. I like her immediately, and if the amount of whispered asides and loud cackles she's sharing with Amy are any indication, Amy does too.

I'm finding it hard to square the Sunny who's sitting with us with the stereotypical sound engineer Amy and I had imagined, but it's a while before I get the chance to ask her about it. Eventually, though, there's a lull in the conversation while Dave goes to the bar.

"So how did you get into doing sound?" I ask.

"My dad," Sunny smiles. "He was a sound guy for years, did all the big bands, but his hearing was starting to go. So he got me to help."

"Too many loud gigs?"

"Old age, really," Sunny says. "You lose your hearing over time. The high frequencies are the first ones to go, so eventually you can't hear the top end."

"And that's where the problems are."

"Yeah, that's how you end up with feedback. You need to be pretty good at hearing the top end so you can tweak it without making everything sound like someone's thrown a big blanket over the speakers. Do you do music, then?"

"Used to play in a band. A long time ago."

"Did I ever do the sound for you?"

"I don't think so. I'm sure I'd remember."

As soon as the words are out of my mouth I start to panic: it sounds like I'm trying to chat her up, which wasn't my intention. Sunny either doesn't notice, or she decides to ignore it. Either way I'm grateful.

"I was about thirteen, fourteen when I started helping out. Suited me fine -- I was mad about music, still am, and it was really exciting to be at gigs as an insider instead of as a screaming fan. I liked the work, too. By the time I was eighteen I was good enough to do the whole thing myself. My dad was more or less retired by then, so he bought me a PA system and I started doing the sound for a few local venues. I've been doing it ever since."

"Still enjoy it?"

Sunny shrugs. "There aren't many gigs these days. Most of what I do is corporate stuff. Parties, presentations, conferences, that kind of thing. The money's good, but it's hardly the sort of thing that makes your soul sing. It's not exactly doing Radiohead at a big stadium somewhere, or a bunch of punk rockers in a basement."

"Your dad must be really proud of you," Amy says.

"Oh, he is," Sunny laughs, "but that doesn't stop him from giving me the same advice every time I speak to him. 'Sunita! Are you making sure you protect your hearing?' That sort of thing."

"Whenever my mum phones she asks if I'm eating properly," I say. "And if the weather's cold, she'll remind me to wear a jumper."

Sunny laughs again. "Yeah! No matter how old you get, you're always going to be their little baby."

Amy's staring into the distance, but Dave brings her back to reality when he loudly plonks the drinks down on the table. "Talking about how great I am again?" he asks.

"Something like that," Amy says. "We're talking about giant babies."

Dave looks baffled. The three of us crack up.




I'd planned on a lie-in but I'm woken by the sound of my phone at nine o'clock. I don't recognise the number, so I hit the OK button fully prepared to shout at a computerised telemarketer.

"Is that Matt?"

"Who's this?" I croak.

"Charles Seymour, from the Journal. Sorry I haven't been in touch sooner. Is this a good time?"

"Yeah," I say, wiping the sleep from my eyes. I stumble out of bed, stumble to the coffee machine and punch the big orange power button.

"I'm just calling to give you an update," Seymour says. "I've spoken to my editor, and we both agree that there's a story here."

"That's great. When do you think you'll run it?"

Seymour clears his throat. "That's why I'm calling. Do you have anything else I don't know about?"

"I don't follow you."

"Are you sure you don't have any other photos, ones that show Everett with the other men? Any more recordings?"

"No, nothing. You've got everything I've got. That we've got."

"Okay. That's not a problem. But we're going to have to sit on this for a while."

"What do you mean?"

"We've run the whole thing past legal, and they've got some concerns. The story's solid, but we can't run it. Not yet."

"Why not? There's more than enough evidence to show that Everett's dirty."

"We've got lots of pieces, but we don't have the complete picture yet," Seymour says. "Everett is a very rich man, a very well connected man, and that means we have to be careful. If we run with what we've got, his lawyers will shut us down in a heartbeat. They'll kill the story and bury it so deep that nobody will ever dare touch it."

"So that's it? Everett gets away with it because he can afford good lawyers?"

"No, that's not it. But if we're going to do this, we need to be bullet proof. Right now, we're not."

"No evidence," I say, hoping Seymour can hear the bitterness in my voice. If he can, he doesn't acknowledge it.

"Not yet. I'm going to keep digging. But I need you to keep me informed. If you hear of anything else, find anything else, no matter how insignificant it seems, I need you to let me know."

"Okay."

"You've got my details?"

"Yeah."

"This isn't over, Matt. But if we're going to do this, we need to do it properly."

"I understand," I say. But I don't. Not really.




We arrange to meet in The First and Last just after ten. Amy's on back shift and can't make it any earlier, although Dave and I wander in just after nine to get a few pints. There's no point going through the story of Seymour's call twice, so Dave and I talk about nothing in particular until Amy turns up. She arrives at quarter past and brings three beers over to our table. 

"Thanks," I say. "How was work?"

"Usual. What's up?"

I tell Amy and Dave about Seymour's call, but they don't seem particularly bothered. Dave's probably too busy thinking happy thoughts about Sunny. Amy, though, seems to have expected it. She looks at Dave, rolls her eyes and turns back to me.

"Fine," she says.

"Fine? Burke can't help us. Now Seymour can't help us. Unless Everett has a sudden change of heart and makes a full confession, we can't touch him."

"That's true," she says. "So let's get him to confess."




Amy's plan isn't particularly complicated, but it sounds pretty good to me.

"We keep coming up against the same problem," she explains. "No evidence. So if we can provoke Everett or Sleazy Bob to do something dumb when there's plenty of people around, we might be able to change that."

Adam Everett is the guest of honour at a charity event the day after tomorrow, raising money for people with Kynaston's Disease, and it's the sort of high profile, touchy-feely thing that Sleazy Bob will want to be associated with. 

So we're going to sabotage it.




We spend most of the evening talking about the plan and working out who's going to do what. I think we've covered all the angles, but there's something that's been bugging me for a few days. "Here's a thing," I say. "Ever since Everett caught us on his boat, I've been waiting for them to do something. I mean, Sleazy Bob knows who I am, he can find out where I live easily enough, and Everett will have told him about the bug." Amy and Dave both nod. "So why hasn't he done anything?"

"Maybe Everett hasn't told him anything," Dave suggests. "We know they don't do details on the phone, so if they haven't had another meeting then Sleazy Bob won't know all the details yet."

"There could be an even simpler explanation," Amy adds. "Sleazy Bob is as dumb as rocks. Maybe he hasn't realised that you're the same guy Everett caught."

"Yeah, that makes sense," I say. "When you're talking about Sleazy Bob, the dumb explanation is probably the right one."

"Or maybe he does know everything," Amy adds. "Maybe he's just waiting until you turn up at work."

"Which I'll have to do the day after tomorrow."

"Yep."

"I think it'll be okay," I say. "I don't see Sleazy Bob hiding in his office, scanning cameras. Not when there are people to slime."

"As long as he's not watching, I don't think we'll have a problem," Dave says. "None of the staff are going to notice anything. It's not as if we've quit or been fired. We just haven't been turning up."

We talk some more and agree on our respective roles. Amy's going to be working the event anyway, Dave's going to be scanning the cameras for unwanted guests, and I'm going to do the actual sabotaging. For that, I need to do two things. I need to get my hands on some gadgets, and I need to track down Rodeo Rick.

Rodeo Rick does the sound for various functions at the casino, and according to Sunny he's the person most likely to be working the charity event. She was offered the gig, but she'd already taken a booking for somewhere else. The rodeo bit -- which he doesn't know about -- comes from his love of country music. Not the cool, modern stuff, but the traditional, whiny country music where everybody's crying into their beer because their dog done left them or their grandma done got hit by a meteorite. Rodeo Rick takes this kind of stuff very seriously, not just in the way he dresses -- it'll be a cold day in Hell before he goes anywhere without wearing cowboy boots -- but in the way he talks. He's adopted what he clearly thinks is an authentic country and western accent, but it just sounds as if he's suffering from a terrible disease. Factor in a bit of a personal hygiene problem and a face that looks like a huge potato and you won't be entirely surprised when I tell you that Rodeo Rick doesn't have a lot of luck with the ladies. Some people look like international playboys. Rodeo Rick looks like the sort of person who interferes with livestock. He's not a bad guy, though, and the plan won't work if I can't get him on board.




I'd originally planned to go to the electronics shop first and then find Rodeo Rick afterwards, but thinking about it the whole thing's pointless if I can't persuade Rick to do what I want to do. I don't know where he lives and I don't want to show my face at the casino just yet, so I decide to hang out in the casino car park and hope he turns up -- and that Sleazy Bob doesn't. I'm in luck. There's no sign of Sleazy Bob, but I've been in the car park for less than an hour when Rodeo Rick turns up in a dusty black panel van and parks just four spaces away from me. As ever he's in cowboy boots, too-tight jeans and a faded T-shirt with some country and western band's logo on it.

"Hey, Rick. How's it going?"

"Good," he drawls. "Real good."

"Keeping busy?"

"Yeah."

Rodeo Rick isn't the world's greatest conversationalist.

"Are you doing the Monroe suite tomorrow night?" All the casino's function suites are named after Hollywood greats, probably because Sleazy Bob thinks that's classy.

"Yeah."

"Fancy a night off?"

"What do you mean?"

"I could do the shift for you."

"Well..."

"You'd still get paid for it. It's just a set up and forget job anyway, isn't it?" When you do sound, some jobs are more difficult than others. If there's a live band or a string quartet or something like that then the sound guy's in for a busy night moving microphones and tweaking the mixing desk pretty much constantly. If it's just people talking, though, it's a doddle: test the microphones before it starts, hit start and stop on the music player at the appropriate time, be there in case anything important explodes or electrocutes people and that's about it.

"Yeah. It's an easy one." Rick looks at me quizzically, his little eyes almost disappearing into his face. "Why do you want to do it?"

"I want to impress a girl," I grin. 

Rick grins back. 

Excellent.




Traffic's light and I make it to the electronics shop in five minutes flat, only to spend ten minutes sighing as the grey-haired man in front of me asks a hundred thousand questions about audio cables. Eventually he buys something -- one of those cables wrapped in pseudo-science that costs ten times as much as any other cable because it's made of angels' hair and space metal, or some such crap -- and I'm back on my bike two minutes later, a cheap digital music player and a cable adapter in my pocket. 

I head home, make a sandwich and look at my purchases. The music player's barely the size of my thumb, but it's packaged in eight inches of extremely tough transparent plastic. I try tearing it open without success, and I end up stabbing at it with a knife, nearly severing a finger when I misjudge the angle and the knife slips. After about ten minutes I finally free the music player from its plastic prison, hook it up to the computer and transfer Dave's edited version of the recording we made of Everett. I check the battery level -- it's fully charged -- and then make sure I've bought the right cable adaptor. I have, so I wrap it around the music player and stick them both in my jacket pocket so I won't forget to take them with me tomorrow.

By the time I've done all that there's just time to tidy up -- well, to get rid of the most obvious health hazards, anyway -- before the buzzer goes and Amy and Dave turn up. 

"How did you get on?" Amy isn't even inside my front door before she's talking.

"Good. I spoke to Rodeo Rick and he's cool with me taking his shift."

"Did you get the bits?"

"Yep."

"Me too," says Dave. "Here." He tosses a small brown paper bag to me. It contains what looks like two small bits of beige-coloured rubber.

"Earpieces," Dave says. "One each. As long as you're inside the building, I'll be able to talk to you."

"Can we talk back?"

"No, they're one way. But I'll be able to see you."

"Cameras?"

"Cameras." Dave's other job for today was to find out whether he could access the casino's cameras from the security office. Looks like the answer is yes.

"Cool."

"I went to see Burke earlier," Amy says.

"How did it go?"

"Oh, you know, he was full of optimism, happiness and encouragement. We're crazy, it's dangerous, that sort of thing."

"Is he going to help?"

Amy smiles. "Of course he is."

We've been over it several times already, but we walk each other through the plan one more time, trying to find any flaws we haven't already considered. 

"Are you sure you won't get spotted?" Amy asks.

"I'm sure," I say. "You've been to loads of functions. Ever notice the sound guy?"

"True."

The plan itself is straightforward. I'll be doing the sound, Amy will be waiting tables, and Dave will be watching us on the cameras and talking to us if anything comes up. And that's pretty much it.

"So what do you think's going to happen when it all kicks off?" Dave says.

"No idea."

"Ah, that's a relief. For a moment I was worried that we were going in with a half-arsed plan." Dave's grinning, but he's got a point. We've planned as much as we can, but the one thing we can't predict is how Everett is going to react.

"We're just shaking the tree," I say. "If we shake it hard enough, maybe a monkey will fall out."

"A monkey?" Amy says.

"Yep."

"You're weird."




When I walk into the casino I keep expecting somebody to shout or grab my shoulder, but nobody pays the slightest bit of attention. I'm in the Monroe Suite by half past five. The interior designers are just finishing off, hanging digital posters around the room. Each one's as big as I am, and while each poster is different they all show essentially the same thing: a smiling holiday photo of a sixty-something man or woman, then a stark black and white photo of the same person some years later. In the second photo the smile is gone and the eyes are unfocused, and the lighting shows every crease and wrinkle in a deep black. The posters fade between the two images while text scrolls along the bottom. The scrolling text is mainly figures, telling you how many people are likely to get Kynaston's -- a lot -- and how much money can make a difference -- not very much, although of course the more generous you are the more of a difference you can make.

It all seems a bit much. Don't get me wrong. I'm not unsympathetic -- Kynaston's is a horrible disease -- but the posters are laying it on a bit thick. And is it me, or is it a bit insensitive to have a charity do for people who can't remember stuff and then plaster the whole room with reminders of what the charity do's all about?

The more I try not to think about it, the more I want to laugh. I'd better do something to distract myself.




Rick's instructions are spot on. There's a little mixing desk on a table in the rear left hand corner of the room, about as far from the speakers' table as it's possible to get without being in the corridor. It's already set up and switched on with the master volume set to zero, and true to his word Rick has put a strip of masking tape along the bottom of the desk with handwritten notes saying what each set of controls is controlling: "intro music", "centre mic", "backup mic" and so on. It still looks pretty complicated -- mixing desks have hundreds of knobs, dials and sliders -- but if you know what you're doing it's all very straightforward. Each input has a great big sliding control that adjusts the volume, there are a couple of dials that adjust the bass and treble, and there are several other knobs that nobody ever uses. We had a very similar desk back when I played in the band, so there's nothing particularly strange or startling about Rick's setup.

In addition to the volume, bass and treble controls each input has two little buttons marked "M" and "S" respectively. These are the ones I need. The M button means mute, and it silences the selected input. The one marked S means solo, and it silences everything but the selected input. I take my music player and cable from my pocket, connect them to a spare input and press play. I hit the solo button and Everett's voice comes through the speakers. I hit mute to turn it off again before he's even finished a word. I know what's on the player; I just needed to check that the cable worked. 

By the time I've finished fiddling it's just after six, which means I've got at least half an hour to kill. I decide to go and find a vending machine and leave the suite, nearly colliding with Amy in the corridor.

"Sorry, daydreaming," I say. "You look nice."

She does. Amy's wearing what she calls her Sunday uniform, which is what the girls have to wear when they're doing more respectable functions. It's still far too tight, but the skirt is a little bit longer than usual, the buttons go a bit higher on the top and while the heels are still high, the girls can walk without constantly fearing for their lives. It's still Sleazy Bob's idea of respectable, but on the right person -- and from where I'm standing, Amy is very much the right person -- it could make a Bishop think twice about that whole celibacy thing. Which, of course, is the whole idea. 

Maybe it's because we're about to do something really dangerous, or maybe it's just that everything I've been through recently has given me a whole new perspective. I don't know. But I think it's time I stopped mucking about and asked Amy out. So I do.

"Amy?"

"Uh-huh?"

I'm blushing before I've even said anything. "I was thinking..."

Amy's eyes widen, but I can't decipher her expression.

"When this is all over --" I think I'm saying "um" more often than I'm breathing -- "do you want to go for dinner or something?"

There. I said it.

Amy's eyes widen, and I think she's starting to blush too. "Dinner?"

"Yeah."

"Like, a date?"

"Yeah."

She's definitely blushing. Me? You could fry an egg on my cheeks.

"Okay."

The apology is halfway out of my mouth before I realise what she's just said.

"Really?"

"Really. But I want candles."

"Candles?"

"Candles. Somewhere with candles."

"Okay."

We look at each other in silence, my hands in my pockets so Amy can't see them shaking. It's not an awkward silence -- well, it is, but it's not one of those awkward silences that's rubbish. It's more that neither of us knows what to say next. Amy's the first to break it.

"I need to get in there," she says, indicating the function suite.

"Yeah. I'm just going to get a Coke. Want anything?"

"No thanks."

"Okay."

"Okay then," she says. "See you in there."

"Yeah."

"Okay."

"Okay."

I wait until Amy's gone through the double doors before I dare move. If Dave's already on the cameras then he's just seen me dancing around the corridor. I don't care.




I grab a Coke from a vending machine and head back to the Monroe suite. The interior designers have gone and there's no sign of anybody, not even Amy. I double-check the mixing desk again and cue up the background music. It's what Dave calls "cheesy listening", jazzy versions of pop and rock hits. It's the sort of thing they play in lifts and in supermarkets, designed to be inoffensive to anybody who doesn't love music. I skip through a few tracks, and I'm not surprised that the entire playlist is terrible. Still, it's not aimed at me. I'm sure the guests will love it.

All I need to do now is wait for everyone to arrive, so that's what I do.




Things start to happen when Orange Annie turns up. A no-nonsense fortysomething with a taste for charcoal grey trouser suits, big shoulders and even bigger earrings, Anne Fulton is the Senior Events Co-ordinator -- that is, she's the senior co-ordinator rather than the person who co-ordinates events for seniors. Although they're pretty much the same thing, really. She's nice enough, but she's a tough boss: she can scan an entire room in two seconds and spot the slightest imperfection, from poorly polished shoes to a table display that isn't just so. She's easy to spot, too. I don't know whether it's fake tan or a weird choice of make-up, but her face crosses the line between "tanned" and "Jaffa orange".

Within moments of her arrival the room is a hive of activity. Waiters and waitresses file in from the rear doors, champagne corks are popped and trays of glasses filled. Covers come off the trays of nibbles, and Orange Annie gestures to me to start the music. There's no flicker of recognition when she looks at me. Nobody notices the sound guy.

Rick has done all the groundwork, so when I start the cheesy listening playlist it's at just the right volume, loud enough to hear but not so loud you can't hear anything else. At exactly seven o'clock Annie throws the main doors open and the guests amble in, grabbing glasses and nibbles without pausing their conversations. As they do there's a crackle in my ear and Dave says hello. "Remember, it's one way," he says. "I can see you fine, but I won't be able to hear you." I nod, but I don't bother looking for the camera. The Monroe Suite, like everywhere else, is full of the damn things, most of them hidden.

I've got a good view of the room from the mixing desk, and I can see everyone coming in. It's the expected bunch of usual suspects, a collection of high rollers, retired high-flyers and their partners. I'd say the average age is a bit north of sixty, but the group is rich sixty: expensive watches and even more expensive jewellery, designer labels for the men and women alike and conversations about the stock market, interest rates and investments.

Adam Everett arrives at around ten past, and he's immediately at the centre of a large group of well-wishers. This kind of thing is obviously second nature to him, and I watch as he effortlessly shakes off the more annoying hangers-on while greeting yet another group with a smile of what appears to be delight. He's a smooth operator, working his way through a few dozen people in a matter of minutes.

Dave's in my ear again. "Here comes trouble," he says. "Main doors. Black suits and attitude."

I look up and my blood pressure goes into orbit. Two men in dark suits are standing just inside the doors, their eyes scanning the room. One of them is Floyd. I haven't seen the other one before, but I imagine he's another one of Floyd's goons. Maybe Floyd buys them in bulk, or grows them in a lab somewhere.

"I'm going to call Burke," Dave says. "Let him know we've got a cop killer in the house."

I nod -- I've no idea whether Dave's still looking at me or not -- and then work out what I'm going to do. I can't hide, but I can do the next best thing. People see what they expect to see, so I adopt the typical posture of the sound guy: shoulders slumped in boredom, idly fiddling with buttons on the mixing desk. As I told Amy, nobody ever pays attention to the sound guy. Provided I don't do anything to stand out, I should be okay -- or at least, I should be until it all kicks off later on. I might even have stopped shaking by then.

At half past seven exactly Orange Annie grabs a microphone from the speakers' table. I turn down the music and make sure her microphone volume is faded up. It is, and her voice cuts through the chatter and clinking of glasses.

"Ladies and gentlemen, if I could have your attention please," she says. "If you would like to take your seats, the event will begin in one moment. Thank you."

She puts the microphone back in its stand and I fade the music up again. The guests start to finish their conversations and head towards the tables.

Dave bellows in my ear. "Showtime!"
  




CHAPTER SIXTEEN







Like most charity events, tonight's plan covers the three Ds: drinks, dinner and dull speeches. The music takes care of itself so I spend the time watching everyone stuff their faces and get increasingly plastered. I'm starving, but the food is for guests only. If this were a normal night I'd be getting stuck into the leftovers afterwards, but I don't plan to hang around that long tonight.

Everything so far is going like clockwork. The waiting staff are like a machine, bringing out course after course without dropping anything, bumping into one another or spilling a single drink. I spot Amy a couple of times but don't manage to catch her eye. Dave's very quiet too, although I think I hear him yawn once or twice.

As the guest of honour, Adam Everett is in the centre of the speakers' table. Sleazy Bob sits to his left, and three other old guys make up the rest of the numbers. I've no idea who they are but I'm sure they're very important.

Once the desserts have been cleared away Sleazy Bob stands up and does that thing with the glass and the spoon to catch everyone's attention. I check his microphone -- it's on -- and make sure the music player is cued up and ready to go.

"Ladies and gentlemen... friends," Bob says. You know that stuff Sunny was saying about your hearing deteriorating, so you can't hear the same high frequencies you could when you were younger? I wonder if the same thing applies to detecting sleaziness. To my eyes, Sleazy Bob just seems smarmy and oily, but if any of the guests thinks the same they're hiding it well.

Sleazy Bob trots out some guff about how important tonight is, how great it is that so many people have been able to give up their valuable time, all the usual clichés, and then he turns to Everett. "I'm sure you all know tonight's guest of honour, so without further ado, please welcome Mister Adam Everett."

The rapturous applause is for Everett, I'm sure, but Sleazy Bob clearly thinks it's for him. He stands beaming for a full ten seconds before sitting down and letting Everett take over.

Everett smiles at the guests and waits for the applause to subside. "Thank you," he says. He coughs before continuing. "I've never been much for public speaking. I've always been more of a backroom boy, but the combination of tonight's cause and Bob Hannah's gentle persuasion, nagging and undignified begging --" there's a ripple of laughter through the room, which Everett acknowledges with a smile -- "was very compelling." Another ripple. "First of all, I'd like to thank you all for coming along tonight, and for pledging your support. Your generosity, your kindness, they make such a difference. We all know somebody who's been touched by this terrible disease, whether as a victim or as someone who cares for a family member or friend who's been affected. That means not just the victims themselves, but their friends, their husbands, their wives and their children."

I think it's time to change the soundtrack. As the guests applaud, I hit the play button and mute Everett's microphone. I must have knocked the volume control, because a blast of feedback immediately bursts out of the speakers and silences the applause. Everett shoots a foul look in my direction, but he looks away again and continues talking. He's doing his best to hide it, but he's obviously pissed off.

Everett's voice booms from the speakers, but what the guests hear isn't what Everett is saying into the microphone. 

"You're all the same. Too stupid to see what's staring you right in the face."

The diners gasp. Everett's face juggles puzzlement and anger, but while he looks over at me again there's no sign that he can see me or that he's recognised me. He knows something's wrong with the sound, but he hasn't twigged that I've turned his microphone off. 

 "People do dangerous things. They've been given the gift of life, and all they do is try to destroy it. They're killing themselves anyway. All we're doing is ensuring the right ones do it at the right time."

Everett has stopped talking. His face is creased in fury.

"You can call it what you want. It's still murder." My voice sounds a bit squeaky coming through the speakers.

"It's a noble sacrifice."

Everett catches somebody's eye and points directly at me. I know what Dave's going to say before he says it. "Incoming!"

I jump up from my seat. Floyd and the other goon are already up and heading towards me. I turn towards the door, but they're already running. I don't think I'm going to make it before they catch me.

Dave is shouting in my ear. "Go! Go! Go!"

I run for the door and glance over my shoulder. They're closing fast, but then someone -- Amy -- steps right in front of them with a tray of drinks. There's a crash of glass and both Floyd and the other one are on the floor. 

"They won't be down for long," Dave says. "Run."

I barge through the doors and into the corridor. It takes me a second to find my bearings -- I haven't been in this bit of the casino very often -- but I recover quickly and sprint towards the escalators. There's a loud bang behind me as Floyd charges through the doors. Dave was right. They weren't down for long, but it was long enough to give me a head start.

There are six escalators from the Monroe Suite to the lower floors, and I'm on the second of six when I hear the metallic thuds as Floyd and his partner start down the first one. They're moving fast, but so am I.

"Keep moving," Dave says. "They're catching up."

I run faster, taking the escalators three stairs at a time, nearly losing my footing when I misjudge the distance. Against all odds I manage to stay upright, though, and I keep running. I can hear them getting closer, but I'm still one and a bit escalators ahead of them.

I reach the end of the final escalator and make a snap decision: instead of running towards the exit, I'm going to try to lose them in the casino. I run right, charging down the long corridor and through the ornate doors that lead on to Little Italy.

"I think you've lost them," Dave says. "They're standing at the bottom of the escalator, arguing."

I lean against the doorway and catch my breath.

"Shit," Dave says. "They're thinking what you're thinking. Heading your way."

I'm standing at the edge of St. Mark's Square, or at least a pretty good scaled-down version of it -- although I'm sure the Venetian original isn't made of painted MDF or lit by hidden spotlights. Like the real thing, though, it's packed with people. The courtyard area is the seating area for four restaurants, all of which seem to be at capacity, and there are lots of people wandering around with cameras taking photos of one another.

There's nowhere to hide here, but it's the only wide open bit of Little Italy. If I can get to the streets before the goons catch me, I've got a good chance of losing them. I make my way as fast as I can through the milling crowds, but it's slow -- although the same people who are slowing me down should also slow Floyd and the other guy down too.

I make slow but steady progress, constantly checking over my shoulder. No sign of anyone. I glance at the narrow canal on my right but there's no good hiding places there, and a fake gondola isn't much use as a getaway car. I'm just passing the tenth jewellers when Dave speaks.

"They're catching up. About a hundred and fifty metres behind you. They haven't spotted you yet."

I try to quicken my pace but it's like walking through treacle, with people stopping dead right in front of me for a chat or a fight and others changing direction, seemingly at random, without warning.

"Seventy-five metres now," Dave says.

This is no use. I look for somewhere to hide. The best I can come up with is a lingerie shop on the left. Unlike most of the shops in Little Italy this one doesn't let you see in: it has the same floor to ceiling windows as every other shop, but the mannequins are posed in front of full-height velvet drapes. I duck inside and pretend I'm shopping for a present. The sales girl hovers but leaves me alone.

"They're coming up on the shop now," Dave says.

He doesn't say anything for about ten seconds, then: "They've walked past."

There's no point in retracing my steps. I've lost my head start and I'd be caught in seconds. The best plan is to keep going in the same direction, but there's a pair of goons between me and the front doors. I'm still wondering what to do when Dave comes back on.

"They're coming back. This time they're looking in all of the shops. Six to go."

I look around in panic. I'd hide in the changing rooms but there's nothing here for men at all, and I don't fancy rowing with the sales assistant if I try to go in there with something flimsy. I could do without the embarrassment, too. Then I spot the wigs. There's a display of wigs along one wall of the shop, around ten long wigs in colours ranging from ash blonde to shocking pink.

"Two shops to go," Dave says. "I'm assuming you're still in World of Pants, or whatever it's called. Can't see you from here."

"One."

I grab a shocking pink wig and pull it on, standing with my back to the door. The sales assistant hasn't noticed yet, so I've got a bit of time. I peer into the mirror and shift position until I can just make out the doorway.

"Incoming," Dave says.

The goon who isn't Floyd walks into the shop and stands at the doorway, scanning the room. I watch him in the mirror. He looks right at the back of my head, but his eyes move right past me. He gives the shop another once-over and walks out again.

"I'm not sure I want to know what you're doing in there," Dave says. "They're moving on."

I take the wig off and put it back on the stand.

"Still heading back. Three shops away from you now."

I smile at the shop assistant and slip into the crowd, heading towards the exits and away from Floyd. I twist and turn to get through the crowds, receiving a few accidental handbaggings for my trouble, but I manage to make good progress without attracting undue attention. The next few minutes feel like hours, but eventually I can see the glass doors leading to the mezzanine and the way out.

"They've spotted you," Dave cuts in. "And they're running."

Shit. I sprint for the doors and charge through them, cutting left along the balcony towards the stairs and escalator. There's a bang behind me as Floyd and his partner make their entrance. I look down: the stairs are packed, the escalator less so -- but the escalator's going up, not down. I quickly look over my shoulder and see that Floyd's catching up fast, so I hope for the best and jump onto the marble divider between the stairs and the escalator. The highly polished marble is like a slide and I shoot down, using my feet as brakes as I get near the bottom. I jump off and run like Hell into the gaming floor.

"They're taking the stairs," Dave says. "You're a bit ahead now."

I know Floyd and his partner will catch me in a straight sprint, so instead of charging down the aisle I cut left between two rows of slot machines. The machines are just short of head height, so I duck down and half crouch, half walk to the end of the row.

"They're just inside the gaming floor. They haven't seen you," Dave says. "They're walking slowly down the aisle, about twenty feet back."

Keeping my head down, I move to the end of the next row.

"They're nearly level with you. Stay put."

There's an old guy at the cash machine just to the left of me. He gives me a funny look and then goes back to stabbing the buttons. Maybe he thinks that's a slot machine too.

"Okay, they're two rows ahead."

I move to the next row.

"Wait... okay. Next one."

This is going to take a while.

"Stay where you are. Floyd's coming back."

I press myself against the side of a slot machine, taking care to keep every bit of me from sticking out.

"Okay, you can move one more."

We do this for the next seven rows of slots, with Dave telling me when to stop and when to go. When I get to the second last row, Dave tells me to wait again.

"They're deciding what to do. Don't move yet."

The aisles are like spokes on a wheel, dividing the gaming floor into sections. The aisle to the right goes past another collection of slot machines and then on to the bar; the one on the left goes past the card tables, roulette wheels and dice tables and then leads on to the main foyer. I'm hoping they don't choose that one, because that's the one I want to take.

"They're going towards the tables."

Crap.

"Get into the row or they'll see you."

I shuffle round so that I can't be seen from the next aisle. There's a very large woman sitting two machines down from me. She looks at me as if this happens to her every day. Maybe it does.

"They've changed their minds. They're coming back. Stay put."

I could really do with a beer right now.

"They're splitting up. Floyd's going right towards the other slots. The other guy's coming your way. You'll need to move when I say. I'll count to three."

"Okay. One. Two. Three."

There's no point in being subtle about it, so I propel myself as fast as I can towards the leftmost aisle and sprint past the tables. A few players look up but I'm not as interesting as money, so they look down again. I'm halfway down the aisle when I hear the shout.

"Here they come."

My legs are on fire but I force myself to run even faster, my head down and my arms pumping. I make it to the end of the aisle, narrowly missing a group of Chinese men in suits coming in, and hurl myself down the long corridor towards the foyer.

"Matt, zig zag! Zig zag!"

A chunk of stone explodes from a column two feet from me and I realise Floyd's shooting. I follow Dave's advice and run like a crazy person, veering left and right at random to make myself harder to hit. I think I hear four shots, maybe five. Ahead of me people are scattering, leaving cases and coats on the foyer floor as they run for cover.

My heart's beating so fast I think it's going to jump out of my chest. I reach the foyer, veer right and burst through one of the double doors, the sound of footsteps right behind me. I cut right again and sprint down the pavement as Floyd and the other guy barge through the doors, seconds behind me.

And that's when the world goes white.

"Armed police! Throw down your weapons!"

Floyd and his partner are caught in the glare of seven spotlights, which are mounted on top of seven patrol cars. The doors are open, and behind each one there's a policeman wearing Kevlar and pointing either a rifle or a sub-machine gun. Only one of the policemen isn't armed: Burke. He's the one with the megaphone.

Floyd looks as if he's planning to run, but then he decides against it and drops his pistol. His partner does the same.

"Put your hands behind your head!" They do.

"Now very slowly, get on your knees!" They do that, too.

Within seconds they're surrounded by policemen, their guns moved out of reach and their hands cuffed together.

"You okay?" Burke says from behind me.

"Yeah."

"Good. Here." He hands me a bottle of mineral water. "Wait here and catch your breath. I'll be back in a minute."

I slump onto the ground, my back against the casino wall. The water is freezing cold. I drink most of it and use the rest to cool my burning head.

Somebody sits next to me. I look up and see Dave.

"Just another boring day at the office," he says. I laugh. "You okay?"

"Yeah. Knackered though."

"I'm not surprised. I haven't seen you move that fast since we got chased out of the bowling club."

"Where's Amy?"

"She'll be down in a bit. Police are taking statements."

"Everett?"

"Cops picked him up just after you made a run for it. Sleazy Bob too."

"That was fast."

"Burke had some plainclothes guys in the room. When it all kicked off, they grabbed them up before they could do a runner."

"If it weren't for Burke I'd be dead meat."

"True."

"Come to think of it, if it weren't for you I'd be dead meat too."

"That's true too. Hiding in the underwear shop was inspired, though."

"Thanks."

"Did you get anything nice?"

"Get stuffed."

We both grin and wait for Burke. We don't have to wait long. There's a commotion at the main door and a huddle of men comes through, Everett and Sleazy Bob in the middle. There are four uniformed cops, four people I'm assuming are plainclothes cops, and Burke. A few customers are taking photos on their phones, but I'm surprised there aren't any proper photographers here. Looks like nobody told the papers.

The group splits in two, with the plainclothes guys taking Everett to one car and the uniforms taking Bob to another. As Bob's getting into the patrol car, a uniformed arm stopping him from banging his head on the frame, he spots me and shouts something. I can't make out what he's shouting, but Dave translates.

"Bad news, Matt," he says. "You're fired."




Amy finds us after ten minutes or so.

"If one more greasy, scummy, stupid, low-life piece of gangster trash gets in my way, I'm going to smack him with a round of drinks. How's your day been?"

"Oh, you know," I say. "Ups and downs."

"You okay?"

"Yeah. You?"

"I think I've bruised my arm."

"Ah."

"I hope you're worth it."

I'm still umming and ahhing, trying to say something suitably impressive, when Burke interrupts us. "Okay," he says. "Let's go."




Either criminals are getting a lot younger, or Burke's using his own car rather than a police car tonight. There's a baby seat in the back, along with lots of kid-related paraphernalia: discarded dummies, half-eaten rice cakes, a few raisins, packets of baby wipes and a few dolls. Dave climbs into the front -- he's bigger than us -- and Amy and I squeeze into the back. There's not much room, but I'm not complaining.

Amy puts her hand in mine. I look at her, surprised, and she just smiles.

"Sorry about the mess," Burke says as the car starts moving. "Haven't had the chance to tidy up."

"How old is she?" Amy asks.

"Nearly two," Burke says. That means he'll be nudging seventy by the time she's a teenager.

"Is she a daddy's girl?"

Burke chuckles. "Most of the time. She's been really full-on recently, really clingy, to the point where she wouldn't let me leave the room. That's gone a bit now, which is good. But yeah, she's a daddy's girl all right."

"What's her name?"

"Abigail."

"That's a pretty name. Is she your first?"

"Yeah. We were beginning to think it would never happen," he says, looking at us in the rear view mirror. "The police don't pay very much, and it's a lot of money."

We both nod.

"We were lucky," Burke says. "A distant relative left us some money in his will, so we were able to go ahead. Worked first time, which was just as well because we couldn't afford a second try. Unless I've got a rich old uncle I don't know about, history isn't going to repeat itself. Which is probably for the best."

Burke goes quiet, concentrating on his driving.

"So how do you juggle fatherhood with being in the police?" I ask.

"I sleep in the car," Burke smiles. "Oh, it's not too bad -- not now we're through the worst. She's pretty easy now. I'm more likely to be woken up by my phone than by Abigail."

We're stopped at traffic lights. Burke's eyes flick between the rear view mirror and the lights, which stubbornly stay on red.

"It does change you, though," he says. "Being a detective -- being a murder detective -- is a young man's game. It's different when you've got a family. Some cases..."

He doesn't elaborate. He doesn't need to.

"So are you planning to change jobs?" Amy asks. "Move to a different section, maybe?"

"I don't know," Burke sighs. "Drugs? Vice? They're not very happy jobs either, and I don't see myself driving a desk. I hate paperwork." Somebody pulls out right in front of us and Burke brakes hard, swearing under his breath.

"I'll have my thirty next year, so I can retire with a full pension if I want," Burke continues, keeping his distance from the idiot in front. "But the pension doesn't go very far, and I don't fancy spending the next thirty years sitting on my arse doing security for a warehouse in the middle of nowhere." Burke shrugs. "I don't know."

We arrive at another junction but instead of turning left towards the police station, Burke drives straight on. "The statements can wait until tomorrow," he says. "Fancy a drink?"




Burke takes us to The First and Last, where he buys us a round of drinks. The pub's busy and pretty loud, but we still manage to find a free booth. 

"So what happens from here?" Dave asks him when we're all seated.

"Everett and Hannah will lawyer up," he says. 

"What about Floyd and the other goon?" I say.

"They won't say anything either. People who hire people like them can hire more people to take care of them, if you follow me."

I nod. "So can you use the recordings?"

Burke shakes his head. "Still inadmissible."

"So what are you going to do?"

"I'm going to lean on the hospital guy." Andrew Sansom. "He's the key. If he gives them up -- and I think he will -- then we've got a case. Might be able to get Hannah to talk too. Offer him a deal."

"He's not going to get away with it, though, is he?" Amy says.

"No. But he doesn't need to know that, does he?"

Burke takes a sip of his Coke -- he's already said he's going on to the station after this -- and makes a face. "I want to say thank you," he says. "You did good work."

"Do we get badges?" I ask. Burke just shoots me a look.

"Okay, seriously though, I've been thinking. You know I've been fired?"

Burke nods.

"Reckon I could be a policeman?"

Burke looks as if he's taking the question seriously. He looks into the distance, mulling it over.

"You know the Armed Response Unit?" he says, finally.

"Yeah." The Armed Response Unit? Working there would be brilliant.

"They're always looking for new things to shoot at."

Dave laughs and nearly chokes on his beer. Burke stands up and gives me a friendly slap on the back that knocks the wind out of me.

"Enjoy your night. I'll see you tomorrow for statements."

He puts on his coat, chuckling as he goes.




My phone wakes me just after three. We'd stayed in The First And Last until closing time, then we went back to mine for a few beers. Amy left around one, Dave a bit later, and I flicked through channels on the TV for another hour or so, too wired to sleep. I read a bit, played videogames for a while and didn't go to bed until after four.

I pick up the phone and grunt.

"We're on our way," Amy says. "Ten minutes or so."

I grunt again and get out of bed. I manage to drink two coffees before the Dentmobile screeches to a halt in the street outside, and I wave from the window. Dave waves back from the passenger seat and I splay my fingers to indicate that I'll be down in five minutes. Dave nods. I grab another slurp of coffee and pop a couple of painkillers before thumping down the stairs.

"Looking good," Amy says when I climb into the Dentmobile. I blow a raspberry. She laughs.

The drive to the police station is typically terrifying, but once again the Dentmobile defies every law of physics and gets us there in one piece. We give our names to the desk sergeant, who picks up the phone and nods towards a bench seat. After five minutes, his phone buzzes and he tells us to go on up.

Burke looks as if someone's just dug him up. 

"Bad baby night?" I ask.

Burke shakes his head and points to the chairs in front of his desk. There are only two, so Amy and Dave sit and I stand behind them.

There's a long pause before Burke finally speaks.

"Andrew Sansom is dead," he says.

"What happened?"

"Patrol car picked him up, but he died en route."

I raise my eyebrows. Burke understands immediately. "No, nothing like that," he says. I think he's too tired to be annoyed. "These are good cops. Sansom had a heart attack. They took him to Mercy, but he was DOA."

"Shit."

"That's an understatement. Sansom was the key to all of this. News travels fast, especially round here. Hannah and Everett have lawyered up, and their two goons aren't saying anything either."

Burke takes a long sip from his coffee mug. "Without Sansom, we don't have a case," he says.
  




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







We deal with Burke’s news like the sensible, well-adjusted adults we are. We go to the pub.

"They’re going to get away with it," Dave says.

Amy nods. "Looks like it."

"So that’s it? We just give up?"

"Unless you’ve got any bright ideas," I say. "It’s the same thing all over again. No evidence. If Sansom hadn’t popped his clogs there might have been something, but with him out of the picture it’s our word against Adam Everett. Adam, whiter than white, butter wouldn’t melt Everett. We’ve got no chance."

"What about Burke? Can’t he do something?"

"What can he do?" Amy says. "He can go round, make a few threats maybe. Put the frighteners on them a bit. But that’s pretty much all he can do."

I raise an eyebrow. "Put the frighteners? Did you join the Mafia when I wasn’t looking?"

Amy smiles sweetly and kicks me hard under the table. 

We spend the next few hours coming up with increasingly daft and desperate ideas for bringing Everett and Sleazy Bob to justice, but our hearts aren’t really in it and we call it a night before we’re even properly plastered. 

We’re all very tired, so we decide to go our separate ways and I stagger off home, wondering if there’s enough food in the fridge for a post-pub snack. I let myself in, kick off my shoes and hit the light switch.

That’s when I see the gun.




I've seen enough movies to know that the red LED on the side of Sleazy Bob's gun means it's loaded and ready. The gun's in much better shape than Sleazy Bob is. He's either been doing some serious drinking or he's been poking himself in the eyeballs for that "just been tear gassed" look. He looks terrible. The hair is immaculate, of course – you could drop a nuclear warhead on Sleazy Bob’s head and his hair wouldn’t move – but the rest of him is a disaster.

Maybe it’s the clothes. You never see Sleazy Bob in anything other than expensive shiny suits, but right now he’s wearing a washed-out blue sweatshirt, grey jogging trousers and white trainers. The neck of the sweatshirt has been pulled out of shape, the armpits are dark with sweat and the trainers are about as far from box-fresh as you can possibly get. The outfit looks as if he’s been wearing it to sleep in a ditch.

If he has been sleeping in a ditch, though, it hasn’t been recently. He doesn’t look like he’s slept for weeks. His eyes are watery and the bags below them are big enough to qualify as suitcases. He doesn’t smell too good, either.

I’d feel a lot sorrier for him if he wasn’t pointing a big gun at me.

"Sit," he says. "Sit down." 

He’s slurring his words a little bit. I decide that while he’s obviously hammered, he’s not so hammered that he wouldn’t be able to shoot me. I sit.

Sleazy Bob shifts in his chair – my chair – and I get a better look at the gun. I don’t know what it is, but it’s big and looks brutal. Some kind of shotgun, I think. He’s holding it on its side, the shoulder bit against his stomach and the barrel pointing right at me. My eyes are drawn to the gun barrel like ants to honey. I can’t stop looking at it.

Bob follows my gaze and grins, but his eyes don't join in the smile. He doesn’t say anything. He just sits there, right hand over the trigger, looking at me.

After what seems like an hour, I think he makes a decision.

"Up," he says.

I’m not a fan of this new, monosyllabic Sleazy Bob. 

He sits forward and the barrel of the gun gets closer. I get up. So does he.

"Out," he says, indicating the door with his head.

I go through the door first and he follows, close enough to keep the gun on me but not so close that I could turn around and grab it from him. Not that I’d even try.

When we get to the street he doesn’t even try to conceal the gun.

"That way," he says, jerking the gun to the left. We walk for 100 yards or so and then Sleazy Bob tells me to turn left again. I hear him rummaging for something and yellow indicators flash on a big black SUV up ahead.

It takes me a moment to realise that it’s Sleazy Bob’s. It’s filthy. It’s not just mud, either. There are flyers jammed under the windscreen wipers, and the remains of what I think is one of those Do Not Park Here stickers on the passenger side window. There’s a fresh-looking scratch showing through silver on the wheel arch, and there’s a massive dent in the rear passenger door.

It turns out that the outside is much nicer than the inside. Bob opens the door and it’s like being punched in the face by a dustbin. The SUV stinks of sweat, stale farts, flat energy drinks and half-eaten fast food. There are empty food wrappers, takeaway cartons and drinks cans everywhere. 

Sleazy Bob indicates the passenger seat, so I push the burger wrappers off it, climb in and fasten the seatbelt. He slams the door shut and walks around the front of the SUV.

I fumble in my pocket for my phone, pulling it out just far enough so I can see the screen without illuminating the whole interior. I hit the speed dial and manage to get it back into my pocket before Sleazy Bob hauls himself into the driver’s seat.

I don’t know if he saw the glow after all, if he has a sixth sense or if I’m just unlucky, but the second he’s strapped in he puts out his hand.

"Phone."

I hand it over and he hits the window switch, tossing my phone into the street. The window closes with a soft thump.

Sleazy Bob adjusts the gun on his lap, hits the central locking, punches the starter button and launches the SUV away from the kerb.




We sit in silence, the only sound coming from the suspension as the SUV crashes into potholes and from the tyres as Sleazy Bob takes corners too late and too fast. 

I’m trying to imagine how this could be any more dangerous. I’m in a boxy SUV that handles like a sofa, and it’s being driven far too fast by a drunk. Oh, and the drunk’s got a gun on his lap and it’s pointing at me. If we hit a big enough bump I’m going to end up the victim of a car crash and a shooting. Maybe Sleazy Bob’s got a furious shark in the back seat and a boot full of killer bees, and when the police find what’s left of me I’m going to go down in history as the world’s most murdered murder victim.

Just when I'm pretty sure things can't get any more dangerous, Sleazy Bob starts talking to an imaginary friend.

"Everett," he says.

I'm not sure who he's talking to, but it definitely isn't me.

"Everett," he says again, more firmly this time.

"Everett." Louder.

"Everett!" He's shouting now, but whatever he's shouting at isn't responding. He leans over to stab at the dashboard and the SUV veers into the opposite lane. We're nearly in the ditch before Sleazy Bob pulls the heavy vehicle back on course.

"Everett," he says again. This time there's a beep and a woman's voice. 

"Calling Everett," the voice says.

Sleazy Bob clears his throat.

"Call failed," the voice says. "Retry?"

Bob's so busy cursing that he takes the next corner too late, running wide and narrowly avoiding an oncoming car. He rubs his eyes and concentrates on the road for the next sixty seconds or so before trying the phone again.

"Call failed," the voice says again. "Retry?"

I don't know if Everett's line is busy, if he's screening his calls or if Sleazy Bob's phone can't get a signal, but if it's the latter then driving further and further into the middle of nowhere doesn't strike me as the most sensible plan of action. Sleazy Bob must be thinking the same thing. After five more unsuccessful attempts to call Everett he pulls off the road and swings the SUV around 180 degrees so violently that I think he's forgotten about the gun on his lap. Once more my luck holds and the gun doesn't go off. Just as I'm beginning to believe in miracles, Sleazy Bob hits the parking brake and kills the power.

He doesn't say anything at first. We just sit there in silence, the only illumination coming from the red LED on his gun and the very occasional passing car.

"I should just shoot you," he finally says.

I don't think there's anything I can say that's going to make things any happier for me, so I stay quiet.

"I should," he says, absent-mindedly touching the gun. "Still might," he adds, more quietly.

Sleazy Bob shifts in his seat and lets out a long sigh. He runs his left hand through his hair, which of course remains completely unruffled.

"Everett owes me," he says. "Owes me a lot. But since --" he waves his left hand toward me, his right staying firmly on the gun -- "he's been hard to find. Keeping a low profile."

Sleazy Bob looks at me. "And that's why you're here."

I decide to risk talking. "I don't understand," I say.

He looks at me for a moment before speaking. I can't work out his expression. He doesn't appear angry, or sad, or excited. He doesn't appear to be anything at all. There's something robotic about him.

"You've caused a lot of trouble," he says, his eyes still on me. I nod. "Everett isn't happy. Thing is, he's not going to do anything about it. Can't. Not while the boys are in jail. He's not the action type."

A truck thunders past and Sleazy Bob watches its taillights fade before continuing.

"But if someone were to deliver you to him, deliver you without any witnesses, without anybody knowing where you are or where you've gone…" Sleazy Bob's face breaks into something that I think is a grin. "I think he'd be grateful."

Sleazy Bob hits the power and pulls the SUV back onto the road.

"Yeah, I think he'd be grateful," he says, stomping on the accelerator.




Sleazy Bob appears to be sobering up fast. I'm no less terrified than I was before -- he's still got the gun -- but for the first time tonight I think I'm more likely to be shot in the face than die in a car crash. It's not much of an improvement, I know, but I'm trying to stay positive here.

We're heading back towards town. I can tell by the streetlight glow on the clouds, although it's still pretty far away. Sleazy Bob is mostly silent, occasionally trying and failing to call Everett but otherwise keeping his thoughts to himself.

The clock on the dashboard says it's 3.23am.




Everett's house is almost as famous as its owner. The previous occupant -- another computer guy -- spent ten years arguing with the planning department over it. He wanted to knock it down; they said it was of historical value. They were right, too. The original was built in the nineteen hundreds for a railroad tycoon, and according to the planning guys it was the last of its particular kind still standing. 

The computer guy won, of course. Money always does. Every time his application was rejected he'd appeal, and appeal, and appeal again, until the whole thing had cost the council so much money they had to cave in or go bankrupt. It wasn't spun that way, of course -- the official story was that the building was too far gone, too dangerous, and that it would be replaced with something showcasing the very latest eco-friendly technologies. Never mind carbon neutral; this thing was going to be so green that its very existence would make Mother Nature jump for joy.

So after a decade of wrangling, the computer guy finally got the green light -- and he died three weeks before the project was finished. If there's an afterlife I bet he's spending eternity in a really bad mood.

There aren't many people who can afford a house like this, but Everett's one of that very select group. He bought the place about fourteen years ago, and he's been here ever since.

I don't think he's here right now, though. And I don't think Sleazy Bob is going to be very happy when he realises that.




Everett's house isn't the biggest mansion I've ever seen, but it's not exactly a two-bed semi either. For an eco-house it looks pretty old-fashioned: stone walls with huge rectangular windows and wooden shutters, a balcony overshadowing the front door, ringed with sparkling white ironwork. I was expecting something a bit more sci-fi, I think, something that looked a bit more green, something made of curved steel with blacked-out windows and cows grazing on the roof. Everett's house is nothing like that, and I can't help feeling a bit disappointed. 

We're nearly at the front entrance, the SUV crunching gravel and low-level lights illuminating as we approach. There were no signs of life at the main gate -- Sleazy Bob punched a PIN code into a keypad to get us in -- and there aren't any signs of life around the mansion either. The building is dark, the outbuildings are dark and there's no sign of Everett's big black car or any other vehicle. The only thing moving is the water in a fountain, burbling away in the centre of the driveway. You'd expect a security guard or two at the very least.

Sleazy Bob kills the power. "Wait here," he says, and climbs out of the SUV. The locks thunk closed when he's about a metre from the vehicle, and I immediately try to open the door. It doesn't budge and I can't see any sign of an unlock button.

I could always hot-wire the SUV and drive away, but unfortunately I don't know how to hot-wire a car or whether you even can hotwire one of these. I don't have the keycard, so I can't turn on the electrics to use the phone. I look around the cabin for something I can use as a weapon but there's nothing, just paper cups and alarmingly well-preserved bits of half-eaten junk food. Somehow I doubt I'd be able to overpower Sleazy Bob long enough to force-feed him an ancient burger and wait for food poisoning to kick in. Let's face it, if I could do that it'd be much more sensible just to grab his gun.

I'm regretting the beer I drank earlier. My bladder's not very happy.

So far Sleazy Bob has pressed an intercom button, bashed digits into a keypad several times and hammered on the door with his fists, all without success. Now he's just standing there, looking at the house as if he expects Everett to suddenly appear at one of the windows. He doesn't.

The dashboard clock says 4.24 and I'm starting to shift uncomfortably in my seat when Bob gives up and starts walking back towards the SUV. And that's when I have an idea. The locks unlock when he's nearly at the car, and as he opens the door and pulls himself into the SUV he's concentrating on getting in rather than pointing his gun at me. He's half-way into his seat when I swing the passenger door open, jump out and run as fast as my legs can carry me.

Running when you really, really need to go to the toilet isn't a very pleasant experience, but I imagine that being shot with a gun is probably a lot worse.




 As plans go, my one is pretty simple. Step one, I'm going to run as fast as I possibly can. I'll get back to you about steps two and three when I've worked out what they are.

I'm surprised Sleazy Bob didn't expect me to make a run for it, but obviously I'm not complaining. I was halfway across the driveway before he even made a noise, and I'm not slowing down. I'm about three-quarters across the front of Everett's house, my feet pounding on the gravel. I'm making enough noise to wake the dead, or at least to wake any rich old guy who happens to be asleep inside. The windows stay dark and the curtains stay closed. I keep running, my arms pumping, my bladder complaining a little bit more with each step I take.

I can hear Sleazy Bob behind me, feet thudding with the lightness and grace of a dainty elephant, wheezing like he's about to have an asthma attack. He doesn't stand a chance. I'm younger than he is. I'm faster than he is. And I've got a seriously big head start. Yes, my bladder feels as if somebody's stuffed a watermelon inside it, but even with that handicap there's no way Sleazy Bob will be able to close the gap.

I think Sleazy Bob's just come to the same conclusion, which is why he's started shooting at me.




For such a big gun, Sleazy Bob's shotgun makes a pretty disappointing noise. It just sounds like a shotgun, not the cannon of doom it looks like. I was expecting something much more impressive, and much more accurate.

If it isn't a terrible gun then Sleazy Bob is either a terrible shot, is firing shots to warn me rather than to shoot me or I'm so far ahead that I'm out of range. There's no ping of pellets rushing past my head, no ricochet sounds or rushes of air to indicate a near-miss. Just a few loud pops.

I can see the corner of the mansion now and I run even faster, my heart hammering in my chest. There's another loud pop but again, nothing comes near me. Propelled by the twin forces of adrenaline and really, really needing a wee, I sprint around the corner, race through some flowerbeds and sprint down the side of Everett's house. 

The gravel's gone, replaced by a grassy embankment that leads on to a perfectly manicured lawn. It's bigger than a football pitch, with huge bushes and trees in the distance. I run down the middle, head down, becoming more and more uncomfortable every time my feet hit the ground.

The windows of the mansion remain dark, but the lawn doesn't. As I run, lights on either side of the lawn blink into life, creating triangles of light on the grass. It looks like I'm running on top of a swimming pool, and while I'm sure it's very pretty it's not hugely helpful when you're trying to run away and hide from someone who's firing a gun at you.

I'm tired. I'm really uncomfortable. I'm being illuminated against my will. And just when things can't get any worse, they get worse.

What kind of merciful, benevolent God looks down on a running man, a scared, tired, exhausted running man whose bladder is about to burst, and thinks "I know! What this man really needs right now is lawn sprinklers!" 

If I don't survive this, me and God are going to have words.




The sun's coming up. I think Sleazy Bob has stopped chasing me. Maybe he's scared of sprinklers, or maybe he's just given up and gone home. I'm at the very edge of the lawn, by the bushes, and the sprinklers have finally switched themselves off. You know that bouncing thing kids do when they need to go to the toilet? I've been doing that for ages.

I really, really need to go to the toilet.

Keeping my eye on the far end of the lawn, I move across the grass, down the embankment and towards the mansion wall. I look left. I look right. Nothing. Nobody. I undo my zip and within moments, I'm feeling human again. Relieved doesn't even begin to describe it.

I'm just zipping myself back up when I notice the window. The open window. It’s at the back corner of the house, a sash window that’s been left open a few centimetres. The room beyond it – I’m assuming it’s a room, but I can’t see in from here – is dark.

I stand for a moment, listening for the sound of footsteps, but all I can hear are birds. I wait a bit longer, but there’s nothing. I’m pretty sure that Sleazy Bob isn’t anywhere nearby, so I walk on tiptoes towards the window. I stop just before I reach it and listen again, but there are no sounds coming from nearby or from inside.

I sneak a peek. If there’s anybody inside, they’re hiding in a tumble dryer. It looks like a utility room. I can make out what looks like a pair of washing machines, or maybe a washer and a drier. There’s an enormous fridge freezer, a boiler, a sink and lots and lots of cupboards. I’m sure they’re expensive cupboards. The room’s almost in darkness, the only light coming from a few LEDs in the appliances and what little dawn light is coming through the window from behind me.

I put my hands underneath the window, take a deep breath, and slowly slide it upwards.

If I’ve triggered an alarm or summoned a robot army, it’s happening silently. I count to ten, take another deep breath and give the window a proper shove. It shoots up, but that’s the only noise: no bleeps, no sirens, no robots. Another ten seconds and I’m climbing over the sill and into Adam Everett’s house.
  




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







For a moment I’m five again, clambering out of a cooling bath and into a radiator-warm towel. Whoever does Adam Everett’s laundry – somehow I doubt he does it himself – uses the same stuff my mum does.

I’m in a long, rectangular room, maybe ten metres long and four metres wide with a heavy-looking wooden door at the far end. I gently close the window behind me, leaving the tiniest crack so I can get it open again if I have to come back this way. I tiptoe across the floor and towards the door.

I’m about halfway across the room when there’s a huge bang behind me.

I hit the floor, rolling into a ball, trying to make myself as small as possible.

Nothing happens.

I wait.

Nothing happens.

It’s a while before I work out what the bang was. It was the central heating boiler kicking in.

I’m very glad nobody I know can see me right now.




The wooden door opens without a squeak and I’m looking at the kitchen. It’s enormous, easily bigger than my apartment, and it looks like something from a spaceship: all dark woods, glossy white doors and expensive-looking appliances. There’s a central island big enough to carve a mammoth on, and the rack suspended above it has enough pots and pans hanging from it to fill an entire department store. Every single one of them is gleaming, so either Everett’s recently gone on a saucepan shopping frenzy, they’re only here for show or Everett isn’t in this bit of the house very often.

The one thing I don’t see is a phone, or a screen, or any other kind of communication device. 

There are three doors out of here, or four if you include the one I’ve just walked through. There’s a door that takes you outside, and there are two more heavy wooden doors, one towards the rear of the house and one towards the front. I choose the one nearest the front. I reckon if I can find the bits of the house where Everett relaxes or works then I’ll find a phone, and the best views are at the front of the house.

I turn the handle and pull the door open, half-expecting an alarm to go off, but the house stays silent. I’m in a hallway. There’s an enormous wooden staircase and a long corridor to my left, huge windows making the most of the sunrise on my right, and another door directly in front of me. I walk over and open it.

I think this is where the maid sleeps. The room’s pretty big, with a single bed on the left, a tall wardrobe beside it and a chest of drawers on the opposite wall. Everything’s immaculate: the bed is perfectly made, there’s nothing lying around and there aren’t any pictures, photos or posters on the wall. It’s completely impersonal. The only sign that the room is actually used for anything is the phone.

Bingo.

The phone is sitting on a charging mat, on top of the chest of drawers. I pick it up and swipe my thumb across the screen to unlock it. It asks me to enter my PIN code.

This could be a problem.

If the phone works like my one, then the code isn’t just there to keep me out: if I get it wrong too many times it’ll brick the phone entirely, wiping all the data and putting it into a state of suspended animation that can’t be fixed without a visit to a repair shop. The good news is that depending on how it’s programmed, I’ve got between three and ten guesses before the phone locks up.

The bad news is that there are 10,000 possible combinations between 0000 and 9999. And that’s assuming the phone wants a four-digit PIN. If it’s expecting six digits or more then we’re into the millions.

Unless the owner hasn’t set a new code, that is.

This is something Dave’s always banging on about. The most common password, he says, is "password". 12345678 isn’t far behind. And with PIN codes, people tend to stick with the factory settings. That’s why bank cards come with randomly generated PINs, because the banks know that otherwise most of us would just choose 1234. And with phones, 1234 just happens to be the default factory setting.

I punch 1234 into the keypad and press OK.

"Wrong passcode," the phone says. "Try again."

Okay. If it’s not 1234 then it’s definitely 0000.

"Wrong passcode. Try again."

I’m assuming the phone wants a four-digit PIN here. Maybe I’m wrong.

I punch 123456 into the phone and pause before hitting the OK button. This could be my last chance.

I consider my alternatives.

There aren’t any.

I press OK.

The phone lets me in.

I’m about to call the police when I realise that they might misunderstand what’s going on here. To them, it might look like I’m a burglar and Sleazy Bob is the good guy. I decide to call Amy instead and get her to get hold of Burke.

I wish I knew what her number was.




I don’t know anybody’s number. I don’t need to. They’re all in my phone. Unfortunately that’s lying somewhere near my apartment, probably in pieces. And of course nobody makes their phone number public: do that and the spambots will call you twenty-four seven.

I check the time on the phone’s display. If Dave’s on an early shift, he’ll be at work by now. And if he’s at work, I can send him a message.

I flick the phone’s Messages icon and enter Dave’s work address. "It’s Matt," I type. "Need your help. Borrowed phone."

I hit Send. There’s a soft whoosh as the message heads off into the ether. Ten seconds later there’s a ding.

"What’s up?"

"What’s yr number?"

Another whoosh, another short delay, another ding. I click on the number and hit Call. Dave answers on the first ring.

"Dave," I say. "I need you to get Burke. Or get Amy to get Burke."

"What’s happening? Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I’m okay. I’m in Everett’s house. Sleazy Bob’s after me with a gun."

"He’s what?"

"It’s a long –"

I can hear crunching gravel. A car is coming up the driveway.

"Dave, I need to go. Call Burke."

I hang up, turn the phone off and drop down to a crouch, creeping over to the window and peeking over the windowsill. Everett’s car is coming to a stop in the driveway and Sleazy Bob is walking towards it. 

Nobody gets out.

I think Everett – if it’s Everett in the car – must have opened a window, because Sleazy Bob approaches the back door and leans down a bit, one arm on the roof.

After about a minute he stands back from the car and two men get out: Everett from the back and Everett’s driver from the front. I don’t think he’s employed just to drive cars, either: he’s another goon in a suit, with the big shoulders and easy movement of somebody who’s good at hurting people. The combination of a shaved head, a thick neck and a lantern jaw makes him look like a giant thumb in a suit.

Everett and Sleazy Bob walk towards the house, leaving Thumb Guy standing guard next to the car.




There’s no point in opening a window and trying to make a run for it. I’d be caught in seconds. I don’t think going back to the utility room and sneaking out that way is going to work either. I’d still end up on the driveway, and there’s no cover on either side. Thumb Guy would spot me long before I got too far away to catch. Anyway, even if I did get away Everett’s house isn’t really near anything. I think the best thing to do is hide until the Cavalry gets here.

Not in here, though. The wardrobe’s too small to hide in, there’s no space under the bed and there’s nothing else to hide in, on or under. If Sleazy Bob or Everett stick their heads in here I’m finished.

I creep to the door and listen carefully before gently easing it open. I look at the stairs, but I don’t think going upstairs is a good idea: one creaky step or creaky floorboard and the game’s up. I don’t know the layout of the house, and this is no time to go exploring. Remembering all the cupboards I saw when I first clambered through the window, I decide that hiding in the utility room is probably my best bet.

I cross the hallway on tiptoes, listening intently, but I still can't hear any sign that Everett or Sleazy Bob might be nearby. The kitchen door squeaks when I push it and I stop dead, my heart hammering and the blood thudding in my ears. I wait for the shout, for the sound of running footsteps, but there's nothing. I wait a bit longer and push the kitchen door again. It doesn't squeak this time, and I manage to close it silently behind me.

Full daylight means I can see more of the kitchen than before. There's a bowl of fruit on the central bit, black bananas suggesting that nobody's been in here for a few days. Nobody but me, anyway. There's also a granite knife block, black wooden handles coming out of it at forty-five degrees.

That's a thought. Do I need a weapon? Not a knife – I'd never have the guts to use one – but something I could use to buy time if Everett or Sleazy Bob find me. I try a few cupboards and a few drawers, being extra careful to ensure they don't rattle, squeak or creak, but there's nothing more lethal than a spoon. I was hoping for something more substantial, like a rolling pin, but there's nothing that hefty.

I look up at the hanging pots and pans. Most of them are far too big and heavy – some of them are so big you can imagine cannibals cooking a couple of missionaries in them – but there's a wok at the end that could be a contender. Woks are pretty light at the best of times, and this one's pretty small, just larger than a dinner plate.

I reach up and unhook it. Perfect. Heavy enough to hurt, not so heavy that it'll do serious damage, to someone else or to me. I don't fancy pulling a muscle trying to hit somebody.

It's amazing the effect having a weapon has. I know it's just a wok, but it's still a weapon and I feel a lot more confident. 

I pad across to the utility room, gently close the kitchen door behind me and look for a cupboard to hide in.

Every single cupboard is full. Cereals here, cleaning stuff there, boxes and tins and packets and jars. Clearing enough room to give me a hiding place would take forever.

I look at the slightly open window, but Everett's driver is still out there. Too risky. I sit on the floor, wok in hand, and wait for something to happen.

I don't have to wait long.




I've been sitting for a couple of minutes when I hear the kitchen door squeak. Whoever's in there is doing his best to move quietly, but he's not doing a great job of it: the footsteps are soft, but I can still hear them as they go from one end of the kitchen to the other. The steps stop for a moment, and I try to breathe as quietly as possible.

He's retracing his steps. The footsteps move back across the kitchen, then stop – listening again – and resume. He's coming this way.

I slowly push myself up, taking care not to knock the wok against anything.

The footsteps stop again.

After exactly ten seconds, the door handle turns. The door swings out to the kitchen and I swing the wok into the gap, overarm.

Sleazy Bob goes down like a sack of potatoes.
  




CHAPTER NINETEEN







Sleazy Bob is lying spread-eagled on the floor. His chest is rising and falling, and there's no sign of any blood. That's a relief. I wanted to stop him, not kill him. He's going to have the mother of all headaches later on, though.

The shotgun's about a metre away, lying on the floor next to the open door. I decide to leave it where it is. I'm not the gun type, and I'd be scared of shooting my own toes off. Anyway, I've already got a perfectly good weapon: a shiny wok with a noticeable dent in it.




I've taken two steps into the hallway when Adam Everett's voice booms from the top of the stairs. "Are you planning to stir-fry me?" He looks amused, not angry. "I've been threatened with all kinds of things in my time, but that's a new one," he says, smirking. 

Everett walks towards the stairs and I tighten my grip on the wok. He spots the move and lifts his arms from his sides, fingers extended, palms towards me. "I'm not armed," he says. He waves slightly towards the stairs. "May I?" I nod, and Everett starts to walk slowly down the stairs.

"I don't suppose you've encountered the inimitable Mr Hannah?"

I jerk my head towards the kitchen door. "He's in there."

Everett nods. "Hence the dent in your frying pan?"

"Yeah."

As he reaches the last step, I raise the wok in case he tries anything. But instead of lunging at me or pulling a gun from his waistband, Everett sits on the bottom step, his arms hugging his knees, rocking gently backwards and forwards. He doesn't say anything for a while.

"So," he says. "Care to explain what you're doing in my house? Are you intending to beat some kind of confession out of me? Is that the plan?"

"Plan? I didn't plan anything. I was planning to go to my bed until Sleazy Bob broke into my flat and kidnapped me."

Everett raises one eyebrow. "Sleazy Bob? Who is -- ah, okay. So why do you call him -- never mind. He brought you here? To this house?"

"Yeah."

"Why?"

"He said you'd been ignoring him."

"And you are, what? Flowers and chocolates?"

"More of a sacrifice."

Everett looks astonished. "A sacrifice?"

"Think so."

He shakes his head, sighs, and cradles his head in his hands. He sighs again.

"Hannah doesn't have a key, doesn't know the codes. Neither do you. How did you get in?"

"The window in the utility room was broken."

"Let me guess. The alarm wasn't on."

I nod. "That's right."

Anger flashes across his face and he lets out yet another sigh. "Details," he says. "Always details." The head goes into the hands again. I wait until the silence is uncomfortable before interrupting.

"I've already called the police," I say.

Everett nods. "Mister Burke?"

"He prefers Detective Burke."

"Detective Burke, then. I had the pleasure of his company quite recently."

"Pleasure?"

"Well, perhaps 'pleasure' is the wrong word. He told me that if I wasn't a good boy, Santa Claus wouldn't bring me any good presents. Something like that, anyway. He's a very imposing gentleman. I'm sure he can be very persuasive."

"Were you persuaded?"

Everett looks up with a wry smile. "Persuaded that my choice of business partners could be better? I don't need a policeman to help me come to that conclusion," he says.

"So what are you going to do now?"

"I don't know. I was thinking that I might --"

He doesn't finish his sentence. Sleazy Bob decides that this is the perfect moment to blunder red-faced into the hall, his hair and shoulders coated in something white. He's bumped into something in the kitchen or the utility room, flour by the looks of it, and he looks like a furious clown, or maybe a rosy-cheeked ghost. He doesn't look too sure on his feet -- concussion, probably -- but he's holding the shotgun perfectly steady, gripping it so tightly his knuckles are white.

"Robert --" Everett starts, but Sleazy Bob isn't listening. He points the gun at me and barks, "drop it."

I drop the wok.

"On your knees."

I kneel.

"Hands behind your head."

I clasp my hands together and hold them behind my head.

Sleazy Bob points the gun at my face. I try to ignore the enormous barrel and look straight into his eyes. They're watery, bloodshot.

Sleazy Bob sniffs and wipes his right arm across his face, quickly returning it to the grip of the shotgun.

"Robert," Everett says, standing up. "Robert, this really isn't necessary."

Sleazy Bob keeps the gun levelled at me.

"Robert. You can put the gun down. It's okay."

The eyes flicker towards Everett and then back to me. The hands tighten their grip on the gun.

"Robert."

Sleazy Bob's eyelids twitch.

Sleazy Bob's nose wrinkles.

Everett puts himself between me and Sleazy Bob, his right hand open, his arm outstretched.

Sleazy Bob sneezes.

The shotgun roars.

I hit the floor, hard.




My ears are ringing but I think my eardrums are okay. I can hear Sleazy Bob sobbing, and I can hear a noise coming from Everett that I know I'm not going to forget any time soon. My face is wet. I really don't want to think about that.

I look up. The soles of Everett's feet are right in front of me. Sleazy Bob's at the other end, on his knees, tears streaming down his face. The gun is on the floor beside him, forgotten.

I slowly rise to my feet. If Sleazy Bob notices, he doesn't react. I take one step. No reaction. Another. Still nothing. I start down the corridor, checking over my shoulder to see what Sleazy Bob's doing, but he's still hunched over Everett's body.

I make it to the front door. I throw it open and walk into a wall of blue flashing lights. I hear shouts, and engines, and crunching gravel, and I put my hands over my head, and Amy tackles me like a football player.
  




EPILOGUE







I'm lying behind a bush, the sun hot on my neck, watching a helicopter attack a bear. Which, let's be honest, isn't something you see every day.

The bear is doing his best to smash the helicopter, but the pilot is smart: after each swoop the helicopter soars into the sky, heading for the sun. Blinded, the bear can only wait for the next attack. 

Amy is lying next to me. "I don't think this will ever get boring," she says, watching Barney the Bargain Bear shake his furry fists at the sky.

You know the bit in King Kong where he's being attacked by biplanes? Imagine that, but in front of a garden centre instead of on top of the Empire State Building. 

"My turn," Dave says, grabbing the remote control from me.

We had the idea a couple of nights ago. We were in my apartment and we'd had a few beers when the advert came on yet again. Barney the Bargain Bear is coming to Garden Land, the voiceover yelled, explaining how Barney is on a mission to deliver bargains on absolutely everything. When Barney gave a big thumbs-up as the voiceover chuckled about "bear necessities" we knew what we had to do.

"Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" Dave asked.

"If you're thinking bear baiting, I'm thinking what you're thinking," I replied.

"Then you're thinking what I'm thinking," Dave said.

So this morning we bought a remote controlled helicopter, chose our spot and waited for Barney the Bargain Bear to turn up. We didn't start buzzing him immediately, though. Give us some credit. We bided our time and came up with a plan. Whenever there weren't any customers coming in or out of the front doors, we'd unleash the Kamikaze Kopter.

The name was Dave's idea.

So far we've buzzed him about twelve times, and the poor old bugger in the suit is getting pretty pissed off. We'd have buzzed him more often, but it's hard to control a helicopter when you're laughing. The score so far: I've buzzed him five times, Amy's got him once and Dave's hit him four or five times. Sunny was supposed to be here too, but she got offered a last-minute gig for a lot of money.

"Fair play to him," Amy says. "He's still doing his happy bear dance."

The happy bear dance is Barney's way of expressing the power of discount prices through the medium of dance.

"I wish the customers would disappear," Dave says. "We've got bears to hunt."

"Patience, my kamikaze friend," I say. "Wait a bit and he'll be all yours."

It takes four or five minutes, but eventually there's a lull. The helicopter drops like a stone, bounces on Barney's head and shoots skywards again. I can tell by the body language that Barney is becoming a very angry bear indeed.

"You know, I could do this all day," I say, taking the controls from Dave. 

"Me too," says Dave. "Ah, shit."

Barney is talking to a security guard and pointing in our direction. The guard says something into his walkie-talkie and starts sprinting. He's heading right for us.

We run.
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