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For Aidan




ONE

Turner died in the hot, still night air of 15 July, some time between the hours of 2 and 3 a.m., outside the apartment he’d leased for the past six months. Someone planted two bullets in the back of his head, then robbed his corpse and disappeared into the darkness. The shots woke one of his neighbours, and he called the cops. By the time the emergency services arrived, Turner’s body was already cooling in a sluggish pool of blood, long past any medical aid.

Someone said Turner had once worked for the CIA, though the Agency claimed he’d been no more than a data analyst, a desk jockey writing geopolitical reports. The police refused to say if they thought this might have had anything to do with his murder. They wouldn’t – couldn’t – say why someone had emerged from the dark, blown Turner’s brains all over his front wall, then vanished straight back into the shadows again. They wouldn’t – couldn’t – say why he’d been out at that time of night in the first place.

Nor could Turner himself, watching his own death play out on the TV news. Sitting on motel sheets stiffened by too much laundry detergent, a foil carton of awful Vietnamese food forgotten by his side.

Call the information line.

Your tip could catch the killer.

Dial this number.

Alone, in a town he didn’t know, he listened to his own soundbite  obituary. To the pat trotting out of stock newsreader phrases used for serious, sombre stories. How senseless it was, how the otherwise peaceful neighbourhood was still reeling from such a terrible event. A fifteen-second segment of grainy sodium-lit footage recorded at the scene, a few choice words from a tired guy in a suit at a press conference. Now here’s Tom with the scores from tonight’s games.

Two days out of town and he was a dead man. He sat there, numb, and idly wondered what he might have done to deserve it. Who it was who’d taken the bullets instead of himself. Whether they’d earned it too. Why the dead guy had been there at his apartment in the depths of the night. And if he’d been innocent, whether he’d had a family, people who were now wondering where he was and why he hadn’t come home. Family who couldn’t know what had happened until Turner came forward and corrected the mistaken identification.

He thought about his own few friends, acquaintances, people who knew him hearing the news for the first time. His sister, probably, would have been alerted by the cops after they found the body. He hadn’t spoken to Clara in nearly four years, and that had just been an argument. A pointless, bitter row over their mother’s funeral and why he hadn’t come. Turner wondered whether she’d been upset at the news of his death, or angry with him for coming to the very end she’d always predicted. If she thought he’d had it coming. A deserved end at forty-three. She knew he hadn’t been a data analyst, even if she didn’t know exactly what it was he had done for the Agency. The urge came on him, impulse boiling through him, and without even noticing it he was reaching for the phone. To make the call, to tell the world that he wasn’t the man who’d died, that he was OK.

He froze, then, with his thumb over the first digit. The initial shock had burned away and he was thinking clearly again. Those fleeting, indistinct TV shots of the scene surfaced in his mind, every detail locked in ice, clean and clear. Killed in his front yard. Muggers didn’t  wait outside people’s houses; if this had been a robbery, he would have died in the street, on the sidewalk. Burglars didn’t shoot people in the back outside their own doors either. When a burglary went wrong, it went wrong inside. And if the owner came home while they were turning the place over, most burglars, he knew, would cut their losses and run for the back door.

People who waited for a man to come home then shot him twice in the head did it because they wanted that guy, and only that guy, dead. And they wanted them dead for a reason. Get up close, wait for the target’s back to turn, optimum moment.

BAM.

A second round through the skull, just to make sure. Execution.

BAM.

And they were gone.

So was Turner. He grabbed his bag, swept his things back into it and burned out on to the highway, leaving the motel and its rows of identikit prefabricated cells behind. He could feel the old buzz running through his arteries. The mundane falling away, unimportant. Neurons tingling, thoughts like spun glass, wrapped around the hard, sharp form of the need. He needed to know more if he was going to figure out a plan of action. What exactly had happened at his apartment, who the dead guy was, how someone had screwed up the identification of the corpse; not easy, his prints were a matter of record.

If the mistake hadn’t been a simple error, it suggested some kind of official involvement in either his death or its aftermath. Stick his head over the ramparts again without knowing exactly who he should be watching for and for all he knew someone would cut it off. He needed to know exactly what it was he’d done to get himself shot before someone caught up with him and did it right, and that meant moving fast because he was behind the game. Sit around waiting, and you were lost.

And he needed to make sure they realised their mistake. His dad might have been an asshole, but he’d set great store in the belief that if someone took a swing at you, you hit them back, and harder, until the lesson was learned. His son knew now that it wasn’t always the best course of action, but most of the time it still made a good starting point.

For a moment the red glow from the taillights of a big rig ahead of Turner glimmered from Will Parkham’s face. The laminate surface of his photograph, peeking partway out of the envelope on the passenger seat. Unsmiling eyes and mouth curled and twisted, caught in mid-sentence. Parkham’s father a week ago, telling Turner, ‘I don’t care how he takes it. I want him to know not to come back, no matter how sick she gets. I want him to hear it directly, not over the phone. You tell him I said that.’

‘I can’t do it,’ he’d told the old man. ‘I can’t find someone with a trail this cold. Not someone like your son. I know his record. This isn’t my kind of work, anyway. Call Ingram. This is the sort of thing he does all the time.’

‘You can do it, Nathan,’ Parkham had said, eyes full of reptile hate. Turner loathed his given name. ‘Don’t put yourself down. And you will do it.You don’t have any choice in the matter, do you? I’m calling in your marker.’

Will Parkham’s photo stared at him, and Turner once more considered everything he knew about the job. About Will’s father’s insistence and the deep strangeness of what he’d wanted. To find his son, a grade-A piece of human garbage in deep with plenty of other walking wastes of good oxygen, only to tell him he had no interest in ever seeing him again. Or so the old man had claimed. Turner could understand it, to an extent; Parkham’s wife was dying and he probably didn’t want Will showing up as the curtain fell. Maybe there’d been more to it than that, not that Turner had given much of a shit at the time.

He’d known the job for a dead end. The last the old man had known, his son divided his time between some deadbeat friends in the Levels and others down in Philly. No further information on the former, one or two names for the latter. Turner had paid a couple of acquaintances to find a guy he knew in the Levels who might know if Parkham was still around, left Turner’s name and number at half a dozen bars and got nothing back, while he’d worked the Philly connection for a couple of days. Drawn another blank there; Will Parkham was a loser and no one Turner had met could’ve cared less if he was alive or dead.

Then, the same night he’d started the drive back from Philly, someone had planted two bullets in what they thought was his head.

‘Did you get me killed?’ he asked the photo.

Making the turn on to the interstate, he spotted the plain white Chevy Express three vehicles back, following.




TWO

Clouds like billowing rust hung low over Newport on the night Kate Friedman met the Sixth Avenue Beast.

She walked into Blanco’s with a head full of black feelings and four months of bad luck and worse choices trailing her like smoke. Pushed through the crowd by the door, caught snatches of conversation, the tail end of someone’s big story, as she passed. A guy’s voice, heavy Southern accent, as he said, ‘It’s not you, baby; it’s me. I’m a total fucking dick and now we’re done I want you outta here.’ Laughter.

It was the usual mix of junkies, Andres Ruiz’s shaven-headed thugs and their people, and maybe a dozen drunken sailors just tied up in the docks and looking for action of one sort or another. One of them was arm-wrestling a bald Mexican, locked in sweating stalemate, while his friends yelled encouragement in what sounded like Russian. Fat Angie was tending bar in a black halter-neck and a pair of matching hot pants dangerously close to shredding under the strain. Kate found some space at the counter between one of the sailors and a guy with a swirl of gang tattoos in Latin script running from his right shoulder to just below his ear. Angie passed her a shot of tequila and a bottle of Chinese lager. Said, the words twisted around her four remaining teeth, ‘You hear ’bout Slow Eddie, babe?’

‘What about him?’ Kate picked up the shot glass, weighed it in her hand as if she was planning on punching someone with it, then  knocked it back and let the tequila burn a track down the back of her throat.

‘Crushed against the wall in the Foster Underpass, dead. Hit and run.’

‘Guess he’d still be alive if he was Quick Eddie, huh?’ She cracked the joke without feeling the humour. Eddie Stein had been a small-time hustler, but a nice enough guy. Probably hadn’t deserved it.

Fat Angie chuckled. ‘I heard Howie’s in town, too. Maybe he knows where your ex is. Get some payback, get you out of this dump, babe.’

‘Ain’t gonna happen.’ Kate swigged her beer, watched the bubbles settle behind the green bottle glass. ‘Ain’t gonna happen. He’s too smart to be found.’

Sitting in places like Blanco’s, surrounded by the ghosts of their old life together, it had taken Kate two months before she lost the feeling that she could turn around and see Logan Keene walk through the door at any moment. The wicked grin on his face, acting like the world was ending the next day, fast and loose and dangerous. Nothing like the cop he’d been in daylight – like they’d both been – and she’d loved him for it. The infectious excitement, a high like skydiving. Looking into a world she’d never touched before, constantly skirting vague half-realised threats in a swirl of shadows Logan slipped through as if he was born to it. Nights of danger and drink and sex like their lives depended on it. Talking, sometimes, in the still of the night, about a house in the Caribbean and long years in the sun and the sand. She’d suspected the truth, or something like it – the whole force was on the take one way or another – a long time before he told her, a long time before it all crumbled around her.

Now she slept alone in a cheap studio apartment full of boxes she saw no point in unpacking, and when the dreams washed over her like midnight rain she’d wake to sheets damp from tears, hands reaching out for answers from a man who wasn’t there.

More shouts in Russian and a cheer from the other side of the  room. The sailor had beaten the Mexican and was trying to clasp him in a drunken brotherly embrace. Kate saw money changing hands, Ruiz’s men jeering their friend. The guy next to her said, ‘Don’t get many cops in here.’

She ignored him. Finished the beer chaser and let Angie set up a couple of replacements.

‘Don’t like many cops in here,’ the guy tried again. ‘Don’t want them. So what you doin’ here?’

She looked at him, kept her anger wound tight, a red-hot spring around her spine. Said, ‘Trying not to kill anyone.’

Something must have shown in her eyes or come across in her voice, because he shut up cold and hard. Glanced briefly at Fat Angie and then moved away.

‘I ain’t a fucking cop,’ Kate said to no one in particular. ‘Not any more.’

They’d been living together a few months when Kate found out Logan was selling coke wholesale. Another cop, off duty, showed up at their apartment while Logan was out, dropped off a DVD he’d borrowed a couple of weeks before. Standing in their front room, radiating something like discomfort, he’d asked her if he could leave a note for Logan. Kate told him, sure, then read the message when he’d gone. It was a warning, suggested a shift change on a particular delivery of . . . something, and it confirmed what she’d been pretending for a long time wasn’t the case. Logan came clean with her as soon as he returned home and saw the note. Every month, the department sent a truckload of seized drugs for incineration. And every month, Logan and the two cops handling the shipments replaced some of the load with dummy powder and sold what they took.

‘It’s not a big thing,’ he’d said, his hands up. Kate was livid. ‘There’s just four of us involved. We don’t take much, we don’t make much, but it’s enough for a retirement fund.’

‘It’s fucking drug dealing, Logan.’

‘You know how the department is, Kate. Everyone in the whole goddamn NCPD has their own private scam. We get paid shit and nothing we do makes a goddamn difference anyway. I don’t want to do this my whole life. We ain’t selling on the streets and we only handle coke; Slow Eddie set us up a direct trading line to Andres Ruiz for his people’s own private enjoyment. We’re not fucking up kids and we’re not turning people into junkies who weren’t already. For fuck’s sake, Captain McLachlan gets paid twenty grand every time she turns a blind eye to the Marianao Boyz bringing in another truckload of Cuban illegals to work the streets for them. That fat fucking assistant DA is owned by Alejandro fucking Guttierez and makes sure none of the blood he leaves behind ever leads back to him. That’s real bad stuff. What we do hurts no one.’ He’d looked her in the eyes, said, ‘But you don’t like it and you can’t live with it, there’s the door. It’s your choice, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier. I don’t want to keep things from you, Kate.’

She’d stayed still and silent for a long time. Pictured herself leaving, life without him, staying, and living with what he was doing. For better or worse, she loved him. And maybe he was right. She’d been in the NCPD for seven years and she knew it was rotten to the core.

‘It’s for retirement,’ Logan had said, taking the chance to press his point home. ‘Get enough, invest it offshore and let it build up nicely, quit the job in a few years when it’s all forgotten. We fold the whole thing as soon as we’re set. Not long now; four more trips should do it.’

She loved him, but she didn’t trust him. Wondered how much she actually knew him. Walking away was the hardest thing she could remember doing her whole life.

Two months later, it all ended for Logan. Four DEA agents showed up at Kate’s door, early morning in the pouring rain. He’d bailed before they got to his apartment – which had been their apartment –  and they wanted to know where he was, and what her role in the operation had been.

One of the others on Logan’s scam had screwed up. Spent a pile of money he wasn’t supposed to have and this alerted the authorities. He cracked, gave up Logan and the whole operation to the DEA. The DEA found out that the main outlet for the scheme’s money was an account in Kate’s name, an account the gang were all aware of but which she knew nothing about. A final parting gift from her ex-love, made worse when the DEA said it had been set up months before she’d left Logan. Even when he’d come clean to her, he’d been keeping secrets. The buyers escaped, Logan was gone and the other cops were all facing trial. In the end, after going through her financial records with atomic precision, the DEA and other agencies decided they couldn’t actually prove Kate had any involvement, but the department still suspended her indefinitely pending the results of an internal inquiry.

‘You know the drill, Detective Friedman,’ her captain had said to her. ‘Badge, sidearm, blah blah blah.’ Added, ‘And I wouldn’t expect to get any of them back. Too many people here can’t afford anyone from outside looking over their shoulders to keep a public fuck-up, or a snitch, on the force. Check the want ads. Get a waitressing gig instead.’

Four nights later she’d shown up, against her better judgement, at a departmental friend’s birthday bash in a cop bar near the 12th Precinct. Two drunken uniforms shouted that she’d ratted the others out to the DEA to save her own skin. One took a swing at her and she broke his nose, left him squealing on the floor, and got out before things got even uglier. For seven years the department had been her extended family and just about her only friends, and they’d declared her outcast without a second thought. She was alone.

And so she’d ended up going back to places like Blanco’s, places she’d been with Logan in the good days before the truth came out. At  least amongst the dregs she felt properly at home now, a reject among other rejects, even if they’d chosen their fate and hers had been determined for her by someone she’d trusted. Playing a dangerous game, daring the world to throw her just one more curve, to take her down another notch if it could, to give her a chance to show it and everyone in it what she was made of.

 

Midnight was long past by the time Kate paid up and left Blanco’s. The crowd had shifted, turned quieter and more serious. Business time, and she had no call to stick around. As soon as the door rattled shut behind her, she knew: there was someone out here, waiting for her, watching her. More than one.

Kate stood on the edge of the parking lot with a hot night wind off the bay skirling dust across the blacktop, fighting the head fog and sour gut the tequila had left her with, and felt the adrenaline take her senses, turn everything witchy. She fumbled her keys from her pocket, let them slip deliberately to the ground and used the drunken lurch to retrieve them to take a look at her surroundings, try to fix their locations. Made two guys in a truck at the far end of the lot, deeper shadows behind the streetlight-orange swabbed windshield. Thought she saw maybe another in the cover of a fire escape where the corner of the bar met the street, and sensed movement, a fourth guy, on one of the rooftops overlooking the parking lot. Realised, with a stab of fear, that they were covering every escape route apart from the alley that ran past the back of Blanco’s to the old derelict freight yards beyond.

Kate felt the alcohol, hurt and anger inside drown in ice water and wondered who’d sent them. Ruiz? Probably not. Cops figuring her for a risk or a snitch? Someone elsewhere in the chain looking to get back at Logan and figuring she really had been involved? Maybe he’d cheated on a deal and this was payback.

Checked her cell phone. No signal. Turned back to the bar, and saw  the fifth guy standing by the doorway. Tall, blond, surfer’s hair and eyes like switchblades. Dressed down, trying to blend in, act like he was just out for a smoke, but she saw the black stub of the taser inside his jacket. She stepped towards him, patting her pockets as if she was trying to find a light, and felt the cool, comforting grip of the extendable baton slip into her hand. She smiled at him as she brought it out and back in one smooth motion, still smiling as she whipped him in the gut with it. A rising blow, flick from the wrist and power from the shoulder, just as she’d been taught. The guy doubled up, trying to shout in pain or warning but managing nothing more than a wheeze. Kate kicked him in the side of the head and ran for the yards.

Shouts and pounding footsteps behind her, too far to catch if she could keep up the pace. Another taser, twin darts slapping into a bike as she passed, sparks as it grounded out through the machine’s kickstand, crackling through its frame.

Turned the corner into the darkness and ruin of the freight yards, strewn with debris from long years of homeless visitors, cover from her pursuers and maybe a way out. Into the maze of trash and fragments of old lives, her heart hammering. Kate was wondering why the place was so deserted tonight when a hunched figure in a ragged coat erupted out of the gloom in front of her. She saw white, staring eyes and a face like a carnival mask, teeth bared and ruddy. Something like an iron bar crashed into her jaw and suddenly she was on her back. Scratched red lines across her throat and ripping at her gut and the world became a well of blackness and pain. Through it all a man’s voice hissing like escaping steam.

‘For all of us. For all of us.’
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FOR SOMEIT'S HOME, FOR SOME 'S | HELL,
FOR OTHERS IT’S CERTAIN DEATH.





