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‘I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.’

Genesis 3:10

‘As I was going to St Ives,

I met a man with seven wives,

Every wife had seven sacks,

Every sack had seven cats,

Every cat had seven kits:

Kits, cats, sacks, and wives,

How many were going to St Ives?’

Traditional


Prologue

It is always the same dream, exact in every detail.

The young woman strolls around the department store. She takes her time because she has the whole afternoon ahead of her. It is only a few weeks before Christmas and everything is lit up with garish neon colours. Lavish decorations hang from the ceiling, streamers and tinsel in shiny metallic shades, huge round balloons printed with smiling Santa Claus faces and every so often, a tall fir tree heavy with baubles and tissue-wrapped make-believe presents. Carols play from an unseen hi-fi system, the voices of choirboys, impossibly sweet and angelic as they work through all the popular tunes. The store is, of course, crowded with shoppers, many of them eager-faced children being shepherded about by their harassed parents.

The young woman is in her mid-twenties. Her name is Catherine and she has dark, shoulder-length hair, turquoise eyes and a full, nicely-shaped mouth. Many young men have kissed that mouth and told her she is beautiful but now, as far as she is concerned, there is only one young man in her life. Catherine has lived with him for over two years and she has come here today to buy him a Christmas gift. He wants her to set a date for their wedding, and she is thinking seriously about whether she really wants to become Mrs Jack Doyle. She suspects that, deep down, maybe she does.

Making her way to the aftershave counter, she squeezes into a gap and selects a tester for a cologne called Tycoon. She smiles, imagining Jack’s face if she were to present him with something with a name like that. She sprays a little of the fragrance on to her wrist and raises it to her nose, but she grimaces, shakes her head. No, that one won’t do at all, she doesn’t want to be enveloped by a smell like that when she’s cuddled up to Jack. Somehow it smells like it sounds – pompous, over-bearing and shot full of testosterone. Now she tries another cologne – this one’s in an apple-shaped bottle and it’s called Adam. She sprays some on to her other wrist and … yes, that’s much more the kind of thing she had in mind. It has a fresh, citrusy aroma that she thinks Jack will like. Her mind is quickly made up, she’s not one to spend hours over a simple decision like this …

In his sleep, Jack urges Catherine to take more time, to try some of the other fragrances. He wants to detain her, keep her there safe in the crowded womb of the department store, because he knows that a bad thing is going to happen out on the street. But as he watches, a helpless observer in the dream, she attracts the attention of the sales assistant and makes her purchase. The cologne is handed to her in a stylish little carrier bag and she prepares to leave the store …

Jack cries out in his sleep and, miraculously, she seems to hear him, lifting her head to glance around, a look of surprise on her pretty face, the face that Jack sees so clearly in dreams but which he is unable to conjure up in the cold light of day. The music swells as the stereophonic choirboys hit the crescendo of Ding Dong Merrily on High. Catherine smiles, shakes her head. She is mistaken. She thought for a moment that somebody was calling her name. Turning from the counter she moves through the crowd to the exit. Jack watches her in mounting dread …

She is out on the street now. It is already dark and all the shop windows are a blaze of light. The air has a cold snap in it and her warm breath clouds as it leaves her mouth. She lifts the collar of her cashmere coat, pulls the belt a little tighter around her. By the store’s entrance there’s a busker, a dishevelled old man in a donkey-jacket and bobble hat. He’s coaxing a discordant tune out of a wheezy accordion. His fingertips are blue and there’s a dewdrop hanging from his nose. Catherine moves over to him and tosses a couple of coins into his accordion case, which lies open at his feet. They exchange smiles and Jack wants her to linger there a while, talk to the man, request a favourite tune, anything. If he can just disrupt the pattern of events for one moment, she will be safe and things will all be different.

But no, she turns away and moves on, along the busy pavement. And now there is the bus shelter. She sees it and steps into the glass and metal structure, gaining relief from the cutting edge of the wind. Behind Catherine, Jack can see one of the windows of the department store. It depicts a tableau from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, the scene where the heroine is discovered asleep in the dwarfs’ cottage. The model dwarfs move their heads and arms mechanically, in a crude attempt to fill them with life, but their eyes remain blank and staring. Groups of entranced children are gathered at the window with their parents, enjoying the presentation. In the bus shelter, other people are arriving. Catherine reaches into her carrier bag and takes out the cologne, begins to read the writing on the box.

She does not see the bus coming into view on the other side of the road. Jack watches from his lair of dreams, knowing that there is nothing he can do. The bus is already out of control, the driver crumpled in his seat as he suffers a major coronary, the steering-wheel sliding through his twitching hands, his foot stamping involuntarily on the accelerator. The bus veers sharply to the right, crosses the road and heads towards the bus-stop, its headlights dazzling. Some of the people in the shelter see it coming and they begin to scatter. Catherine is still reading, her head down. It is only when she realizes that a powerful light is illuminating the small print that she senses something is wrong. She glances up in surprise, lifting one hand to shield her eyes from the glare.

Jack sees it happen in sickening slow-motion.

The bus mounts the pavement and strikes the shelter head on, tearing the flimsy structure out of the ground and shattering the glass panes into a million flying fragments. For an instant, Catherine is like a figure in one of those glass domes with a blizzard of snow-like particles whirling around her. The front of the bus strikes her and she is lifted clear of the ground. She is carried across the pavement and smashed clear through the window of the department store, shards of heavy plate glass ripping into her clothing, her flesh. As Jack watches, sobbing, her body begins to come apart, arms tearing out of their sockets, legs bending at impossible angles, intricate patterns of blood hanging in the air like hideous decorations.

Of course, she is not alone. Other bodies come crashing headlong into Snow White’s fantasy world. Shoppers and children are pulped to bloody rags of flesh by the grinding wheels of the bus; but they are merely moving shapes on the periphery of Jack’s vision. He has eyes only for Catherine, his Catherine, the woman he has lived with and loved for more than two years, tearing like a rag doll, her precious blood splashing across the floor of the ruined fairy-tale cottage. Reality has intruded into the world of make-believe and the last shards of glass are still falling like alien snow as the bus finally comes to a halt, a great red beast gorged on human life, now gone torpid.

A terrible stillness falls over the scene. Somewhere there is screaming, somewhere alarms are clamouring but they seem so very distant. Jack can see Catherine’s face in close-up, her eyes wide in shock. She is surprised to be dead, she has not planned her shopping trip to end this way, she expected to return to Jack that night, to share his bed and hold him in the warm, slumbering darkness. Death is a different quality of sleep and one for which she is not prepared.

Now, as Jack watches, he sees Catherine’s lips quiver. She is looking at him, trying to frame them around a word. One arm is rising, her hand still clutching the box of cologne as though trying to pass it to him across an interval of more than one long year. He wills her to try harder, to shape the word with her mouth. It will be something to remember, something to cherish. But as in all the other times Jack has had this dream, she cannot complete the task. All that emerges is a last, slow exhalation and he sees her eyes are glazing over. She is gone, her spirit has fled its shattered body.

Catherine’s arm falls to lie beside her, still clutching the cologne, the ambulancemen will have to prise it from her cold fingers.

Jack is sobbing in his sleep now because he knows that this is where the dream ends, but this is the point where he must emerge into a reality that is worse than his awful dream, because in the dream, at least, Catherine is back, even if only for a short time. He can see her as real as life, can almost touch her … if he can only learn to reach across the barrier that separates them.

The sound of a siren fills his head and a flashing blue light veils the carnage. It is time to go … and yet he tries to cling tenaciously to sleep, sinking his fingernails into the mist of the fading dream. He can’t hold on to it, as it curls through his fingers like smoke. He is impelled to return, kicking and struggling to a life that has lost all meaning.

He wakes, alone.


PART ONE

STRIP JACK NAKED


Chapter One

Jack Doyle lay in his narrow bed, gazing blankly up at the cracked, water-stained ceiling. He was toying with the idea of getting up, but hadn’t yet decided if he could face another day. The dream had rattled him. He thought he’d finally shaken it off, that the eighteen months that had elapsed since Catherine’s death were enough to heal all the old wounds. But no, once again, the dream had risen from the dark pool of his subconscious, as vivid and meticulous as ever.

With a sigh, he yanked aside the duvet and rolled into the chilly no-man’s-land of the outside world. It was after midday. Rain hammered against the window and it was as cold as ice inside the flat. It was early April, but it felt more like November. Not for the first time, he thought about getting out of this godforsaken country, heading for somewhere warm and distant where nobody knew him …

He moved across to the ramshackle wardrobe where his suits waited patiently for him. He ran his fingers lovingly across the tops of the hangers. His clothes were about the only decent possessions he had left. Everything else of value had been sold, or pawned or lost on the turn of a card. But his clothes were different, he could never part with them. He slipped a hand into the inside pocket of a charcoal-grey jacket and took out his wallet. He glanced at the contents. A few pieces of out-of-date plastic; a collection of business cards from people who would no longer give him the time of day; and thirty-five pounds in well-used notes. He fingered the money nervously. It was all he had left.

He slipped the wallet back into the jacket. There had been bad times before, he reminded himself, but then there had always been avenues of escape on the horizon. Lately, there had been the discomfort of watching those avenues close down, one by one.

Jack dressed quickly, slipping on a pin-striped cotton shirt, a pair of silk boxers, grey socks. He knotted a Paisley tie around his neck and secured it with a solid silver antique pin. Then he put on the Armani suit and polished brogues. Closing the wardrobe door he studied his reflection critically in the mottled full-length mirror. He moved across to the chipped washbasin and splashed a little Roger & Gallet on to his unshaven face, a token gesture that was the extent of his morning ablutions. Glancing at the bottle he saw there was less than a quarter of an inch left. Soon he’d be smelling of nothing but his own fear. He thought again about his dream, the fictional cologne spray called Adam, a detail so consistent that at one point he had actually started believing in its existence and had spent weeks trekking around the shops asking for it.

He thought wistfully about the time when he breakfasted at the Dorchester. He’d been doing better for himself then, and that was a reward for when he’d pulled off another astute business deal. He closed his eyes and could almost taste it. But that of course, was in the days when it seemed like he just couldn’t put a foot wrong. Jack sighed, settled for a cup of black coffee and a cigarette.

Jack Doyle had set up the software company, Vectorcom, on a wing and a prayer as soon as he’d left college. He’d created an easy-to-use database and spreadsheet on which the company’s reputation was quickly founded. Vectorcom flourished. By the age of twenty-eight, Jack had a luxury penthouse in Mayfair, an E-Type Jaguar and more importantly, he was planning to marry the girl of his dreams.

And then Catherine had died, and suddenly nothing seemed to matter any more. After the shock had receded, Jack had sunk into lethargy. He missed important appointments, avoided paperwork, failed to do essential research. Instead, he embarked on a six-month binge of drinking and gambling, leaving his disgruntled partners to carry the company on his behalf. Without him to lead it, Vectorcom soon became a sinking ship and it was a case of jumping off or going down with all hands. Jack chose the former course of action, signing over the rights to his software creations to his partners. But he still found himself saddled with massive debts when the company finally went under. By the time he’d cleared them, his personal resources were looking alarmingly slender.

The six months that followed were the most sobering period of his young life. He was King Midas in reverse. First to go had been his prized E-Type. He took to walking about Mayfair and told friends it was part of a fitness programme. ‘Been putting on a bit of weight,’ he would say, patting his non-existent stomach.

‘Right,’ they said; but their cold eyes and mirthless smiles told him they knew the real story and were secretly delighted. After years of watching Jack Doyle succeed, they were eager to watch him fail. Soon, he could no longer afford his apartment. After some searching, he found the seedy boarding house, tucked away in Ladysmith Road, Soho, and managed to scrape together enough for the deposit. Gazing around his grubby bedsit he realized he’d fallen about as far as he could. From here on it was the reality of day-to-day survival, of scrambling to make ends meet.

With increasing desperation, he’d been obliged to look for freelance work around Soho. He’d recently managed to get a few weeks of it, installing software for Leo King, a guy he had originally met in a card game. King owned a string of Soho sex shops and was having trouble keeping stock of his varied range of products. So, the Vectorcom database, once used to check company assets and VAT invoices, now listed the dubious merits of whips, chains and inflatable sex dolls. Officially, Jack was breaking the law installing the pirated database on to King’s system. He no longer owned any rights to his own creation. The installation and subsequent training of King’s employees had kept the wolf from the door for a few weeks but now that source of income had dried up he was faced with the inevitable question: How much longer could he struggle on for?

This morning he’d woken to the realization that he’d finally hit rock bottom. Thirty-five pounds wouldn’t see him through one more day in this city, wouldn’t even make an impression on the back rent he owed. He would have to find himself a stake, an opportunity to start over again. He could think of only one person in London who owed him a favour – and it was to Leo King that he planned to make his pitch.

Opening the front door to his bedsit, his spirits sank as he came face-to-face with his landlord, Leonard Riggs – a man who somehow contrived to look every bit as unappealing as his name: a big, gangling fellow with a square, heavy-jowled face, thick with grey stubble. He grinned at Jack, displaying brown stumps of teeth that clearly had never known the tender ministrations of a dentist.

‘Oh, Mr Doyle,’ he said gleefully. ‘Looks like I just caught you.’ He had a slow, resonant voice, which was capable of making the most innocuous remark seem smug and patronizing.

‘I was going out,’ said Jack, an unnecessary statement under the circumstances. ‘Business,’ he added, defensively.

‘Such a busy man,’ observed Riggs, stepping into the room, just the same. He stood there, gazing around with naked curiosity in his eyes. He jangled loose change in the pockets of his brown hopsack trousers in a clanking rhythm, a habit that seemed designed purely to get on Jack’s nerves. ‘Busy, yes. That’s the trouble these days. Everybody rushing about, trying to make a quick buck. It didn’t used to be like that.’

Jack eyed his landlord warily, aware of the reason for his visit. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Riggs,’ he said. ‘But I really do have to go out.’

Riggs turned his head and smiled at Jack.

‘A minute, you can’t spare? In such a rush? What I have to say won’t take long, Mr Doyle. I’ve been trying to pin you down for a week now. Always, you are just about to go out. Busy, you say. Well …’ He sucked on his teeth for a moment and recommenced the business with the coins.

Jack waited hopefully, holding the door ajar but it was quite plain that Riggs had no intention of leaving the room until his mission was accomplished. Jack sighed and closed the door.

‘So what’s on your mind?’ he asked, hoping he’d get a quick reply, but knowing somehow, that he’d get the guided tour.

‘On my mind, Mr Doyle? Nothing really. Nothing I can put my finger on. But a man in my line of work, he prides himself on being a good judge of character. I like to think I can weigh a fellow up, do you see? But you now, Mr Doyle, you’re a mystery to me. A closed book.’

Jack looked towards the ceiling. ‘Mr Riggs, if you could just get to the point …’

‘Again with the impatience! Just why, I ask myself, should you be so brusque with me? Most people in this house … most of my guests … I get the measure of them pretty quick. They go out at eight-thirty, they come in at five-thirty. Down there in my basement rooms, I hear their feet on the stairs. I’m a happy man. It brings a little order into my life. I like order, Mr Doyle. Those people, they work normal hours, they pay their rent on the dot …’

‘Yes, well, I can explain that …’

‘But you, Mr Doyle. An enigma you are! Yes, I think that’s the right word. An enigma.’ Riggs rolled the word slowly around on his tongue as though enjoying the taste of it. ‘You go out, maybe, twelve-thirty … you come in, maybe, five o’clock in the morning. It’s unsettling. I get to wondering, what line of work is he in, my Mr Doyle?’ He moved over to the fridge and peered inside, observing a loaf of mouldy bread which he prodded with his index finger, leaving a round indentation in its purple and green surface. Then he grinned, crookedly. ‘A scientist, perhaps?’ he mused. ‘Conducting research into alternatives to penicillin? Or are you just trying to start a mouse farm?’ He snickered at his own joke.

‘That was careless of me,’ admitted Jack, hurrying over to the fridge and sweeping the loaf into a pedal bin. Jack turned back to Riggs. ‘I keep meaning to clean up,’ he said, lamely.

‘I hope so, Mr Doyle. I know this house isn’t Buckingham Palace, but it’s home to me and my guests and I dare say it beats sleeping on the streets.’ He turned to gaze out of the window, as though estimating the possibilities of sleeping in such a downpour.

‘Look, I’m sorry about the rent,’ said Jack. ‘That’s what you’ve come about, isn’t it? I’ll have it for you tomorrow.’

Riggs shrugged indifferently.

‘Mr Doyle, I hope you don’t think I came up to talk about money.’

‘It did cross my mind.’

‘Understand me, Mr Doyle. I enjoy being a landlord. It’s my vocation. But the money side, now, that’s my least favourite aspect. Haggling, I don’t like. I simply won’t do it. If somebody owes me money, say … well, let’s take you for example, Mr Doyle. Say a man like you who owes me, what, around one hundred and sixty pounds? Do you think I would ever mention it? No, I would rather bite off my own tongue! I’m a shy man, Mr Doyle, mentioning a matter of one hundred and sixty pounds and threatening to call in the police, well, that’s simply not my style.’ He sauntered over to the wardrobe and gently prised it open. ‘What I would more likely do is wait till you were out. I’d come up here with my master key and I’d take all these fancy clothes here … you have very nice clothes, Mr Doyle, I notice things like that. Yes, I’d take them to a fellow I know who deals in these things and I’d say, “the whole lot, one hundred and sixty pounds!” I’m sure they’re worth a great deal more but I wouldn’t be looking for a penny over, you understand? And that way, I would have my money and you would have paid your rent and everybody would be happy!’ He turned back and smiled at Jack benignly. ‘Yes, that’s most likely what I’d do,’ he concluded.

Jack ran a hand nervously through his hair.

‘Well now, Mr Riggs, there’s really no need to do anything as rash as that, I can assure you.’

Riggs looked affronted.

‘We were talking theoretical, Mr Doyle! I hope you don’t think that I—’

‘Just promise me you won’t touch the clothes till tomorrow, because I’m going to be paying you, cash on the nail! You see, I couldn’t work without my clothes and if anything ever happened to them … tomorrow, Mr Riggs, you can depend on it. And now, I really do have to go out.’

He began to usher Riggs towards the door.

‘Take as long as you like,’ Riggs said, as Jack bundled him out on to the landing. ‘I don’t want you thinking that I’m the pushy sort. Why, never in my life have I haggled with a guest, never!’

Jack nodded. He locked the door securely behind him and headed for the stairs with a fresh sense of urgency. Riggs padded behind him, calling down after him. ‘Always so busy, Mr Doyle! You’ve got to learn to take things steady! No good for the heart, such agitation, no good at all …’

Jack went down the stairs two at a time and out through the front door, leaving Riggs’ moaning voice behind him. He stood in the rain for a moment, tilting his head back to allow the falling drops to cool his face. He had a brief and horribly vivid vision of Leonard Riggs gleefully unhooking his suits out of the wardrobe.

Panicked, Jack turned and almost sprinted in the general direction of Soho.


Chapter Two

Jack turned right on to Berwick Street and wandered down as far as the Hot Sensations Theatre, a building with a garish plastic facade that could be illuminated after nightfall. The name of the theatre was picked out in tall red letters, flanked by ancient, mottled pictures of big breasted women. It was a little after two P.M. and there was scant business to be had at the moment, but just inside the entrance a blonde woman in a red satin mini-skirt was sitting cross-legged on a high stool. Jack paused and glanced in. She waggled her tongue at him in lewd invitation, then relaxed as she realized she knew who he was. She grinned and went back to chewing her gum. There was an irony there, Jack thought. Prostitutes were only overly familiar with complete strangers. To their friends, they showed more reserve.

‘Hello, Ruby,’ he said, stepping closer. He had got to know Ruby and the other girls when he had worked at the adjoining sex shop installing the computer system for Leo King.

‘Hello, Jack. Haven’t seen yer for ages! What you been up to?’

Jack shrugged. ‘Oh, this and that,’ he said.

She reached down a plump hand and gave his balls a playful squeeze. ‘Too much of this and not enough of that!’ she snickered. ‘What brings you round here, then? You slumming it today?’

‘Yeah, something like that.’ He nodded his head towards the entrance. ‘Leo in?’ he asked.

She nodded cautiously. ‘Yeah. Dunno if he wants to see anyone though.’

‘He’ll see me.’ Jack assured her. ‘For old time’s sake.’

He pushed aside the beaded curtain and went through the opening. Ruby turned and called after him. ‘You come and see me for old time’s sake. I’ll put the lead back in yer pencil!’

Jack grinned. She would too, he thought. He strolled along a narrow corridor, wrinkling his nose at the stale, spermy stink of the place. Ahead of him, to his left, a door opened and a solitary old man came out of one of the peep-show cubicles. He wore a flat cap and a tweed overcoat and looked like everybody’s favourite grandad. There was barely room for them to pass and the old man caught Jack’s eye, glanced away nervously, his face reddening. He flattened himself against the wall to allow Jack to pass and then scuttled away towards the entrance.

Jack shook his head. Poor old bastard, what a pathetic way to end up. He wondered glumly if his own prospects were any better. He continued along the corridor, turned right and paused at the open doorway of a small cubicle-cum-office. King was sitting at a desk with his back turned, his thin body enveloped in a black overcoat. He was using a personal computer. Jack cleared his throat and King looked back over his shoulder.

Leo King was a half-caste, the son of a West Indian street trader and a Liverpudlian mother, from whom he had acquired a broad Scouse accent. Now, in his late-twenties, he was doing very nicely for himself in the skin trade. His stubby fingers glittered with gold rings and he had a miniature ingot on a chain around his neck, the collar of his white shirt left open to display the overt symbol of his success. His dark eyes studied Jack thoughtfully for a moment, as if deciding whether to greet him or tell him to fuck off. Then a white grin split his face.

‘Jack mate, how yer doin’? Come in, come in, haven’t seen yer fer a while!’

Jack pushed his way past a tower of magazines and into the office, and glanced around for another seat. There wasn’t one so he perched himself on the edge of Leo’s desk beside the computer. ‘Sorry about the mess. Gorra big consignment of Danish porn and nowhere to store it. Couldn’t pass it up at the price. ’Ere, gerra load of this!’ He fished a magazine from a pile beside him and opened it to the centre spread. He held it out for Jack’s inspection. ‘She’s earnin’ her money, wouldn’t you say?’

Jack nodded. ‘That a donkey or a Shetland pony?’ he asked.

Leo shrugged. ‘Who do I look like, David fuckin’ Attenborough? Take it, if you want to.’

‘That’s all right, thanks. I prefer to see people riding horses, rather than the other way around.’

Leo chuckled. He tossed the magazine away, opened the drawer of his desk and took out a bottle of Glenfiddich. He poured two stiff shots and handed one to Jack with a sly wink. The two men drank and Jack grimaced as the fiery liquid went down.

‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘You always like a shot of the hard stuff in the afternoon, Leo.’ He nodded towards the computer screen. ‘Any problems with the database?’

‘No, it’s sound. Dead simple to use. A kid could ’andle it.’ He paused. There was a brief, uncomfortable silence. ‘So er … what brings you round, Jack? Anything special?’

Jack studied his glass for a moment. ‘I’m looking for a favour,’ he said, quietly.

Leo’s grin slipped for a fraction of a second and a wary look came into his eyes. ‘A favour?’ he echoed. ‘What kind of favour?’

‘I’m looking for a stake, Leo.’

‘Yeah? Try the Bernie Inn down the road.’

Jack didn’t react to the joke and Leo frowned.

‘Must be losin’ me touch,’ he complained.

‘I’m afraid this is serious,’ said Jack. ‘I’m in a fix, Leo, or I wouldn’t ask. I was thinking around two grand …’

‘Jesus, I’ll say it’s serious!’ Leo was shaking his head. ‘I don’t know, Jacko, that’s a lorra wedge.’

Jack bridled. He didn’t much care for being called ‘Jacko’. He thought it lacked respect. ‘Leo, you know I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate. I’m looking to make a new start and I just need a little capital.’

‘Make a new start at what?’

‘Well, the software business. It’s what I know best. I mean, you said yourself that my system is a doddle to use.’

‘But you told me it wasn’t your system any more. You said that you’d let the rights go to somebody else when your business was in trouble.’

‘Yes … well, sure, so I’ll create another one, won’t I? A better one. I just—’

But again Leo was shaking his head.

‘Maybe you haven’t heard, Jacko, but there’s this little thing called “the recession”.’

‘Oh yes? And it’s knocked the bottom right out of the vibrator market, has it?’

‘You’d be surprised.’ Leo waved a hand at Jack to calm him a little. ‘The truth is, mate, if you want to borrow money around here, there’s plenty of places you can go to. I could put you in touch with somebody who’d give you two thousand quid, just like that, no questions asked.’

‘Really?’ Jack brightened a little.

‘Mind you, I’d only recommend it as a last resort.’

‘Why’s that then?’

‘’Cos the geezer I’m thinkin’ of is a right villain. Oh, he’ll lend you as much as you like, but his interest rates would be a lot steeper than “The Bank That Likes To Say Yes”. He’s called “The Armenian”.’

Jack grimaced. ‘What kind of a name is that?’ he asked.

‘Only one he answers to. And I’ve yet to meet a man stupid enough to ask him about it. He employs a stoneface, big Scottish lad called Tam McGiver. A right fuckin’ animal, sort of bloke who’d pull your nuts off and eat ’em raw if you crossed him.’

Jack shrugged. ‘You got a phone number for these people?’

‘Jesus, you really are serious, aren’t you?’

‘Like I told you, Leo, I’m desperate. And if you won’t help me out—’

‘Not so much won’t, as can’t. Tell you the truth, I’m in the process of opening up a Spanish connection to the business. I’m backwards and forwards to Marbella every other day and my cash flow isn’t the best.’ He flipped open an address book and copied a phone number on to the back of one of his business cards. He handed it to Jack and watched as he slipped it into the breast pocket of his jacket. ‘Think very carefully before you get into this, Jacko. I wouldn’t want it on me conscience that I dropped you in it with a gorilla like McGiver.’

‘Beggars can’t be choosers,’ observed Jack.

‘No, I suppose not …’ Leo looked suddenly thoughtful. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, ‘I may have something for you, just short-term, like. You used to be a fairly ’andy poker player, didn’t you?’

‘Still am,’ Jack assured him.

‘Hmm. It’s just that I’ve got a game organized for tonight and somebody’s dropped out at the last minute.’

‘A game for money?’

‘Of course for money! I could get you in if you’d be interested … only—’

‘Only what?’

‘Well, it might be out of your league, Jacko.’

‘What do you mean, out of my fucking league?’

Leo held up a glittering hand to calm him.

‘Don’t get me wrong, mate. No slur intended, like. It’s just—’

‘Just what?’

‘This is a serious game and there’s some unpleasant people playing.’

‘So? I can handle that,’ snapped Jack.

Leo frowned, topped up their glasses.

‘A bloke called Lou Winters is a regular. Ever heard of him?’

Jack shook his head. ‘Another villain?’ he asked.

‘Yeah. Big operator these days, spreads his net very wide. Dope, girls, protection … you name it. Uses a respectable business operation as a front. He goes everywhere with a hired hand called Eddie Mulryan. Another animal but a different species to Tam McGiver. First time I met Mulryan, I thought he was the nicest bloke I’d ever met. Then I dropped a couple of grand to Lou in a poker game. Didn’t have the readies to pay up. Lou gave me two days to sort it out. I figured it could wait longer. Lou sent Eddie round … and he left with the money in his pocket.’

Jack gazed inquiringly at Leo but clearly he wasn’t going to get any more of an explanation than this. ‘He put the frighteners on, did he?’ prompted Jack.

‘Let’s just say that Mr Mulryan has a very persuasive manner,’ said Leo, grimly. ‘And I’m never going to get in that position again. When I play with Lou, I make sure I stay within the limits of what I can afford to lose, there and then. Otherwise, I fold and sit there watching the big boys. So all I’m saying is, be aware of what you might be getting into.’

‘No sweat. You’ll get me in the game then?’

Leo shrugged. ‘Dunno. ’Ow much yer got to play with?’

Jack sighed.

‘Thirty-five quid,’ he said.

‘You are joking I hope!’ Leo studied Jack for a moment and realized that he was being deadly serious. ‘Christ, you are in a bad way, aren’t you?’ He shrugged. ‘They won’t even let you sit at the table with that. Rules of the house. They expect you to put down a minimum three hundred quid just to get dealt in.’

‘What’s all this “they” business? I thought it was your game.’

Leo laughed hollowly. ‘Yeah, it used to be. Now I just organize it, provide the venue, the cards and the booze. And I wouldn’t dare miss a session. Mr Winters wouldn’t like it.’

Jack considered this. ‘OK, how’s about you loan me the three hundred?’

‘Oh, I dunno Jack! It’s like I said, this Spanish thing—’

‘Come on, that’s chicken feed to you. That’s only …’ he waved at the pile of magazines beside him, ‘… a dozen of those things. I’ll pay you back, with interest if you like. You know, I’ve done you a few favours in the past, Leo. Remember how all your staff used to rip you off before I got the database installed? I’ve probably saved you thousands over the past few months.’

‘Yeah, yeah, tell me about it!’ Leo sighed. He still looked worried. ‘All right, I’ll stake you for that, no problem. But be careful, Jacko. Lou isn’t the greatest poker player, I’ve seen him drop five grand on a bad night. But he’s a jammy sonofabitch and he’s got the clout to take it all the way. You lose the three hundred and you drop out, all right?’

‘Don’t worry about me. I know what I’m doing.’

‘I hope so, pal.’ Leo opened another drawer and took out a metal cash box. He counted out a slim pile of tens and handed them to Jack. ‘The game’s upstairs above me private cinema in Wardour Street. You know the place?’

Jack nodded. ‘What time?’

‘We sit down to play at eight o’clock. Be there for ten to eight. If yer late, yer don’t gerr’in. It goes without saying you don’t tell anybody else about this.’

Jack feigned a look of astonishment. ‘Golly! You don’t mean to tell me this is illegal! Listen, Leo, stop acting like my mother, for Christ’s sake. A year ago, I was running my own company and pulling down a salary of forty grand a year. And I drove an E-Type Jag when you were still dreaming about opening your first wank palace.’

Leo smirked but his eyes were without humour.

‘Oh yeah, you were the man of the match at one time, Jacko. Really big news. But yer lost yer luck, mate. I’ve seen it happen to a good few people and mostly, it never comes back again. Never.’

Jack drained the rest of his whisky, folded the money and slipped it into his wallet. ‘Thanks for the advice, Leo.’ He got up from the desk and made for the door. ‘See you tonight.’

Jack walked with determination back along the corridor. He felt his old confidence returning, coursing through his veins like a drug. ‘This time,’ he whispered, ‘I’m coming back. I feel it. I really do.’

He walked past Ruby, who was busily sweet-talking a guy old enough to be her father. He stepped out into the wet and cold of the street, aware of the wallet in his breast pocket, heavy against his heart.
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