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New York Newsday 5 April


Nathan Jones – scarred for life by one night of horror in his Northern Irish past. And also by having the same name as a Supremes song.


Hoping for a fresh start, Nathan moves to New York but when his girlfriend leaves him, he only has his new job for company – that of a security guard at the Empire State Building. Recently acquired by a computer billionaire, the building is about to be visited by President Michael Keneally, an army of FBI men, and George Burley of Alabama, a white supremacist with the President at the top of his assassination Top Ten.


Wildly dark and wonderfully entertaining, EMPIRE STATE takes the world of politics – international, racial and sexual – and holds it hostage at the top of one of the most famous buildings on Earth.


Bateman was a journalist in Northern Ireland before becoming a full-time writer. His first novel, DIVORCING JACK, won the Betty Trask Prize, and all his novels have been critically acclaimed. He wrote the screenplays for the feature films DIVORCING JACK and WILD ABOUT HARRY and the popular TV series MURPHY’S LAW starring James Nesbitt. Bateman lives in Ireland with his family.

For Andrea and Matthew



This novel is entirely a work of fiction. Although it contains incidental references to actual people and places, these references are used merely to lend the fiction a realistic setting. All other names, characters, companies, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely incidental.

PROLOGUE
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They were just a couple of tourists, or might have been.

Okay, so there was a stretch parked outside on 34th Street, but that wasn’t uncommon, and anyone who cared to look would have seen the scrapes down one side where a drunk had smashed a bottle and then tried and failed to carve his initials, or the cracked brake light; they would have seen a driver as well, tired from being behind the wheel all day, his head nodding forward, then jerking back, then nodding forward. A herd of elephants could have snuck up and checked the oil and he wouldn’t have known any different.

Inside, two men joined the queue. It was getting towards eleven. Behind them a security guard produced a rope and looped it over two plastic poles to stop anyone else joining; this would be the last trip of the night.

If anyone had studied the men they would have put twenty years between them. One was tall, black, silk suit, shined-up Oxford shoes, hair cut short, nails manicured, wedding band, earnest look about him; confident, imposing. The other was white, five-ten, skinny, hair like straw, pulled back in a ponytail; he wore a Batman sweatshirt, black jeans with the knees turning white, dirty grey sneakers. His face had a sallow complexion, not helped by the wispy excuse for stubble on his chin. In fact they were the same age.

As they waited for tickets the tall man, Mark Benedict, lifted a free leaflet and began to read. Beside him Michael Tate chewed gum and hummed.

‘There’s enough steel here to build a double track railroad from New York to Saratoga Springs, it says.’

Tate shrugged.

‘There are 6,500 windows. Ten million bricks were used.’

‘Uhuh.’

They reached the desk. Although he was closest, Tate waited for his companion to produce the eight bucks for the tickets.

‘How many visitors a year?’ he asked.

Benedict took the tickets and they followed the directions for the elevators. As he walked Benedict scanned the leaflet. ‘Doesn’t say. I’ll find out. A million, easy, I’d say. Four million dollars a year.’

Tate rolled his eyes. ‘It’s not the money, Mark,’ he said.

Benedict nodded. ‘Of course.’

They rode the elevator to the 80th floor. It took less than one minute for them to travel the 1,200 feet. Then they entered a second elevator and rode in silence to the 86th floor observatory.

As Tate led them out onto the floor a smile broke on his face. ‘I’ve been dreaming of this since I was a kid.’

‘You never mentioned it.’

‘There’s a lot I never mentioned.’ He stuck his head up into the breeze and breathed it in. ‘I always loved the idea of it. An American icon. It’s not like Marilyn or Elvis or Kennedy, it’s never going to get tarnished. King Kong couldn’t do it. Neither could Trump. I never did visit before. I knew I would love it, but I hated the thought of someone telling me it was time to go. Mom or pop.’

‘It’s my toy and I’ll play with it when I like.’

Tate giggled.

Benedict stopped at the suicide grille, and peered out over the lights of Manhattan. ‘Gives an impression of height, doesn’t it?’

They both laughed.

‘Beautiful view,’ Benedict said quietly.

Tate nodded beside him. ‘Beautiful view of a horrible and sick place.’

‘Pity it couldn’t just be shifted to Venice Beach.’

‘We could build our own out there.’

‘Uhuh. I think maybe City Hall might object.’

They completed two circuits of the floor, Tate grinning all the way, Benedict still picking out pieces of information from the leaflet. Then they moved to a smaller elevator to take them to the enclosed 102nd floor observatory.

As they emerged, Tate clapped his hands together. ‘I love this,’ he exclaimed. The second platform offered even vaster panoramic views. ‘I could live here.’

Benedict, who had seen these enthusiasms before, nodded tactfully. It felt claustrophobic to him after the coolness of the 86th. ‘Originally,’ he said, ‘there was a dirigible mast up top. Blimps were going to tie up and celebrities get on board. They didn’t bank on the updraught caused by a 40 mph wind slapping against the building. The longest they ever managed to tie up was for three minutes. Nearly killed the lot of them.’

‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ Tate said bluntly. He spat his gum out onto the floor, then took out another stick and pushed it into his mouth.

Benedict shrugged. ‘Is there anything you don’t know?’

Tate curled a lip at him. ‘I don’t know how I feel about President Keneally.’

Benedict raised an eyebrow. ‘You voted for him.’

‘I don’t know how I feel about free health care for the masses.’

‘If you were poor and downtrodden, wouldn’t you want free health care?’

‘But I’m not. And the more I see of the poor and downtrodden, the less I want them to get healthy.’

‘You’re a cruel and heartless man, Michael.’

The elevator door opened behind them and an elderly security guard lumbered out. He looked at least as old as the building itself.

‘Gentlemen, I’m sorry, but the building is closing for the evening,’ he said. His voice was rugged, wind-blasted.

Benedict nodded.

‘We’re not finished yet,’ said Tate.

‘I’m sorry, sir. We’ve all got homes to go to.’

Benedict smiled. ‘Of course.’

‘How long have you worked here, old man?’ Tate asked.

The guard flinched at the old man. ‘Long enough,’ he replied tartly, then added, because he was proud of it, ‘More than fifty years.’

‘God,’ said Tate, ‘that’s fucking ages.’

The guard shook his head slightly, then showed them the palm of his hand, indicating the elevator.

Benedict began to move, but Tate stayed where he was. ‘It lights up red and green for Christmas, doesn’t it?’

The guard nodded. ‘Sure.’

‘Red and white for St Valentine’s, green for St Patrick’s.’

‘Red white and green for Columbus Day. Sure. Now, gentlemen …’

Tate was at the windows now, pressing his forehead against the glass. ‘And in 1947 they installed the most powerful musical instrument in the world, a set of gargantuan carillon bells, to pump out Christmas carols to the streets below.’

Benedict was turning the leaflet this way and that, looking for that information.

The guard held his gaze. ‘Except nobody could hear them above the traffic,’ he said, ‘and, anyhow, it would take more than bells to excite anybody in Times Square. You seem to know a lot about us.’

Tate shrugged. ‘I want to talk to you about all of this. Isn’t it fascinating?’

And it was fascinating to the old guy, but it was late and his head throbbed and he was tired and instinctively he didn’t like this young pup with the ponytail and bad attitude. ‘Some other time, maybe,’ he said.

‘Now,’ Tate said.

‘No, son, it’s time to go home.’

Tate looked to Benedict.

Benedict produced his wallet. ‘If it’s a question of …’

‘It’s a question of closing this place up for the night. Now please, gentlemen.’

The grin had dropped off Tate’s face. It lay on the floor, shivering.

Tate looked for a moment like he was about to bark something, but then abruptly moved towards the elevator. Benedict gave a resigned smile to the guard, then followed. All three of them rode down to the 86th in silence.

The guard said goodnight to them as they moved across to the high-speed elevator to ground level. Benedict replied. Tate strode purposefully ahead.

Benedict led the way to the car. Tate walked backwards, looking up at the building.

‘Well,’ Benedict asked, ‘what do you think?’

‘What about, the President or the health care?’

‘About the Empire State Building.’

Tate stopped, craned his head as far back as he could. ‘Oh,’ he said, that grin slipping back onto his face, ‘I think we’ll buy the fucker.’

I
EMPIRE STATE
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‘Nathan Jones, you’ve been gone too long.’

‘Oh bloody ha-ha.’

The policeman gave him a thin smile, closed the van door after him and then slapped the side of it twice. The gate opened and they drove out into the darkness.

‘Do I get the impression that that grates on you after a while, Nathan?’ Coolidge asked from the front.

‘It grated on me after the first time,’ Nathan said, ‘as you well know. You bastard.’

Coolidge laughed. He raised a hand, counted off one-two-three in the air and they all launched tunelessly into Nathan Jones, the old Supremes hit, as the van bumped over the security ramps. Nathan squirmed down in his seat while the rest of the crew roared at him. The smell of the paint was still thick in his nostrils. He’d been at the job for three months now and he still felt giddy by the end of the day. Coolidge said he’d get used to it. ‘By about the tenth year,’ Coolidge laughed. ‘You’re used to it, aren’t ya Tommy?’

Tommy Mateer was sixty-five, and smoked a cigarette for each of his years every day. He reckoned he’d give them up when he was a hundred. ‘I couldney afford ’em then,’ he reasoned.

Nathan pulled out his Walkman and pushed the earphones in. After a few moments Tommy’s nose wrinkled up in disgust. Coolidge reached back and patted Nathan on the knee. Annoyed, Nathan pulled out one of the plugs. ‘What?’ he said.

‘I’ll bet that’s not the Supremes.’

‘As if,’ Nathan said with a sarcastic curl of his lip. He replaced the plug.

Coolidge touched his leg again. ‘Who is it?’

‘Sid Vicious.’

‘Sounds like shite,’ said Coolidge and turned his attention back to the road ahead.

Nathan turned the sound up and closed his eyes.

Two miles out of the police fortress Marty Magee eased the brake down and shook his head. ‘You’d think they’d know us by now, wouldn’t ye?’

Coolidge peered into the darkness. Ahead, slowly circling, a red light.

‘If he starts singing,’ Nathan said, slipping the earphones off and peering forward at the checkpoint, ‘I’m gonna fuckin’ deck him, I’ll tell you that for nothing.’

The rest of them giggled. Magee stopped the van and rolled down the window. The police officer approached cautiously. Coolidge noticed the red-eye of a cigarette nestling in the hedgerow to his side. He nodded at it. It wavered slightly then dropped out of sight.

‘Good evening, sir,’ said the policeman, resting his hand on the frame of the open window. Coolidge noted the sergeant’s stripes.

Magee nodded and handed the policeman his driving licence. As he took it he asked: ‘Do you mind telling me where you’re coming from, sir?’

‘Crossmaheart. At the barracks.’

‘And your business there?’

Magee rolled his eyes and thumbed back at the van. ‘What do you think? We’re an elite SAS undercover team masquerading as a gang of painters and decorators.’

The sergeant nodded and handed back the driving licence. ‘Crack painters and decorators propping up the British colonial presence in Ireland.’

It didn’t quite sink in at first. Then the sergeant leaned in and shone his torch around them. ‘Would you mind getting out of the vehicle, boys?’

Coolidge leaned across. ‘We’ve been painting your bloody …’

He stopped. One of the sergeant’s stripes had flopped down off his arm. He noticed it at the same time. He tutted. He shook his head. ‘You just can’t get decent fake uniforms these days,’ he said, and produced his pistol. He pushed it through the window. ‘Get out. All of youse. Now.’

The big door was slid back and one by one they scrambled from the van. The man in the uniform was joined by three others wearing dark overalls and balaclavas. They carried guns. It was too dark to see what type of guns. Nathan’s heart pounded. His legs were suddenly weak. Marty gave him a hand out. ‘It’s all right, son,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘Oh Jesus,’ said Tommy.

‘Line yourselves up there, boys,’ said the cop.

The seven employees of the Professional Decorating Company quickly formed up. Coolidge, Marty, Tommy, Bob Evans, Michael Graham, Peter Adair, Nathan, in their paint-spattered overalls, their paint-spotted hair, their pale faces white against the winter chill.

‘Now tell me this,’ said the fake sergeant. ‘Does your boss never pay no heed at all to the warnings we give him?’

Coolidge shrugged. ‘It’s work.’

‘It’s supporting an army of occupation, that’s what it is.’

‘Depends where you stand on it, really,’ said Coolidge.

Marty elbowed him. ‘For fuck’s sake, Coolidge, shut up.’

‘Does he think we’re only raking him?’ asked the fake sergeant.

‘I don’t know what he thinks,’ said Coolidge. ‘He just tells us where to go.’

‘You’re very cool, for someone about to get himself shot.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ said Tommy. ‘We’re only painters.’

‘Well maybe you’ll be decorated for your bravery under fire.’

‘Oh Jesus Christ,’ said Tommy again.

The fake sergeant walked up the line. He stopped at Nathan. ‘How old are you, son?’ he asked.

‘Sixteen,’ Nathan whispered, his eyes fixed on the ground.

‘Shouldn’t you still be at school?’

Nathan nodded.

The fake sergeant smiled. ‘Do you wish you’d stayed on now?’

Nathan nodded.

He pushed his pistol into Nathan’s forehead. ‘You don’t really want to die, do you?’

Nathan shook his head. As he did, tears began to run down his face.

‘Okay,’ said the fake sergeant, ‘seeing as how I’m feeling particularly big-hearted, I’m going to let you go.’

Nathan looked sideways at Mickey Graham. Mickey was shaking. His eyes were shut tight. He bent forward, saw Coolidge staring defiantly forward.

‘Go on, scram. Live to cry another day.’

Slowly Nathan shook his head.

The fake sergeant laughed in his face. ‘Take the chance, son,’ he said.

Nathan shook his head.

The fake sergeant shook his, then stepped back and spoke to his companions in hushed tones.

Suddenly Marty gave a little cry and took off down the road. One of the balaclavas turned after him, raised his gun and let off a burst of automatic fire. Marty was too old and too fat. He collapsed in a heap. He hadn’t made more than ten yards.

And then there was light. Maybe half a mile back the way they’d come. Headlights.

‘Shite,’ said the fake policeman.

It was an instant of hope, and it was quelled in the moment it took for the shooting to begin again.

Nathan screamed as the air erupted.

The gunmen fired with steady efficiency. And just as efficiently the employees of the Professional Decorating Company fell to the ground, destroyed by bullets with barely a grunt between them.

For several moments the only sound was that of chattering teeth. Nathan, standing among the carnage, could not control his jaw.

The fake sergeant laughed at him. ‘Jesus,’ he said, ‘we must have missed you.’

He turned to the balaclava beside him. ‘Time we were off, Seanie.’ He slipped his pistol back into his jacket, then peered up the road towards the advancing car. He turned back to Nathan. ‘Sunshine,’ he said, ‘go back to school. And tell Mr Professional Decorator he’s not outta the woods yet. Okay?’

And then they were gone, slipped into the darkness.

Nathan stood among his friends. His bits of friends. He didn’t know what to do. All he could hear was the echo of the gunfire reverberating around his head. He stood and looked at them, and the tears cascaded down his face. There was Tommy, a cigarette still glowing between his lips, more alive than its host. And his friend Coolidge, except it was Coolidge with no head.

Nathan lifted his earphones and stuck them back in. He switched the Pistols back on. He closed his eyes and began to sing along.

He didn’t hear the car pull up beside him, nor the sickened cries from within. He only heard the guitars, the sneering vocals, the steady beat. Just the music …
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… just the music, but not that music, something altogether more pleasant.

Nathan blinked back into the moment. It was long ago and far away. But not that long ago, nor that far. His head throbbed; a sweat had broken on him; there was too much alcohol in his system, he knew that; and she knew that, the way she was looking at him. He pushed himself up off the table and left without a word, just half-raising a placatory hand.

Nathan had never been able to pee in the presence of other men.

It wasn’t that he was too small, or too large, or intimidated. He just couldn’t do it. If he was started before the other man came in he was fine, he could fire away like the best of them. If he entered the men’s room and there was at least one urinal between him and the next customer, he was grand. Shoot away, shake, reholster. If, however, there was only the one free urinal, it could create problems. Usually he would simply enter a cubicle, sit down girly style and no one was any the wiser. But most pubs, he found, only had the one cubicle and as often as not this was occupied by someone in dire need of something beyond a straight pee: that is, the need for which it was intended; or for boking up too much alcohol, taking drugs and occasionally those making love.

This time it had seemed fine. He had been sitting on five pints of Budweiser for the best part of an hour, and a tight bladder is always a help. And when he entered the men’s room was empty. Nathan marched unsteadily up to the urinal and unzipped. Or tried to. Over-enthusiastic. His shirt, too big, got tied up in his zipper. He yanked at it once, twice, got it finally on the third attempt, although not before a shirt button had plopped into the half-full urinal. It floated lazily down to nestle amongst the pineapple cubes at the bottom. They weren’t really pineapple cubes, he knew, but someone had called them that at school and the name had stuck. And he knew someone who’d proved they weren’t. The more accurate description of their taste was more along the lines of wee cubes of soap someone’s pished on, but on the whole he preferred to think of them still as pineapple cubes.

By the time he’d freed his willy from its home the door had opened and a man had entered. Nathan gritted his teeth and thought of waterfalls and rivers and all the usual things, then gave the faintest sigh of relief – but not relieved – as the man tried the cubicle door. Locked. Nathan glanced round. Sure enough. There were two feet, a pair of white socks and a crumpled mass of canvas trouser visible under the door. The occupant hadn’t made a sound. He might have only just arrived himself, or been there for hours. He might have been holding off on the big evacuation until Nathan’s own feet had disappeared past the cubicle door and back out into Michael’s Pub, or might have slowly but surely been making his way through a DIY magazine or a short novel about lemmings. Still, whatever, the new arrival let out a barely muffled sigh of frustration and took his place to Nathan’s left.

Nathan gritted his teeth again and pushed. This wasn’t always a good thing to do while standing up with five pints on board, but he came through it unscathed, though still as dry as before. He blew air down his nose. He tapped his foot. He shook his willy and willed the torrents forward. Useless.

The newcomer hadn’t started either. Shorter than Nathan, he blew some air out of his nose as well. Another dryer.

It was all he needed. Nathan knew from sad past experience that there was nothing worse than two dryers. Bad enough one man shaking his willy. But two men standing, shaking their willies was not only deeply, deeply embarrassing, but also quite possibly grounds for arrest. The only worse thing than two men standing shaking their willies in a public urinal is for the door to open and a third man to enter and pee freely and leave silently. But tell everyone.

Nathan looked to his right. The ceramic tiles were disappointingly graffiti free. He had used graffiti before as a distraction, reading it as he would a menu, lulling himself into a sense of security and then pissing away merrily. But no such luck.

The other guy let out another little sigh. This was decision time. One sigh was acceptable frustration, but a second sigh could go either way: continued frustration or self-propelled gratification. Now he had to decide whether to zip up and limp cross-legged back to Lisa and try again later, dart a non-encouraging glance at the other guy to see if he had grown in any way, or just wait it out, wait for the other guy to pee or piss off.

Nathan glanced left. Jesus, he thought.

‘You’re Woody Allen,’ he said.

Woody nodded.

In terms of the size of New York it was a fifteen million to one shot. In terms of the size of Michael’s Pub, nestling in the darkened intersection of two buildings on 55th Street it was about three hundred to one. Woody’d blown his Rampone horn here nearly every Monday night for twenty years. And every Monday night for the past month Nathan Jones had sat at a table lapping it up. Lisa wasn’t that fussed. She didn’t laugh at his comedy, didn’t appreciate his serious stuff, and didn’t see why she should be subjected more than once to a wee bald man blowing a clarinet. The New Orleans Funeral and Ragtime Orchestra wasn’t for her.

‘I hate when this happens,’ Nathan said, nodding down.

‘Mmm,’ said Woody.

‘Still,’ said Nathan, ‘loved the show.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Love that old Jimmy Durante one. What’s it? “Inka Pinka Doo”?’

‘“Inks Dinka Doo.”’

‘Yeah, great. Love that.’

‘Thanks.’

They stared silently at the tiles for some seconds, neither of them getting anywhere.

‘I love music,’ Nathan said eventually.

‘Good.’

‘I was in the school orchestra. I can play the 1812 Overture on a tambourine.’

Woody nodded. Grimaced.

‘And I once got stuck inside a double bass for three days.’

‘Ah, well, yes,’ Woody said.

‘What do you think of the crowd tonight, then?’ Nathan asked.

‘Swell.’

‘They adore you.’

Woody shrugged.

Nathan tried once more. Not even a dribble. ‘I hate it when this happens,’ he said again, and added with barely a breath, ‘Do you ever think you’ll make a film about Ireland?’

Woody shook his head. ‘I make movies about Manhattan.’

‘Fair enough. But you should think about expanding your range. You could make a Western.’

Woody nodded his head.

‘Listen,’ Nathan said, ‘one of us had better zip up and move out or we’re going to be here all night.’

‘I guess so,’ said Woody, making no attempt to move.

Nathan zipped and stepped back from the urinal. ‘I would consider it an honour to have you pee in front of me.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Am I all right here, or do you want me to go to the door?’

‘How about through the door?’ Woody said.

‘Excellent. Yes, excellent. I can hold on. It’s no problem. Listen, if you’ve time later, stop by and say hello. I, ahm, I’m in the corner. You can’t miss me. When I came in I tried to order a Malibu, but the barman misheard, and I’ve been stuck in the corner with this bloody caribou all night.’

Woody didn’t acknowledge him. As Nathan backed out through the door the genius actor-writer-director-comedian’s head was disappearing in a cloud of steam.
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‘Where’ve you been?’ Lisa asked when Nathan, relieved now, finally arrived back at their table. She knocked back the rest of her whiskey and coke and signalled at the waiter for another in one fluid motion.

Nathan pulled his chair into the table and gazed into his girlfriend’s eyes. Blue. Swimming-pool eyes, he’d called them on their first meeting.

‘Having a piss with Woody Allen.’

‘Aye.’

‘I was. I swear.’

He nodded back towards the men’s room. Woody was just emerging, looking about him warily.

‘See?’

Lisa shrugged. ‘So what, anyhow?’

The thought of their first meeting also flitted through her mind. They both thought about it so often because it was so perfect. And so long ago. She’d fallen in love with him within an hour of meeting him, slept with him within two hours and promised lifelong devotion by morning time. On good days she still felt pretty much the same, but when she was feeling low, which was more often in recent weeks, she’d look at Nathan and blame it all on a holiday romance that had obviously run its course. It was the full moon high in the sky, the incessant jabber of the Chinese, and mostly the miraculous coincidence of it all, that two lost children from Northern Ireland should bump into each other aboard a battered old ferry chugging along the Yangtze River. They had been the only westerners on board, but ignoring him wouldn’t have bothered her because she wasn’t floundering about in the midst of bloody China wanting to meet other westerners. But a shy voice from home, a cheeky smile, and the offer of shares in a purloined bottle of Tsang Tao beer had her practically falling at his feet. She looked at her watch and tutted.

She snagged Nathan’s elbow. ‘Nathan, please, let’s just go home, eh?’

‘They’re not finished.’

‘I know. But I’m tired. I only have the one night off. Please.’

Nathan took a big gulp of his beer. ‘Do you think you could just shut up?’ He saw her eyes drop. He sighed. ‘I’m sorry. Can’t you picture yourself in New Orleans?’

‘I can picture myself in bed. With you.’ It was a lie, but a sweet one.

‘Is that an offer?’

‘Might be.’

Nathan looked back to the stage. The New Orleans Funeral and Ragtime Orchestra had returned and was just hitting the first few notes of ‘A Shanty in Old Shanty Town’.

Lisa stared at Nathan, who grinned inanely at the orchestra in general and Woody in particular. She leant across the table to him to deliver a shouted whisper. ‘Four weeks in a row this is, Nathan.’

‘So? He’s class.’

‘You don’t even like this sort of music. I know you.’

He barely looked round. ‘You think you know me,’ he hissed out of the corner of his mouth. ‘But you know fuck all. Now fuck up.’

Lisa rocked back in her seat. She gulped her drink. ‘Bastard,’ she snapped.

She let out a sigh, squeezed the stem of her glass like it was his neck. It was time for her to go. She could see from the creeping redness in his cheeks that it was time: she could read him like a petrol gauge; he would be the Nathan she loved for most of the night, witty, thoughtful, romantic: then as the drink began to kick in the redness would start at the tip of his chin and slowly move towards his forehead: empty, quarter-full, half, three-quarters, then before he got to a full tank she’d get clear, go home, avoid a scene. It didn’t happen often; but often enough. That restaurant on 52nd: glasses smashed, table overturned, all over a slight discrepancy in the bill; the Embassy rock club, the punch-up with the waiter over a misheard drinks order. An almost otherworldly fury. He knew how it affected him, too, but always in retrospect; always with an apology and flowers and a promise.

She pushed a strand of auburn hair from her eyes. It’s not like I love him, she thought. It’s not like he’s particularly good-looking or has a good job or lots of money or is even particularly good company or a real friend. He’s … and she tried to categorize him, but she couldn’t. He was Nathan.

The secret, she knew, was to keep her own temper.

She stood up. ‘Are you coming?’

A pained expression. ‘Will you wise up and sit down? They won’t be long.’

‘Nathan, I really do have a headache. Look, I’ll slip on. I’ll see you at home if you want to stay and enjoy them.’

‘Sit.’

‘You’re an inconsiderate arrogant bastard, Nathan Jones.’

‘Yeah. Sure. And I’ve been gone too long. Sit down, Lisa.’

Lisa sat. He smiled. Then she lifted his drink and threw it over him. Then she walked out. Even going out the door she was cursing herself for losing her temper instead of him.

She stood outside for five minutes, waiting to see if he’d come sheepishly out after her, but there was no sign; just the vague beat of the music and the violence of the Monday evening traffic. She caught a cab and went home to wait for him.

Two minutes later, contrite Nathan Jones staggered through the door of Michael’s pub looking for her. Kissing and making up was always the best part of the night. But she wasn’t there. He could barely believe it. She always waited. God, if he went home now they’d only be rowing until the small hours; she’d need time to calm down. It was a feeble excuse and he knew it; nevertheless he re-entered the pub for another drink. And another.

Later, on the wrong way home, completely refuelled and walking sideways, Nathan crashed his head off a bus-stop. When he woke someone had stolen his wallet. And one of his shoes.
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‘Mr President? The Ambassador and his team are waiting.’

President Michael Keneally turned from the armour-plated window, set down his Diet Pepsi and turned his sleepy gaze upon Graham Slovenski, the White House Chief of Staff. He sighed, ran his hand through his greying hair then waved at Slovenski to lead the way.

Outside the door a Secret Service agent dropped a hand from his earpiece and nodded. ‘It’s clear, sir,’ he said.

‘Where is she?’ asked the President.

‘First floor library.’

‘Very good. Keep me informed.’ The President padded along in Slovenski’s shadow towards the Oval Office. ‘Who is it today, Slo?’ he asked wearily. ‘We did Slovenia and Croatia yesterday, didn’t we? Or was that Armenia and Slovakia?’

‘Yesterday was Slovakia and Slovenia. The day before was Croatia and Albania. Today’s Northern Ireland.’

‘Irelandia. Dublin. Right.’

‘Wrong. Belfast.’

‘Right. So when was Armenia?’

‘Tomorrow.’

The President stopped by the door to the Oval Office. Slovenski turned and ran an appraising eye over him, then reached up and fixed a crooked tie.

‘There now,’ he said.

‘Slo,’ the President drawled, ‘is it very obvious that I don’t have much of a clue what’s going on in these countries? I mean, to them?’

‘Don’t worry about it, sir, your ignorance is lost in the translation.’

‘Good job I don’t know a word of Irish, then.’

‘They speak English, sir.’

‘As a second language.’

‘As a first language.’

‘Good God. Then who speaks Irish?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Good God. Well let’s find out.’

Slovenski opened the door and ushered the President in. With an expansive smile and suddenly eagle-sharp eyes, Keneally crossed the room towards a tremulous-looking Northern Irish delegation.

There was no doubting that the President was a fine-looking man. He was well into middle age but still had a hint of puppy fat; he looked young enough to be sexy, old enough to be taken seriously. He had a beautiful wife who scared the pants off him.

President Keneally had been elected on a tax-cutting ticket, and he was already half-way to doing that. His literacy programme had been universally hailed as a breakthrough in education and was being adopted worldwide as a model system. He had proposed measures to clamp down on racial, sexual and political discrimination that had been universally applauded. He was the most super-do president in United States history. Naturally he had the lowest first 100-day rating of any president since such ratings were invented and had already been the subject of three assassination attempts. ‘Popularity breeds contempt,’ was Slo’s thinking on it.

The first had involved a microlight piloted by Marcus Fielding, a disgruntled ex-Black Panther who in his declining years had found his brand of militancy sadly out of favour with the times. He had packed two bags with Czech Semtex explosive, strapped them to his chest and aimed for the presidential living quarters. Sadly he had been too old to benefit from the President’s literacy programme and had misread his free tourist map of the White House; although he successfully eluded the ultra-sophisticated Secret Service security system he managed to crash into a public reception area, killing himself, one security guard and a three-year-old llama awaiting presentation to the President as a gift from the President of Peru. Many more people would have been killed – although not the President, who was golfing in Maine – had the Semtex exploded. It didn’t because Fielding had spent $3,000 on sixteen pounds of modelling clay. The Secret Service sent a new agent. The President of Peru sent a new llama.

The second attempt occurred when the President visited Dallas to mediate in a dispute between the oil barons and environmental campaigners. A mentally deranged woman, released into the community by one president and taught to be angry about it by another, decided to take it out on a third, and stabbed him in the arm with a used syringe when he took time out of his schedule to visit a day-care centre. The injury wasn’t serious. There had been the usual uproar about the performance of the Secret Service and the FBI.

The third attempt had been that morning in the President’s living quarters when he had tried to explain to the First Lady why her application to become a roving goodwill ambassador for the United Nations had been turned down.

Officially it was because the First Lady, great beauty and discerning intellectual that she was, had only recently moved to the White House and did not yet have sufficient international experience to take on such a demanding task. Unofficially it was because every nation under the sun hated the United States for being too powerful, too rich and too condescending. The President, unable to fall back on his normal team of speechwriters, had not explained it very well at all and the First Lady’s much touted goodwill had suddenly evaporated.

The First Lady liked her eggs hard-boiled. Fortunately the assistant to the assistant to the White House chef was a seventeen-year-old reformed drug pusher called Mario Finelli. Mario had been detailed to perform the boiling of the First Lady’s egg, and although he was one of the early beneficiaries of the President’s literacy programme, he had still not mastered numeracy and had thus underboiled the egg by some two minutes. Had the egg, travelling at an estimated sixty-five miles per hour, been of the requested consistency when it connected with the President’s temple, the First Lady might very well have become the First Widow on Murder Charge.

However, it had merely splattered over his face, damaging only his ego, then dripped into his lap. The President had spent the rest of the morning studiously avoiding her, moving circuitously about the White House guided by Secret Service agents relaying her every move. Eventually, he knew, she would track him down.

The Ambassador, a florid-faced man with an earnest smile, briefed the President on the delicate nature of his new state, the need to support its first steps towards democracy and the risk it ran of falling back into sectarian strife. One of his aides produced a map of the country from a battered leather art-folder and propped it up on a table. Using a pen as a pointer the Ambassador indicated different colourings. ‘What we’re trying to do, Mr President, is attract investment to the areas of our country most ravaged by the twin blights of sectarianism and unemployment. We must get people working together if we’re going to have any hope at all.’ He pointed to areas of Belfast, the second city, Londonderry, then drew his pen along the length of the border with the Republic of Ireland. ‘The areas marked in green signify a majority Catholic population, i.e. generally sympathetic to a united Ireland. The areas marked in orange represent a Protestant majority, i.e. generally sympathetic to maintaining strong links with Great Britain.’

President Keneally nodded thoughtfully. ‘And the blue area in the centre, what does that represent?’

‘That’s Lough Neagh, Mr President.’

‘Yes. Of course. Good for fishing, is it?’

‘I’d highly recommend it. Why not come visit, see for yourself?’

The President looked round at Slovenski. ‘How about it Slo, a visit to Ireland likely in the next few months?’

Slovenski shook his head. ‘Unlikely, sir. We’ve so much legislation to push through … then there’s the South American tour after that. Argentina, Venezuela, Brazil, Peru … unless you would consider asking the First Lady to represent you?’

The Ambassador’s eyes lit up. ‘That would be wonderful,’ he beamed.

The President pursed his lips. ‘It’s certainly a thought.’

‘Will I suggest it to her, sir?’ Slovenski asked.

‘Yes. Do that.’ The President turned his head slightly towards his chief of staff and winked, then wheeled sharply back towards the Ambassador and his aides. He clicked off the charm switch. ‘Now, what else can we do for you gentlemen? We seem to be running out of time. As you know, America is keen to support emerging democratic nations, but the money bag isn’t bottomless. I think we’ve already channelled quite a lot of cash in your direction, haven’t we?’

The Ambassador clamped his hands together. ‘Yes, Mr President, the United States has been most helpful, but the task is a long one, a hard one, and an expensive one.’ The Ambassador pulled at his lip. ‘And we would like to ask a favour.’

‘Ask.’

‘I understand you’re meeting with Michael Tate next week.’

The President nodded gravely. Tate, president of the computer software giant Magiform, was not his favourite person, but nevertheless he had felt obliged to accept an invitation to attend a reception to mark his $50m purchase of the Empire State Building and to help launch his latest assault on under-exploited overseas markets. The New York Times had already predicted that Tate would be the first computer nerd in the White House. The Washington Post had said that he already was, such was the influence of the world’s richest man in the corridors of power. The President wanted to stay the President, so he didn’t mind going along and making a speech, but he would absolutely draw the line at being asked to serve drinks.

President Keneally rubbed absentmindedly at the spot on his temple where the 65 mph egg had splattered, then nodded at the Ambassador. ‘And you fancy a Magiform plant in your back yard.’

‘We thought a word from …’

‘The Irish helped build America, didn’t they, Ambassador?’

‘They certainly did.’

‘And the Keneallys are all good Irish stock, aren’t they Ambassador?’

‘As I understand, Mr President.’

‘Well we’d be remiss not putting a good word in, wouldn’t we then?’

‘We’d be most grateful.’

The President dropped his grin, and his voice. ‘Really?’ he said, pushing his face towards the Ambassador. ‘How?’

‘Ahm, well, sir …’ spluttered the Ambassador.

‘Money perhaps? Shares? Real estate, Mr Ambassador …?’

‘Well, sir, I …’

The President roared into laughter. ‘If you could see your face!’

The Ambassador forced a strangled laugh. His aides giggled along nervously. Leaning against the door, Slovenski shook his head, then pushed himself off it. ‘Mr President?’ He tapped his watch.

President Keneally nodded. ‘We’d better wipe that from the tapes, eh Slo?’ Slovenski grinned. The President extended his hand to the Ambassador, then to his aides, thanked them all sincerely for coming to see him and promised he would do everything in his power to help regenerate their stricken country. Much as he had the Albanian, Slovakian, Slovenian and Croatian ambassadors in the preceding days, and would undoubtedly do to the Armenian representative the next day. There was no point in being negative personally; he could leave that up to the shirts.

In the corridor the Secret Service agent hurriedly diverted the President and Slovenski towards the kitchens until the First Lady had completed another circuit and then they returned to his private study.

Slovenski pulled a chair out for himself and sat, lifting his feet up to rest them on the edge of the table. ‘Sending her might mend some bridges.’

‘There?’

‘Here. It would get her some goodwill experience, too.’

The President nodded thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Okay,’ he said finally, ‘you get the wrapping paper, I’ll hunt out the Scotch tape.’
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