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In memory of Malcolm Dunbar



   
What’s the use of a great city having temptations if fellows don’t yield to them?

P. G. Wodehouse 

History is a set of lies agreed upon.

Napoleon Bonaparte




Prologue

The late afternoon light slid in through the tear in the blackout blind, a pale yellow strip of sunshine illuminating the huge red and black swastika flag hanging on the wall behind the stage. It wasn’t the only one, there were swastikas hanging on every wall, even one on the armband of the man speaking.

‘We have been charged with a great responsibility. We are laying the plans of future success. Germany must prevail, and with our help and our dedication it will.’

The speaker had an accent, Bavarian upper class. He was tall, thin, an air of authority. He wiped the sheen of sweat off his forehead, blond hair already wet with it.

‘Time is of the essence. We need to accelerate our efforts. The Fatherland demands it.’

His audience nodded, a few muttered ‘Heil Hitlers’.

‘Friends, the time is now. Operation Nero begins today. You all know your parts. I wish you all the best of luck!’ He saluted, clicked his heels. ‘Heil Hitler!’

The crowd stood up, saluted, called ‘Heil Hitler!’, clapped each other on the back, swore allegiance to the Fatherland. The atmosphere was one of triumph, of victory to come. The speaker stepped down from the stage and walked amongst them shaking hands, patting backs. Took the compliments on his speech with grace, as expected from a man of his authority and breeding.

Outside the hall, on the other side of the blackout curtains, the traffic was grinding to a halt, a slow-moving river of taxis, trucks and saloons. The five o’clock rush to get from Manhattan to Queens via the 59th Street Bridge was on …
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Gunner sipped his drink, watched the five or six barmen in white jackets working the crowd, getting the drinks out fast and the tips in quick. He reached into the pocket of one of his new suits, got his cigarettes out, put one in his mouth, was about to try and find his matches, when a barman leant over the bar, reached out a Zippo and flicked it into flame. Gunner lit up and the barman snapped it shut, went back to shaking a cocktail. Not the kind of service you got in the Punch Bowl by his old station in Glasgow. There you were lucky to get a drink in a glass that wasn’t dirty, never mind anything else.

The Plaza Hotel wasn’t where Gunner’s usually found himself of an evening, but he had to admit he’d been in a lot worse places. The Plaza was an enormous hotel by Central Park, looked a bit like a wedding cake, home of the rich and famous and the cream of New York society. He was sitting at the bar in the Persian Room, fortunate to get a seat. The band didn’t start for another hour or so, but it was already busy. All the tables round the dance floor were full. Senior officers in dress uniforms, well-dressed wives and girlfriends with them, groups of businessmen straight from work knocking back drinks like there was no tomorrow and what looked like a few wide-eyed enlisted men come to experience the high life, tell their friends back home in the Midwest that they had been to the famous Plaza Hotel. They weren’t the only ones that were impressed. Gunner tried to look like he belonged in the Persian Room, that he fitted in, but inside he was still wide-eyed, felt like he had wandered onto the set of some Hollywood movie.

The new suit he was wearing came with his new job. Nickerson, his boss, had taken one look at him when he’d stepped off the boat in New York and shook his head, marched him of to some tailors called Brooks Brothers. Nickerson standing there watching while he got fitted out. The tailor was careful to keep his eyes away from the scars on Gunner’s torso and leg as he stood there in his underwear while Nickerson said yes or no to his suggestions. He ended up with three new suits, five shirts, three ties, five vests, five boxer shorts and five pairs of socks. Soon as he put them on, he felt different. Felt like a New Yorker. And a wealthy one at that. 

‘You need to fit in, Gunner,’ Nickerson said, looking him over after the transformation was complete. ‘You’re working for me now, moving in important circles, can’t have you looking like a bloody refugee.’

So here he was in his new duds, fitting in pretty well in the Plaza Hotel, at least on the surface. He’d one eye on the general goings-on and one eye on the reason he was here. Joe Kennedy. Kennedy was sitting at one of the small tables by the band, splitting a bottle of champagne with a girl who was hanging on his every word. Kennedy was a big lad in his twenties, handsome face, impeccable suit, dark hair in a sharp parting. Looked like he’d spent his life in places like the Plaza.

Gunner was just about to order another drink when Kennedy and his pal stood up. She looked early twenties, very pretty, blonde hair, white dress with blue flowers that clung to her body, fur jacket shrugged over her shoulders. Looked every inch the Brahmin dream. Exactly Kennedy’s type. Reality was a bit different. She wasn’t from the Upper East Side, just the opposite. Alice Schwartz was from Red Hook, but after a few etiquette lessons and some new outfits she could pull off the Park Avenue look as well as the real thing; well, for as long as it took to get someone into bed, anyways.

Alice took Kennedy’s arm, and they walked past Gunner heading for the lobby and the elevators, a discreet wink from Alice as they went. Gunner looked at his watch. Half eight. He’d give them half an hour, make sure things were going as planned, then he’d go up and knock on their door.

He nodded at the barman, who poured another double shot of whisky into his glass. Gunner said thanks, put a couple of bills on the bar, took a sip and looked round. Whatever the Plaza did, they didn’t do it by halves. Christmas was definitely coming. The band were setting up in front of a huge lit-up tree, wrapped-up parcels scattered all around it. Some guy dressed as Santa was wandering around the tables handing out candy canes from a sack, snowmen stencilled on the mirrors behind the bar. Was even a big banner hanging from the ceiling with ‘HAPPY HOLIDAYS’ written in silver glitter.

All this Christmas stuff was making the past couple of weeks feel even more like a dream than usual. He never thought that he’d ever come to New York, least of all be working there, but here he was. He’d gone up on deck as the ship approached the city. Fog was lying low, didn’t really see the Statue of Liberty until they were right up beside it. Another few minutes and the skyscrapers appeared through the fog. The Hudson River itself was full of Navy ships, grey and huge, men working on the decks, sparks from welding work spraying up and disappearing into the sky. He just stood there and gawped, couldn’t believe it. New York looked like every film he had ever seen, more so even. The jagged landscape of the skyscrapers seemed almost familiar, he’d seen it so many times in photos and films. He was here as an official employee of the British Overseas Council, no less. Still wasn’t quite sure what the British Overseas Council was, all he knew was he was here to work for Nickerson. Their jobs weren’t exactly the same. Nickerson was the boss. He was the one with the big corner office overlooking Fifth Avenue, spent his nights at receptions and diplomatic dinners dressed up in his dickie bow. Gunner’s nights were a bit different; he spent his time disrupting meetings of America First in assembly halls or getting his hands dirty with call girls in hotel rooms or organising blackmail stings. Was never quite sure how well he was doing, Nickerson wasn’t one to offer praise but as long as he kept him in the job he had to be doing something right.

America First was an organisation with one big cause. Keep America out the war. Nickerson and the rest of the British Overseas Council were here to do the exact opposite. Get America into the war before it was too late. Whatever it took, they were doing it. Planting fake news reports in the papers, lobbying in Washington, monitoring communications between the UK and America. And then there was Gunner’s speciality, making sure any rally that America First organised went wrong. False fire alarms, planted hecklers, hired guys in Nazi uniforms shouting about America First not just trying to keep America out the war but being proud to support Hitler. Every dirty trick Nickerson and Gunner could think of, and that Gunner could organise, was put into action.

And that extended to making people like Kennedy, with his public affection for Germany and Hitler, change his mind about things. Gunner knocked back the rest of the whisky, picked up his cigarettes and headed for the lobby. He looked at his watch as he pressed the elevator button. Five to nine. Perfect.

He got out at the fourteenth floor and walked down the plush pink-and-baby-blue corridor looking for 1404. Lev was already there when he found it, standing in the corridor getting his camera stuff ready. He nodded a hello. Gunner wasn’t sure if Lev didn’t speak much English or if he just couldn’t understand his accent, but either way they tended to communicate through pointing and nods. He wasn’t sure what he would be doing when he got to New York. Nickerson had been a bit vague about what the job was, but whatever he imagined it was going to be, it wasn’t this – spending his time setting guys up in hotel rooms and asking them to smile as the camera went off and their lives were ruined. Still, it wasn’t his decision to make. He was happy to have the job. All he had to do was make it work.

Lev brought the camera up to his eye, pointed it at Gunner and pressed the button. The flash went off with a fizz and the smell of burning. Lev gave him the thumbs up. The camera was ready. Gunner walked forward, knocked on the door of 1404. Time to get the show on the road.

‘Room service!’ he shouted.
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Gunner knocked on the door again. Heard a man’s muffled voice, no doubt saying that they hadn’t ordered any room service, but that didn’t stop Alice. Couple of seconds later she swung the room door open and stood there dressed in her birthday suit. Winked at Gunner, ran back and jumped on the bed as Gunner and Lev let themselves in. First camera flash went off and Alice screamed. Kennedy jumped out of bed naked and tried to grab a robe. Too late. Lev only needed the couple of seconds before he did, enough time for two or three more flashes to light up the naked couple in all their glory.

Kennedy finally managed to get the robe on, too small for his big frame, smoothed down his hair.

‘Who sent you?’ he said.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Gunner, sitting down on one of the armchairs by the window overlooking the park. ‘All that matters is that we got the pictures.’

Kennedy sat down on the bed and looked resigned, whatever was going to happen to him now running through his head. Alice started to get dressed, pinned her hair back up.

‘Sorry, honey,’ she said, stepping into her dress. ‘Nothing personal.’

Kennedy nodded.

To give Kennedy some credit, he was taking things with a sense of grace. No shouting and screaming, no punches thrown, no calling the odds. Lev packed up his camera, waited for Alice to finish getting ready, and they left together. Alice barefoot, shoes in hand, fur jacket over her arm.

Kennedy watched her leave and walked over to the drinks trolley. Gunner took the chance to have a look around. The room was large and luxurious, everything seemed to be the same cream colour, overstuffed chairs, bedlinen, thick carpets. There were paintings on the walls of fruit and flowers, a glimpse of a gleaming bathroom through an open door. He’d say one thing for Kennedy: he wasn’t shy about spending his money. The man himself was fiddling with the belt of the robe, it didn’t seem to be long enough for him to tie it closed. He gave up, swore, took it off, walked over to the bed and put his boxer shorts on. Went back to the drinks trolley, poured himself a large whisky. Looked over at Gunner.

‘So, who are you then?’ he asked. 

‘I told you. That doesn’t matter,’ said Gunner. ‘I’m just the messenger.’

‘And what’s your message?’ said Kennedy, knocking back his whisky.

‘Lev’s good,’ said Gunner. ‘He’ll have those pictures printed in a couple of hours, nice big glossy photographs that will—’

Kennedy suddenly looked terrified. ‘Don’t send them to my father, whatever you do. Please.’

Wasn’t quite what Gunner was expecting. Was expecting a panic about a wife or a fiancée, not the guy’s father.

‘I’ve got money,’ said Kennedy. ‘Just tell me how much.’

Gunner smiled.

‘I’m not looking for money. I’m looking for a favour.’

Kennedy turned to him, looked wary.

‘And what would that be?’ he asked.

‘Simple,’ said Gunner. ‘No more pro-German speeches, no more support for America First. It has to stop. Right now.’

He could tell by his face that it wasn’t what Kennedy was expecting either.

‘I don’t get it,’ said Kennedy. 

‘Well let me explain it then. It’s simple,’ said Gunner. ‘You go quiet, fuck off somewhere, back to the Navy or the Army or whatever the fuck you are in, I don’t care. But nobody hears your fucking Nazi-sympathising shite again. Got me? And if you don’t, if anyone hears one word from you about the progress Adolf has made in his country, or any America First rubbish about keeping America out of the war, the photos go in the post. To your dad. Seems like sending them to him would do the most damage.’

Kennedy looked at him. ‘Whoever you are, you really are a fucking cocksucker.’

Gunner stood up. ‘No, that was Alice and she’s left. Sorry she didn’t have time to finish the job. Don’t you let me down, Joe. Hear me?’

Joe just looked at him.

Gunner walked over to Kennedy, got up close. ‘I asked you something, you prick. Did you hear me?’

Kennedy nodded. Gunner put his hands on his chest and pushed hard, Kennedy fell back onto the bed, looked like he was about to cry.

‘Come on, Joe,’ said Gunner. ‘Cheer up, do what you’re told, and Daddy will never know.’
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Gunner stepped out of the Plaza, walked down the stairs, stood on the pavement and watched the snow fall for a while. It was coming in thick now, already covering Central Park, starting to lie on the streets. Still hard to believe he was really here, in New York in the winter of 1941, sipping whisky at expensive bars while back home Europe went up in flames. He read the papers every day, tried to keep up with what was going on. Couldn’t stop the pangs of guilt as he read about British casualties or ships being sunk. Was well aware that the real war was happening thousands of miles away, and here he was scaring posh boys in plush hotels. Kept telling himself that what he was doing was valuable work, was helping the war effort. That no matter what it was, it was more valuable than sitting behind a desk in a police station back in Glasgow pushing paper around.

His future had been decided for him back in France when the bomb went off a few feet from him. Injuries were so bad he would never be doing proper police work again. If the Glasgow police took him back, and that was a big if, paperwork was all he could hope for, and that was the last thing he wanted. 

An encounter with Nickerson back in Glasgow had given him a new chance. He’d helped out, done a good job, so Nickerson had put him in a posh hospital until his injuries were better and offered him a job working for him. Wasn’t like he had any other real options, so it was a chance he was determined he wasn’t going to fuck up. Even if it did mean taking dirty pictures in hotel rooms.

He flipped the collar of his coat up, started walking. The streets were busy, but they were always busy these days. Practically every enlisted man came through New York on the way from training to somewhere else. One last night in the big city and they weren’t going to waste it. Atmosphere was like New Year’s Eve every night. Drinking, dancing, bars and brothels running at full tilt. Was strange to come from the blackout and the deathly silence in Glasgow to a city where every light burned all night. Neon advertisements, shop windows, streetlights, even taxi headlights lighting up the snow and the drunken faces of the young guys as they made their way to the next bar, eyes peeled for the military police.

It wasn’t just guys, there were girls too, all dressed up, new clothes and smell of perfume as they passed. Some of their partners were already far away and out of mind, and some of them were just looking for a one-night stand with some good-looking guy they’d never see again. Preferably some good-looking guy with a load of army wages burning a hole in his pocket. Gunner couldn’t blame them; who knew what was going to happen, when they would see loved ones again, if at all. They had to take a chance, hope that some guy would make them forget their worries for one night at least.

Gunner had to step aside as five or six army men tumbled out of the bar up ahead. All of them well turned out, smiles and new haircuts, uniforms all ironed, laughing and shoving at each other. Seemed to be having a good-natured argument about where they should go next. One of them gave up shouting about the Old Town Bar and just started chanting ‘Beer! Beer!’ Seemed to work, the others hoisted him up on their shoulders, started chanting it as well. ‘Beer! Beer!’

Gunner supposed he’d been just like them the day he came out of basic training. Full of energy, desperate to show off his uniform, find some girl who thought he looked handsome and helped spend his wages. Wasn’t long until he looked and felt very different. Like every other soldier, he soon had a torn and dirty uniform, stubble, hands and fingernails black with dirt. And like every other one, he had the same look on his face: exhaustion and a kind of permanent low level of fear. Eyes constantly scanning the landscape, watching for whatever was going to be thrown at them next. France had managed to do that to them in a couple of weeks. Made them ghosts of themselves, just putting one foot in front of the other, no real idea where they were going or why. Desperate times.

He navigated his way round the army lads, passing two bottles of whisky between them now, and headed down Fifth Avenue. The streets were full of celebrating people, so many he struggled to get through the crowds. Stepped off the pavement and onto the road to try and make some progress. The noise was deafening, guys laughing, shouting, singing songs. Could hear police sirens getting nearer and fading away, car horns and music spilling out the bars. A policeman blew his whistle, starting running over from the other side of the street. Suddenly the army guys were running, shouting for their pals to follow them. Seemed like the bottles of whisky hadn’t been legitimately come by. 

He skirted around a group of drunk sailors trying to persuade a gorilla of a guy in a dinner suit to let them into a club, and turned into 53rd Street. Gunner hadn’t walked this far in a while, his leg was starting to ache, didn’t have much muscle strength in it any more, not since the shrapnel had dug a hole in it. Chances were he’d be woken up in the middle of the night tonight, pain too intense to sleep. What he needed was one of the morphine syrettes he’d got in the hospital, took the pain away in a couple of minutes, but that wasn’t going to happen. He’d be up at four a.m., all hope of sleep gone.

The St Regis Hotel was where Nickerson was based. He lived in a corner suite there, held court in the bar. Being the old Etonian and son of a lord he was, he fitted in just fine. All the staff loved him. His big smile, blond hair that wouldn’t stay combed, and his voice as posh as the King worked wonders. Let him get away with murder.

Gunner was no expert at the differences in New York hotels, hadn’t really been in any kind of hotel until a couple of weeks ago. Only time they went on holidays when he was a boy, it was to stay in a borrowed tent in Girvan, but as far as he could make out, the Plaza was for people who wanted the world to know they had money, and the St Regis was for people who had money and didn’t need to prove it.

As for himself, he was happier drinking in the Blarney Stone beneath his apartment. His flat was on 42nd and Broadway, as he’d learned to call it, between Times Square and Grand Central. It was an area of bars and liquor stores, groceries that sold everything under the sun and stayed open all night, and hotels that rented rooms by the hour. It was chaos half the time, but he was happy there. Was always busy, was always something going on, legal or not. The Blarney Stone wasn’t the worst pub on his street, that honour went to the Emerald Isle, but it was still rough and ready. It was a working man’s bar, cops and firemen and construction workers, sawdust on the floor and Big Rico manning the door, lead cosh in his hand. He’d gone here the first night he’d arrived, the nearest pub to his flat, and drunk more than he meant to. Stupidly let it slip to the barman that he’d been a cop back home. That was all it took for Jack the barman to decide he was one of them. He’d bought him a drink, introduced him to everyone. Became a regular in one night. Gunner kept telling everyone he was called Joe, but ‘Jock’ stuck, that was what they called him, whether he liked it or not.

He walked round a group of black infantrymen and their dates. Was still a shock. He didn’t think he had even seen a black person before he came here. Had to spend his first couple of days trying not to stare. He turned into 55th Street, the St Regis up ahead. He nodded at Tommy the doorman, and he nodded back, held the door open for him. Had a feeling that Tommy wouldn’t be quite so friendly if he didn’t know Nickerson. Even with his good clothes on, he wasn’t quite up to the St Regis standard. Tommy looked like he could spot someone who shouldn’t be there a mile off and wouldn’t hesitate to let them know. He smiled at him, and Tommy smiled back. He was OK for now.

He went in through the big double doors and into what felt like a sanctuary. An immediate blast of heat and an aura of luxury. Soft music was playing from somewhere, jazzy piano versions of popular tunes. The lobby itself was all polished marble floor and chandeliers, huge bunches of holly, and miseltoe set up for the holiday. He turned left and headed for the bar at the end of the corridor. Could see the broad back of Nickerson already. He was sitting on one of the bar stools, silhouette outlined against the mural of Old King Cole on the back wall that gave the bar its name. He had his dinner suit on, straining from his prop-forward physique.

Gunner sat down on the stool beside him, and Nickerson turned to see who it was. Big smile when he saw it was him. His bow tie was untied, top button open. Hair all over the place as usual.

‘How was dinner?’ asked Gunner.

‘Terrible,’ said Nickerson. ‘Best thing about it was it was over by half eight. No idea why, but Americans tend to eat ridiculously early. Some private room in a restaurant off 43rd Street. Food was appalling, even worse than the chatter, and that’s saying something. And don’t start me on the wine.’ He stopped, looked at Gunner. ‘You’re not wearing your eyepatch.’

‘Nope. First day without it, that’s the three months gone.’

‘Scar looks good,’ said Nickerson, pointing at his eye. ‘Very dashing. Looks like you got caught by an épée.’

Gunner had no idea what an épée was, but he nodded.

‘What was your dinner for again?’ he asked.

Nickerson made a face. ‘Some Senators’ wives’ group that are “Interested in the war”. Still, needs must. Smile on my face and the old British charm, telling them how much we need our American friends in the war.’ He pulled at his tie, got it off and put it in his pocket. ‘And how did your night go?’

‘Fine. Like clockwork.’

‘Who was it this time?’ asked Nickerson, signalling the barman for more drinks.

‘Joe Kennedy. At the Plaza.’

Nickerson turned to him. ‘What?’ he asked. ‘Kennedy was still on the list?’

‘Eh?’ asked Gunner.

‘Was. Kennedy. Still. On. The. List?’ asked Nickerson, trying to stay patient.

‘Of course he was on the bloody list,’ said Gunner. ‘You should know, you wrote the bloody thing!’

Nickerson picked up his fags, lit up.

‘Nickerson …?’ asked Gunner. ‘Nickerson …?’

‘I didn’t actually write it,’ said Nickerson. ‘Fleming did.’

‘That arsehole?’ said Gunner.

‘Well, I wouldn’t go that far, but yes.’

‘But you checked it, right?’ asked Gunner. ‘The list?’

Nickerson looked guilty. ‘You know how busy I’ve been, it might have slipped my mind.’

‘So, what’s the problem?’ Gunner asked, as the barman set down a couple of whiskies in front of them.

‘Kennedy was on the initial list, but he was supposed to come off. Thought was that he might be more trouble than he was worth. Too well connected. Too much risk of overplaying our hand.’

‘Well, he was fine, didn’t even complain that much. What was supposed to be the problem?’

Nickerson was silent for a minute, let two businessmen who had come up to the bar order and go off in search of a table.

‘His father,’ he said. ‘He’s the problem.’

‘That’s who he didn’t want to see the pictures,’ said Gunner. ‘Was the first thing he said.’

‘Well, I can’t say I’m surprised, the father’s an awful man. Joe Senior. Some shady bootlegger who managed to get himself made Ambassador to London for five minutes and that was five minutes too long. Has about ten children and he’s determined one of them will be President one day no matter what it takes. Joe Junior being the current favourite. He’s going to kick up quite a stink if he finds out there are incriminating photos floating about. Strict Catholic family. Well, on the face of things, that is.’

‘Maybe he won’t find out,’ said Gunner. ‘Joe Junior seemed like he was going to do what he was told.’ 

Nickerson shook his head. ‘Oh, he will. He monitors those children like a hawk. More of a dictator than a father, and a right nasty piece of work with it.’ He downed his whisky in one, nodded at Gunner. ‘You should be careful, you know.’

‘Me?’ asked Gunner. ‘Thanks very much. It wasn’t me who forgot to take him off, was it?’

Nickerson shrugged. ‘Nobody’s fault. Just a simple mistake.’

‘That I’m going to pay for,’ said Gunner. ‘Great.’

Nickerson smiled, big grin across his face. ‘Look, don’t worry. Chances are it’ll all be OK. Joe Junior will do everything in his power to make sure Daddy doesn’t see he’s been a bad boy, he’ll go radio silence on America First, and that’s what we wanted, isn’t it?’ Nickerson slapped his back. ‘You’ll be fine.’ 

He looked up at the barman.

‘William, be so kind as to get my friend another drink. Looks like he needs it.’

Another whisky later Gunner wasn’t feeling so worried. No way was Joe Kennedy, Senior or Junior, going to know where to find him. And if they did? It was simple, he would just give them back the photos. Life was too short to do anything else. He realised Nickerson was talking to him.

‘What?’

Nickerson sighed, started again. ‘There’s a meeting of the Club night after tomorrow, might be good if you came along.’

‘Not sure I’ll fit in with your posh American pals.’

‘Well, you won’t, obviously …’

‘Thanks very much. None taken.’

‘But that’s the point. Show them we’re working the problem in different ways. Using different approaches.’

‘Who are they anyway? This Club?’ asked Gunner.

Nickerson sighed. ‘I’ve told you this before.’

Gunner lit up, waved the smoke away from his face. ‘Well, I wasn’t listening, so tell me again.’

‘Roosevelt decided to get together a few of his influential friends with an interest in defending the country from German espionage and tasked them with doing just that. Start the process before the actual war starts. Clever.’

Didn’t sound that clever to Gunner.

‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘So, these guys are posh boys and rich boys, no actual espionage or military experience? Sounds more like it’s a wee hobby for them, playing at spies.’

Nickerson grimaced. ‘That’s a bit harsh. They have connections, influence, access to the corridors of power. Men that can make things happen. They want America in the war. We need to keep them onside, Gunner. That’s what’s important.’

‘And one of them is paying for your suite upstairs.’

‘Yes, and long may he continue. Vincent Astor owns the hotel, very kind of him to put me up. Has family have a long history with the British. And he’s no spoilt rich kid. Went to spy on the Japanese for Roosevelt in ’38.’

‘Well at least one of them might know what he’s talking about. And he knows your mum.’

Nickerson stopped his drink halfway to his mouth. Looked surprised.

‘Who told you that?’ he asked.

‘You did,’ said Gunner. ‘When you were drunk the other night.’

‘Did I? Must have been more drunk than I thought. Yes, my stepfather is his cousin. All interbred, these Americans.’

‘Unlike you posh English blokes who all went to school with each other.’

‘No, we didn’t.’

‘Yes, you did. Fleming was in the year below you, another thing you told me when you were drunk.’

Nickerson looked caught out. ‘Did I?’

‘Pity he didn’t stay there,’ said Gunner.

‘Now, now, Gunner, don’t be rude. Fleming is a vital piece of the work we are doing here.’ He looked up at the clock. ‘Half nine, the night is young. What’s your plan?’

‘I’m going to go to the Blarney Stone to have a few beers and head to bed. You?’

Nickerson grinned.

Gunner held his hands up. ‘Fine, I don’t want to know. Just be careful and don’t get caught.’

Nickerson saluted and slid off his stool. ‘Going to go and get changed, not sure a dinner suit is quite appropriate for where I’m going. Until tomorrow.’
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to  children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.
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1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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