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Prologue

Knock, pause, knock, knock, pause, knock.

Blood, dried black and hard to get, resisted
coming out as David wiggled and rubbed the wet Q-tip under and
around the chipped nail on the little finger of his left hand.

Knock, pause, knock, knock, pause,
knock.

Reluctant, but concerned by Robbie’s
“secret” knock, David rinsed his hands, pulled the sleeves of his
overcoat down, and opened the door to his flat.

“What’s wrong?” asked David, noting Robbie’s
pajamas and flushed face.

Robbie brushed moisture from his reddened
cheek with a knuckle. Then he visibly swallowed and pushed out an
explanation.

“I’m… I’m just glad you’re home. I was
worried about the police, and what would happen to you and my
mom.”

“It’s alright, Robbie,” David soothed as he
squatted down to eye level. “There’s no need to worry. It’s all
sorted. Go back to bed before your mom wakes up.”

Unmoved by the assurance, Robbie shuffled
his feet and fixed his eyes on the worn doormat. Snorting mucus
into his nose, hesitant words slipped out.

“I, I, want to say thanks, as well.”

“Thanks for what, Robbie?”

“For, you know, getting rid of Troy, and
saving my mom.”

Raw and desperate, Troy’s scream ricocheted
off the shuttered buildings as he pulled the knife from his own
stomach.

Pushing the image and sound from his mind,
David spoke softly.

“I didn’t do it, Robbie.”

“But I was in the store, and I, I, heard
what you said.”

“That,” David said, thinking back to the
confrontation, “was just talk, Robbie. I didn’t want your mom to
worry.”

Dull gray snot had escaped Robbie’s nostril,
and he dragged the cuff of his pajama sleeve across his nose and
mouth as he spoke.

“What about the other bad people?”

Confused, David lowered his voice.

“What bad people, Robbie? What do you
mean?”

“It’s all in my books.”

“What books?”

“The books about the neighborhood. And
you.”

The wide-eyed innocence of Robbie’s young
face did little to calm David’s sudden apprehension.

“What do you mean? What books?”

“Well,” Robbie replied, confident about his
achievements, and pleased that David wanted to know. “For the
neighborhood, I make notes on people and things that happen. I look
out for spies and terrorists, or burglars, or people watching the
house. You know, suspicious stuff. And I put everything in my books
in case the police need to know.”

“Oh,” David sighed, momentarily relieved, as
he thought of Robbie’s well-developed imagination. “But you said
you have a book about me.”

A shiver shook Robbie’s body as the cool air
of the unheated entranceway to the two flats leached through his
loose-fitting pajamas. A tooth pressed his bottom lip as he debated
with himself. If he told what he knew, then David and his mom would
know he had snooped in David’s flat. But David was a good person,
because he had saved his mom, Robbie reasoned.

He decided to confess.

“You know, stuff like when you come and go.
What clothes you are wearing, or anything different. When Jenny
comes over, and the stuff in your flat. I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean, the stuff in my flat?”
David asked, with more force than he realized.

“Um, like the new stuff. And the odd stuff
that you've been collecting. When I come to play with Shadow, I
take photos and put them in my books. I didn’t mean to spy on
you.”

David’s right hand slipped into the pocket
of his coat. His fingers closed around the smooth plastic cylinder
of the spent EpiPen. Past the plastic, he caressed the sharp edge
of a business card and the coarse thread on the inside of a metal
cap that once closed a hip flask.

With his left hand, he checked the
Fairbairn-Sykes, seven-inch, double-edged fighting knife wrapped in
a program from a greyhound dog race.

Feigning a smile to hide his anxiety, David
whispered his next words.

“Why would you do that, Robbie?”

With pride and confidence in his skills, and
unaware of David’s tense body, Robbie didn’t hesitate to reply.

“To protect Mommy. Now I know you are a good
person, so I won’t do it anymore. I promise.”

A dark grimace flickered across David’s
face, and Robbie stepped back.

“I won’t do it again. Really, I won’t. I, I
guess I should go now.”

“It’s OK, Robbie,” David consoled the kid,
as he adopted a soft tone and relaxed expression. “I understand.
It’s great that you look out for your mom so much. She told me
things have been bad in the past.”

Assured by David’s calmness, Robbie raised
his eyes.

“You’re not mad at me, then?”

“No, not at all. Tell me, where do you keep
the books?”

“Some on my desk, but the, you know, secret
ones, in my treasure chest.”

Behind the mask of calmness, David’s mind
hurtled into a state of uncertainty and fear. He knew Robbie went
into the flat every workday morning to feed his cat, Shadow.

What did the kid know?

He would have had plenty of time and
opportunity to see things. But Robbie was a twelve-year-old kid,
and there was nothing really to see.

On the verge of discounting his anxiety and
sending Robbie off to bed, David’s subconscious lunged and took
control.

The kid’s a snoop. He has a telescope and a
camera. He’s been in your flat alone, every day. He’s seen
everything.

To strengthen its call to paranoia, his
subconscious added a restless murmur of agreement from the imagined
theatre audience that had, in David’s mind, followed and adored his
resurrected acting career for the past year.

Now sensing the expectation of the audience
and caught in the glare of the stage lights, David succumbed.

“Hey, Robbie. I’m heading out to Bedfont
Park. Do you want to come?”

Eager that David wanted him to go, Robbie
agreed, even though he had only been to the park before with his
mom, or with his mom and David together.

“Yes, please! I’ll get dressed right away.
Can we go to the lake, as well?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll make a flask of tea
and a snack.”

As Robbie started through the door to the
stairs to his own flat, David, prodded by his subconscious, called
out quietly.

“Hey, Robbie, I’d really like to see the
books you made. Why don’t you bring them, and we can look
together?”

“OK, I’ll bring my school bag.”

“And Robbie?”

“Yes.”

“Is your mom awake?”

“No, she’s dead tired from, you know, being
up all night.”

“Let’s leave her to sleep then, eh? There’s
no need to tell her where we’re going. We’ll be back before she’s
up.”

“OK, David.”


 


ONE

“Excuse me,” said a hoarse voice from the customer
side of the dark marble bar top that delineated the line between
customer and server.

Unruffled, David looked up, smiled, and
placed a folded napkin in front of the man.

“Good morning, welcome to Sea Food World.
What can I get you?”

The man, his bland face puffed and tinged
red from his overnight flight from New York to London’s Heathrow
Airport, rolled his eyes upward over his fingerprint-stained
reading glasses and pointed at the menu.

“What’s wrong with the Scottish salmon?”

David had heard the question before. With
patience and a delicacy, he did not feel, and with a wink to Nancy,
his fellow server, he regurgitated company policy.

“The Scottish salmon is excellent and highly
praised by connoisseurs. The Balik salmon, as you probably know, is
imported, and is six pounds more than the Scottish due to the cost
of shipping and taxes.”

Four years ago, and every year since,
corporate training had taught David the nuances of promoting the
product that returned the highest profit margin. Before his
indoctrination into the disingenuous world of marketing, he, like
most lay people, had assumed the goal was to sell the most
expensive item, and therefore realize the highest profit. ”Not
always so,” the training officer from head office had explained at
the time.

In the case of the two salmon choices on Sea
Food World’s menu, the objective was to sell Scottish salmon at ten
pounds, rather than the Balik salmon at sixteen pounds. Scottish
salmon cost Sea Food World four pounds per serving, while the Balik
cost twelve pounds. Scottish salmon provided six pounds’ profit,
while the Balik returned only four pounds’ profit.

David continued with the corporate
script.

“It’s true that many people believe Balik is
the finest salmon in the world. Its connection to the last Russian
tsar makes it more exotic than the others, but many Scottish salmon
producers have been awarded a Royal Warrant by Her Majesty The
Queen.”

The Royal Warrant, David knew, had not been
conveyed on the Scottish smoked salmon suppliers to Sea Food World,
but as the corporate suit had emphasized, he had not said that it
did. Besides, the salmon came with scrambled eggs, and from his own
experience, egg did little to enhance the taste of salmon, let
alone enable a tongue to distinguish whether the salmon had swum in
the cold waters of a Scottish loch or a Russian lake.

David didn’t object to the deception. For
him, it was all an act, and acting, despite what others thought
about his affliction, was what he was good at.

Ninety percent of customers—Russians
aside—displayed a preference for the current British monarchy,
rather than the former “despotic” Russian tsars, and they opted for
the Scottish smoked salmon. They saved six pounds and Sea Food
World gained an extra two pounds of profit. Everyone won, according
to head office.

True to form, the customer who had wriggled
into a degree of comfort on the plush leather of the barstool
ordered as expected.

“Well, if it’s good enough for Queen
Elizabeth, then it’s good enough for me. I’ll take the Scottish
salmon and a Bloody Mary with an oyster.”

On autopilot, David laid a drink coaster and
a fork on the bar top. The knife, plastic due to security measures,
remained in his hand. He weighed it on his palm, then balanced it
on the tip of his finger.

“Almost thirty American,” blurted the man,
“for an egg, salmon, and a drink, and I get plastic to eat
with?”

David, who was irritated by the
contradiction of another customer who was stupid enough to pay
thirty “American” for a simple breakfast and yet become indignant
about its cost, forced a sympathetic smile onto his face and gently
placed the knife beside the fork.

The man, content to have managed the ordeal
of human interaction required to secure his meal, propped an iPad
on the counter and traded the real world for the internet.

~

David’s application for the position of server at
Sea Food World had been an ironic and comedic attempt to secure a
job where he could work without fear of discovery and ridicule. At
the end of the interview, when asked if he minded the smell, and
told that he would likely “go home smelling of fish,” he had almost
choked as he stifled a desire to laugh. With assurances that he
could handle it, David had gotten the job.

At thirty-six years old, he wasn’t new to
the service industry. Schlepping drinks and food had been an
integral and formative part of his life since his last year of high
school, when he had worked part time at Mandy’s, a small cafe on
Harrington Road in Altrincham, near Manchester.

In high school, Mandy’s had provided David
with two important things: first, an opportunity to study and
incorporate all the human characteristics, mannerisms, dialogue,
and emotion of the many mini-tragedies he witnessed into his
passion—acting in the school drama club. Second, waiting tables
provided money. Not that he really needed it. His parents were
generous to him and his sister Jenny, but David liked to have his
own money, and the independence that allowed.

Twenty years on, and here he was again,
schlepping food and drink. Only this time, the money paid for the
roof over his head, the food in his belly, and the other essentials
that people needed to exist. His observation of customers had not
changed, though. In fact, his abilities to observe, recall, and
apply what he had learned about customers had improved
immensely.

The job at Sea Food World had come before
his flat in Feltham. It hadn’t taken long to realize that his
paycheck, London property prices, and the need for an easy and
inexpensive commute to work would require cheap accommodations. His
dingy flat, thirteen miles west, southwest of central London, and
two miles south of Heathrow Airport, was the product of that
reality.

A one-bedroom, ground-floor affair with an
open-plan kitchen, it contained an airplane-sized bathroom and a
communal garden shared with the occupants of a two-bedroom flat on
the upper level of the converted house.

Four years later, with his affliction hidden
by the heavy scent of seafood on his person, he deftly placed the
Scottish salmon and egg in front of his customer.


 


TWO

Five forty-five a.m., and as always, a squeak and a
rumble echoed through the concourse. One loud and one erratic, they
announced his arrival. The dirty, dishevelled man, ironically
responsible for cleaning the seating section of the public
concourse and emptying waste stations on the customer side of the
various cafes and bars, knew damn well that the front wheel of his
battered black garbage cart wobbled and squeaked. And he wasn’t
deaf.

David knew the man could hear because they
had exchanged words several times. Each conversation had become
increasingly tense as David sought to first encourage, then demand,
that the man fix the wheel of his cart. Their first exchange, from
David’s perspective, had been confusing.

“Good morning. That’s a hell of a noisy
wheel. You might want to fix that.”

“Na, don’t want ta do that, lad.”

“Why not? You can hear the cart a mile
away.”

“That’s the point, lad.”

“The point? What point?”

“Being heard, lad. That’s the point.”

The man, called Larry, as David later
learned, had then emptied the two garbage stations and shuffled
away without any further explanation. David also discovered that
Larry, one of only five unionized cleaners remaining on the
payroll, had been an airport fixture for over twenty years. He’d
begun work at the original Terminal 1 in 1997, and had progressed
through various terminals and areas until he’d been assigned to
David’s section three months after David had started work.

Despite the noisy wheel, Larry enjoyed much
popularity amongst the concourse employees, store workers, security
guards, and even the customers. For David, it wasn’t about the
wheel, or Larry’s soiled uniform, rough-shaved face, dirty
fingernails, or worn shoes.

David’s problem was Larry’s smell. And when
he allowed himself to admit to it, his jealousy of Larry’s
popularity, despite all his shortcomings—but especially the smell.
In addition, Larry, who was sensitive to David’s hostility, only
supplied terse and pithy responses to David’s comments and demands
about his cart, clothes, and appearance.

~

With Larry fifty meters from the bar, David checked
his watch. Flight AF1381, Heathrow to Charles de Gaulle, departed
daily at 7:20 a.m. Two passengers, men in their mid-thirties, took
the flight every Monday. The men hadn’t known each other prior to
the early morning flights until David had introduced them. Now
Andrew and Dean shared Monday breakfasts together, as well as the
occasional dinner in Paris.

Andrew, a product manager with Siemens,
always arrived before Dean, a design and test manager with Atkins.
Both men were technical experts, pushed into management roles they
didn’t want. But they were affable, friendly, and tipped David more
than they should for a bagel, salmon, and a coffee.

Before he had introduced the two men, each
had been a “bar sitter,” eating alone, watching the news channel,
and exchanging all manner of information with David. This was how
he learned of their mutual interest in kitesurfing.

This morning, as usual, Andrew had arrived
at 5:50 and Dean a few moments later. At the bar, after a few
greetings, Andrew challenged Dean.

“OK, Dean, how about five pounds today?”

“Five pounds!” Dean exclaimed as he gestured
playfully to David and pointed at Andrew.

“Did he ask you for an easy one today, or
did he offer you the five pounds to tell him who it would be?”

David, used to their banter, pursed his lips
and eyebrows in mock thought. Dean, an avid movie watcher, was
three bets up on Andrew, so it was time to even the results.
Andrew, much more a techie than he liked to admit, needed help.

Reforming his face into a neutral
expression, David lifted and extended his arms outward in front of
his chest and looked into the distance, as though addressing a
crowd. After a short pause, he gulped, tensed his nostrils, and
spoke.

“They won’t know what they’re looking at, or
why they like it, but they’ll know they want it.”

Dean immediately spluttered, “That’s too
easy.”

“Steve Jobs,” Andrew said over Dean.

“Yeah, well that’s fine. But who was the
actor?” countered Dean.

“Mark—no Michael Fassbuder, or something
like that. Am I right, David?”

“It’s Fassbender,” David corrected him,” but
that’s close enough for me.”

Andrew and Dean argued amicably for a moment
until Dean handed over a crumpled five-pound note.

David, a former actor and an avid movie
buff, knew Fassbender more for his movie roles in Band of
Brothers and Macbeth, rather than his recent portrayal
of Steve Jobs, but he smiled at Andrew’s win. The men, engaged in
animated talk of their respective weekends, then carried their
breakfasts over to a table.

Facing the men’s backs, David’s upturned
mouth leveled out and drooped downward with the unwanted memory of
his own Shakespearian performances, and the acrimony and resentment
that accompanied the premature end of his own acting career.
Statue-like, his vision and memories lost in the dark marble of the
bar top, the absence of the squeaky wheel meant he didn’t
immediately notice Larry’s return.

“What ya so glum about, lad?”

Jolted, David snapped back, “What the hell,
Larry? Where did you come from?”

“Same as always. I come from m’ home in
Hounslow.”

Ignoring Larry’s sarcasm, David searched
past Larry and asked, “Where is your cart?”

“Busted. That’s why I’m here.”

“What?”

“I said she’s busted. Gettin’ it fixed at
lunchtime.”

“Thank god for that. About time the bloody
wheel was fixed.”

“Ain’t the wheel. That’s fine. It’s the
handle.”

“The handle?”

Larry, one foot on the bar rail, leaned a
dirty elbow on the bar top and sighed.

“Yeah, well, more the bracket on the side of
the cart.”

Flicking his hands for Larry to get off the
bar, David spoke to him with resignation.

“What do you want, Larry?”

“Nowt. I came to tell you that I can’t empty
the waste until this afternoon on account I don’t got m’ cart.”

“Come on, Larry. The bins will be
overflowing by ten.”

“Union and safety rules say that all garbage
must be conveyed in carts in public areas. Can’t do nowt about it.
Don’t want to lose m’ job, now do I?”

On the edge of a rant, David sucked in air,
but paused as Larry lifted a hand and smiled.

“Don’t worry. Eddie from level two will come
by around eleven and empty the bins.”

“But you said…”

“Nah,” Larry chuckled as he stepped back
from the bar to leave. “I said ‘I’ couldn’t empty the bins
’cause I won’t have m’ cart. But Eddie has his, so he’s
gonna do it. We cleaners stick together, you know.”

Exasperated at having been “had” again by
Larry, David turned his back to the bar, sorted glasses and cups on
the counter, and kept one eye on the wall-mounted mirror that
enabled him to monitor his customers and the general concourse
area.


 


THREE

Robbie, eleven years and 312 days old, closed his
left eye and squinted with his right to peer through the clear
glass of the finderscope to aim his Levenhuk Skyline 50x600 AZ
telescope at the spire of St. Mary’s parish church.

The church, founded in the eleventh century,
sat on the edge of Bedfont Green, about a crow mile from the
bedroom window of Robbie and his mom’s second-floor flat on Cedar
Street in Feltham. In June, sunrise began around five a.m., and
despite the speckled, drab-blue clouds, Robbie had a clear view of
the church and surrounding area by seven a.m.

The scope, equipped with three Barlow
lenses, a 5x24 finderscope, three eyepieces, and an erecting
eyepiece, had been last year’s “big” Christmas present.

With the spire in view, Robbie pressed his
right eye to the main eyepiece and traced a line from the tip of
the spire to the edge of the rooftop. After a small focus
adjustment, he made several slow left and right sweeps along the
dark slate tiles in search of rifle barrels and dark-suited
figures.

Assured the church roof was unoccupied,
Robbie refocused and followed a disciplined fifteen-minute grid
pattern search of his neighborhood, ending with a maximum
depression angled scan of his own street. Despite disappointment
that he had yet to discover any rooftop-mounted snipers,
camouflaged spies, or “suspicious” objects in the vicinity, Robbie
continued his daily surveillance.

Positioning the telescope to ensure he could
see without being seen had taken several hours and half a dozen
trips outside to stare, without being noticed, at his own bedroom
window from as many different angles as possible.

The problems were that the telescope had to
be high enough to see over his window ledge, recessed back in the
shadow of his room to avoid being seen from the street, and
precisely situated to allow maximum left and right views. His loft
bed had provided the solution.

The bed, up high on four posts to
accommodate a desk and chair underneath, also had side panels to
prevent the occupant from falling out during the night. After much
analysis, several rough sketches, and much trial and error with
string and Scotch tape, Robbie had solved the problem. With two
C-clamps “borrowed” from the school’s woodworking class, he mounted
the telescope halfway along the side panel of his bed.

Clair, Robbie’s mother, had reservations
about the telescope. Despite concern that it got in the way of the
ladder, that he would bang his head, and that it made it difficult
to kiss him good night, the telescope had remained in place. Also,
Clair hadn’t wanted to stifle Robbie’s resourcefulness.

Satisfied with his surveillance, Robbie
capped the lens, cleaned the eyepiece, secured the optical tube
with a bungee cord to the bedside panel, and climbed down the
ladder from his bed.

Perched on the edge of his well-worn,
three-wheeled leather chair, reclaimed from someone’s curbside
discarded household contents, Robbie considered his collection of
spiral notebooks arranged numerically on the back of his desk
against the wall. Decided, he pulled notebook number 3 from the
pile.

Opening the book to the end of previous
day’s notation, Robbie recorded the date, time, the results of his
surveillance, and returned the notebook to its place between
numbers 2 and 4.

Between pajama bottoms off and school
trousers on, his mom’s voice sounded through the thin walls of the
cramped, two-bedroom flat that they occupied on the second floor of
the converted house.

“Robbie, are you up? Breakfast is
ready.”

“Coming, Mom.”

Seated at one of the two places set on the
small wooden table pressed up against the wall, Robbie shoveled
cornflakes into his mouth while his mom buttered toast and added
sugar to his hot tea. Placing the tea and toast on the table, Clair
looked at him lightly.

“All clear outside, Robbie?”

When her son nodded and smiled with his
mouth full, Clair inwardly released the tension that had
accompanied her every morning since Christmas Day, when Robbie had
conducted his first neighborhood surveillance.

She had been uncertain about purchasing the
telescope, but Robbie had been persistent, polite, and logical. An
approach that Clair could not combat with any good reasons when he
had pointed out that “lots of kids have telescopes.” Despite her
reservations that the telescope would feed his tendency to be a
little obsessive and his preoccupation with keeping his mom safe,
“Santa” had delivered the telescope, and Robbie had monitored the
neighborhood ever since.

What, thought Clair now, would
happen if Robbie actually did “see” something?

With his cornflakes done, Robbie dipped the
corner of a slice of toast in his tea as he spoke.

“Have gym today, Mom. And geography and
science. Mr. Wragg, the science teacher, is going to show us how to
make a volcano. He was going to show us about smoke bombs, but he
said that it probably wasn’t the right time, what with the
terrorist bombs in Manchester. Anyway, I can’t wait. It’s going to
be great.”

“Do you have your gym clothes?”

“Yeah, I packed them last night.”

The skin on Clair’s thin, pale face pulled
taut in a wide grin. Of course Robbie had already packed his
bag. He always did. Being prepared was another aspect of his
personality, along with his knack of noticing when things were out
of place, or new, or didn’t belong.

“Good. Your lunch box is on the counter.
I’ve made you a ham sandwich, and put in an apple and a juice
box.”

Robbie’s eyes were wide with hope.
“Grapes?”

“Yes.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

A loud slurp signaled the end of Robbie’s
sweet tea. With a wipe of his sleeve across his mouth, he pushed
back from the table.

Clair watched with pride as he tucked his
white shirt into gray pants, straightened the blue tie under the
blue V-neck sweater, and wiggled gray-socked feet into shiny black
shoes.

“I’m gonna go down and check on Shadow
before school, Mom.”

“Make sure you double-check you lock the
door behind you, and bring the key back up, OK?”

“I always do, Mom. Don’t worry. David told
me a hundred times already.”

Robbie, tall for his age with curly dark
hair, sad blue eyes, and crooked teeth, both melted and hardened
his mother’s heart. He was so like—and unlike—his father.

“Back soon!” Robbie called over his shoulder
as he took the key to David’s flat from the hook by the fridge and
rushed out the door.

Clair sighed at the closed door. Then there
was David. He was kind to her and Robbie, and had helped them get
settled when they’d moved into the flat last year.

Robbie, insecure and fearful for her, and
about men in general, had begun to trust David. He was good for
her, also. Their “dates” had been gentle and gradual, and he had
the patience she required, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to
trust any man again.


 


FOUR

With Larry gone, and Andrew and Dean seated with
their breakfasts, David regarded the airport shopping and eating
area. As usual during the early hours, travelers were thinly spread
along the terminal concourse, or clustered in small bunches around
coffee stands and food kiosks. With his “one-eyed” surveillance
from the mirror above the bar, a blurry image of two men walking
toward him merged with the sound of a man shouting.

“I don’t give a shit what you
think.”

The voice, loud, self-important, and raspy,
bled across the hard tile of the sparsely occupied concourse.

“I pay you to screw the filmmakers and get
me the best deal. You’re my agent, not my mother. I need a bloody
drink.”

The man shouting was tall and broad, with
styled dark hair. He wore designer jeans, a shirt, and a jacket
ensemble prevalent on most upmarket men’s health and fashion
magazines.

He continued his oratory.

“What a great night. I could have anyone of
them, you know.”

“Indeed. Indeed you could, Jason,” a
restrained, polished voice replied with a hint of resignation.

Edging a barstool aside with his hip, the
man with the loud voice placed a hand on the bar. David turned to
welcome them, but was cut off before he began.

“Scotch,” the man demanded. “Single malt,
with lots of smoke and peat, and two ice cubes.”

The man squinted to read the labels of the
dozens of bottles arranged on the second shelf of the display that
ran the length of the bar.

“I don’t suppose you have any Caol Ila or
Ardbeg from Islay?” he added pompously.

Three-quarters of the way into his usual
“welcome smile,” David’s face and the skin of his cheek pulled
backward toward his ears, contorting and twisting as recognition
and emotion collided with professional habit.

The second man, compact, well-groomed, and
tastefully dressed in business-casual blacks and grays, reacted to
David’s facial expression and leaned in.

“I see you recognize Mr. West,” he said
quietly.

West, impatient and hungover, interrupted
them.

“Look, it’s all very nice to be recognized,
but could someone get me a damn drink?”

Using his acting skills, David reshaped his
face into a compliant bartender and gestured to the bottles.

“I’m sorry. We don’t have Caol Ila or
Ardbeg, but we do have Octomore and Lagavulin, which are also from
Islay.”

“Yes, yes, either one will do. And put it
over ice, but only two ice cubes.” He pointed his thumb to
the left. “My friend here will have black coffee and water. That’s
all the bugger ever drinks.”

With his back to the men, David reached for
the Lagavulin. Sweat leeched from his body. He had indeed
recognized the obnoxious man. Not as Jason West, but as Steve
Rooke. A two-faced, deceitful, vain, and manipulative little
bastard who had—for a short time—attended the same secondary school
and drama classes as David.

Struggling to maintain his composure, David
set the Scotch and a glass of water on the bar before he moved to
the coffee machine. As it ground the beans and heated the water,
thoughts of Steve Rooke rushed into David’s mind.

Steve had been a year older than David when
they had both participated and competed in the high school drama
club. Steve, who had transferred to David’s school toward the end
of his last high school year, had taken a lead role from David when
he had gotten into trouble for using a knife in a fight. After high
school, David attended Manchester University, and Steve the
University of Kent. Their paths hadn’t crossed again for many
years.

After university, Steve had renamed and
rebranded with the stage name Jason West, and had gained some
decent parts in made-for-TV dramas and supporting roles in one or
two movies.

David’s last recollection of being in
Steve’s proximity had been at a drunken post-event party that had
followed a show during the London Fringe Festival in 2008.
He didn’t recall Steve so much, but he did remember how badly the
party had ended.

The coffee, black and freshly brewed from a
Venezia espresso machine, steamed as David placed the slim glass
cup on the paper napkin in front of the quiet man.

Jason, his glass empty save for two
misshapen ice cubes, tapped it with a finger and pointed at the
menu, which David had provided with his first drink.

“Another Scotch would be good. Fresh glass
and ice, if you don’t mind. And I’ll take a bagel and smoked
salmon. But the bagel has to be peanut-free.”

“You have a peanut allergy, sir?”

“Yes, otherwise I wouldn’t be asking for
peanut-free, would I?”

“I’m afraid I can’t guarantee the bagels are
peanut-free, but we do have some Jacob’s crackers specifically for
customers with a peanut allergy.”

“Those bloody things. Oh, alright, but
double up on the salmon will you, so I can drown the taste of the
crackers.”

“Certainly,” David replied.

“Anything for you, sir?” he asked of Jason’s
companion.

“No, thank you,” the quiet man answered with
a disdainful glance at West.

Preparing the drink, David reluctantly
recalled the summer of 2008, Jason West, and the beginning of the
end of his own acting career.

In July, at the height of the summer, he’d
had the lead role in Hamlet at the Duke of York’s Theatre in
London’s West End. The part, complex and demanding, with over
thirty thousand words of dialogue, had taxed David’s acting
abilities. In addition, the theatre, built in 1892, with limited
air conditioning, had been stifling in the summer heat and
compounded everyone’s stress levels.

With the combined pressure of performance
and environment, David had sweat like everyone else. Except in his
case, an unexpected and inexplicable pungent aroma of fish had
accompanied his perspiration.

David pushed the painful memory away, served
Jason his second drink, and fetched the crackers and salmon that
had appeared in the pass-through hatch that connected the
out-of-sight food preparation area to the bar.

Relieved, but not surprised, given Jason’s
narcissistic nature, that the man had not recognized him, David
added the crackers and salmon to the counter. Turning away to
attend to another customer a few seats away at the bar, he caught
the first words of a story Jason had begun to relate to his
agent.

“Did I ever tell you about Wanda?”

At the mention of Wanda, David, along with
his welcome smile, menu, and napkin, all choreographed to
perfection, froze in front of the new customer. Face taut and
shoulders hunched with tension, he took the customer’s order and
lingered by the terminal as Jason’s agent responded without
enthusiasm.

“Probably, but I don’t recall. Is she
another one of your conquests? If so, I don’t want to hear…”

“No. Nothing like that. It’s this place. You
know, the smell of the fish. It reminds me of Wanda.”

“Wanda. That’s an uncommon name.”

“That wasn’t his real name. His name was
Duncan, or Drew. We went to school together for a few months.
Anyway, his name isn’t important.”

“Alright, go on then, but we have to be
going soon.”

A beep from the terminal demanded David tap
the “order complete” icon on the screen. Instead, to maintain his
proximity to Jason, he tapped the “cancel” button and re-entered
the order.

Warming to his story as if he were on stage,
Jason drew air and puffed out his chest.

“Back in 2007 or 2008, I’m not sure exactly,
this guy Drew had a lead role in Hamlet at the Duke.”

West’s agent sipped his coffee and feigned
interest in his client’s story.

“Mm, Hamlet at the Duke. That’s a
good role. Did he…”

“Shut up. I’m telling the story. Anyway, as
I said, he had the lead role and he was doing alright until the
middle of summer, when he suddenly began to smell.”

“What do mean, smell?”

Jason chuckled cruelly, distorting his
handsome features.

“Smell, stink, give off an odorous
aroma.”

“You mean he had B.O.?”

“God, no, it was much worse than that,”
Jason replied smiling. “He stank.”

“Stank?”

“Yes, it was awful. Things got so bad that
the other actors complained and threatened to stop working with
him.”

“Oh, come on, Jason. Surely all he had to do
was wash?”

“That’s what pissed people off. He said he
did, but halfway into the performance, he would stink again.”

David’s teeth compressed as his finger
stabbed the terminal screen. Anger he hadn’t felt for many years
churned in his stomach and climbed into his chest.

“Poor fellow,” the agent said. “I expect he
must have eaten something. Maybe a bad curry?”

“No, no, it wasn’t curry. It was fish. Yeah,
fish. Can you believe it? And it got worse. The play ended a couple
of weeks after he started to, you know, smell, but that wasn’t the
end of it. You see, word got around about his smell, and I heard
that when he auditioned for a part, the producers actually had
people sniff him.”

Incredulous, the agent put his half-empty
cup on the bar as he addressed Jason.

“Oh, give me a break. You expect me to
believe that people actually sniffed him at auditions. Really,
Jason.”

“Look, it’s the truth. I’m telling you, he
got sniffed, and guess what?”

The agent waited, his face impatient as a
chaperone with an unpleasant child.

“He stank. It was incredible. I mean, he
wasn’t a half-bad actor, and might have even made a living at some
point, but the man just didn’t do anything about how he smelled.
It’s as though he didn’t know, or just didn’t care.”

Without any further comment, the agent
pulled money from a pocket and placed it on the bar.

“Anyway,” Jason continued. “That’s why we
called him Wanda. You know the movie with John Cleese, A Fish
Called Wanda? Pretty funny, eh? Guess what else? People started
leaving little goldfish in plastic bags for him. One time, I was at
a party when someone put a goldfish in his wineglass. That was
hilarious. Everyone fell about the place. Of course, we were all
hammered, but anyway, it was still pretty funny.”

The agent got down from his barstool,
straightened his coat, and gave his client a cool stare as he
spoke.

“Actually, Jason, no, I don’t think it’s
funny at all. You know there was a movie a few years ago, called
The Boy Who Smells Like Fish.”

Jason, ignorant and insensitive as his
narcissism demanded, laughed as he spluttered, “Oh, my god, really?
I don’t believe it. I…”

“Shut up, Jason. I’m not telling you this to
bolster your adolescent sense of humor. The movie is about a
schoolboy who has a rare disease that makes him smell like dead
fish…”

“Ha ha, you’re even worse than me. That’s a
good one.”

Resigned, the agent stepped away from the
bar.

“I don’t suppose you know what happened to
the actor? What was his name?”

“Like I said, Drew or Duncan, or something
like that. I’ve no idea. Anyway, the best part is, you know the
goldfish in his drink at the party…”

“Don’t tell me it was you, Jason.”

Off his barstool, leaving his agent to pay,
Jason grinned widely as he chirped an indifferent response.

“You’ll never know. Anyway, the guy really
lost it on everyone. Broke someone’s jaw, smashed the place up, and
got arrested. The schmuck probably works in a fish and chip shop or
something.”

Rooted in front of the terminal, David’s
vision blurred as he watched the fuzzy shape of Jason West saunter
across the concourse toward the departures area.

~

Andrew and Dean, their breakfast over, exchanged
concerned glances as they paused in front of David to say
goodbye.

“Are you alright, David?” Andrew asked.

Forcing a smile to his flushed face, David
managed a soft reply.

“Yes, thank you. Have a good flight. I’ll
see you next week.”

“Are you sure, David?” Dean asked. “You’re a
bit pale, and sweating.”

“Yes, really, thanks,” David stammered as he
gripped the bar for support and watched Dean and Andrew leave to
catch their flight to Paris.

Embarrassment and humiliation surged through
him, fueling his anger and rage, which in turn, triggered his
stress. If David had suffered from asthma, he would have reached
for a puffer. But his disease had no cure, and there was no inhaler
to provide relief. Unrestrained, his condition exploded, and his
body exhaled sweat. And with the sweat came the odor.

Since his diagnosis in late 2008, a balance
of routine, disease management, and therapy had governed David’s
life. The scientific community called it Trimethylaminuria, or in
his case, secondary Trimethylaminuria, or TMAU2.

Laypeople called it Fish Odor Syndrome. To
David, the disease was a burden that had ended his acting career,
limited his friendships, and foiled his attempts to form intimate
relationships.

His routine involved avoiding stress,
specific types of food and taking medication. Personal hygiene
regulated the worst physical manifestations of his disease, and
therapy subdued the dormant violence that his resentment of
Trimethylaminuria brought to the surface.

“What’s wrong, David?” Nancy asked as she
struggled with an armful of discarded plates and cups from several
tables. “Are you going to faint?”

Between rapid breaths, David used his
“standby excuse.”

“I’m OK. It’s my bloody anemia. I must have
forgotten to take my iron supplements. I have some pills in my
locker. I just need a few minutes to sit down. Can you manage,
Nancy?”

“Of course, David. Take your time. It’s been
quite a while since you forgot your pills. Almost a year, isn’t
it?”

“Yeah, about that. A year older, a year more
forgetful,” he joked to cover his fury inside. “I won’t be
long.”

Perspiration sucked his clothes to his body
as he squelched across the concourse to the staff room located
through the maintenance door that housed Larry’s cleaning cart and
supplies. Small and windowless, it was cramped but well-ventilated
by large vents. It housed staff lockers, a sink, and a toilet.

With his forehead pressed against the cool
metal door of his locker, beads of sweat fell from the tip of his
nose. The droplets splattered onto the floor, each impact
amplifying his anger. Rage fed on the anger until he pounded his
fists on the metal door to obliterate the mocking, arrogant image
of Jason West from his mind.


 


FIVE

The second-floor, third solid-steel door on the
right marked “Personal Services” fronted Dr. Rachel White’s
counseling and support practice. Operating alone, save for Rupert,
the receptionist and office administrator, Rachel had served
Feltham’s psychiatric community since 2010.

David, a sheen of sweat on his cheeks,
slammed the door behind him and glared at Rupert. The longtime
employee sensed David’s palpable anger and sought to soothe him
with a sincere smile and soft tones.

“Hello, David. You’re a little early today.
Rachel is in the bathroom. She’ll be with you in a moment.”

Rupert had several tactics to stall agitated
patients. The “in the bathroom” line was only for extreme cases,
but in Rupert’s judgment, David’s demeanor made this one of those
times.

David’s fists clenched and unclenched as he
paced the room. After a few minutes, when Rupert judged David’s
mood had tempered a little, he signaled for him to enter Rachel’s
office.

Inside, David unloaded.

“Right in front of me, as though I wasn’t
there. The bastard laughed as he told his bloody agent about me.
You know what he said. He told him about how they used to call me
Wanda. A fish called fucking Wanda. You know how many times I heard
that whispered behind me?”

Rachel, fiftysomething, trim, well-dressed,
and compassionate beyond what was good for her own mental health,
listened closemouthed to David’s every word. Horrified by his anger
and rage, she struggled to
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