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‘Violence usually begins with a reason, with some principle to be defended. The real motivation, however, is a primitive thirst for blood, and as the fighting continues reasons or principles are forgotten and men fight for the sake of fighting.’

 

—Sam Peckinpah quoted in
 ‘If They Move . . . Kill ’em’ by David Weddle.


PROLOGUE

Neptune City, New Jersey. May 24

Special Agent Ernie Shepard was about to lose his temper when his beeper went off. He had been trying to get a straight answer out of Harold Wheeler, the proprietor of Barrels of Fun: Neptune City’s Premier Gun Dealership, and Harold was squirming round the subject matter.

Shepard held up the paperwork. ‘All this refers to the older guy.’

‘It was the older guy who bought the piece, I’m tellin’ ya. He had a purchase order from the Sheriff, filled in the form and I ran the Brady background numbers, and he came up clean, paid cash and everything. Why should I call you guys?’

‘Cause he had a fifteen year old kid with him.’

‘What - fifteen year olds are suddenly offensive weapons?’

Shepard looked down at Federal Form 4473. All the questions were ticked ‘no’ - John Wetherall had never been a drug addict, a convicted felon or an illegal alien. He filled in the form and proved he was twenty-one, showed the permit he had obtained from the Sheriff and waited while the New Brady check - a recently introduced five-day delve to see whether he had a criminal record, named for James Brady who was shot in the Hinckley/Reagan assassination attempt. This wasn’t foolproof, as this case showed, but it was better than the old system when they all just assumed that any scumbag, after a lifetime of lying and cheating,  would come over all honest when faced with the imposing sight of a 4473. That was all they had to do up until the mid- 1990s, just tick ‘no’ in the box. Then they went to on-the-spot computer checks, but after the Littleton school and Fort Worth church massacres, they went back to the idea of a cooling off period.

All the Federal and state formalities taken care of, Wheeler had sold Wetherall a Glauber A-100, an automatic handgun from a Ring of Fire outfit - one of the cheapjack California companies that made Saturday Night Specials - for ninety-five dollars, and entered the make, model, calibre and serial number on the permit. At some point Wetherall had handed the gun over to his underage cousin.

‘Was the Glauber his first choice?’

‘Nah. He wanted a . . .’ Wheeler stopped. Shepard waited. ‘He wanted one of those Tec-9s.’

‘Tec-9s are illegal.’

‘I told him that. Ingrams, Cobrays, no deal buddy. Not legit, anyway.’ He added with great emphasis. ‘Not in Barrels of Fun.’

Shepard nodded. There were still a lot of fully automatic, crude machine pistols out there, but at least you couldn’t walk into a gunstore and buy one any longer and pretend it was for hunting, like you wanted to pre-shred the animal you were after into elk jerky. Shepard glanced around. Barrels of Fun didn’t seem to be doing too well. The many shelves that lined the wall were all were filled with ammunition boxes, which looked to be empty. A locked, glass-fronted shelf unit on one wall was filled with ‘wonder rounds’, the darlings of the self-defence lobby. Eliminator-X, Full-Shok, One-Stop, all expanding or multiple-headed bullets that created large, lethal - or least non-repairable - wound channels. If a dealer couldn’t shift those to a discerning gun nut, he might as well pack up and go home.

A few rifles hung in cases, and beneath the glass counter in front of him most of the stock was from the cheap end of the range - a couple of the budget Davis models and others from the Ring of Fire boys, but no Glocks or Sig-Sauers. Shepard almost had to force himself to stop smiling. With the new gun control statutes on the way and litigation-weary manufacturers pulling out of the game, he knew places like this were ultimately doomed.

‘So they settled on the Glauber? You didn’t think - why would a guy want a Tec or a Cobray?’

‘Hey, there’s no accounting for taste. But when I told him a Tec was both illegal and a piece of junk, he settled on the Glauber. I mean I coulda tried to push him an AB-10, the legal Tec, but I didn’t. Fuck - why you ATF guys come in here always bustin’ my chops. I do not break the law—’

‘Not the letter of the law.’ Shepard felt a pulse start in his left eyelid. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms hit this all the time. Anyone who paid three hundred bucks could still become a Federal Firearms Licensee. There were no checks on suitability, or how they were going to run their business, and although many of them exercised due caution, there were a sizeable chunk like Wheeler who did the bare minimum and had invested in a moral responsibility bypass. Enough to mean guns were still getting into the wrong hands. As happened here.

‘Listen, Wheeler, if I find that the kid had anything to do with the transaction, that the money came from him, that you saw him hand over the cash to his cousin—’

‘I told you. It was the older guy. The little one was just curious. All kids are fascinated by guns. Only natural. We get them in here all the time. With the adults, I mean.’

Shepard found himself leaning over the counter.

‘Hey watch the glass—’

‘That kid took the Glauber to church that Sunday. He  told us he intended to kill the pastor and his parents because they had found out he was hitting on some of the little girls in the choir. That Glauber has no manual safety - you know that? Course you do. Yeah, you point and pull.’

‘I didn’t read nothing about—’

‘Because it didn’t happen. The piece of shit you sold him jammed. He nearly got the pastor anyway - the old guy, the pastor, had a heart attack.’

‘Look. Agent, I sold it to the older guy and I tell you that was a good gun, he must’ve messed with it. One of them must’ve. I checked it myself.’

No concern about the boy, the parents, the pastor. No ‘what happened next, Agent?’ No ‘Jeez, sorry Agent Shepard, I’ll be more careful next time.’ He wondered if the list of Fayetteville, Pomona, Jonesboro, West Paducah, Pearl, Bethal, Springfield or Paterson even meant anything to him. And most of all Littleton back in ’99. Of all places, that proved kids and guns don’t mix. Suddenly incensed by the thought that nearby Glendola was almost added to the tragic litany because of the jerk in front of him, Shepard was about to reach for the throat when the beeper went off.

They stood frozen for a moment, both realising what it - what he - had built up to. Shepard wasn’t a big man, Wheeler thought, but he looked well muscled under the suit, and his short cropped blond hair - more FBI than the Bureau itself - gave him a mean, almost military look.

Shepard dropped his hand and consulted the beeper. It was the ‘phone home’ code. His cell phone was still in the car. ‘Can I make a call?’

‘Sure, Agent.’ Wheeler passed over the handset. All was calm now, and Wheeler knew he was home free. He was glad he had had the presence of mind to wipe the security tape which showed the kid pulling a bundle of tens and  twenties from his jeans pocket and passing them over to Wetherall on their final visit.

Shepard hit the Trenton ATF office number and was put through to the duty supervisor, Dick Davis.

‘Dick, it’s Ernie. Shepard.’

‘Ernie, yeah, we just got a call from Asbury Park. They got a shooting, they got a gun, but they can’t ID it. Don’t even seem to be able to find a serial number. And they’d like a trace.’

‘So soon?’

‘Yeah, yeah, ha, ha - don’t look a gift horse in the muzzle, eh?’ Both of them knew that less than ten per cent of all guns used in a crime were given to ATF for tracing. Local PDs were just happy to have the shooter and his weapon - who cares where it had been? But ATF wanted to know how these guns slipped from people like Wheeler into the backstreets of Philly and Camden and Jersey City.

‘Well, I’m about done here anyways. Where is it?’

‘The Turner Terrace.’

‘Wow. I mean . . . wow.’

‘Yeah, I don’t know too much, but take a look, eh? Nice to get invited to the dance for a change.’

‘Sure.’

The Turner Terrace wasn’t so much a terrace as a giant pier turned on its side and grafted onto the old boardwalk, its frontage stretching for almost half a mile to the north of Convention Hall in Asbury Park. Shepard reckoned on twenty minutes along 66 to reach it, given that he would hit the lunchtime traffic, so he wound up things with Wheeler as quickly as he could, making sure the guy knew he’d be back.

He flicked on the radio as he left the lot and punched the seek button as soon as he heard that familiar voice wrap  itself around The Summer Winds. It was the anniversary of Frankie’s death, and once again New Jersey was about to beat its breast about the loss of its favourite son. Been - what - five, six years now? But the citizens of Hoboken never tired of telling you what a stand-up guy he was, good to old ladies, dogs, his friends, as if this made him superhuman. Only the voice did that, but Shepard could only take so much of it in one day.

He pressed the seek each time it stopped, moving across the ads for car dealers, happy hours, hotels, fishing trips. The season was due to start, what with Memorial Day looming, and the Jersey Shore was preening itself for the annual crop of tourists, summer rentals and party kids. Oh, he was reminded, and gamblers.

‘Come to the Turner Terrace’ the ad began ‘where we’ve kicked off our shoes, loosened our ties and loosened our slots. That’s right, we have the loosest slots in the whole State . . .’ there was the sound of coins cascading ‘. . . and all through May, spend fifty dollars or more and enjoy a free all-you-can-eat buffet in The Lobster Tail. And in the Turner Liner Lounge on June first and second, Celine Dion.’ There followed two sentences in an Oriental language Shepard didn’t know and then the announcer gravely told him it was the anniversary of Sinatra’s death and to pay its respects the station would be having a ten-track back-to-back no-ad Frankathon every hour. He switched it off and popped in an old Springsteen tape, the other Jersey son.

The approach to the Asbury Park boardwalk was jammed with cars trying to get out of town. The roads of the city are oddly wide, but even so, a whole casino complex dumping its customers onto them is a sure way to get gridlock. He sat at an intersection for five minutes, listening to the chorus of hoots and obscenities, many of them in Cantonese and Tagalog - the Terrace always did draw a big Oriental crowd  - while he looked across at the big, monumental shape of the casino itself, like one of those big Miami cruise ships that had run itself aground.

The Sydney E. Turner Organisation had pulled out of Atlantic City three years previously, claiming favouritism by the gaming board towards other big time operators. Turner had then used the fact that gambling had been legalised on Atlantic City’s piers to formulate the idea of the Terrace - a casino built over the water from the desolate, moribund frontage of Asbury Park. How he got it through the legislature nobody was sure - but choosing Asbury Park, long an embarrassment to the Jersey shore, was a stroke of genius. And, as Turner had promised, life had come back to the waterfront. And maybe death, too, if they needed the ATF.

Eventually Shepard snaked through a series of small gaps in the traffic, nicking the wing of his Honda in the process, and down to the twin Mermaids that framed the entrance to the Terrace. The driveway was clogged with a mixture of taxis, stretch limos and police cars. A solitary ambulance was being closed up with an air of finality, as if this was the last of any casualties.

‘Do Not Cross’ barriers had been hastily erected in some parts. Crowds of people swarmed around waving their valet parking tickets, but the valets were nowhere to be seen. Shepard pulled his Honda to a halt just under one of the mermaids and emerged holding his badge up so the various uniforms could see it.

‘I didn’t see anything. Nothing. I just ducked—’ a middle-aged woman was wriggling her arm, trying to lever it from the grip of the policeman.

‘Ma’am, you just have to sign something to say that, give us your details, and you can be on your way. Interviews are being processed in the Liner Lounge.’

‘No, you don’t understand . . .’ Or maybe she was thinking it was hubbie who wouldn’t understand what she was doing idling a day away at the Terrace.

That desperate I-wasn’t-here conversation was repeated a dozen times as he shouldered his way through the crowd, flashing the badge continually at every curious glance from the uniforms and the detectives.

The entrance was actually a false front, a flat like you might find on a Universal or MGM picture lot. Behind it was a wide, carpeted, glassed-over gangplank, one of four, that linked the main building to the shore. The Palace wasn’t actually on land, it ‘floated’ on huge pilings just offshore, a trick first used down in Mississippi to get over local gaming regulations. So the casino was not really on New Jersey soil at all - it belonged to the ocean.

It was hard work negotiating the eddying mass of humanity on the gangplank, but eventually Shepard reached the real reception hall, a huge space lined with fish tanks, with real fish revelling in the fact they had a depth of thirty feet or more to play with. To the left and right were the entrances to the hotel rooms and function rooms and the Liner Lounge; next to check in was the huge decorated arch - more gilded mermaids - which led to the casino floor itself. A row of the biggest police officers stood across this, like an NFL defensive line.

Again Shepard lifted his badge. ‘ATF. We got a call. Who’s in charge?’

The policeman peered at the badge. His expression showed he was one of those cops who considered the ATF bumptious, self-righteous and interfering. Oh, and these days especially, over-funded. ‘Ask for Captain Lucas. He’ll be out back, on the deck.’

Reluctantly they parted to let him through, but as he took his first step onto the gambling floor he froze. His feet  crunched on broken glass. He looked up and saw a dozen fractured images of himself staring down. As he focused further back, beyond the rows and rows of machines, still flashing through the odd semi-darkness, he could see the ceiling mirrors had dropped or been forced away in dozens of places.

And then there was the smell. He had been in enough casinos to know the kind of atmosphere they generated. Industrial strength air conditioning, pumping out the most synthetic of air, still tinged with stubborn molecules of cigarette smoke and a nose-burning mix of colognes and aftershaves and perfumes and deodorant and sweat. But not here. He could feel a breeze. A real, living organic breeze. And he could smell the Atlantic.

He threaded through the aisles over a sea of debris: abandoned coin buckets, their tokens spewed across the floor, crushed plastic cocktail glasses, and food, lots of food. The Terrace had had a series of conveyor belts snaking between the machines, carrying sushi and noodles and teriyaki, all free, all designed to keep the punters at their seats feeding money into the slots. The belts were quiet now, ripped and twisted in places where people had stampeded over them or, by the looks of it, through them. Underfoot were little prawn tails, tuna, octopus and fish roe, crushed and pulped into the carpet. The rice on the floor looked like a plague of maggots. Unless they cleaned it up soon, the place was going to start smelling like a bait shop in a heat wave.

The concentration of glass shards on the floor grew denser as Shepard worked his way towards the back, until he came to a part where the ceiling had peeled down, taking with it a glass chandelier. Now there were real fish on the floor, flung from the tanks that had formed a ring around the centrepiece of the hall. They had long since given up thrashing and gasping.

Here, too, were splashes of blood and Shepard coolly visualised that glass coming down on dozens, no, probably hundreds of tightly packed people, trapped in the aisles, with nowhere to go. The blood became more frequent, the splashes bigger, some on the front of the video poker machines. It didn’t touch him though. The Bureau had a way of desensitising you - the movie show of wound channels and exit holes you could lose your fist - or even your arm - in. Jesus, but the instructors at the Academy loved that one, it had the hues, the too-close rawness of the hardest pornography, the kind where you never see faces. They always handed out empty popcorn buckets just in case, because a couple of stomachs were going to be emptied, that was for sure. If you could sit through this thirty minute, R-rated show of a stream of see-through cadavers, a little blood on the walls didn’t mean much anymore.

The rear of the hall was a heavily smoked glass curtain wall, darkened to keep the perma-night illusion of the casino intact, one section of which had shattered, leaving a triangular hole, through which both the daylight and the outside air were streaming in, creating that alien breeze.

Apart from the newly arrived interface with the real world, the glass curtain had three genuine exits, and at each one stood a knot of officials, police and medical people, with ashen-faced casino officials, identified by the boat-shaped badges they wore, looking like they were in the early stages of shock. Shepard guessed the grey-haired man in the tight suit was Lucas, because of the way the slow tide of people were circling round him with requests for information. Shepard strode over with his badge.

‘Captain Lucas?’

The man looked up with a ‘what now?’ expression.

‘Ernest H. Shepard, Senior Special Agent, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms.’ Best be formal, he figured.

‘Oh, yeah, yeah. The Ness. Thanks for coming so fast.’

The Ness. Surfing the new public concern and the congressional investigation into the gun industry - the first one ever - the Bureau had lobbied hard to win more funds and prestige and responsibilities, so it had begun playing up its glorious lineage back to Eliot Ness and his treasury agents. This had been popular with a public increasingly sickened by massacre headlines. Once the gun-related death toll topped 40,000 a year, the unthinkable had happened: America fell out of love with high velocity weaponry. Especially as a hefty percentage of that total was kids. Denver, Austin, Chicago - the school massacres had just kept coming. With the gun industry reeling from negligent distribution litigation, and its defence ‘Guns don’t kill, people do,’ sounding increasingly tired, the ATF saw the chance to restore a reputation badly dented by Waco, and had ridden the surge of pro-gun law public opinion. Not a popular move with other state and Federal agencies, so they were now taunted with names associated with the icons: ‘Oh, he’s a Costner,’ or a ‘Stack,’ or a ‘Ness’.

As always Shepard ignored the implied slur - it was being called a ‘Kevin’ he really hated - and slowly turned his head to take in the rest of the room. Casinos loved mirrors, on the gaming floor itself, in the corridors of the hotel, across whole walls of the bedrooms. And almost every surface here was at least cracked, crazed or shattered. Others had clearly atomised into dust. He looked back at Lucas who motioned him outside.

The wooden deck stretched for fifty yards, ending in elaborate railings before the slowly churning mass of the Atlantic. Next stop, Europe. A bar occupied one of the deck’s flanks, a narrow stage the other. Musical instruments lay abandoned on the latter, and the microphone leant at a drunken angle.

A light movement of air played about the deck, rolling the discarded plastic cups around, fluttering the banners. It was warm and peaceful but spooky, as if an entire cocktail party had suddenly been kidnapped by aliens. But these guys hadn’t been beamed up, Shepard surmised. There had been a stampede, a stampede from the rear towards the front.

‘OK,’ began Lucas, knowing what Shepard wanted to hear first. ‘About two . . .’ he looked at his watch . . . ‘three hours ago, two guys walked into the casino. They had valet-parked the car, just like regular folk. Maybe a bit warmly dressed for the weather, but what the hell, all sorts of people want to throw their money away. They walked calmly to the back of the casino, produced a machine gun each and let rip.’

Shepard said. ‘How many?’

‘Dead? Seven.’

Seven? That seemed light, Shepard thought. Two sub-machine guns in this space, with this crowd. ‘What about security?’

‘Oh there was armed security all right, but all at the front end. The reception area of this baby can be sealed off in seconds. And it would have been if everyone hadn’t started running for the exits. They couldn’t trap them in by putting steel shutters down, could they? So anyway, the majority of casino security were at the boardwalk end.’

He beckoned Shepard once more, and they walked to the rail, both stepping as if they had lead boots on, as the sticky sheen of spilt drinks grabbed at their soles. They looked down at the eight solid pilings that supported the platform. The Atlantic was swirling lazily around them, hardly raising a foam; it was a beautiful day. ‘They went down that ladder and jumped a speedboat. And I mean a speed boat. Man, it was gone in . . . no time. Whoosh . . .’ he cut through the air with the edge of his hand. ‘All agree.’I

Shepard nodded. ‘How much they get?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What went wrong?’

‘Again, nothing. They didn’t even try and roll the place. It was like, boom, boom, bye-bye. Gum?’

Shepard took a stick and asked: ‘So why ATF?’

‘OK, as they went down that ladder, there, one of them dropped his gun. Now it is pretty deep here, but see that sign? Warns that the pylons here flare out to twice their diameter a few feet down. And they don’t do it gradually. There’s, like, a platform. So we got lucky, well maybe lucky, one of the locals with a snorkel did a couple of dives. Came up with this.’

Shepard led him over to a table where, amid the discarded and spilt drinks, something was wrapped in a white sheet.

‘None of us know what it is.’

He was on. This was where Shepard could end up looking stupid. Ten years he had been with the ATF, and seen guns of all shapes and sizes. But every now and then even he got stumped, which caused the locals a little bit of mirth. A Ness who can’t tell his Astra from his Eibar. But when he unwrapped it and saw the stubby little grip at the front, and the heavily ridged synthetic receiver, he breathed a sigh of relief.

‘It’s a Steyr.’

‘A what?’

‘A Steyr. Austrian. Same nationality as that Glock you’ve got there.’ He pointed to Shepard’s belt. ‘It’s a TMP - Tactical Machine Pistol. You used to be able to get them as SPPs - Special Purpose Pistols which were single-shots, but it didn’t take much of a machine shop to do a little tweak and turn them back to TMPs. My guess is we’ll find it was imported as one of those before the ban and converted to full auto. OK to touch?’

‘Well, we ain’t going to get any prints off it. Seems they had flesh-coloured surgical gloves on. The car was clean, too. Stolen a month ago in Newark.’

Shepard picked up the Steyr and weighed it in his hands. Being mainly plastic it clocked the scales at a little over three pounds, and was just around eleven inches long, chambered for the 9mm Parabellum. Tough, reliable, it was a fine weapon. If you needed that kind of thing. Which, he reminded himself, no private citizen ever did. He noticed a remnant of some duct tape still on the magazine. They had jungle-rigged two magazines together, so the unit could be flipped over for easy, fast reloading. But the Siamese twin was missing.

‘There is still a magazine down there.’

‘I know, we saw it on the security cameras. Each weapon had two taped together. The second one must’ve come free in the water.’ To Shepard’s unasked question he said: ‘We got reasonably clear images on the screen. Clear enough to know their faces were loaded with prosthetics and phoney bits and pieces. They must’ve looked like the Marx brothers when they came in - all funny noses and hair. But as I said, casinos are used to all sorts. Known card counters like a disguise, just in case the joint gets uppity, and half the guys at any one time probably have a rug on. The upshot is we can’t do any facial mapping to match to known perps or any of that shit. Which leaves us with the car and with that.’

‘It’s so light you’re lucky the gun stayed put on the shelf, so never mind the mag. Seven dead?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Seems very . . . shit, if I let off one of these, there would have been more than seven dead. And I ain’t the best shot in the Bureau.’

‘I know what you’re sayin’, Agent. It could have been seventy. Easy.’ He sounded almost disappointed.

‘Yeah. It don’t make sense.’ Shepard released the magazine, checked the breach was cleared and raised it up to firing height, his imagination filling in the noise, the smell, the constant thudding against his shoulder, the stream of people running into the crush inside. Shepard shook his head in disbelief. ‘Two of these, and lots of sitting ducks and they only hit seven?’

‘No, they didn’t.’

Shepard put the gun down and reassembled it.

‘What?’

‘We got seven dead. I didn’t say they shot seven. Three were killed by the chandelier coming down on them - I mean we also got close to fifty badly cut from the flying glass, too - but the others were crushed or trampled to death in the panic. They didn’t hit anyone.’

Shepard let this sink in. He pulled out a pad and noted down the weapon’s serial number. It was right where it should be, in the grooves of the moulding on the left side of the receiver, under ‘Steyr-Mannlicher’. He would call it through to the ATF National Tracing Centre at Landover, Maryland, but he wasn’t optimistic. The gun was manufactured post-1993. It was banned for private use in the US a couple of years later, so it probably came in eight, nine years ago or so. Could have gone through a lot of hands in the intervening period. But the ATF’s Project Lead had been cataloguing the movements of such weapons for almost a decade now, so they might get a break.

He thought some more about the gun. Twenty or twenty five rounds in the magazine. Rate of fire somewhere around 600 a minute. Two magazines apiece. Steyr made weapons for the Austrian army and police. They were not gangster junk like the Tecs or Cobrays the kid had wanted back at Barrels of Fun. Finally he said: ‘Either they were lousy shots, almost criminally bad, or . . .’

Lucas nodded. He had reached the same conclusion hours before. ‘They were trying to kill the building, not the people.’

And then they said, almost simultaneously, ‘The Alchemist’.




ONE

Atlantic City, NJ. Friday November 22

Ed Behr pulled his cab up well short of the Boardwalk. In front of him lay a two-inch deep lake, its surface still being ridged and troughed by what was left of the wind. The nor’easter that had hung over the coastline for days and days now had dumped so much rain the city was turning into a mini Venice. Blown out, it was down to its last few feeble gasps.

Luckily, one of the condos had put out duckwalks across the deeper sections, and he reached the ramp up to the Boardwalk with merely a dark line on the bottom of each trouser cuff. He walked up onto the walkway, puffing slightly from the exertion, and looked left and right.

Under the powder-grey sky, the Boardwalk was all but deserted. The T-shirt and salt taffy shops were shuttered, the owners having given up the thought of any business for the week, with just a few hot dog and pizza joints hanging grimly on. Clusters of the wheeled chair operators huddled outside the casinos, hoods up, shuffling to generate some heat, praying for some trade, someone who fancied a bracing push between gaming halls, perhaps, but the gamblers were experiencing their own version of lockdown. Even though the nor’easter had temporarily shut up shop, the Weather Channel promised it had a pal out over that evil-looking ocean, warming up to step into its shoes. The casinos were geared to making sure there was little incentive to leave:  Why risk getting wet, or getting that careful coiffure ruined by the wind? Here, have a free drink and a canapé.

Ed took the half a dozen steps across the still-glistening planks and leaned on the rail, looking down at the detritus-strewn beach. The storms had resculptured it as always, making a mockery of all attempts to create a stable frontage, tearing out a long section in front of Caesars, and dumping a mini sand dune around the old steel pier, the one once famous for its rides, its freakshow and its diving horses, but now just another strip of slots. Beach erosion was getting worse than ever right along the shore. He read somewhere that Long Branch was all but beachless, the boardwalk now more like a pier, with its supports dipping into the Atlantic. Even Wildwood, where most of the sand used to end up, was starting to destabilise.

He shivered. Somewhere behind the solid sheet of pewter that was the sky, the sun was going down. He could feel the last of its feeble warmth slinking away, as if embarrassed to be quitting so early in the day. He checked his watch. Time for the Friday afternoon drink at the Pole. He pulled out his little red notebook and wrote in the last fare. He flicked the pages. Today he had done two airport runs, a Margate drop-off, two lots of people over to Brigantine for lunch and a long run down to pretty Cape May. Plus a handful of inter-casino transfers. Same old, same old. He turned back, looking at the repeating patterns, his life shuffling a very limited deck of options, weeks segueing into months of fare after fare, all variations on the same theme as today.

It irritated him that he had to keep this diary. But he still occasionally had memory blanks - just an hour or two he couldn’t recall, as if the access lines in his brain had gone down. Well, as the doc had said, having your head banged on a shower spigot twenty or forty or fifty times - he had forgotten to count - would do it every time.

He checked his pockets and found the half-eaten Snickers bar he had pocketed when he picked up the last fare, and began chomping though it. The lights grew brighter at the casinos: The Beach Club, all tropical blues and greens, its giant fake palms twinkling like Christmas trees; Bally’s, as usual, spelling out its name in lights; and a new billboard outside the Taj that was flashing the total payout so far that day. Strange, they never flash up how much money has actually been played to get that total. And at the far northern end he saw the first lick of flame - the Palace’s dragon was starting its hourly routine of toasting a couple of knights.

He looked at the time again, hitched up his trousers over his stomach, hoping that would prevent them dipping in the flood water this time, screwed up the candy bar wrapper and tossed it towards the sea. He had a weekly appointment to keep.

The North Pole, to give it its full name, was located on Baltic, four blocks from the Boardwalk, well away from where most of the city’s customers strayed. They kept to narrow corridors - the Boardwalk and Atlantic, the well-lit strips from there to the new convention centre, and the shuttle buses and secure tunnels that fed the Marina casinos. They thought of the rest of it as the Combat Zone, all empty parking lots and dilapidated frontages and broken chain-link fences, full of dangerous shadows. Well, perhaps they were right. It was getting that way again. The nineties had been pretty good, the Y2K projects and the spending spree by the casino fund had kept the momentum going, but now? Suddenly AC had hit the buffers, it seemed to him.

The Pole didn’t look too welcoming, thought Ed as he pulled up. If it had been his first time and he’d seen the spluttering Miller sign and a door with what looked like gunshots in it - which were gunshots, he reminded himself -  then he’d probably hightail it back to the Showboat or the Tropicana or the Plaza, no matter how much more the drinks were in the bars there.

The familiar smell hit him as soon as he walked in, the aroma of a carpet marinated in thirty years of spilt drinks, of an overworked french-frier, of stale cigarette smoke overlaid by the heavier slug of the odd cigar, of the sweat of tired, temporally disoriented workers just off shift from the halls of the casinos, their sense of time returning as they sucked back another beer before wending their way home. He stepped over Hoppitty, the three-legged retriever that was the bar’s mascot. Like some kind of chameleon, the dog had gradually taken on the hue of the floor covering, so it was hard to know where sticky carpet ended and matted dog began. You just made sure your strides were big enough to clear him.

It was both offensive and comforting, thought Ed, and he started the ritual round of fast handshakes and how-yadoings, waving to Marty, the greasy-haired guy in the corner, your easy conduit to sports betting. All in all the Pole was just your very basic drinking hole. The bar itself was an elongated oval, with a flip-up section for bartender access in the centre of one side. The circumference was padded with red vinyl, crazed and cracked and split from two generations of elbows. Unique among the bars of Atlantic City, there were no gambling machines, none of the counter-top video poker games, just a mini-bowling machine and a pinball. Even the three TV screens were considered on the spartan side. Harvey, the owner, kept one on the sports, one on the local channel and, latterly, another on the weather reports. It was enough, he said, three channels at once. Most people considered this mildly eccentric.

The other oddity was the Freedom Wall, a green felt square above the booths, perhaps eight feet each side,  covered with dozens of casino ID badges or photographs, all defaced in some way and pinned on the growing pile, often with a little message: ‘Taj Mahal is Indian for kiss-my-ass’, ‘Balls to Ballys’, ‘Goodnight Crapicana.’ When someone left the industry, they often ended their farewell rip at Harvey’s to add to the badges of dishonour.

Harvey himself wouldn’t be in. This time of year he was in Florida and his son - Harvey - was nominally in charge, but he seemed to have little interest in upholding the family tradition, so Sam, a young Irishman, was tending tonight. Harvey Jr would be at the tables in the Hilton, which set him apart from most of his clientele, who saw things from the other side of the deck. Few people in here had any taste left for gambling with their own money.

Ed slapped palms with Leo, the pit boss, who as usual barely cracked a smile. It was a shame he didn’t play, the man had the most perfect poker face in the city, and when he did smile you wish he hadn’t. He reminded Ed of the actor Roy Thinnes, who had been in that old series The Invaders - he had the same small, hard-to-read eyes. He’d been promoted to pit boss when he caught the notorious Drop Out - a guy who manipulated slot machines using fibre-optics, teasing them into hitting jackpots then boasting about it with notes left around the casino. He’d done it in Vegas, Reno, Biloxi, Connecticut - all the places Ed had worked before these last couple of years - and twice in Atlantic City. He made the mistake of doing the third hit on Leo’s shift. Leo had a rather physical version of a citizen’s arrest in his repertoire. Still, the dropout claimed to have pulled in five mil over three years, not bad going.

A couple of stools along was Goodrich, his straggly blond hair pulled into a ponytail, the usual cigarette magically glued in the corner of his mouth. Goodrich was another one who proved that Atlantic City was like human fly paper -  once you landed, you couldn’t get off. He had come down from New York City with a thousand bucks burning a hole in his pocket, and the casinos obliged by relieving him of it in three hours. Now he worked in a twenty-four-seven pawnshop, catering to players who suddenly found themselves short at two a.m., and whose line of credit had derailed. Nikon? Rolex? Tiffany? That’ll do nicely, sir.

The other familiar face was Alice, of indeterminate age, who could be twenty, could be forty. She had a face that was so hard you felt you could scratch diamonds on it. Her henna’d hair was curtained across a visage devoid of make-up for once, and she had clearly thought better of trying to use the sunglasses now lying in front of her to cover up the raw blue-black streak under her left eye.

And then there was Bo. Bo was face down on the bar, his cheek and nose distorted so he looked like Charles Laughton doing Quasimodo. Saliva had dribbled out of his mouth onto the counter top, forming a small sticky pool. Bo opened one eye, saw Ed, and closed it again. There was a story to Bo, as there was to most regulars.

Bo used to be the best looking guy in the place, then he stumbled and fell, fell into the crack houses that used to line the blocks around the bar. These days you could hide a small sedan in his sunken cheeks, and his top lip had imploded where his two front teeth had come out - or been knocked out. And the dog had better hair than he had.

Bo’s story was this. Two years previously his old man died and left him a three-storey building down on Brighton Avenue where, it was said, the money was hidden from some score years before. Hundred grand, claimed the rumours. Bank, armoured car, Post Office, they all said different things. However much it was and wherever it came from, it was meant to be Bo’s, but his old man was so disgusted by his state he wouldn’t tell him where in the  house the money was stashed. ‘Over my dead body,’ he was supposed to have said. So that was what he did. Starting as soon as he got the ashes from the crematorium, day after day, Bo ripped another floorboard up, took down another wall, waiting to find the pot of gold. All the time the ashes sat in one corner, gloating mutely. The house was now a skeletal shell, in danger of collapse, and still no money. So now Bo was wondering whether he dreamed the deathbed scene. ‘Over my dead body,’ you would hear him muttering incessantly. And the frustration had turned him into the slob who was sitting on Ed’s stool.

‘Bo.’ Ed tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Bo.’

One yellowed, mad-dog eye opened again. ‘Fuck you, Fat Man.’

A little ripple ran round the bar. Someone sniggered.

Ed tapped him on the shoulder, feeling the bones under the paper-thin, fat-free skin. He said, as softly as he could: ‘Bo. C’mon, you know the deal.’

The eye flicked open again. ‘Fat Boy? Fuck you.’

Ed felt the blood surge behind his eyes. If he sat anywhere else, if he let it lie, then he got marked down as a soft touch, a softer touch than he already was. He knew it from alley-o, he knew it from Boxgrove. There was a slot in the pecking order here, and he was about to lose it.

It happened fast, before he had time to think it through, to consider, and he used the bulk the guy was jibbing him about. He put all his weight behind the punch, driving it deep into Bo’s kidneys, feeling the organs part under his first, the internal shockwave bounce off membranes and tissues. Bo tried to jump up but Ed grabbed his hair and banged down once on the bar top, sending up a spray of saliva, surfing on the wave of anger that was bursting inside him. ‘You gettin’ up to move, or fight?’

‘MMff.’ Bo even sounded like Charles Laughton now.

‘What? What you say Bo?’

‘Muv.’

Ed stood back and Bo got to his feet, rearranged his shirt, and limped, holding his back, over to a banquette, where he slumped in muttering dark threats. Everyone else lost interest as quickly as they had started taking it.

Ed eased his bulk onto the stool. He grabbed a Bud bar cloth and wiped up the spittle. The blood red anger was gone, diffused, as quickly as it came. A pure defensive reflex, like a puffer fish blowing up. The territoriality, the instinct of the Box, those short sharp spats you got at chow time, ten seconds of raw aggression then it’s over. ‘Coors. Turkey,’ he said.

‘There’s other stools, Ed,’ said Goodrich.

Ed looked across and wondered about his response. Yes, you’re right? Mind your own fucking business? In the end he just flashed him the finger and Goodrich smiled and shook his head in a don’t-know-why-I-bother way.

Sam nodded and put the beer and bourbon in front of him. ‘So, good day?’ He knew enough to put the bowl of chips in front of Ed and keep them coming. Ed liked to graze pretty much continuously.

Ed shrugged: ‘Oh, couple of casino shuffles, airport run, Margate.’

‘You see Lucy?’

One of the runs had been down to see her, but he hadn’t bothered knocking. What was there to say? ‘Yeah, Lucy was still there. Been there a hundred years now.’

‘They moved her didn’t they?’

Ed nodded. ‘Twice. Once when they got the money together to save her, once after the arson attack a couple of years back.’

‘She’s great, though, isn’t she? How could anyone think of trying to torch her?’

Sam was still in his late twenties, still had a twinkle in his  eye, a spring in his step. Maybe he wouldn’t understand that, after she got a starring role in a Bud ad, Lucy’s neighbours got fed up with the constant stream of beer-swilling tourists. Word was it was one of the locals who had finally had enough, had poured gasoline over the old girl’s feet and struck a match.

Ed tried to imagine the world through the young man’s eyes. Well, not that much younger, he reminded himself. Ed was maybe eight years older. But Sam’s were less jaded, tired eyes, that was for sure. When he saw his customers come in he must have felt like he was serving cadavers most of the time. People who had forgotten how you buttoned up shirts, how to use dry cleaners, a razor, shampoo and flatware, all mixed up with those guys who worked the casinos, who kept the minimum standards, but had forgotten where their soul was.

Fuck knows what he makes of me, he thought. Some lowlife who has dragged around the bars of America like this for six years now, maybe more, always finding a Goodrich and an Alice and a Sam, and a Bo. Perhaps the barkeep would look at him one day and see a terrible warning: Get out of Town.

Goodrich was watching the hockey, pleased that Joe Thornton looked like having the kind of season promised when he was picked up on the first draft of 1997 for the Bruins. ‘See, I told you that kid could give the Russkie a run for his money. Samsonov fuckin’ peaked too soon. Too intense if you ask me.’

Leo sniffed in disdain and said, in a voice that brooked no argument. ‘And neither of them ever be as good as Andreychuk.’

‘Andreychuk? Fuck - what is this? History? We going back to the last century now? Well in which case what about Bourque? Sure, he played defence, but you know he got well over a thousand assists.’

‘Another.’ It was Alice, ignoring what she thought of as the usual sports shit the regulars spewed like molten rock, a never-ending stream of stats, secondhand opinions and first-hand ignorance. She knew sooner or later someone would mention Wayne Gretsky and they would all start sobbing into their brews. It was worse during the ball season. Some of them were in severe danger of knowing what they were talking about. She chipped into those shit shooting sessions sometimes. Personally, she was a Mike Piazza fan, although when pushed she was more impressed by the fact the wires - the wires, mind - for his stereo cost ten grand than his ball play. Right now though she was too busy drinking beer and shots of something called a Neuflaymer, a kind of Goldschlager with bad attitude, to take much notice.

Sam obliged with her drinks, gave Ed a refill of chips, and then leant casually on the bar. He had yet to pick up on the nuances of any of the sports that paraded across the screens in a blur of meaningless stats, and so, unable to offer an opinion about ice hockey, he said: ‘Alice, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but . . . where did yous get that eye?’

If he had been a bit less relaxed - or maybe a little less stupid, perhaps - if he had even suspected there was a line to be crossed, Sam might have felt the drinkers around the bar stiffen. Ed threw back the Wild Turkey and coughed as it seared his throat. He banged the shot glass on the table, the cue to be asked for a refill. Sam didn’t take the hint. ‘I mean, it’s quite a shiner, that one.’

Fuck, thought Ed.

Alice raised her hand and, like corn in the breeze, every figure around the bar swayed back in their stool, but she was only pushing her hair behind her ears. She leant forward. ‘I will tell you Sammy, my Irish friend. I picked this guy up at Duke Mack’s down on the Boardwalk. I have to work there because none of the casinos will let me in. Not by  myself. You know what I’m saying? Got a client on my arm, fine, what the client wants, they want. But no cruising. Yeah? So, he didn’t want to go back to his room, so we got one at the Tobago Motel, down on Pennsylvania. Now, he wants to do a lot of things - you know, a bit out of the ordinary, but he is paying top dollar, so what the fuck? Anyway, we eventually get down to the regular stuff, and I’ve got his dick in my mouth when he suddenly starts yelling that he has lost his fuckin’ ring. He pulls me off and waves this fuckin’ digit in my face and says - my ring, my ring. It must’ve come off. Now this guy has had his hands and fingers everywhere, but you know I had a quick feel inside me and said it must’ve slipped off in the bed or something. So we strip the bed. No ring. So he’s convinced it is up my ass. His wedding ring is up my ass. I tell him, “There is no way we are going to organise a search party up there, baby,” and he clocks me one. Biff. Decides that it’s some sort of skill I have, pulling off wedding rings with my ass muscles.’

At this point Maurice, the thin, starved-looking figure who passed for a chef at North Pole, shuffled up to Ed and asked: ‘A menu for you tonight, Sir?’ In the years he had been coming to the Pole, Ed had never personally eaten there. Ed didn’t have particularly high standards when it came to food preparation, but Maurice was still able to limbo-dance under them. During the day he fixed cars outback, and rumour was he often got the lube oil and the frying oil mixed up. Or maybe it was just the accumulated grease under his nails that lent the food that distinctive mechanical tinge. He also made cheeseburgers that looked like shrunken heads. Anyway, even if he was willing to take a risk, given the direction Alice’s monologue was taking, it probably wasn’t a good time for Ed to break that no-eat rule anyway. So he made his standard reply: ‘Not right now, Maurice. I got some chips. Maybe later.’

Sam, feeling he had to fill the sudden silence, asked croakily: ‘So what happened?’

‘Well I convinced him I was no fanny-heister. If it did happen, it was an accident, and his fault for using too much damned lubricant. So he told me that if it comes out, it’s worth three grand to him.’ She drained her drinks and slipped off the stool. ‘So I gotta watch my bowel movements - he’s in town until Wednesday. Anyway, they changing the guard shift at the Palace now, and those dudes don’t all know me yet, so I gotta get ready. See y’all.’ She slotted on her sunglasses, flashed Sam a crooked smile and headed for the door.

‘Hey Alice,’ said Goodrich as she passed: ‘You know down at the shop we can match any ring there is.’ Then he grinned. ‘ ’Cept your own, of course.’ The punch on his shoulder must have hurt, but he carried on grinning as she strode out into the dusk, slamming the door with its twenty year old bullet holes that gave Harvey his one bit of notoriety, even though it transpired they had shot up the wrong joint.

Sam looked over to Leo and Goodrich and asked: ‘Do you guys believe that story?’

Leo looked at his drink. ‘Put it this way - I don’t not believe it.’

‘Ed?’

But Ed wasn’t listening.

He was watching the face on one of the TV screens, the big, bloated red face of a man he had tried hard to forget. The guy had got even fatter, fatter than Ed, bloated with excessive living and his moustache was flecked with white now. He was mouthing a speech - as usual the sound was off - to support some campaign or other, but slowly they started to lip synch with the snatches and phrases locked in Ed’s brain: ‘A disgrace to this community . . . running wild . . . reclaim the streets for good, honest citizens.’

The face faded, to be replaced with a shot of Cotchford, panning along the High Street, past Bailey’s store, and slowly the street began to fill with Ed’s memories as the people on the streets dissolved into translucent ghosts. In their place came a bunch of young kids, boys and girls, retracing those same streets as the camera. Ed imagined his own face turned to that camera, giving his side of the story.

It was a game, you see. It was the first game, you understand, the precursor of the one everyone talks about, the one that got us into all the trouble. This first one, it wasn’t . . . harmful. Just an urban kid’s game. I mean, a real street game, didn’t really belong here at all. A kid called Grogan introduced it from Brooklyn when we was in the tenth grade. He said it was called ringolevio, but we knew it as alley-o. Whatever, the rules were simple. Each side had a base, or jail. I used to chalk ours outside Jimmy’s, over on the West Side. Billy, he would do his on the East Side, right in front of Bailey’s dime store, near where Woolworth’s used to be. So two teams. One scattered and hid, the other went looking. You found someone, you had to get them back to jail. But they didn’t go softly. Nah, it was a rough game, rough as football. Us guys who weren’t jocks, but played alley-o? We got some respect, I tell you. Once in jail, they couldn’t escape unless a member of their own team came running through and shouted the magic word. Alley-o. Or ringolevio. Grogan never gave up shouting his own name for it. The games lasted all day. In fact, I was talking about this once, we reckon it is extinct now. Who in America lets their kids wander the streets anymore? OK, maybe the projects, but I get the feeling the kids are too busy fucking themselves up to play games. You know what I mean? And they would be too worried about scuffin’ their sneakers for alley-o. Anyways, I ain’t never heard or seen it since. I reckon we were the last two sides to  play it on God’s earth. And you know what? The Mayor you just seen? He banned it. Not very civic minded of us to brawl and run down the street, to streak by shouting ‘alleyo’. He didn’t like it. So the game is banned. And guess what? We thought up a new one. A new game. And then guess what? People got killed, that’s what.

Ed’s internal monologue faltered when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked at the TV and it had moved on to floods and coastal damage. What has the mayor been doing there? Shit, the fat bastard must be running for Congress or Governor or some such. November. Mid-term elections. Shit. He shook his head to clear his mind and turned to face his visitor.

Tasker took a perch next to Ed, Ed bought the man a drink and stood him one of Maurice’s hamburgers, which Tasker had an inexplicable fondness for. Maybe he liked the taste of Wynn’s Superlube. Chit-chat - sports; mostly the horses and, specifically this week, The Breeder’s Cup; the state of the city; the economy - was the order of the day until the burger was gone and Tasker was on to drink two. Only then he would produce the sheaf of papers from his inside pocket and lay them on the bar.

It all went according to routine this time, except Tasker hesitated before delivering the bad news. ‘I checked through them. Nobody that has Cotchford, New Jersey as a birthplace.’

Ed picked up the folded sheets. These were copies of licence applications submitted to the Casino Control Commission, who must vet everyone who works in the giant gaming complexes, from cocktail waitresses to cleaners, pit bosses to camera monitors. The higher the position, the more thorough the check for a felonious background. It had been a slow time for recruitment. That business in Asbury Park,  and The Alchemist before that, people were beginning to think there were safer ways to earn a living than the gaming industry - coal mining, perhaps, maybe stripping asbestos.

But this time Ed noticed something in Tasker’s voice. It was higher than usual, there was no flatness, it had modulation. Ed had heard this before, way back. Optimism, yeah, that was it. ‘But? You got something?’

‘Nah.’ Cagey now. ‘Probably not. Just that one of the slot servers over in the Palace, she sort of fit your description, about the right age, and she was born in Long Branch. That’s not too far is it?’

Ed frowned. It was maybe five miles from Cotchford. And she had been born smack on the border of the two townships, so perhaps she opted for one rather than the other.

Tasker said: ‘And the name is similar. See here?’ He stabbed at the details he had circled on the list. He could see something flickering in Ed’s eyes, like a kind of greed. A hunger. ‘Look, don’t get your hopes up. I mean, it’s been how long? Maybe she got a job in Reno. Las Vegas.’

Ed shrugged. He had tried all the others, worked cabs, busboy, ticket collector, anything, had talked to a dozen Taskers but he knew that, like him, she would eventually find herself back at Atlantic City. ‘She’ll be here. One day. She’s a Jersey Girl.’

‘Yeah, well this one’s a Jersey Girl waitress, Ed.’

‘Maybe she’s going to school. Dealer school. You know? The dealer schools?’ Ed didn’t sound convinced himself. Tasker could feel a slight hostility, as if he had ruined the ritual by actually coming up with a candidate. He wondered why he did this, why he risked his good job at the CCC by copying each week’s applications for a greasy burger and to feed the fantasies of a sad barfly. Because, he guessed, the Pole was the sort of bar where, after a few drinks, you found  yourself suggesting - promising - such things. This was one place you felt you were all in the same boat together, even though some of you were stokers while others got to walk the bridge. And, let’s face it, Ed was down in the bilges.

When Ed had finished scanning through the list and had scribbled down the details of the circled entry, Tasker took the papers back and slipped them into his inside pocket.

‘Yeah, always worth a look, Ed. Take it easy, eh?’

As he watched Tasker leave, he caught Goodrich looking at him. He raised his palm in apology and sniffed: ‘No offence, Ed, just . . . curious. None of my business.’ He rubbed the shoulder where Alice had punched him, more out of nervousness than pain.

Goodrich tried to light a cigarette with a damp book of matches. Ed watched the flame on each match dance and die. He pulled out a Zippo lighter that had been left in his cab and slid it over. ‘Use this.’ Goodrich got the light and offered the Zippo back. ‘Keep it.’

‘Sure. Thanks. So . . . what is this thing with Tasker? If you don’t mind me askin’?’

‘Just someone I’ve been looking for is all. I figured she’d wind up here sooner or later. You come here, you wanna job, you go to a casino - right?’

Goodrich moved to be closer. ‘Atlantic City? Right now? For a job? Don’t you get the feeling someone has pulled the chain, it’s just that the flush hasn’t hit us yet?’

Ed nodded. ‘You been outside recently? Seen the amount of water on the streets? I think God pulled the chain last week.’ But he knew what Goodrich meant. Since the New Downturn - or, because it all started with some currency thing in Europe that hit the US markets hard, the Dollardrums - the casino revenues had faltered, overall drops were plummeting, and all those who said AC had put all its civic eggs in one basket had been proved right. When  the casinos caught a cold, Atlantic City got pleurisy with complications. Now it was coughing real hard.

Goodrich scratched his three-day growth and bought Ed another drink. ‘She was like . . . special?’

Ed shrugged. Was special. Is special.

‘OK, OK, I can see I am treadin’ on toes here. Like I said, no offence.’ As if in return for the lighter, he lowered his voice and said, ‘Look, Ed, we got a shop full of gear down there, anything you want, you come by after eight, which is when I get on most nights, and I’ll see you OK. The shit we got - guys come in every night. You see the looks on their faces, and they are thinking, “Well I got two, three hours to make up my losses.” ’

Ed had been around casinos long enough to have absorbed a few truisms. ‘You never make up your losses,’ he said flatly, eyes on the TV screen in case that face came back.

‘You’re right, you’re right. Never. You’re A-one fuckin’ right. Dumbest way to gamble, tryin’ to get back what you already threw away. But we get all kinds. I got offered a porn empire a while back. No bullshit. A whole series of internet pay-sites - guy wanted to hock them. I mean - some of the stuff. He showed me print-outs. There was this one of these women with turkey basters up their asses. Can you believe that? You can’t make this stuff up.’

Ed turned to face him: ‘Doesn’t it make you sick?’

‘Well Thanksgiving’ll probably never be the same.’

‘No, I mean taking these people’s watches and cameras and jewellery and giving them a few bucks you know will go straight into the casino’s pockets?’

Goodrich took a slug of his beer and wiped his mouth. ‘Whoa, Ed. You are expecting me to make some sort of . . . some sort of moral judgement here? In Atlantic City? Are you crazy? We’re all damned, my boy, even the cab drivers.  Want another? Another drink? I got time for one more before my shift.’

Ed made to get down from the stool. He had to take the cab back to the garage and then get home and change. ‘Thanks. I gotta check this out.’ He waved the piece of paper from Tasker.

He slid off the stool, and heard Goodrich order another beer, hesitated and heaved himself back on. His elbows stuck to the bar, sucked into the familiar dips in the crazed padding, as if held by a vacuum. His stool. Anybody else, it was just on loan. He kind of fitted in this place. ‘OK, just the one. Coors. Turkey. Hey and Sam - keep those chips comin’, eh?’



TWO

Binker Towers, Fifth and 51st. New York.

Billy Moon turned sideways to the mirror and pulled in his stomach. It was definitely going. He felt the little butterflies down there, the nervous energy that was - with a little help from his new gym membership - without a doubt, burning off the layer of mid-thirties fat that had started to accumulate around his middle over the last two years. Mistresses, he thought, best diet ever invented. That and an arm-and-leg personal trainer at the club. He flexed his arm and smiled at the way the bunched muscles strained at his shirt sleeve, as if it was trying to burst out. He did the other one. Not quite the Incredible Hulk. But not bad, he thought, not bad going at all.

He slipped on the jacket of a navy blue suit - a Jil Sander - he had bought from Barney’s, and checked the knot of his Prada tie. Looking good, he thought. It was three o’clock now, so, if he left soon and missed the worst of the tunnel traffic, two and a half hours to drive down, an hour, maybe ninety minutes of business, and then . . .

‘Don’t you feel like a messenger boy?’

His wife’s voice made him jump. She had come into the bedroom unheard. How much of his little preening had she seen? He turned to face her, his face, he hoped, composed: ‘What?’

She sat down on the bed, kicked off
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