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            Chapter 1
A Nice Day Out

         
         If you can judge a city by its pavements, New York was in a bad way. People say the streets are mean, but they are also rutted,
            cracked, buckled, and cut about by grooves and furrows that, with just a little extra work, could serve as tank traps, should
            Manhattan ever be invaded. Some of these, I saw ahead of time, and steered around. Others seemed to lurk, invisible, then
            spring themselves upon me in one final, jarring moment, and the wheelchair I was pushing would abruptly jerk, buck, then crash
            back down, leaving its occupant to yell and fume at me. “Dumbass!” she’d cry, and ask if I was trying to kill her. Which by
            that time was a prospect I was starting to consider.
         

         
         This should not have been my job.

         
         I worked Field Ops.

         
         Field Ops kept me far away from people.

         
         I was Field Ops, not a fucking geriatric’s nursemaid.

         
         The lady I was now escorting was named Melody Duchess Vanderlisle de Vere, a label so improbable it just had to be real. Yet
            she was not a duchess, save in name, and there was precious little melody about her, either. She had the voice of a crow and
            the manners of a Third World dictator. She would browbeat, badger and intimidate; at the same time, she could be suddenly,
            capriciously generous. She gave twenty bucks to the man who held the door at Tiffany’s, and was never less than courteous
            to the passersby—and there were many—who offered us assistance with the wheelchair, with doors, elevators, and whatever else
            we needed. She would gaze at them with helpless gratitude, these kindly souls, and her whole demeanor seemed to radiate: “Thank
            God you’re here to save me from this idiot.”
         

         
         I was the idiot.

         
         It was a verdict I found hard to disagree with.

         
         By my third day on the job, though, I had a plan. I arrived at her apartment building, bright and early, determined that today,
            at least, I’d have an easy time. This was New York, when all was said and done, and Melody Duchess was cultured. Very, very
            cultured.
         

         
         I squinted at the sky.

         
         “Looks like rain,” I said. “You want to try the Guggenheim? The Metropolitan?”

         
         She said nothing.

         
         I said, “There’s a Degas exhibition.” I made this sound the greatest news on Earth. “Ballerinas, horse racing, you know? Be
            really good.”
         

         
         But she sniffed, tipped back her head.

         
         “Dagos,” she said, slowly, chewing the word around her mouth. “Why’d I want to go see dagos?”
         

         
         “Degas,” I corrected, though of course, she’d heard me perfectly. Her thin lips pressed together in what might have been a
            smirk.
         

         
         “Must be your accent, hon,” she said. “I swear, there’s times when I can’t understand a word you say.”

         
         I was a servant here, and it is not the servant’s place to show emotion. So I smiled, and felt the venom seep between my teeth.

         
         She laughed then.

         
         “I’m just getting a rise out of you, honey,” she announced, like that made everything OK.

         
         And I said, “Fine,” just like it did.

         
         Melody Duchess did not want to see a gallery. Melody Duchess, it turned out, wanted to trek up half the length of Broadway,
            recapturing the memories of her youth (“Though it was different then,” she’d always say). She wanted to go anywhere she’d
            been with “Frugs,” the late lamented Ferguson de Vere, Esq., her husband. In real terms, this meant everywhere. Frugs had
            worked as an attorney, with an office just off Wall Street and the cream of all Manhattan for his clientele. She’d been married
            to him more than forty years. He’d never strayed. “I would have known,” she said. “I would have known immediately.” Frugs
            had been gone twenty years now, and I couldn’t help but think that it was probably a great relief to him.
         

         
         So from the WTC station, we pressed north. I offered her a taxi; she shook her head.

         
         “Young man. If I want a taxi, I will ask for one. You know how long it is, since I had a chance to get around like this? I
            want to feel the wind in my hair—”
         

         
         “The rain on your skin,” I said.

         
         “It’s only a few drops. Now come on! Come on!”
         

         
         You’re 86, I thought. So what’s the rush?

         
         But I’d more than likely answered my own question.

         
         Maybe a half mile further on, we struck a cross street. I was busy watching out for cars, not looking at the ground. The front
            wheel hit a rut, the chair jumped in my hands, then slammed down on my shin so hard I felt the bone vibrate. The nausea slid
            over me.
         

         
         She was outraged. She was furious.

         
         “What do you think you’re doing?”
         

         
         I twisted up. I hopped about there in the middle of the road, trying to block the throbbing in my leg. I have been beaten
            up and injured fairly badly in my life, but this one, stupid pain just really got to me. Melody might well have been a frail
            old bird, but that chair weighed a ton. And I had just collided with it. I slumped down on a doorstep, wondering if my leg
            was broken.
         

         
         “You make too much fuss,” she said. “Let’s go get coffee. Then you can moan in comfort.”

         
         It took twenty minutes to locate a coffee shop acceptable to her. It was really a patisserie, and I think we went there for
            the cakes, as much as anything. I’d say the place most likely saved my life, only the way that I was feeling, it’s probably
            more accurate to say that it saved hers.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Getting to Know You

         
         I could boast about my job. My proper job, I mean; talk it up and make it sound like one gigantic, ongoing adventure, terrifying
            and miraculous. Through the working week I have seen time transformed and shuffled like a deck of cards. I have come close
            to creatures once worshipped as gods, and seen them crystallize into a brute, destructive physicality, or else a beauty of
            such force that it could eat your soul; while somewhere in the world, there is an entity who wears my face, speaks with my
            voice, and yet is not, by even the most twisted definition of the term, remotely human.
         

         
         All this, I could have told her. If I’d wanted to. And if, you know, I’d been a bit of a prat.

         
         As it was, I’d given her a few moments of candor, right back at the start, when I’d been hoping that we’d get along. Then
            I’d clammed up. I hadn’t been particularly subtle with it, either. So now, over cakes and coffee, Melody Duchess had her reckoning.
         

         
         “You’ve not been open with me, Christopher.” She tipped her head back, sighting at me down her nose. “You’re kind of secretive,
            you know?”
         

         
         “I’m English. It’s called ‘reserve’.”

         
         She wagged her pastry fork at me.

         
         “What you’ve been doing, young man, is giving me the runaround. The company line. And I am sick of it, you hear?”

         
         Her face was narrow, cheekbones sharp, her skin pleated with lines. Her eyes were very pale, as if the color had been draining
            from them, bit by bit over the years.
         

         
         “So now,” she said, “you’re going to tell me all about yourself. Are we agreed?”

         
         We weren’t. “Not much to tell. I’m Chris Copeland, I work for the Registry. That’s about it, really.”

         
         “Flim-flam.” She chopped the air with her fork. “I know all that. Not interesting at all.” She sliced a corner off her apple-almond
            turnover.
         

         
         “You’re from London,” she said.

         
         “I’ve got a place there. When I get chance to visit. I’m from up north, originally.”

         
         “Married?”

         
         “Once.”

         
         She put the pastry in her mouth, chewing with a sideways motion, like a sheep.

         
         She raised her brows to me, demanding more.

         
         I said, “We’re friendly still. We talk, see each other sometimes. I think she’s found someone. There’s been this guy around,
            the last year or so . . .”
         

         
         “And how do you feel about that?”

         
         It was like dealing with a really irritating psychoanalyst.

         
         I said, “I’m glad she’s not alone.”

         
         “You get along with him?”

         
         “I only met him once. Seems OK. A bit, um . . .” I wanted to say, “dull,” but I said, “steady. You know?”

         
         “Jealous?”

         
         “Not a bit.”

         
         “Now, see.” She wiped a crumb from her lip. “Now, I’d never be second best. Not in anybody’s life. I would never stand for
            that.”
         

         
         “I’m not in her life. We’re divorced.”

         
         “Doesn’t matter. You don’t sell yourself short. That’s what Frugs would have said. Don’t sell yourself short, Duch. Not for
            anyone.”
         

         
         She gouged another chunk out of her pastry, raised it to her lips, and stopped.

         
         “Still,” she said, “you’ve got your colored girl now, haven’t you?”

         
         I had told her about Angel on our first day, when I was trying to be nice. It was supposed to be a trade-off: here’s a bit
            about me, let’s hear a bit about you.
         

         
         Building trust, familiarity.

         
         I’d soon stopped doing that.

         
         “Dr. Farthing is my colleague at the Registry. I’m not sure she’d appreciate the way that you referred to her.”

         
         “Oh! Is that what you call her? Doctor Farthing?”
         

         
         She gave a great caw of a laugh.

         
         “‘Oh! Doctor Faaarthing!’”
         

         
         It was a wail, mocking, lewd, and she drew the syllables out in a way that was unsettlingly lubricious. Her shoulders shook.
            Crumbs spilled from her lips.
         

         
         Across the room, faces looked up, startled.

         
         And then suddenly, she froze.

         
         Her pale eyes she fixed on me. The laughter just drained out of her, and in a small, resentful voice, she said, “You’re here
            to take the god, aren’t you?”
         

         
         “Yes,” I told her. “Yes, I am.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
We Ought to Be at Macy’s

         
         She did not like Union Square.

         
         “Always such a filthy place,” she said. “Full of drug addicts and queers.”

         
         “They cleaned it up,” I said.

         
         But she scowled, skeptically eyeing up the park, with its throngs of shoppers, tourists, dog-walkers, commuters, and the single
            homeless man, dozing amid piles of plastic bags.
         

         
         “We ought to be at Macy’s now,” she said.

         
         But I’d insisted that we stop. I sprawled across a bench. I put my head back, flexed my neck, and tried to ease the aching
            in my body. You’d think my legs would hurt the most, but they didn’t. The pain was in my hands, my wrists, my arms, and worst
            of all, my shoulders.
         

         
         I needed rest. And more than that, I wanted, if I could, to push our business just a little nearer a conclusion.

         
         “You’d find the offer more than generous,” I said.

         
         I watched a small Chihuahua-mix, there in the dog park, furiously barking at a Rottweiler some twenty times its size, and
            I thought of Angel’s dog, Riff, and how we used to walk him in Chicago, last year, in that weird, unearthly summer that we’d
            shared.
         

         
         “I’m serious,” I said. “We’d pay you well. And keep it somewhere safe. That’s important, too, you know.”

         
         She clucked, a mirthless little laugh.

         
         “Frugs,” she said at last, “he always told me that I’d find religion one day. Duch, he said—he always called me Duch—you are
            due for such a conversion. I always went to church with him, of course, we had to for the business, but I’d no real use for it myself.
            All those thees and thous. It just holds people back, I used to think.
         

         
         “Now here I am.” She placed her hands across her chest. “I have my own god.”

         
         “Well,” I said, “we call them gods, but in the sense most people mean, they’re not like that . . .”

         
         “Young man.” She straightened up, casting her grand, imperial gaze upon me. “If I say it’s a god, then it’s a god. All right?”

         
         “The money we can offer—it could set you up for life. You’d have someone to take you out, any time you wanted—galleries, restaurants,
            or just a walk, like this. Anywhere you want to go.” Some other sucker, I thought. Anyone but me. “Hire a car, go for a drive. It’ll be good.”
         

         
         “Paid company,” she said. “There’s a name for that.”

         
         “I don’t think it would be . . . quite that way. We can put you in touch with a very good agency. Or perhaps you’d like a
            change of scene. A house in Florida, a trip to Europe—”
         

         
         She raised a hand. “Wanna know where the money’s going? Truly?” I wondered if she was about to admit to a secret heroin habit,
            or a history of online gambling, but she said, “Mt. Sinai Hospital. Soon as the insurance runs out. Mark my words.”
         

         
         “Not yet, though, surely? You’ve got—” I had been going to say, “Years,” but looking at her, I wasn’t so sure. “A long time
            yet,” I said.
         

         
         She folded her hands across her knees. A schoolma’am’s pose.

         
         “Let me tell you something, sweetheart. When you’re young, you think you just go on forever. You think your life’s a thousand
            years long, there’s time for everything. Everything you’ve dreamed of, you’ll get around to it. Not this year maybe. But next
            year, or the next, or . . . one day. Well, listen up. ’Cause ‘one day’ never comes, and that’s a fact. And ‘one day,’ it don’t
            matter anymore, ’cause one day, you’ll be dead.”
         

         
         “You’ve got a point,” I said.

         
         “More than a point, young man. I got the truth.”

         
         “The god—” I said.

         
         “Don’t ask again.”

         
         “I won’t,” I said. “Not today. But look. I’m concerned, OK? These things are dangerous. To you, your neighbors—everyone around.
            Just ’cause it’s not in city bylaws doesn’t mean it’s OK.”
         

         
         “Bylaws.”

         
         “Ordinance. Whatever you call it. It’s like—it’s like having your own nuclear weapon. It’s safe if it’s contained, but otherwise—”

         
         “I’m not against ’em, you know. Nuclear weapons. Not like some people.”

         
         “You wouldn’t want one in your front room, though, would you?”

         
         “They kept the Russians off our backs. And the Japs.”

         
         “Just you tell me one last thing. Then we can drop it. Promise.”

         
         She sniffed.

         
         I said, “Where did you get it? I mean, how does someone . . . come by something like that? You know?”

         
         “Someone like me, you mean.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Same way I come by everything, Christopher. I bought it. What d’you expect?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
The Seller

         
         Three young men wheeled racks of coats across the street. They didn’t even look before they crossed, just slid out straight
            into the road, regardless of the honking cars, the scurrying pedestrians, the woman in the wheelchair, and the poor sap pushing
            her, and trying, even now, to carry on a conversation.
         

         
         “But, see,” I said. “You can’t just walk into a supermarket, pick it off the shelf, can you?” I pretended to read signs. “Bread . . .
            canned veg . . . deities.”
         

         
         “I didn’t buy it that way.”

         
         “That’s what I’m saying.”

         
         “It’s a very obvious remark, then.”

         
         Her headscarf had slipped back. I could see the pink scalp under her thin, fine hair: hair like baby’s hair, it seemed so
            delicate.
         

         
         I said, “You bought it on the internet?”

         
         “I don’t use that thing.”

         
         “It would be good if you could tell me. Helpful. Also,” I said, “personally. I’d really like to know.”

         
         “Personally?”

         
         “Professional curiosity. I’ve spent half my life collecting these things. ‘Retrieving,’ we call it. It’s hard work. Dangerous.
            It’s also difficult. You need a certain mind-set, special skills . . . And now you tell me there’s some guy, just selling
            bits of them—what? Out on the street? I want to know how that happens. See?”
         

         
         An open doorway blared a few lines of an old Stones song, then cut off, dead.

         
         Melody Duchess said, “He got in touch with me.”

         
         “OK.”

         
         “He said he’d heard about me through a mutual friend, though I don’t see how. My friends are dead. But that’s what he said.
            ‘A mutual friend’.”
         

         
         “He—what? He wrote to you? Phoned you?”

         
         “Oh, the telephone. There’s no letter. There’s no . . . evidence, if that’s what you’re asking.”
         

         
         “Tell me the rest.”

         
         “We met. Not at my apartment—I wouldn’t have him there. I’m not stupid, asking someone I don’t know into my home. We met at
            the bagel shop on the corner. He told me he could get me . . . something that would help.”
         

         
         “Help.”

         
         “He was very . . . personable. Good salesman. Not pushy. Oh no, no. That would have put me right off. He simply outlined what
            he had. Then he let me think about it.”
         

         
         “Does he have a name, this man?”

         
         “Mike—Mark—something like that.”

         
         “Can you describe him for me? Tell me what he looked like?”

         
         “Oh, I was only with him a few minutes. I gave him the money, he gave me the goods. That’s all that happened.”

         
         I dodged around a woman with a pram.

         
         She said, “There is one thing. That silly affectation. He wore sunglasses. And really—well, it was like today. No sun at all.”

         
         “You mind me asking what you paid?”

         
         “What I had access to. He wanted more, but I talked him down. I never let a man beat me in a deal. Not ever. Three thousand,
            if you want to know.” She said this with a certain pride. “He asked for five.”
         

         
         “Three grand? To somebody you didn’t even know? Just like that?”

         
         “I told you. If I don’t spend it, it’ll just go to Mount Sinai.” She put her head up, and the skin of her throat stretched
            in webs. “I got the cancer, Mr. Copeland. Kind of puts a new perspective on things, don’t you think?”
         

         
          

         It rained that afternoon, and we wound up at the Degas exhibition after all. And then I pushed her to her building on the
            far side of the Park on 86th. The doorman took her from me and whisked her to the elevator and I never got the chance to visit her apartment, or see the
            goods, or do a reading on them, which is what I’d wanted. She wasn’t stupid, and she certainly wasn’t going to ask a man she
            didn’t know into her home.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5
Wish You Were Here

         
         “Still hate her?”

         
         Angel’s voice was soft and smoky; I pressed the phone a little tighter to my ear.

         
         “Yes. No. Christ . . . I’m too tired to have opinions.”

         
         “Tough job?”

         
         “Shouldn’t be, but—yeah. Yeah.”

         
         I poured myself another drink, watching the lights of Jersey glittering across the river.

         
         “It’s people,” she said. “A people job. And you know what you’re like with those.”

         
         “She thinks I call you ‘Dr. Farthing’.”

         
         “Maybe you should. Remind you who’s in charge.”

         
         “Yeah. Dead romantic.”

         
         She said, “This was meant to be our time together. Don’t tell me about romance. You know?”

         
         “Life with the Registry . . .”

         
         “It’s not the Registry.”

         
         “What then . . . ?”

         
         “Decisions don’t get made by companies. They get made by people. Committees, individuals, whatever—but someone makes them.
            Someone did this to us, and I plan to find out who. And then I plan to hunt them down and kill them. Personally.”
         

         
         “Ha. I’ll ask around, then.”

         
         “You do that.”

         
         The Registry keeps an apartment in a tall building on Greenwich Street. The décor is as bland and tasteful as in any upmarket
            hotel, the wall paintings are French impressionists, the carpets beautiful, the view spectacular. And it was mine, however
            long I cared to stay.
         

         
         I hated it.

         
         I was tired, bored, and, something I had never thought I’d be, sick of New York. I wanted to move on. But it was Melody’s
            New York that I’d been seeing: lost landmarks, vanished dreams, the ghosts of memories. She’d dug her way into my life and
            now I couldn’t get her out again.
         

         
         “You asked if I still hate her. Well, I don’t. But it’d probably be easier if I did, quite honestly.”

         
         “You’re getting obsessed. I’m jealous.”

         
         “Don’t be.”

         
         I was quiet for a time. Angel said, “You can tell me about it, if you want. You know that.” Then she was quiet, too.

         
         I put my glass down. Looked across the river.

         
         There was a plane there, high up, heading out of Newark, going—I’d no idea where.

         
         “We had a talk today,” I said. “A proper talk. And it was—well. Sort of heartbreaking. I don’t know. Like, on the one hand
            she’s this nasty, mean old woman, moans about everyone, thinks it was all better years ago, and on the other . . .”
         

         
         “Go on.”

         
         “She’s scared. She’s really scared. Of everything. She told me she’s got cancer. I don’t know what her prospects are, but
            at that age, they can’t be good. And she’s just—sad. She misses people. Misses her husband. Knows her life’s about to end
            and—I can’t explain it. But I hope to God I’m not like that at her age. And the Registry—what they want me doing—”
         

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “I was fine with it, I really was. During the day. But now, it’s like we’re trying to take away her final bit of comfort.
            If it was up to me, I’d walk. Honest I would.”
         

         
         “Except you won’t.”

         
         “I might.”

         
         “You get the job done. That’s what you do, isn’t it? Long as I’ve known you. You’re a company man.”

         
         I chewed my lip.

         
         “Meaning?”

         
         “Like I say! You get the job done.”

         
         But it hadn’t sounded that way.

         
         “Company man,” she’d said. But I’d heard “stooge.”

         
         I told her, “I’m a Field Op. I don’t do this stuff. She winds me up, and sometimes it’s deliberate, and sometimes maybe not,
            and it was easier just disliking her. Except that now I’ve seen this other side, this tiny, scared old woman—”
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s sad. You’re right.”

         
         “And I ache, and I want a fucking bath. And they’ve only got a shower.” I was trying to lighten the mood. “What’s wrong with
            this country, anyway, you don’t have baths?”
         

         
         “I’ll raise the issue, next time I’m at the White House.” Then, very quietly, she said, “I miss you.”

         
         “I miss you too.”

         
         “I wish you were here. I had some stuff to sort out but now I just want you here. Or maybe I’ll come join you there? Is that
            a good idea?”
         

         
         But it wasn’t.

         
         “I’ll get this done,” I said. “Till then, I’m better on my own . . .”

         
          

         I’d walked out on her once. Looking back, it made no sense, and yet I’d done it. Then we’d met again, in circumstances that
            would always leave me wondering what had actually brought us back together; what had sparked off the emotion and revived our
            romance.
         

         
         We were an odd mix. Even I saw that.

         
         Angel was six foot two. She was a runner and a tennis player. She sang opera. I thought her voice was great. She disagreed.
            “Fit for choirs and amateurs,” she said. Back when I’d first known her, she’d had a trick of bursting into song in public
            places—bars, buses, department stores—just to see me cringe and get embarrassed. “It makes you look so English,” she’d explained.
         

         
         Angel was smart. She had a doctoral thesis I kept promising to read but never had. In conversation, she could break an argument
            in pieces and pick out the flaws as easily as she could hear a bum note in a musical performance. She was beautiful, talented,
            and clever.
         

         
         She was way out of my league.

         
         She just hadn’t realized yet.

         
         One day, she would. But for now, she told me that she loved me, and told me to relax, and not to let things get to me; and
            that we’d see each other very soon.
         

         
         Then she left me to my paintings, and my carpets, and my view.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6
Perils of the Restaurant Trade

         
         “You think I’m racist, don’t you, Christopher?”

         
         “I think . . . you have some views I don’t agree with.”

         
         She sniffed. “You’re young,” she said, which I was not. “You’ll learn.”

         
         The great green shell of Lady Liberty loomed over us, shining in the sun. We took the waterside path. I wheeled Melody Duchess
            slowly round the island. A gaggle of Korean girls parted before us, reforming in our wake to take yet more group selfies,
            while a tiny child threw bread to fish that no one else could see. The skylines of Manhattan, Staten Island and New Jersey
            made their slow parade around us, as if we were the single fixed point at the center of a small, revolving universe.
         

         
         I recalled the briefing for the job: be nice, get her to trust you. And, You’re English. She’ll like that.

         
         “I have had many colored friends over the years,” she said. “Are you surprised to hear that, Christopher? You shouldn’t be.
            I have nothing against the coloreds, not as a race, nor, in most cases, as individuals. But what I’m saying is this: don’t
            think that their interests are ours. Do you understand?”
         

         
         “Their interests?” I said, and then, a moment later, “Ours?”

         
         “Now, don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m saying. You have your faults, but you’re not stupid, I’m sure of that.”

         
         I was as close to blowing the whole job as it was possible to be.

         
         I didn’t say a word. But she knew what I was thinking.

         
         “Now you’re all steamed up, aren’t you? Because you know I’m right. Everybody knows. The colored people—they know. They’ve
            always known. You can’t say so. Not in this town. We all have to pretend we’re one happy family. But it’s not like that. Never
            was and never will be.”
         

         
         “That’s not experience.”

         
         “In ten years—five years—you won’t recognize this country. The Mexicans, the coloreds, the Asians. You stick around, tell
            me I’m wrong.”
         

         
         I remembered a taxi driver I’d been having a few drinks with, back in England. He’d told me, if his fare talked politics,
            then he’d agree with them. Whatever they said. “I been Labour, Tory, UKIP, RCP, you name it. I been all o’them—for twenty
            minutes.” His point was simple. If they liked you, then you got a tip. Mission accomplished.
         

         
         Well, I wanted a tip, too. I wanted this little bit of god-stuff that she had in her apartment, and I wanted some clear notion
            how she’d come by it. That was my job. That’s why I’d been pushing her around the city for the last few days. So it wouldn’t
            have been too much effort to agree, or at the very least, to nod, and murmur sympathetically.
         

         
         I said, “Bullshit.”

         
         She looked at me, and raised her brows.

         
         I said, “You cannot prove a word of that, and for a very good reason. Because none of it’s true.”

         
         “Ha. Colored boy gets shot, half the country’s up in arms, President’s on TV, and you know what? Boy’s a thug, a criminal.
            How many times we seen that now? How many times?”
         

         
         “Still bullshit.”

         
         She laughed, a cackle like a pair of crows fighting. “Oh, you people! You are so, so easy to offend!”

         
         “What ‘people’?”

         
         But she was laughing too hard to reply.

         
         The Statue still hung over us. But the Statue, like all well-practiced politicians, gazed off into the distance, and took
            no interest at all in any little quarrels going on beneath her feet.
         

         
          

         He had proposed to her there. Liberty Island.

         
         She told me this only as we docked at Battery Park. Yet it all made sense. The modern city, she took not the slightest interest
            in, only the parts of it that harked back to her younger days, and to her life with Frugs.
         

         
         So when she had me make a detour on the way home, and stopped off at a corner in the west 80s, opposite a sports store, I
            assumed there was a reason for it.
         

         
         “That,” she told me, “used to be a restaurant. Twenty, thirty years ago.”

         
         I looked at the jerseys and the running shoes, the tennis racquets and the sale signs, imagining the windows packed with diners—somewhere chic, upmarket, yet still neighborhood, I thought . . .
         

         
         “Frugs closed it down.”

         
         “He . . . ?”

         
         “Buglioni’s, it was called. Buglioso’s. Something like that. Claimed it was a West Side institution. You know the way they
            do. Well,” she took a deep breath, gearing for a race. “To get to the restroom there, you had to pass the door to the kitchen,
            and he saw—he actually saw this fellow drop a steak onto the floor. Drop it, pick it up, and serve it.”
         

         
         “Happens a lot, I bet. Don’t often see it, though.”

         
         “Ah. Ah.” She wagged a finger at me. “You don’t understand. You see—I was the one who’d ordered steak. It was my steak.”
         

         
         “I see.”

         
         “And Frugs—he was livid. Took it very personally, that way. He had friends in City Hall, you know.”

         
         It was a nice tale. I didn’t like the restaurant folk, and I didn’t like Frugs, either, yet there was something in the telling
            of it—as if the tenderness, the softness at its heart could only be approached through these harsh, boastful details.
         

         
         She was not telling a story of revenge. Rather of the love this man had borne her, and the way that he’d defended her, as
            if he were a knight in some romantic tale.
         

         
         I said, “You must have loved him very much.”

         
         “He was infuriating. But yes. We were together forty-seven years. He never played around. Not once. I would have known.”

         
         I thought about that: being with the same person for almost half a century. Angel still surprised me with the things she did,
            the facets of her character I’d never seen before. But ten years, thirty years, forty years on? What would that be like? The
            same person, breathing next to you each night, waking with you every morning? Saying the same things, doing the same things?
            Knowing you like no one else has ever done, or ever would?
         

         
         And then to have it all taken away?

         
         How did you get over that?

         
         “Come on,” she said. “Enough.” And then, “I’ll show you his picture, if you like.”

         
         “Yeah, I’d like.”

         
         “And that other thing you want to see,” she said. “Perhaps we can do something about that, too.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7
The Apartment

         
         The doorman held the door for us. He called the elevator down. He wished us both a happy evening, ran his hand over his shaven
            pate and smiled, blessing our unlikely union.
         

         
         Music tinkled in the elevator.

         
         “Home sweet home,” she said, without the slightest joy.

         
         Her place was dark and cluttered. Nothing in it could have been less than twenty years old. There was a flowery, old-fashioned
            scent, mingling with the mildew and the dust. She pottered around a moment, then surprised me by producing whiskey, pouring
            me a glass of it, and another for herself, to which she added soda. She was the only American with whom I have ever drunk
            who didn’t fill the glass with ice. I wondered if she even had a freezer.
         

         
         Rich once, perhaps. Not now.

         
         We sat. There were books and magazines piled by her chair. Old issues of Vogue and People and the yellow spines of National Geographic. From the midst of them, she deftly pulled an album, resting it upon the chair arm so that she could turn the pages while
            I watched. Here was Frugs, back in his youth: a strapping, handsome man, a kind of Cary Grant look, a man you wouldn’t willingly
            get in a boxing ring with. Later: more portly, a pipe in his mouth, a caterpillar moustache. Elegant in suit and tie, or casual
            in short-sleeved shirt, enjoying the seasons of New York, the seasons that at last, as they do, had taken him away from her.
         

         
         Here was a picture of him with a woman on his lap. It took a moment till I realized that this pretty blonde, with her impish
            little smirk, was my new friend, Melody Duchess. “You were beautiful,” I almost said, then stopped myself, wary of the past
            tense. “A proper beauty,” I told her, though the styles and fashions were long out of date, so that at times it was like seeing
            portraits of some primitive, far-distant tribe.
         

         
         Melody nodded, graciously acknowledging my praise.

         
         “We were a handsome couple, yes. Everybody said so.”

         
         I ooh’d and ah’d and asked all the right questions, and when her glass emptied I filled it with another shot, and fetched
            the soda water for her, and was attentive and charming as any cheap seducer could be. And when I judged she’d softened up
            a bit, and when she sat there with a small, nostalgic smile upon her face, I broached my suit.
         

         
         “Melody,” I said, “there’s something in my pocket that might interest you.”

         
         She eyed me sideways, like a cadaverous Mae West.

         
         She raised an eyebrow.

         
         I burst out laughing.

         
         “Sorry. That was the wrong thing to say. I don’t mean—”

         
         She was chuckling, too, her shoulders shaking, the whiskey slopping in her glass.

         
         “Heh. A girl can dream.”

         
         She was drunk. Not so surprising, I suppose. I wondered if I ought to leave, come back tomorrow. But I thought about the job
            again. Maybe I could get it over with. It wouldn’t really be unfair, just running through things with her, would it? Just
            to show her what we were about. I wouldn’t make her sign anything, I wouldn’t even ask for promises . . .
         

         
         I took the reader from my pocket.

         
         “See this?” At a glance, it looked like a mobile phone, but when I switched on, the screen lit up in columns, green, yellow,
            red, and blue, then died again, waiting instructions.
         

         
         She pulled a face, mimed disappointment.

         
         “It’s called a reader. We use them in the Registry, part of our work. You see the bars here?” I lit the screen again. “Gods
            release a form of energy, each with its own specific signature. Some are stronger than others. With this, we can tell how
            much power we could harness from it, if we caught the thing. It can also give a big clue to its origins—similarity to other
            documented specimens, and so on. Which means, if there’s a god in the vicinity—”
         

         
         She sniffed.

         
         “If there’s a god,” she said.
         

         
         “Well—yes. And I was wondering if, just for the record, if you’d let me take a reading here. I can do it right now, if you
            like. Just set the balance, program it . . . I promise, all it does is measure. Nothing else. But you’d find out what you
            bought. If you got your money’s worth or not.”
         

         
         “Oh. I think I can go one better than that.”

         
         Pushing on the chair arms with her hands, she levered herself up. It was hard to watch. Like seeing a paper doll unfold itself
            and try to walk. She moved across the room in a series of lurches, almost like controlled falls, catching herself with a hand
            on the magazine pile, then moving again, resting her knuckles on the sideboard, on the stack of clothes piled on the armchair.
            Then she bent, and, from beneath a bureau, produced a metal strongbox, just about big enough to hold a pair of shoes.
         

         
         She was breathing hard when she straightened up. I went over to her.

         
         “That’s it?”

         
         “You hold your horses. I got the key here, somewhere . . .”

         
         She rummaged for a while. She emptied out a coffee cup full of buttons, paper clips, old matchbooks and string. (Matchbooks,
            I thought: how long since people stopped handing out those?) She stirred the debris with a biro, and clicked her tongue. No
            key.
         

         
         She sifted through the drawers. She dug into a stack of empty gift boxes, the kind of things an upmarket store will place
            your purchase in, if you say it’s for a special occasion. She had me move a stack of papers, reach down and feel behind the
            bureau. We’d been at this a while before I realized it was all a gag.
         

         
         “You know where the key is, don’t you?”

         
         “Oh, of course I do.”

         
         On top of the bureau were a couple of cactus plants, stumpy, woody-looking things, and she reached up, felt about in the nearer
            pot, then held the key up, grinning.
         

         
         “See? There all the time.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 8
Negotiating with the Damned

         
         “Come on, Christopher. Let an old girl have her fun . . .”

         
         She eased herself into the chair.

         
         I cleared a space on the table in front of her, and placed the box there.

         
         “I was just fooling with you, hey? You know I like doing that.” She grinned, showing a row of perfect, even teeth, unnaturally
            white. “It gives me a laugh,” she said.
         

         
         “OK.”

         
         But I was losing patience now.

         
         Her hands were stiff. She had some trouble with the lock, or she pretended to. At last, though, she turned the key.

         
         Then she folded her hands upon her lap, and looked at me.

         
         “Now then,” she said.

         
         I stood back. That made her smile. I kept at arm’s length, cautiously lifting the lid, then flipped it open. It fell back,
            clattering.
         

         
         And nothing happened.

         
         I looked inside.

         
         A piece of folded paper lay at one end of the box. At the time, I thought it could have been a letter, probably from Frugs.

         
         The god itself had rolled into the far corner.

         
         It didn’t move.

         
         I watched it for a while. It definitely didn’t move.

         
         It was the size of a walnut, a small, gray, pitted object, its outer surface shiny like a polished stone. After a few moments,
            other colors grew apparent in it, too, as if the act of concentration pulled them out: bruised blues, purples, a dark, smudgy
            maroon. The thing had a quality of being there and not-there, both at once. Stable, yet not really solid. When I moved my
            head, changing the angle of view, so the piece itself appeared to shift in shape, suggesting other forms, still hidden deep
            within, memories and reflections of its former states, past iterations captured in its central core.
         

         
         I got a chill, just watching it.

         
         I have seen gods in their incarnate states, diverse and strange, sometimes almost wholly mineral in type, others mimicking
            the shapes of animals and men. I have seen gods as light and heard them as vibrations in the air. But I had never seen a thing
            like this. Not a god, but a piece of a god. A fragment of it. Looked at from certain angles I could almost think that there was something moving deep inside,
            an embryo ready to break out of the shell; but I was half inclined to write this off as an illusion, a trick of the light—or
            the mind. Even so, I seemed to be perceiving it on several different levels, like something only partly in the world, and
            partly—well. I don’t know. Elsewhere . . .
         

         
         Melody, too, was focused on it.

         
         Her face thrust forward, and, without leaving her seat, she seemed to pitch herself towards it, like a diver ready for the
            high-dive. Her hands made claws on the arms of her chair, clinging on—but ready to let go.
         

         
         I pulled the reader out again, switched on.

         
         “You don’t mind if I . . . ?”

         
         I set the balance, adjusting for background, checked it a couple of times.

         
         “It won’t do any harm,” I assured her.

         
         She didn’t answer for a moment. Then she said, “It better not,” and sounded like she meant it, too.

         
         “It’s like a thermometer,” I said. Which wasn’t even slightly true.

         
         I took the reading.

         
         “That’s pretty good, for just a fragment.”

         
         The thing was genuine. More than that: it was sound. It was strong. There was a theory that the old gods propagated this way,
            shedding chunks like buds. So maybe that was what it was. A new god being born . . . or just a fragment of an old one, far
            from home.
         

         
         “You talked about equipment.”

         
         I didn’t look at her, my eyes still on the god.

         
         “Retrieval gear,” I said. “We isolate it in an insulated flask. That keeps it safe. It’s a pretty routine process, usually.
            Sometimes not. And after that . . .”
         

         
         “You drain the power.”

         
         “Yeah. It’s a little different from the way it used to be—years back, they’d simply burn them up, like coal or something,
            and then that was that. Now the thinking is, keep them around, let them re-grow, take a little at a time. We’re a lot more
            forward-looking nowadays.”
         

         
         “Would I . . . you know. Still be allowed to see it, sometimes? Touch it?”

         
         “I won’t lie to you. I’ve never known that happen.”

         
         “Ah.” She nodded, considering. “And you need this equipment. This . . . gear,” she said. “But you don’t have it with you.”
         

         
         “Not now. It’s portable—a small unit, you’d put in a backpack—but, it’s heavy. You wouldn’t carry it for fun.” I smiled. It
            looked like I was making progress here. “Say the word, I’ll come tomorrow. We’ll get the whole thing sorted, then and there.
            Money’s authorized. Say yes, and it’s straight into your bank account.”
         

         
         “That’s good to know.”

         
         She reached out. Her skin was like a loose glove, slipped over her hand, creased and wrinkled in a thousand little lines.

         
         “I, ah, I wouldn’t touch it. Not if I were you.”

         
         “I always touch it. He wants me to touch it.”
         

         
         I caught the change of pronoun there. It worried me a little.

         
         “I’d advise you, really, not to do that—”

         
         “You pay for him, he’s yours. For now, he’s mine.”

         
         There’s a feeling I’m all too familiar with, when everything’s just running along swimmingly, just wonderfully well, then
            suddenly, in seconds, it all turns to shit.
         

         
         Well, that was this. And it struck me, too, that the person I was all alone with here was very possibly insane, and just as
            possibly dangerous, to boot.
         

         
         And sitting between me and the door.

         
         I put the reader in my pocket. I thanked her for letting me see the thing, suggested we might put it away now, perhaps? Lock
            the box and I’d set it back under the bureau for her?
         

         
         “That piece,” she said, “that little piece. He’s gotten me through so much.”

         
         “I’m sure. And I think you’ll find, um, that’s reflected in the payment that we’re offering.”

         
         “You’re saying not to touch him. But I like to touch him. When I touch him, when I hold him, the feelings just flow through
            me. It’s like my whole body’s a map. I’m a country, with roads, and hills, and everything’s spread out before me, and it’s
            me, you know? It’s mine. You understand?”
         

         
         I’m no negotiator. If I was, I wouldn’t be in Field Ops. But I said, very softly, “Melody. There’s no rush here. I just wanted
            to take a look, and get a reading, that’s all. No one’s going to take it from you. Not without your say-so. OK?”
         

         
         I don’t think I was telling her the truth. I had a feeling I was probably the velvet glove through which the iron fist would
            presently come punching if she wasn’t suitably persuaded. If they couldn’t get it from her by just issuing a writ—which they
            probably couldn’t—it would be all too easy to approach her landlord, drop him a line about the latent time-bomb she was keeping
            on his property.
         

         
         Strangely enough, that wasn’t how I wanted things to go.

         
         “OK?” I said again.

         
         She looked at me. “It’s been a very nice few days,” she said. “Thank you, Christopher. There were places that I wanted to
            see again, and thanks to you, I’ve seen them. You’ve been very kind.”
         

         
         I was busy telling her that it was nothing, I was happy to do it, when it struck me that she wasn’t listening to me. What’s
            more, there was something odd about her face. Frown lines made an X between her eyes. She raised a hand, froze briefly, caught
            between one moment and the next. Then she pushed her head forwards. Her hand darted out.
         

         
         It was a single, rapid movement, like a child stealing a toffee. She dipped the box, and then her hand was at her mouth. She
            looked at me. Her eyes were very wide. They rolled back in their sockets. Her cheeks were swelling. There was pressure in
            her face, under the skin, blowing up inside her. I made to grab her, and then stopped, not quite believing what I saw.
         

         
         She swallowed.

         
         I saw it happen. I heard it happen.
         

         
         For a moment, then, I thought she might be sick. She’d throw it up and everything would be OK. Except she didn’t. And it wasn’t.
            And for Melody Duchess Vanderlisle de Vere, it would never be OK again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 9
Profanity

         
         “Melody,” I said. I kept my voice calm, level. “You need to spit that out. You need to spit it out right now.”

         
         She was sitting very upright. She looked like a wooden doll.

         
         “Make yourself sick,” I said. “Come on. You can do it. Quickly, now—”

         
         Her face suddenly scrunched up like an old rag. I said, “Melody—” and it hit her, every nerve-end firing, everything going
            off at once. Her head jerked forward. Her lower jaw churned side to side as if she were trying to free herself from something.
            Strings of flesh stretched in her neck. She kicked out. Her arms thrashed. An awful, high-pitched whine came from her throat.
         

         
         The stack of magazines went over. The lamp hit the floor, the shadows tumbled down the walls. She was slipping off the chair,
            twisting her body, arms and legs shaking in frenzy.
         

         
         “Oh—oh—oh—”

         
         “Melody!”

         
         I didn’t want to touch her. I didn’t want to form a link to what was going through her, but I reached out anyway and took
            her hand. It was icy cold. It was like all the heat had been drained from her body. I pulled her towards me. I leaned back
            in my chair. She sprawled across my knees. She was flailing so much I could hardly keep my grip. Her free arm did cartwheels.
            Her legs kicked. She was everywhere. But I got her across me and I slapped her hard on the back. She was so thin I was scared
            I’d break her, but I hit her again, and again, then thought, That’s what you do for somebody who’s choking. But she wasn’t choking. She’d swallowed the thing. Swallowed it. I’d seen the bob of her throat as it went down.
         

         
         She was light. Even in her seizure, I was able to gather her up, push her back against the row of shelves. I grabbed her under
            her arms and pulled her upright. Books and ornaments went spilling to the floor. It was happening very slowly. I could think
            it all through, see exactly what I had to do, and think, I can’t do this.
         

         
         Then I punched her in the gut.

         
         She folded. But she didn’t throw up.

         
         “Jesus, Melody.” I straightened her up again. She’d stopped thrashing so much. Her whole body was twitching, shivering. She
            seemed dazed, stunned. “Why the fuck—?”
         

         
         But why was obvious. That, too, I saw now with crystal clarity. She’d been planning it right from the start. All our nostalgic visits.
            She’d been saying goodbye. I’d been the transport on her farewell tour.
         

         
         I’d helped her commit suicide.

         
         “Throw up, can’t you?”

         
         “Chris . . . topher . . .”

         
         Her voice was wrung out, squeezed dry. It was barely audible.

         
         I hit her again. Her upper body shot forward, then she sagged against me. Christ, I thought, I’m beating up an old lady.
         

         
         I felt her spittle in my face. But still she wouldn’t puke.

         
         “Will you drink something? If I get it for you?”

         
         She wheezed, a sound like a broken bellows.

         
         I lowered her into the chair, as careful now as I’d been brutal earlier. I was thinking: salt and water, mustard powder. That was what you gave someone to make them throw up.
         

         
         But not with corrosives.

         
         Acid, bleach, stuff like that: you make them drink water, or milk, lots and lots of it, dilute the poison. If they bring it
            up, it’ll do as much harm coming back as going down . . .
         

         
         What was this? Not corrosive, anyway. I headed for the kitchen, phone in hand. I called the Registry in Jersey City. Their
            phone rang on and on. I found a cup. I found . . . garlic powder. Turmeric. Dried parsley. Sea salt. Chili powder . . .
         

         
         “Registry.”

         
         The voice was slow and half-asleep.

         
         I identified myself. I gave him codes. I told him it was an emergency. I said, “I need a flask here, right away. I mean now, got that? If you have anybody with a flask, Manhattan, Upper West Side, get them to this address, now, OK? This is urgent.
            This is life and death—”
         

         
         “Checking your codes, sir.”

         
         “Never mind the fucking codes! I’ve got someone dying here!”

         
         “Sir, unless you cease the profanity, I will terminate this conversation.”

         
         “For fuck sake! What are you, ten years old? Jesus—”

         
         “Sir, I am preparing to terminate—”

         
         “No! Don’t do that! For
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