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  §


  Prologue


  In my line of business eye contact is everything.


  You have to be able to read people. Know what they’re thinking – sometimes before even they know what they’re thinking.


  It’s all in the eyes.


  You’re in a club, leaning casually on the bar.


  There’s the watchful one standing not too close. Fleeting eye contact and then looking away. Assessing you but not wanting you to know that’s what he’s doing.


  There’s the one who does stand too close, who makes too much eye contact. The one who sees your shaven head, your tatts, your muscles acquired from a life in the gym and maybe a few too many steroids, and sees you as a challenge, an affront to his manhood.


  There’s the one who tries to slip into the club unobserved, wearing a jacket when this Spanish sun on the Costa del Crime is way too hot for that much leather... It’s in the eyes again: eyelids peeled back from dilated pupils, the blinking, the twitch – the staring coke-eyes of someone out of his depth but who’s in here now and has to do something with that piece of kit tucked inside his jacket.


  Those speed- and coke-eyes – whether it’s a hitman or a twitchy punk off the street, they’re always trouble, always likely to over-react, to snap.


  You have to be able to read them all. Spot the signs. React first.


  §


  But then there’s the other kind of look. The look that can be the most dangerous of all.


  Like the one she gave me.


  Imelda – although I didn’t know that was her name when I first set eyes on her, and I’m still not convinced it’s her real name.


  That look she gave me when I walked into Fearless Lloyd’s harborside bar in Puerto Libre.


  I clocked her as soon as she twisted on her barstool to look at me.


  Who wouldn’t?


  She wore killer heels and a vivid red skirt that started below the knees and slit most of the way up to her ribcage, or so it seemed; she was class through and through.


  With those dark, sultry looks she could have been Spanish or Italian, or just as easily South American – the Costa was one of the most cosmopolitan places I’d seen: full of ‘foreigners’, as too many British expats had already told me.


  Her nails were glossed the same shade of red as the skirt. Her full lips, too.


  I was staring, and so was she.


  As I say, in my line of work you have to be able to read people, but anyone would have understood her look just then.


  There are looks that say Don’t mess with me.


  Looks that say I’m going to kill you.


  And then there are looks like Imelda’s, ones that say I want you. I want you and I’m going to have you.


  Now... I’ve never been one to run away, but when she gave me that look, if I’d truly understood the implications I should have run a million miles.


  §


  1


  Puerto Libre is what it’s all about.


  The luxury apartments overlooking the harbor. The millions of pounds’ worth of yachts lined up in the marina. The parking lots full of Porsches and Ferraris.


  This was the lifestyle all of us aspired to out here, whether we’d come to the Costa by choice or because we were on the run. Or, in my case, a mix of the two.


  As I walked along the seafront that morning, heading for Fearless’s bar, it was obvious I wasn’t alone in this. Older guys weighed down by the gold on their knuckles and round their necks. Younger, fitter dudes in designer clothes and shades. The tatts and scars. The minders. To the casual tourist these were just ordinary guys with money, but I could spot the look a mile off. Again: it’s something in the eyes.


  I’d never seen so many gangsters in one place before.


  And the women. Oh my sweet Lord, the women!


  That Imelda stood out when I saw her a short time later said something pretty damned special about her, because the women in Puerto Libre were something else, a different species to the one I was used to. Long-legged blondes, sultry black sirens, beautiful Latin curves. This was the place where they cloned all the world’s supermodels, I was sure.


  I’d set out early, walking along the seafront from my place on the outskirts of town – I hadn’t quite hit the heights of harborside Puerto yet... Soaking it all up: the apartment developments, the yachts, the sports cars.


  It was hard to understand why I hadn’t come down here sooner. The rough streets of London seemed a long, long way away.


  This was the life.


  This was what I’d earned.


  Not to put too fine a point on it, to a thug like me Puerto Libre was the dog’s bollocks.


  §


  Fearless’s bar was right in the heart of things, in a prime location overlooking the harbor. It was a classy place, not the kind with drug dealers in the shady corners and rooms ‘rented’ out by girls, although he owned a few of those, too. It was the kind of place that had security on the door at eleven in the morning, just to be sure it was a secure environment for Fearless and his buddies.


  It was the kind of place where you might just see some of the Costa’s other ‘faces’ staking out a table, drinking in peace and the knowledge that this was a safe place, neutral territory on a coast where open gang warfare was an everyday fact and a ‘visit to the mountains’ was always a one-way trip.


  You could usually find Fearless here, at his favorite table at the far end, by a window with a view out over the water.


  Fearless was old school. He’d been in Puerto Libre since circumstances had dictated that a move away from London might be a very good thing back in the late ’90s. He’d been here long enough to build up a lot of respect in the right quarters and that was a currency worth far more than euros, dollars or bullion.


  The bar had once been a replica traditional English pub, a popular thing here on the southern Spanish coast, but in Fearless’s time it had gradually moved up-market, until all that remained of its origins was the English-style bar and the name, the Cock and Bull. And then he’d renamed it, so now the place was called, simply, Los Cojones.


  I paused at the door, raised my hands briefly to indicate I wasn’t carrying, and said to the muscle on the door, “Hey, Pablo. Fearless at home?”


  I don’t know if his name was Pablo or not, but when it came to a scrap the guy was a true Picasso and that’s all I really needed to know. The doorman grinned and nodded. “Sure thing, Señor Bailey. The guvnor, he is here.”


  It was funny hearing words like guvnor in a strong Spanish accent, but again, it was a respect thing. Everyone here knew Fearless was the guvnor.


  §


  Sure enough, he was there. A big black man, hair silvering and thinning on top; one heavy gold ring in his left ear and several more on the fingers of his big, meaty fists. In every way Fearless was larger than life, a character you could never make up.


  He was standing at the bar rather than at his regular table, a glass of beer in front of him, and a tall, curvy woman on a stool at his side, her back to me.


  When he saw me he stepped away from the bar and spread his arms.


  “Hey, Lee, my boy! Long time no see.” His voice was a rich baritone, his accent pure East End Cockney.


  I’m not exactly a hundred pound weakling, but in Fearless’s big embrace I was a delicate eggshell, just waiting to be crushed. He smelled of sweat and a fruity aftershave, and morning beer.


  “Hey, Fearless,” I said. “Good to see you.”


  “Any word from Eddie?”


  That was always the first thing, even though Fearless probably spoke on the phone to my father in his prison cell more often than I did. The two of them went back years. Fearless had been Dad’s righthand man when the two of them had run half of East London.


  “Same old, same old,” I said.


  Fearless sat and that’s when I glanced across at his drinking companion and really took her in: Imelda.


  My eyes roamed down from the perfectly stacked, glossy black hair to the flash of exposed back, the skin flawless, to the line of a bare arm, that slit in her skirt that led down long legs to needle-heeled fuck-me shoes and then all the way back up again.


  When I finally met her eye she was staring at me. Giving me the look.


  If the shoes said Fuck me that look said Now.


  I’m not being arrogant when I say guys like me get that look a lot. When you’re running security in a club, or minding someone big, you get it all the time. You’re a target. There’s a whole breed of women who want a piece of you, from middle-class housewives to prison-bait teens. They’re drawn to the glamour and money, but they’re drawn to the rough, too, the muscle, the danger – and that’s exactly what I am.


  But Imelda’s take on that look... well, it reached right inside me and twisted something.


  I’d never known anything like it before.


  I rolled my shoulders, my head tucked back into the muscled cradle of my neck. I needed to focus.


  As if sensing some of this, Fearless raised an eyebrow at Imelda and said, “Sweetheart?”


  She knew that was her cue, and she stepped away from her bar stool and smoothed her skirt down.


  She said something in Spanish, too fast for me to follow, and then started to walk away.


  Immediately, I stepped back to let her pass. She paused, met my look, smiled briefly and then moved on.


  I tore my eyes away, and Fearless was grinning.


  “What was that?” I said.


  He shook his head. “That was Imelda,” he said, before adding, “otherwise known as Trouble,” but I’d worked out that last bit already.


  We went across to Fearless’s table, after I’d convinced him I didn’t need a drink.


  “Trying to get myself clean,” I told him. He knew I’d been putting in long hours at his gym, hard work replacing what the steroids and speed had once given me. At risk of turning into some kind of bore about it all, I felt so much better doing it this way. I was loving being fit again.


  “Not a bad thing to be clean out here, son,” said Fearless. “Down here it’s so easy to slip up.”


  When we sat, he leaned heavy elbows on the table, hands steepled before him, and he fixed me with a look that had turned many a man’s blood to ice – but to me he was just Fearless, or Uncle Fearless when me and my brothers were younger. Nobody seemed to know if ‘Fearless’ was a nickname or if he’d actually been given that name at birth.


  “So, Lee,” he said. “What’s the matter? What did you want to see me for, eh?”


  I looked at him, trying to find the words.


  I’d been down here all summer, since I’d left London with my brother Dean, his girlfriend Jess, and a trunk full of Russian mobsters’ cash. While Dean and Jess had invested their cut wisely, I’d burned my way through mine until now it was mostly gone. ‘Spunked it away’ as Fearless would have put it.


  “I want it back,” I said. “I want my life back.”


  §


  If anyone would understand it was Fearless.


  I’d come down here, blown a fortune and made a lot of temporary friends while I did so. I’d enjoyed the life. I’d drifted.


  But there’s only so long someone like me can keep that up.


  Fearless had done similar back in the late ’90s. I knew the stories. The hookers and coke, the drink. The run-ins with local gangsters and police until he’d learned how things worked. But my dad’s old mate had turned it around. He must have come to the same point as I had, realizing he wanted something more in his life again.


  And look at him now, one of the longest established and most respected faces on the Costa del Crime.


  “You want your life back, son?” Fearless was shaking his head. “Don’t you think you should’ve thought about that before you left London?”


  But he got it, I could tell. It wasn’t about the money, although that figured. It wasn’t about London. It was about the life. The buzz.


  It was about the look in people’s eyes when you walked into a bar. The recognition that you were a player, that you meant something.


  It was about respect.


  I’d had enough of being a holidaymaker. I wanted more now.


  It was time to get back into the game.


  “You sure about this?” said Fearless.


  I nodded. “I need something back in my life,” I said.


  “But this?” With a wave of one hand Fearless indicated the bar, the harbor, but I knew he meant something else entirely: the place, the life, and all that went with it. “You don’t have to go back to all that, son. It’ll suck you in. You don’t have to go back to doing what you did, boy.”


  I shrugged.


  “I’ve thought about it a lot,” I told him. “And if there’s one thing I’ve realized it’s that I don’t know how to do anything else. Know what I mean?”


  “Things are very different here, son. Everything here is... well, it’s more. More extreme. More dangerous. More complicated. Back in London you knew the people, knew the rules. You had a reputation. Out here you don’t have any of that.”


  “But you do, Fearless. That’s why I’m here. I’m asking for your help. A few introductions. A chance to prove myself.”


  “This isn’t London, Lee. Worst mistake you can make is thinking it is.”


  Was that it? Was he giving me the brush off, just like that?


  Then he stood, clapped one of those heavy hands on my shoulder and nodded towards the harbor. “Come with me, son,” he said, and I followed him through to the bar’s outside space, a raised veranda where wooden seats and tables were arranged under giant white sun canopies.


  We went to stand by the railing, commanding a sweeping view across the bay to the mountains beyond to one side, and the deep blue Mediterranean to the other.


  “This place,” he told me now, “just take a look, son.”


  When I looked, I saw flashy yachts and cruisers, exclusive apartment developments lined up along the waterfront, big villas high in the mountains. I saw money. I saw success. And I wanted some of that for myself.


  “This whole place,” Fearless went on. “This whole coastline... it’s built on crooked money. We’ve got drugs coming in from Africa every night. Most of Europe’s coke and weed come in through Spain, either through this route from north Africa, or the Colombian narcos bringing it over in industrial quantities from South America through Galicia up in the north. And then when the drug prices started to fall a few years back the gangs switched to people trafficking – sex always sells, my boy. Then there’s the extortion, the counterfeiting and the good old-fashioned thieving and kidnapping. This is the most bent place on the planet, Lee. What you knew back in London’s kindergarten stuff compared to here.”


  I didn’t need a paternal lecture from Fearless, a patronizing warning off. I needed some openings. I bit my tongue though. Respect.


  “All that bent money,” he went on, “it’s what makes this place. The whole property boom here’s been funded by laundered money for decades. You want to know why the police turn a blind eye to it all? There’s lots of reasons. It’s partly because the villains are usually careful to only hurt each other. Sometimes I’m convinced that the cops are just waiting for the gangs to wipe each other out. The policía only care if the locals get caught up in it. Or if they’re not getting their cut on time, because everyone’s in on it. There’s always a few back-handers. You see him?”


  He nodded towards a fiftyish guy with a luxurious sweep of silver hair, sitting with a girl about half his age at a table close to the one I’d been sharing with Fearless. Perhaps that was the reason we’d stepped outside – to get out of earshot.


  “He’s not quite the local chief of police, but he’s the next level down. His boss comes in here, too. He comes because it’s the best fucking bar on the Costa, of course, but also he comes here because there’s respect: he knows who I am, and he’s cool with that. It’s part of the culture here: us grubby crooks, we’re part of the infrastructure. And that’s the main reason we’re fucking untouchable, Lee: every single one of them knows that without us and our dodgy money the entire economy would collapse. Without us this place would be back in the Third World, simple as that.”


  “I know,” I said softly. “And that’s why I’m here. I want in.”


  Fearless looked at me afresh, sizing me up.


  “Let me tell you a story, son. This guy. Fresh to the Costa. Didn’t know how it worked. Didn’t know the people. Didn’t know the rules. He thought he knew it all, though. He didn’t understand that his rep from London where he’d come from didn’t mean a thing out here. Couldn’t be bothered with working his way up – thought he’d start at the top.


  “So he got himself a gig protecting a big lump of drug money on its way from one of the East European gangs to a bunch of narcos for a big consignment of Charlie. There was a team of four of them, and he was the new boy, which was fine except there was a stand-off, a shoot-out with some cops who hadn’t read the part of the rulebook that said you don’t get involved in these things. Our friend managed to get away, but his three mates were killed, and the money seized. That left the narcos heading back to Galicia with their coke and no money, and a vicious Russkie gang down several million in seized notes.”


  “What happened?” I could guess. The phrase ‘a trip to the mountains’ featured frequently in stories along the Costa.


  “He was lucky,” said Fearless. “That’s what they kept telling him. He’ll be paying that debt back for the rest of his life, in all kinds of ways. He’s that gang’s bitch. And he’s got no balls – literally. And no matter how you try, you can never get him to talk about that week in the mountains.”


  “So what are you telling me, Fearless?”


  “Don’t take the piss,” he said. “Don’t rock the boat. And don’t do anything until you understand what you’re getting into. You’re the new boy here. You know nothing.”


  “I’m a fast learner.”


  “But are you fast enough?”


  “I want it.”


  Fearless looked away, his gaze roaming across the harbor. “I know,” he said, finally. “I know.” Then: “I can put in a word, son. There’s an organization I know. Far better than going it alone. A bit of security work, a chance to prove your worth and move up. Think of it as career development.”


  I was shaking my head already. “No. Nothing organized.” Get tied to a gang and you’d never get out. I understood that much, at least. “Just a bit of freelancing. Chance to test the water, you know? I don’t care what it is. Door work... anything.”


  Fearless shrugged. “Whatever,” he said. “I’ll put some feelers out. That’s all I can say, okay?”


  “That’s all I want, man.” A pause, then I added, “Thanks.”


  That embrace again, the one that
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  Epilogue


  Imelda


  She sat on the rocks, the Atlantic Ocean seething at her feet. Behind her, the town of Garachico occupied a slender shelf of land between sea and sharply rising mountains; before her, the sea, and the craggy island they called Roque de Garachico.


  That island, it made her think of him: tough, harsh at first impression. Strong. It would stand up to anything.


  She came here a lot.


  It was a kind of meditation, an emptying of her brain.


  A way to stop from thinking of what had been, and what she had lost.


  He’d told her to go. Used harsh words to drive her away.


  She’d seen the pain on his face as he had done so, and knew he did not mean them, but yet... such words hurt. They undermine and fester. They bring up that first flush of anger, the surge of emotion that makes you turn, walk away, not look back. Please, not look back, until you are in the doorway, about to leave, and you allow yourself one final glance.


  And then she had gone.


  Her only priority at that point had been to get clear. Hristo must have more men nearby, and the police must be closing in after the gunshots. And Lee had so much to deal with just then – he couldn’t be responsible for her, too. For how long could he hold Hristo off?


  She’d considered waiting for him somewhere, but...


  It was a selfish choice. She would admit that now.


  For the first time she was free of Hristo’s web. She could just walk away, keep walking, keep going. Nothing to stop her.


  She could vanish, just as Lee had told to her to do.


  She already had everything in place – the stash of money, the false documents – accumulated over the past few weeks as she had prepared her plan.


  And Lee... he had given up so much for this, to make it work for her. She owed it to him to finally escape.


  Get as far away from here as possible. Disappear, you hear me?


  And so she had.


  §


  She’d dumped the cellphone, every scrap of her old life. There was nothing that could be traced to the old Imelda Sanchez.


  No papers. No scrappy notes with a telephone number scrawled upon it.


  She was, truly, starting over.


  But she did have the memories.


  Those precious nights and days they had shared.


  The touch of him. That smile that stole over his face and brought out the small boy in his heart. The stories he had told her. The way he treated her: the respect, the fascination and attraction, all the little things he said and did that showed her exactly how he felt.


  And one more thing, held safely in those memories: one thing she had memorized.


  A number.


  She didn’t have a phone, so she had bought one. Used it for a single, cryptic text message:


  
    Contacts.

  


  Then she’d taken the SIM card from the phone and thrown it into the sea, right here from these rocks.


  She did not know what had happened back in Puerto Libre, but if Hristo Markov survived, then he had the means to trace her, even here.


  And she knew he would, because now this thing was about so much more than simply publicly possessing her.


  She had gone against him. She had challenged his reputatsiya.


  And even Imelda could not do that without consequences.


  So now she sat and she watched the ocean and she allowed herself, at least, to dream.


  §


  Lee


  I followed dead-end leads for weeks.


  A friend of a friend who’d seen her in Italy. Another definite sighting in the south of France. Or Paris. Or Athens.


  I’d dug and I’d Googled and I’d paid people far more able than me to do the same.


  But there was nothing.


  I didn’t even know what I was looking for.


  A beautiful Spanish woman, with a fondness for fuck-me shoes and skirts slit up to the ribs.


  I didn’t know what name she was using, or what documents she had.


  I’d spent time in Barcelona, as I knew she’d lived there for a few months after leaving Tenerife. I’d gone to Tenerife itself, spent long days walking the coast from Costa Adeje, through Playa de la Américas to Los Cristianos. I’d asked in the bars and clubs. This was where she’d grown up. In some ways it made sense that this might be a place to start over, but would she really come back here? Wasn’t it a bit obvious?


  Nothing.


  I’d reached the point where I was wondering how long I could go on. Was I doomed to become a sad obsessive, laughed at and pitied by others? Already, whenever I spoke to Dean, I picked up that vibe, a steering of conversation towards what would come next.


  I needed to straighten myself out, I knew. Get my mind straight. Work out what the hell it was I wanted from life if I couldn’t have the one thing I really wanted from life.
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  And then, a simple yet confusing text message:


  
    Contacts.

  


  The number was unrecognized.


  At first I thought little of it. A wrong number. A typo. Some bizarre prank.


  But it nagged away at me.


  I called back, but the number was unobtainable.


  I lay, long into the night, trying to work it out. Slept fitfully, waking and then drifting back into the same dream of Imelda – always of Imelda – a mosaic of images and fragmented memories: the way her eyes widened in climax, as if she was somehow surprised, the way she bit on her lower lip, the way she moved.


  And at some point – in the dream or waking between episodes of the dream, I was not even sure – it came to me.


  The message, deliberately obscure, presumably from fear that someone might be monitoring such things, not wanting to betray what had been a masterful escape to a new life... Contacts.


  She’d told me how she’d tried to disguise my existence on her old phone. She couldn’t just add a contact that was ‘Lee’ or ‘Lee Bailey’ or ‘My secret English lover’ – that was what she had said. So she had chosen something that was meaningful only to her.


  A place.


  Somewhere she had visited a few times, ‘an escape from everything’ she had called it.


  That must be it!


  But what was it called? ‘Garret-’ something. Or ‘Garra-’


  I went to the maps on my phone, found the now familiar cluster on the south coast of Tenerife that was Playa de la Américas and Los Cristianos. Started dragging the map with my thumb, following the coast, for I knew that a place that would soothe the soul as Imelda had described must, for her, be by the sea.


  La Caleta? Agua Dulce? La Gambueza? Puerto de Santiago? Los Gigantes? No...


  And then there, on the north coast, a series of what were probably fishing ports: Puertito de los Silos, Casa Amarilla, Las Cruces, San Pedro de Daute and... Garachico.


  That was it, I was sure. Garachico.
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  She sat on the rocks, the Atlantic Ocean spread out before her, its expanse broken only by a craggy island that jutted precipitously up from the waves.


  She wore jeans, a pale t-shirt, her hair cascading down over her shoulders.


  It was odd to see her like this, dressed so simply, so much so that for a few seconds I even wondered if it was her.


  But I knew it was, and I liked what I saw.


  Eventually she turned.


  Looked at me, and then away.


  Then back at me again.


  And slowly, she uncoiled those long legs and stood, turned and stepped carefully over the boulders towards me.


  “I...”


  “I...”


  We both started to speak at the same time, and stopped.


  Smiled. Looked away, like nervous teenagers.


  Then, primly, she held out a hand for me to shake and said, “Hello. My name is Maria.”


  Those dark eyes held me.


  Maria.


  A fresh start.


  I gently squeezed her hand, gave it a single shake. So very English. “Pleased to meet you, Maria,” I said.


  She didn’t release my hand. Instead, she stepped closer, until our bodies were only a handspan apart.


  “¡Hazme el amor!” I said, softly. “Make love to me, Maria. And don’t ever leave me again.”


  And then, at last, she melted into my embrace, and I knew I would never let her go.
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