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Tulip sat in the room with the corpse and stared at the ceiling, dry-eyed.

She’d wept when she woke and wandered in from her bedroom to find her father lying close to the window, doubled over, eyes open, impossibly still. Throwing herself down beside him, she’d called his name, hugged him, tried to shake life back into his cooling form.

She wasn’t sure how long she had held him, tears streaming down her face, oblivious to everything else. All she could recall now was moaning “Daddy,” over and over, head buried in his chest so that she didn’t have to look up into that dreadful stiff mask of his face.

Eventually the tears ceased. She didn’t release him for a long time. There was no rush. Once she stood and made the phone call, control would pass to her brother and she would become a bystander, a thirteen year old girl (“Almost fourteen,” she automatically murmured internally, as she had been doing for some months now) who would be expected to wail and mourn but play no more of an active role than that.

When she felt ready, she pushed herself back and smiled sadly at her father. She touched his lips with trembling fingers. “Daddy,” she said softly. “I love you.”

She almost broke down again, imagining him blinking and replying, not really dead (as she knew he must be), merely comatose, emerging out of his daze to call her name and wrap his arms around her and tell her that he loved her too.

But she staved off the tears. She had always been a practical girl, maybe a result of losing her mother at such a young age. She didn’t think this loss would hit her as hard – nothing could be as hard for a little girl as having to face the death of your mother – but it had come as more of a shock. There had been lots of warning with her mum, maybe too much warning, all those months that she had fought the cancer, when they’d lived in a fog of desperate hope.

Her father, on the other hand, had seemed fine the night before when she’d gone to bed without kissing him, having stopped doing that a year or more ago. He had been a normal, healthy man as far as she was aware. There had been no talk of problems or illness. She was sure that he had been taken by surprise, that he hadn’t anticipated this sudden collapse. He would have talked about it with her if he’d had even a notion. Death was something they had learnt to deal with together. He wouldn’t have been afraid to discuss it with her.

She poured herself a drink, a tall glass of milk, and drank a third of it before calling Kevin and breaking the news to him. Her voice wavered as she told him that Dad was dead, that she’d come into the living room this morning to find him sprawled lifelessly on the floor. But she didn’t cry, even when Kevin asked if she was sure, in a tone that suggested he didn’t believe she was old enough to make such a terminal call.

Kevin was at work but he told her he’d come immediately and be with her as quickly as he could. He asked if she needed anything, if she wanted him to ring one of their neighbours or the police. She told him she was OK, she didn’t mind waiting for him by herself. He suggested she go to a local park or café, but again she said that she was fine.

She did a bit of tidying up, cleaning her room, giving the surfaces in the kitchen a wipe, keeping busy so that she didn’t have to think too much about her dead father and how her life was going to change. But her heart wasn’t in it and in the end she returned to the living room and sat in her daddy’s chair. She stared at the corpse for a while, then fixed her gaze on the ceiling and tried to let her brain shut down. She wished humans had a standby mode, like computers, so that she could simply blank out.

It felt like hours before she heard Kevin inserting his key into the lock and pushing open the front door, but she knew it was far less than that. Her mind was playing tricks on her, that was all.

“Hey,” he panted as he stepped inside, as if he’d run to get here.

“Hey,” Tulip replied softly.

Kevin crossed the room and stopped in front of their motionless father. She heard him gulp and thought he was going to cry. That brought fresh tears to her eyes, but they hovered in the corners, not flowing yet.

“Dad,” Kevin moaned, bending to check, to make sure. He searched for a pulse, rolled one of the eyelids all the way up, opened the dead man’s lips and peered inside. Tulip watched with morbid fascination. She had never seen anything like this before. She wanted to know what Kevin was looking for, how to decipher the signs that would confirm for certain that they were orphans now. But she didn’t ask. She couldn’t. She had choked up and knew that she would burst into tears as soon as she tried to speak.

Kevin let out a long, shuddering breath, then turned. He wasn’t crying but he wasn’t far from it. He smiled shakily, hopelessly, and held out his arms to her.

It was what Tulip had been hoping for, and with a heartbreaking cry she hurled herself forward into his embrace, wanting him to wrap her up into a small, shivering bundle and take all of her pain and fears away. The tears came now, full force, but she didn’t care and she didn’t try to hold them back. This was a time for crying, and though it seemed hard to credit, she knew that it would pass, as it had when they’d lost their mother. Kevin was here now. He would handle all of the difficult decisions and calm and soothe her. With his guiding hand she would pull through. He’d be her guardian, her pillar, her friend and mentor. She could trust him completely and he would steer her through the awful days, weeks and months ahead. There was no escaping the pain that must be endured, but with Kevin’s help she would find a way to deal with it and move on. He would look out for her and be her rock every slow, stuttering step of the way.

After all, that was a loving big brother’s job.
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Big Sandy lay buried beneath a mound of newspapers, XXXL cap pulled down over his eyebrows, a third-full bottle of cheap scotch in his lap, sprawled across the floor of an alley, watching soft yellow light through a chink in the curtains of a child’s room in a house across the way. His jumper was filthy and it stank. His trousers were stained with liquor and piss. Old, scuffed boots. His fingers twitched by his sides. His feet jolted sporadically. Every now and then he mumbled to himself, grunted, cursed.

Foot traffic was sparse, the occasional local from a nearby council estate. They passed him with no more than a glance, noses wrinkling. Most steered clear in case he made a lurch for them. Braver souls stepped over him indifferently. One woman paused, bent and dropped a pound coin in his lap. Big Sandy muttered a weak thank you and saluted drunkenly, smiling loosely. When the woman was gone he sniffed, pocketed the coin and fixed his sights on the chink in the curtains again, waiting for the light to dim.

Finally the light in the room turned a darker yellow, hit black, came up again slightly and stopped. Just enough light for its five-year-old resident to negotiate by if he woke in the night. A shadow flickered as an adult exited, leaving the boy alone.

Big Sandy made sure no one was present then checked his watch — twenty past seven. He didn’t look drunk any more. The tremors were gone from his feet and hands. He pushed the cap back. His eyes were dark grey, hard, focused.

He stretched beneath the newspapers and scratched an itch. He didn’t rise. Not yet. The boy was confined to his room but his mother had the run of the house. Big Sandy didn’t want to make his move while she was there. Sarah Utah was taking a night course in computer programming. Her class started at eight. She shouldn’t be in the way much longer.

On cue, the back door opened and Sarah emerged, late twenties, a brassy, good-looking black woman, dressed in jeans and a loose shirt. She shouted something at her husband – Big Sandy heard a muffled reply – then grabbed a bag from a table to the left of the door and set off, a bounce in her step, eager to make her class.

Big Sandy gave it ten minutes then rose like a mountain. He shed newspapers, took off his cap, ran a hand through his lank, sandy hair, scowled at the stench of his borrowed clothes, then went to kill Tommy Utah.

He slipped on a pair of light gloves and tested the door — locked. But the window to the right wasn’t latched. Careless. Tommy Utah all over.

Big Sandy slid the window open. It was a tight squeeze – Big Sandy six-foot-six, built like a wrestler – but he sucked in his gut and forced himself through into Tommy Utah’s office. Lots of highbrow books on the shelves — Shakespeare, Dickens, a gulag load of Russians. Tommy Utah an educated man. That was his problem. He’d decided he was smarter than Dave Bushinsky, that he could rip off the Bush without anyone realising. Big Sandy was here to show Tommy Utah what happened when educated people tried to outsmart his boss.

Three giant strides took Big Sandy to the door. He pressed an ear against it. No sounds outside. With a massive paw he opened the door and stepped into the corridor. Concealed on his person was a hunting knife, an untraceable handgun, knuckle-dusters, a short iron club. He didn’t think he’d need any weapons – he planned to kill Tommy Utah with his gloved hands – but it was best to come prepared.

The corridor was deserted. Music played softly somewhere. Two lights broke the gloom of the upstairs landing, the dim yellow light from the boy’s room and a stronger light from the other end of the house. Big Sandy moved forward to climb the stairs, then stopped. The steps were uncarpeted. He snarled with disgust. Tommy Utah would have to be deaf not to hear a man of Big Sandy’s size coming up.

Big Sandy checked his watch again — seven fifty-two. Sarah Utah’s class lasted an hour. A twenty minute walk. But it might finish early. Somebody might give her a lift home. To be safe, he had to be out of here by nine. If she walked in on him, he’d be forced to kill her too. That wasn’t part of the plan. Business was business. Tommy Utah had this coming. But Big Sandy didn’t kill innocent women. Not if he could help it.

He’d give it forty-five minutes. Wait for his mark to come down. If he didn’t, Big Sandy would storm up the stairs and strike quickly. Noisy, dangerous, clumsy, but Tommy Utah had to die tonight. The Bush wouldn’t tolerate a delay. Withdrawing into the shadows at the side of the stairs, Big Sandy waited.

A quarter of an hour later, a door creaked. A shadow passed on the landing and another door creaked — Tommy Utah checking on his son. Big Sandy waited neutrally, asking nothing of the fates. When he was younger, he thought he could influence the actions of men by concentrating his will and forcing his desires upon the world. Time had taught him that he couldn’t make himself the centre of the universe just by wishing it so.

Footsteps at the top of the stairs. Tommy Utah coming down. Big Sandy lowered his head and sucked in his gut, trying to appear smaller, eager not to give his position away, not to have to chase his prey up the stairs, making noise which might wake the child.

Tommy Utah was whistling softly. He stopped near the bottom of the stairs. Big Sandy tensed — had he been seen? Then Tommy yawned and took the last few steps with a soft hop, landing smartly. He half-turned toward the kitchen, smiling, his white teeth startling in a face otherwise almost entirely black.

Big Sandy lunged, grabbed Tommy Utah’s throat and thrust him against the wall, knocking over a small table loaded with magazines. Tommy got off a squeal. He kicked out wildly and struck Big Sandy’s shin. Big Sandy ignored the pain and pressed Tommy hard into the wall, searching for the vulnerable flesh of Tommy’s throat. Tommy got off a shout – “Fucker!” – then choked as Big Sandy’s fingers tightened.

A sleepy moan overhead made both men pause. “Daddy?” Fear flooded Tommy Utah’s eyes — but also hope. Big Sandy saw it, saw that Tommy meant to scream and wake his son, hoping it would drive off his attacker.

Big Sandy said softly, “If he sees me, he dies.”

“You... wouldn’t,” Tommy Utah croaked. “Not... a child.”

Big Sandy didn’t answer. He let his expression say it for him. Tommy Utah stared into his assailant’s cold grey eyes. He gulped and felt the huge, scarred fingers gripping his throat. He started to cry — but quietly.

“Daddy,” came again from upstairs, mumbled this time. Then silence.

Big Sandy’s fingers crushed Tommy Utah’s throat like a cardboard toilet roll. His eyes bulged. He slapped feebly at Big Sandy’s arms and his legs thrashed — Big Sandy leant in, pinning them to the wall with his knees. Moments later Tommy Utah’s eyes clouded over and he went limp. Big Sandy flexed his fingers, then squeezed again, making sure, before gently laying the corpse on the ground, resting Tommy Utah’s limp hands on his stomach, pausing to close the dead man’s eyes, mindful of the wife who’d be coming home in forty minutes give or take.

Big Sandy stepped back and glanced up the stairs to check that the boy hadn’t woken up and come to find his father.

The boy was on the landing, rubbing his eyes and yawning.

Big Sandy felt a sickening tremor ripple through him. He hadn’t expected this. He was sure the boy would sleep through the violence. The Bush hadn’t told him to kill the child if he got in the way. He hadn’t needed to. Big Sandy knew better than to leave behind any witnesses.

Big Sandy quickly moved up the stairs, blocking the child’s view of the corpse. He tried a shaky smile as the boy lowered his arm and stared at him. The boy was clutching a Noddy doll in his other hand.

“Where’s my daddy?” the boy asked.

“Sleeping,” Big Sandy answered without thinking.

“Who are you?” the boy asked.

“I’m his friend,” Big Sandy said with a straight face, taking another three steps, moving in on the blinking child.

The boy stared at Big Sandy. He looked confused but not afraid. Then he said, “Will you read me a story?”

Big Sandy paused. He was within reach of the boy. He knew what he should do. Grab the child, snap his neck, leave him with his father. It would send out an even stronger message than just killing Tommy Utah — if you fuck with the Bush, we won’t just kill you, we’ll kill your loved ones too. Maybe wait for Sarah Utah to come home and break her neck as well, kinder than leaving her alive to mourn the loss of her son.

But the boy was looking at him hopefully, trustingly. He wanted a story. The worst thing he could imagine was the stranger refusing to read to him. He had no idea that this was a monster far worse than any he might have dreamt of hiding under his bed or in his wardrobe.

Big Sandy gulped and said, “Sure, I’ll read you a story. Go to your room. Pick a book. I’ll be right in.”

The boy didn’t smile. He simply went back to his bedroom. Big Sandy wanted to flee but then the boy would come out again, see his dead father and scream. Big Sandy checked his watch. He still had time. Time enough for a short story anyway.

Big Sandy stepped into the boy’s room and found him in bed, holding out a picture book, Where The Wild Things Are. Big Sandy wasn’t familiar with it. He’d once had a girl of his own, but she had been taken from him before he’d had a chance to read many books to her. Besides, this didn’t look like a book that a sweet little girl would enjoy.

The boy pointed to a large grey monster with horns and claws on the cover. “That looks like you,” he giggled.

“Yeah,” Big Sandy grunted. Then he sat on the edge of the bed, took the book from the boy and started to read.

The boy stared at Big Sandy as he read slowly and carefully in a deep, low voice. His eyelids dropped almost immediately, but kept flickering open until the story was about two-thirds finished. Then they closed and stay closed.

Big Sandy read another couple of pages, just to be safe. When he was sure that the boy was asleep, he lay the book on the bed, stood and gazed down at the slumbering child. He thought about taking one of the pillows and smothering the boy, but his hands shook at the mere thought. Big Sandy had done a lot of bad things in his life, and he’d probably do a lot more before he died. But he didn’t want to truly become a horned, clawed monster. Even a man of darkness had to draw the line somewhere. Besides, how much could a five year old describe to the police? A big man came and read him a story. He wouldn’t be able to tell them much more than that.

The Bush wouldn’t like it but he’d understand. If the boy turned out to be some kind of genius who could sketch Big Sandy’s face, there would be consequences and Big Sandy would bear them. But if the boy was just an ordinary kid, the killer should be in the clear.

Big Sandy eased his way down the stairs to the back door. He stopped with his hand on the lock, took a hat from a hook – Tommy Utah had a penchant for hats – tried it on, checked in a mirror, smiled at the ridiculous sight of the hat looking like a thimble on his immense head. He replaced the hat, opened the door, stepped out, pulled it shut, rolled off his gloves and pocketed them, walked away. He thought of the boy and shivered, then went to report to the Bush.

The party was being held in a gentleman’s club recently opened to members of the fairer sex, a five minute walk from Covent Garden station. Big Sandy wasn’t dressed for the occasion, but two of the Bush’s men were on the doors. They waved him in despite the disapproving glares of the staff. One of the watchmen was Eyes Burton — steeliest eyes Big Sandy had ever seen. Eyes wasn’t a large man, but he could wear most people down with his stare alone.

“Any problems?” Eyes asked, handing Big Sandy a tie and helping him into an oversized jacket that the Bush had had the foresight to supply.

“Clean,” Big Sandy said. He would tell the Bush about the boy, leave it to him to tell the others if he saw fit.

“Wife? Kid?”

“Clean,” Big Sandy said again, pushing past, tugging at the arms of the jacket, slipping on the tie. The tie and jacket didn’t match the jumper and piss-stained trousers. Big Sandy didn’t care.

The party was confined to two rooms. The other rooms were filled with middle-aged men, grey hair, hand-tailored suits, the scent of expensive aftershave. Those who caught sight of Big Sandy – and he was a hard man to miss – frowned reprovingly but said nothing. They knew who Dave Bushinsky was, the standard of man he employed.

The atmosphere in the party rooms was distinctly different. Young men and women, flashily dressed. Loud laughter, the chinking of glasses, coke-glassed eyes, talk of horse racing, Formula One, the stock market, money money money. They also stared at Big Sandy as he circled first one room, then the other, in search of the Bush. He didn’t mind. He was used to the attention.

Big Sandy paused a couple times to acknowledge the greetings of those who knew him, but didn’t stop, eager to deliver his report and evacuate the building. Parties weren’t Big Sandy’s scene.

He spotted Lawrence Drake larging it, impressing a group of giggling girls with tales from his pop star days and current work on a TV soap. Drake was a small fish in a very big pool, but he knew how to play to a crowd. He was a regular at the Bush’s parties. Not because he was indebted to or friendly with the Bush — he just knew that he could score high quality coke and women, with no journalists sniffing around.

“The Big S,” Drake boomed, waving Big Sandy over, shoving one of the girls aside to make room for the giant. Big Sandy reluctantly slotted into the space and smiled tersely at the self-proclaimed star.

“Lawrence. Good to see you.”

“Hey, I told you, it’s Larry. How you been?” Before Big Sandy could answer, Drake had turned to his entourage. “The stories I could tell you about this guy. But hush!” He put a finger to his lips and rolled his eyes. “Walls have ears.”

“Have you seen Mr Bushinsky?” Big Sandy asked politely, wishing Drake would do something to piss the Bush off, so that he could squeeze him a bit.

“The Bush man? No, not recently. But have you seen his niece?” Drake wolf-whistled. “Sorry ladies, but Shula Schimmel is definitely the belle of this ball.”

“Shula Schimmel?” Big Sandy repeated.

“Mrs Bush’s niece,” Drake explained. “Flew in from Switzerland yesterday. This party’s in her honour.”

“I was in Switzerland last year, skiing,” one of the girls remarked.

“Me too,” Drake smirked. “Spent most of the time flat on my back.”

“On the slopes?”

“In my bed!”

Big Sandy excused himself and pulled clear of the group. The tie felt tight around his throat. Remembering Tommy Utah, his eyes when Big Sandy threatened to kill his child, the sound of his last wheezing breath, the crackle of the cartilage in his throat as Big Sandy crushed.

Claustrophobia seized Big Sandy but he shook it off and bee-lined for the bar. A double vodka, straight, no ice, tossed back quick. A second, this one to sip, and his hands stopped trembling. The panic attacks had alarmed him the first few times – he’d shook like a leaf, wept in public – but he’d learnt to control them. He was always fine when he killed, detached, professional, cold. The shakes hit after an hour or two. Not every time, but often enough. When they struck, he knew he was in for a long hard night, but by morning he’d be in control of himself again.

A hand on his left shoulder. “How’s the vodka?”

Turning, smiling, relieved. “The best. As usual.”

“Why settle for anything less?” Dave Bushinsky grinned broadly at his ogre-like henchman and ordered a red wine. The Bush had turned fifty a couple of years earlier but he looked forty. Lean, tanned, jet black hair, alert dark eyes, a casual suit, soft leather shoes, discreet diamond rings and a gold St Christopher dangling from his neck — no matter that he was proud of his Jewish roots, he’d been given the St Christopher by a friend when he was a young man and had worn it ever since.

“Have you met my niece?” the Bush asked, testing the wine, frowning and handing it back. The barman scurried away to locate a superior vintage.

“No. Heard the party’s for her.”

“Yeah. Alice’s niece. On holiday from Switzerland. First time in London since she was a kid. We’re showing her the sights, introducing her to the right people.”

“Hear she’s a looker.”

“Judge for yourself.” The Bush pointed with a jerk of his head and Big Sandy turned, spotted a young woman in a yellow dress, smiling as she chatted with the Bush’s wife. Alice was a looker herself, but Drake had spoken truthfully — this girl stood out from all the others.

“Stunning,” Big Sandy said.

“Yes.” The Bush raised a finger. “But she’s barely eighteen, so back off.”

“I’ll hold my charms in check,” Big Sandy deadpanned.

“Want to meet her?” the Bush asked.

“Not dressed like this,” Big Sandy said, and the Bush’s smile faded as he recalled where his right hand man had been earlier in the night.

A man in a dark green silk shirt, with swimming eyes, clapped the Bush on the back and congratulated him on the party. The Bush endured his good wishes and smiled thinly until the stoned guest wandered away to bug someone else. The barman arrived with a fresh bottle. This one proved acceptable.

“Take care of business?” the Bush asked softly, studying the red wine, not looking directly at Big Sandy.

“Yes.”

“Clean?”

“Yes. But there was a problem. The child saw me.”

The Bush stopped swirling the wine. “Saw you with his father?”

“No. It was after. Before I could leave.”

“What did you do?”

“Put him back to bed. Read him a story.”

The Bush gawped at Big Sandy. “And then?”

“He fell asleep. I left.”

The Bush looked troubled. “If he can ID you...”

“He’s five,” Big Sandy said. “He was half asleep. I don’t think he’ll be able to tell them anything they can pin on me.”

“But if he can...” the Bush pressed.

“It’s a risk,” Big Sandy said. “I’ll accept it, take what’s coming if it blows up on me.”

The Bush smiled. “I wish I had a hundred men like you.”

Big Sandy grunted, uneasy with the compliment.

“Do you want to leave town for a while?” the Bush asked.

“No,” Big Sandy said. “I don’t think I need to. I’ll keep low for the next day or two. If the boy can tell them anything, we’ll hear about it and you can deal with me before they track me down.”

“You’re a cool customer,” the Bush laughed.

“We make choices,” Big Sandy shrugged. “We’ve got to live with them.”

The Bush shook his head with admiration, then slipped Big Sandy a plain brown envelope, padded with bills. Big Sandy pocketed it without looking inside. There was never a fee when he killed – he received a regular salary, paid direct into his bank account – but the Bush often slid him a bonus.

“Have a good night on me,” the Bush said, knowing Big Sandy was sometimes edgy after a hit, that he might need to get drunk to unwind. “Drop by the house when you sober up tomorrow. I’ve some more work for you.”

“Enjoy your party, boss.”

“I intend to.” He squeezed Big Sandy’s shoulder then went to show off his niece and steer her away from the horny male wolves who were circling.

Big Sandy thought about ordering another drink, decided against it. He could get a chaser at his next port of call. He departed, tearing off his tie and shrugging loose his jacket as he stomped down the stairs, thrusting them at Eyes Burton on his way out.

“You didn’t stay long,” Eyes noted.

“Long enough,” Big Sandy replied, turning left as he exited, to hail a taxi, heading for Sapphire’s.

Sapphire was an Asian American, long dark hair, surprisingly thick eyebrows, late thirties (the same as Big Sandy), a Londoner for twelve years, doubted she’d ever return to the States. Twenty pounds overweight but she didn’t care. She’d worked hard in her prime, set a lot of money aside, established her own house in Earl’s Court, ran a discreet service, only taking on clients who had been recommended by existing customers. Sapphire rarely entertained her guests personally any more – that was a job for the younger women – but she still graced a few favourites with her pleasures.

Big Sandy usually went with one of Sapphire’s girls when he visited, but she took one look at his face when he entered, stooping so as not to bash his head on the doorframe, and knew this would be one of his hard nights. Sapphire preferred to service him on nights such as this — she knew what to expect and how to handle him. Big Sandy was a lamb most of the time but he could get violent when morose, and a violent Big Sandy was a handful.

“Come on through,” she drawled in her light Texan accent, taking his hand and leading him to her boudoir. When he was sitting on the bed, she kissed his cheeks, forehead, finally his lips. “Take off those revolting clothes and burn them while I fetch the vodka.”

“I needed the clothes for a job,” Big Sandy protested.

Sapphire sighed. “I’m sure you’ll tell me all about it.”

Big Sandy went to work on his laces. When Sapphire returned with a pitcher of vodka and two shot glasses he was naked, torso rippling with muscles, body ripped with scars, scabbed cuts, lumps from old bruises. But not his face. Almost none of Big Sandy’s opponents over the years had been tall, fast or lucky enough to strike him in the face.

Sapphire bagged the soiled clothes and hung up a dressing gown, then poured the drinks and silently toasted the giant on the bed. Without a word they tossed back the vodka. Sapphire poured a second glass for Big Sandy, he took it gingerly, lay on the bed, set the glass on the side table, rolled over. Sapphire massaged him, working hard on the bunched muscles. No oils — Big Sandy wasn’t into oils. No conversation either. In this mood he didn’t like to talk, not right away.

It took about twenty minutes for Big Sandy to relax. When Sapphire felt the stiffness sap from his massive frame, she slapped his buttocks playfully. “Turn over.” He obeyed, the bed shaking as he fell flat on his back. His penis was coming to life. Sapphire smiled. When Big Sandy was really bad, he couldn’t get an erection. This was a good sign. She wouldn’t have to nurse him as forcefully through the night as she had feared. “Close your eyes.”

Big Sandy shook his head, muscles tightening. “Dark.”

“It’s OK,” Sapphire said. “I’m here. I’ll protect you.” Crazy, a five-foot-two elf (albeit a pudgy elf) offering to protect a man-mountain, but it was what Big Sandy wanted to hear. He allowed his eyes to close and Sapphire went to work on him with her lips and tongue, first his chest, stomach, the insides of his thighs, slowly and teasingly working back up his body, before heading south again. Big Sandy groaned and gently clasped her head while she pleasured him. His hands could crush her delicate skull but she wasn’t frightened, she knew how to control him.

She eased off when he was approaching climax, then climbed on top, slipped a condom on and mounted him. His hands automatically went to her flanks, fingers gripping her tightly, and he thrust, eyes still shut. His grip tightened as he bucked and Sapphire gasped painfully. Her legs would be bruised in the morning but she didn’t mind. Big Sandy paid well and his boss sent a lot of business her way. She could live with a few bruises.

Big Sandy came with a juddering shout, fingers digging into her flesh, causing her to shriek. He released his grip immediately, though he went on thrusting, and Sapphire thrust with him, letting him decide when to end the moment, not rushing him. When he eventually subsided and opened his eyes, she smiled, kissed him, slid off, removed the condom, binned it, returned to cuddle him.

“Did I hurt you?” Big Sandy asked, concerned.

“A few love bruises won’t break me.” Sapphire studied his eyes and read his mood, considering her approach. Sometimes Big Sandy didn’t invite questions. Other times he wanted to be interrogated. She decided this was such an occasion and broke the silence with, “Want to tell me about it?”

Big Sandy’s lips turned down and he shook his head, but she could tell this was a delaying tactic, that he did want to talk, so she pressed him. “Come on, tell Sapphire all about it. I won’t let you touch me again until you do.”

Big Sandy grinned and reached for her breasts. She slapped his fingers away and he grimaced with delight. “Spoilsport,” he grumbled.

“I want to know what happened.” A pause, then a gamble, based on what he’d said to a girl the last time he was here. “Was it Tommy Utah?” Big Sandy stiffened and she sensed she’d said the wrong thing, but she didn’t panic, kept smiling.

“How do you know about Tommy Utah?” Big Sandy snapped.

“I know everything that happens,” she smiled. “You aren’t my only customer. Everyone talks when they come to see Sapphire.” Protecting the girl who’d told her about Tommy Utah, letting Big Sandy believe he wasn’t the source of the leak.

“He crossed Dave,” Big Sandy sighed, picking up his glass of vodka, twirling it so it caught the rosy light of the bedside lamp. “He used to fence for us, good at his job, but he started skimming thirty, forty percent.”

“How did he think he’d get away with that much?” Sapphire asked, nibbling at Big Sandy’s nipples.

“Money fucks up people’s thinking,” Big Sandy said. “I’ve seen it happen to dozens like Tommy Utah. Smart, ahead of the game, all the benefits and none of the cons. They start to feel that they deserve more and they set out to fleece the men they work for. They never think they’ll be caught. They always are.”

“How did you kill him?” Sapphire asked, sliding another condom over Big Sandy’s hardening penis and mounting him. He often came three or four times in quick succession when he’d killed a man.

“Hands,” Big Sandy gasped, closing his eyes again. “Strangled him. Quick. Clean. Crushed his throat.”

Sapphire trembled – death disturbed her when it was described so plainly – but Big Sandy thought she was reacting to him and he thrust harder, pulling her close, kissing her, clasping her tight, rolling over so that he was on top, powering away, Sapphire crying out with pleasure and pain, urging him on, losing herself to the passion, but not totally, always in command, a child controlling a bear.

Later. Most of Sapphire’s girls had retired for the night. Big Sandy was stretched out like a beached wreck, drunk, head swaying, limbs shaking. Sapphire held him and stroked him, hearing his confession. He was telling her about Tommy Utah’s boy, how he’d woken after Big Sandy had killed his father, reading to him. “I should have killed him,” Big Sandy moaned. “He’s a witness. He can describe me to the police. I should...”

“But you couldn’t,” Sapphire cooed, brushing his hair back with her fingers, kissing his forehead and eyelids, trying to soothe him. “And you were right not to. You can’t go round killing children. You’re not a monster.”

“Horns,” Big Sandy croaked. (Sapphire had no idea what that meant but she didn’t ask.) Tears trickled from Big Sandy’s eyes, the sign that the night was drawing to a close. In this mood he always cried at the end. Sapphire was glad — it had been a long day and she craved sleep. Big Sandy began telling her about the story he’d read. Then he told her again about Tommy Utah. He told her about others too, men and women, their crimes, their punishments. She let him babble, kissing him, caressing him, telling him he wasn’t evil, just doing his job, someone else would have killed them if he hadn’t. Eventually he mumbled his way to sleep and lay snoring, head in Sapphire’s lap, her fingers entwined in his hair.

Sapphire stayed like that, sitting up, cradling the giant, not wishing to disturb his sleep. As she tried to doze, she thought about Tommy Utah and the other people Big Sandy had killed. She knew too much. Big Sandy wasn’t the only one of her clients who talked in bed, but he told more than most when he was in one of his death-fixated dips. If Dave Bushinsky knew what Sapphire knew about his pet killer – even a fraction of it – he’d kill her to protect himself. Sapphire knew that and accepted it. It was part of the risk she ran to live the life she desired. Hers was a wonderful but terrible world. As long as she sold herself to men like Big Sandy – men of crime and violence – it always would be.
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TWO
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Clint Smith mingled with the rich, glamorous and infamous, wishing with all his being that he was one of them. While he thrived on parties like this, he hated them too. As he drifted around the opulent rooms of the League of Victoria, ignored by his peers, he was reminded at every step of his true insignificance. In dingy pubs and clubs in East London he could strut and impress. But here the reality of his position was clear — he was a nobody.

Clint plucked a canapé from a passing tray, watched how those around him were eating – nibble or munch? – then copied them. He paused beside a group of stylish twentysomethings and eavesdropped as they discussed Aspen, Epsom, the Groucho, how gauche Harrods had become, how difficult it was to find a decent bottle of bubbly. Clint was the same age and he yearned to join in the conversation but he’d never been to Aspen, Epsom or the Groucho, he thought Harrods was the coolest store in London, and he knew nothing about champagne. After a while he drifted on, aware that the young men and women were eyeing him suspiciously, whispering behind his back, “one of Bushinsky’s boys,” “think he’s a gangster,” “doesn’t look dangerous,” “gives me the creeps.”

Clint wasn’t a gangster, though he dreamt of becoming one. He had an insatiable appetite for movies and TV shows about the Mafia. He would commit chunks of dialogue to memory, mimic expressions and gestures. One day he’d cross the Atlantic and take America by storm, make it his own, establish a dynasty. But not until he’d made his mark here. He wasn’t interested in going to New Jersey or Chicago as a nobody. He wanted to hit the States like a meteorite, perhaps as a liaison between cousin Dave and his American counterparts.

Cousin Dave was Dave Bushinsky, Clint’s entry to the underworld. Related through Clint’s mother. Clint hadn’t seen much of the Bush when he was growing up but he’d heard all about him, whispered tales, gossip. When Clint left home aged seventeen, sick of his humdrum life and a job in Tesco’s, he targeted cousin Dave, looking for work. Dave laughed when Clint said he wanted to be a gangster, told him he didn’t have the balls for it. “But don’t worry,” he’d grinned as Clint’s dreams threatened to crash around him, “we’ll find something for you.”

Clint spotted Lawrence Drake, surrounded by sensual women, acting out a scene from the TV soap in which he was currently appearing. Arms wide, exaggerated expressions flitting across his face as he told of a run-in with a producer, the whimsical demands of his co-stars, his behind-the-scenes adventures. His audience hung on his every word, enthralled. Clint did too. Clint knew Drake was a small-timer enjoying fifteen minutes of semi-fame before slipping into obscurity, but right now Drake was moving in dreamy circles, with access to actors, singers, producers. Like everybody else, those people partied and got stoned, but they were prepared to pay more than most. If Clint could use Drake to gain access to them, it would be like plugging directly into the national grid and draining off as much current as he cared to.

Drugs were what Dave Bushinsky had found for his gangly, nervous, pale-faced cousin. He was sure that Clint Smith would never amount to anything, and he didn’t trust the boy – eager to get ahead but totally unsuited for the life he craved, the sort who fucks it up for everybody if you let him get too close to the action – but blood was blood, even if Clint’s mother despised the Bush and phoned Dave constantly, begging him to “release her son before his soul was corrupted”.

Having observed Clint for several weeks, Dave decided he would be a liability in a position of authority, so he set him up as an independent dealer — lots of opportunities to make money, even the chance to come into the organisation for real if he matured and proved himself worthy. But it also kept him at arm’s length, away from the heart of the Bushinsky empire, where he could do no harm. If Clint ran into trouble, there would be no comebacks. He’d burn alone.

Clint was wading closer to Lawrence Drake, waiting for a line he could seize upon and use to slide into the conversation, when all of a sudden Drake burst out with “The Big S!” and waved Sandy Murphy over. Clint stepped aside swiftly. He didn’t like Big Sandy. Clint had moved into Kennington when he first went to work for his cousin, close to Cleaver Square where Big Sandy lived. Big Sandy collared him one night outside a pub. “Don’t deal here,” he’d said softly but firmly. “If I catch you dealing on my patch, I’ll break your legs, I don’t care whose fucking cousin you are.” Clint had transferred to a flat in the Borough. He’d had nothing to do with the giant since then and that suited him fine.

Clint had little contact with men of Big Sandy’s ilk. His business was narcotics, and while it was by no means a clean profession, he liked to believe it was civilized. He struck harmless deals, not with junkies, but with clubbers, executives looking to unwind, people in search of a good time. He joked with his customers and had social drinks with them. He didn’t carry a knife and had never fired a gun. He abhorred tools of violence, despite the fact that it was his dream to one day rule men of destruction and profit from misery and conflict. And that was all Big Sandy was — not a man, but a tool. He disgusted and terrified Clint.

Clint circled the room, waiting for Big Sandy to split — he had a feeling the brute wouldn’t linger long with Drake and his admirers. A few minutes later Big Sandy slipped away and Clint closed in. A beautiful young woman in a lemon low-cut dress intervened. “You’re Clint Smith, aren’t you?”

“Yuh-yes,” Clint said, eyeing the blonde beauty nervously, unaccustomed to being approached by such visions out of the blue.

“I think we’re cousins, kind of,” she said.

“Eh-excuse muh-me?” Clint only stuttered when he was anxious or unsure of himself, which was more often than he wished.

“My name’s Shula Schimmel. I’m Dave’s niece. I understand you’re related to him too?”

Clint smiled, relaxing, delighted to have been singled out. “Yes, through my muh-mother. But you’re not Dave’s ah-actual niece, are you?”

“No. Alice is my aunt. But I always think of him as an uncle. So a cousin of his is a cousin of mine, in my view.” She smiled – beautiful, captivating, innocent – and offered a tiny white hand. Clint wasn’t sure whether she wanted him to shake or kiss it. He went for the shake.

“Have you been here long?” he asked, releasing her slim fingers and making eye contact. She had deep blue eyes. She was even paler than Clint, but hers was the paleness of rich marble, and her face was flawless. She didn’t need the layers of make-up that so many of the women in the room relied on. Her flesh was clean and glowing, merely highlighted in a few places with some lipstick and eyeliner.

“I flew in yesterday,” Shula replied brightly as Clint’s gaze shifted so that he could study the rest of her. She had the body and poise of a model, even though she was not fully formed, still maturing, an alluring but incomplete eighteen year old. He remembered what he had been like at that age and winced at the memory.

“Having a good time?” Clint asked.

She laughed. “I never expected anything like this.” She waved around at the party. “It’s so beyond!”

“Dave loves to throw parties,” Clint grinned. “Any excuse.”

“Can I ask... you’ve probably been asked a thousand times already... but your name...”

Clint chuckled. “My dad loved westerns. I was always going to be Wayne or Clint.”

“Did you get teased about it in school?”

“Not much. It was cool to be named after Clint Eastwood.”

They chatted about films for a while. Shula hadn’t seen many westerns, so Clint did most of the talking, telling her about some of his favourites. He began to get confident. He hadn’t much experience of women, certainly none like Shula, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t dream. He imagined her warming to him as he told her about The Wild Bunch and The Good, The Bad And The Ugly. Maybe she would fall for him. Sure, she was beautiful, but that didn’t mean she was cold. She was young, from a country where maybe the women weren’t as quick to judge as they were here. It didn’t take much to set Clint dreaming. A kind word was all he required, though it was seldom that he got even that much from a woman like this.

“Are westerns what you mostly watch?” Shula asked.

“Actually I’m more of a gangster fan,” Clint admitted.

Shula’s eyes sparkled. “Me too,” she exclaimed. Then she leant forward and squinted, lowering her voice, trying to sound like Marlon Brando. “I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse.”

Clint laughed with genuine delight. “Isn’t that a brilliant film? I could watch it forever.”

“Me too,” Shula smiled. “My parents think I’m too young for such films, so I have to watch them in secret. The bloodshed repels me – I always look away when Sonny is killed – but the characters fascinate me.”

Clint thought she might ask about Cousin Dave at that point, if he was anything like the cast of The Godfather, but she had probably been warned against such queries, and instead they just talked about the trilogy and other such films, Clint feeling warmed with every passing minute, hardly able to believe that he was holding her interest like this, his dreams solidifying, standing a bit straighter, no hint of a stutter now, confidence lending him a certain handsomeness that he never saw when he caught his reflection in a mirror.

There was a lull in the conversation when they ran out of steam on the movie front. Clint tried to think of something else to say, loving the way the lights caught Shula’s blonde hair, imagining running his fingers through it, sniffing her scent when it was just the two of them, what she’d feel like in his arms as he leant forward to kiss her.

Then Shula said, “I saw you heading for Lawrence Drake. Do you know him? Could you introduce me?”

Clint shrunk in an instant as he realised she had collared him to meet Larry Drake.

“Do you get his show in Switzerland?” Clint asked miserably.

“Yes, on satellite. He’s such a rogue.” Her blue eyes bright, shining at the thought of meeting Larry Drake. Clint didn’t blame her for using him to get to Drake. He was just disappointed.

Hiding his feelings, Clint smiled and took hold of Shula’s sleeve, waving her towards Drake and his entourage. “After you, muh-madam.”

“You don’t think he’ll mind?”

“Larry Drake lives to be adored,” Clint muttered bitterly, then guided her into the ranks of Drake’s entourage, apologising for interrupting, asking if he could introduce the guest of honour. They already knew who she was – Drake’s eyes lit up with lust – and welcomed her with gushing kisses and “I love your dress!” and “What do you think of London?” and...

Clint listened for a while, smiling blankly while he was roundly ignored. Then he slipped away, leaving the beautiful, wealthy, influential Shula Schimmel to the other beautiful, wealthy, influential people. He struck for the bar, seeking solace with fellow anonymous outcasts.

Clint was nursing a Bacardi Breezer, brooding on the injustices of the world, when Dave Bushinsky stepped up beside him and called to the barman, “The same as before.” He turned to Clint with a swiftly refilled glass of red wine. “That’s a woman’s drink,” Dave noted, clinking Clint’s bottle with his glass.

“Leave me alone,” Clint groaned.

“Life treating you badly?” Dave smirked.

“I met your niece,” Clint said.

“Nice girl, yes?”

“Lovely. But all she cared about was meeting Larry fucking Drake. I could have been on fuh-fire for all it would have mattered to her.”

Dave shrugged. “Girls like actors and singers. What are poor schmucks like us to do?”

“I know,” Clint sighed, “but if I had more cash, better clothes, the power to get things done...”

“Angling for a promotion, cousin?”

“I’ve worked hard,” Clint grumbled. “I bring in decent money, play it clean, don’t hold back on you. I make good contacts and –”

“No,” Dave interrupted softly. “You don’t.” Clint stared at him, hurt. Dave took pity on him and elaborated. “Good contacts are people who spend thousands every month feeding their addiction. They bring in others with similar tastes and funds. They’re people of authority and influence, who can do favours for our friends. Bankers, lawyers, MPs, entrepreneurs. You sell to passing trade. Fifty pounds here, a hundred there, nothing constant, no big scores.”

Clint stared at his shoes, ashamed, hating his cousin, hating himself, hating the whole damn world.

“I’m not criticising you,” Dave continued. “I respect the work you do. But don’t make yourself out to be more than you are. If you want to get ahead, get serious. This city’s full of dealers no better or worse than Clint Smith. Show me you’re worth more than them, then talk to me about promotion.”

Clint trembled but said nothing. He had never been able to take tough advice. This wasn’t the first time Dave had told him to push himself, gamble and expand, but Clint never listened, just went on dreaming about emulating his screen idols, wanting success so badly it hurt, but unwilling to actively pursue it.

Dave sipped his wine and observed his cousin in silence, hoping he’d show some backbone. When Clint only slumped glumly over his Breezer, Dave sighed and lowered his voice. “Phials is horny.” Clint blinked and looked up. “He asked for Tulip. You can take care of it?”

Clint nodded slowly. “I’ll have to ch-check that she’s available, but if she –”

“No buts or ifs, cousin. What Phials wants, Phials gets. If you can’t secure the hooker for him, I’ll find someone who can.”

“It’s duh-duh-difficult,” Clint said, reddening. “She’s not really a huh-hooker. That’s why he likes her. But...” He gulped and nodded fiercely. “I’ll get her. Free or not, I’ll muh-make her come.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Dave smiled. “Take him some weed too, but only let him smoke what he can while you’re there. Don’t leave any behind.”

“I know the rules,” Clint sniffed. “You don’t have to remind me.”

“I hope not,” Dave grunted. “Phials is your one true good contact. If you do well with him, there’s hope for you yet. Screw it up...” He didn’t need to finish. “Phials won’t be free before eleven, but if you want to leave early to set things up, I’ll understand.”

“Consider it done,” Clint grinned, rising, glad of the excuse to leave with a purpose.

“Clint,” Dave called him back. “Larry Drake — you think Shula’s got a thing for him?”

“No,” Clint said. “She just wanted to rub shoulders with a celebrity. She gets his show on satellite in Switzerland.”

“She’s eighteen,” Dave said. “Hasn’t seen much of the world. Drake’s a pussy-hound and he likes it young. I would not approve of a relationship between him and my niece. Should I be worried?”

Clint sensed an opportunity and made his play. “I don’t think so, but I can keep an eye on her if you like, be her escort, stick close to her.”

Dave considered it, then waved his worries away. “Thanks for the offer. I’ll monitor the situation myself. But if I think she needs a guardian, I’ll bear you in mind.” Dave touched his cousin’s left hand. “Fast Eddie will pay for the weed, the hooker and any other expenses. Make sure he recompenses you for your time too.”

“My time’s your time,” Clint replied with a shit-eating grin.

“You’re learning,” Dave winked and returned to the party. Clint left his drink unfinished and hit the street, heading for Charing Cross, fishing out his mobile, dialling Kevin Tyne, making plans.

Clint didn’t like to waste money on taxis. He’d rather catch the Tube, claim the taxi fare back at the end of the night, make a small profit. A man like Dave would sneer at such penny-pinching, but it all added up. So he caught the Bakerloo line to the Elephant & Castle, then the Northern line to Borough. A short walk to his third-floor flat. Untidy inside, clothes strewn across the floor, dirty washing in the sink, an overflowing laundry basket, flies buzzing around boxes from a Chinese takeaway two nights ago which Clint hadn’t disposed of yet. He ignored the mess and cut straight for a loose panel in the floorboards under the rug in the bedroom. Clint had several stash points around London, in public lockers, but he always kept a small supply of grass and pills at home, in case he needed to get his hands on some gear in a hurry.

Clint flicked on his TV and surfed the channels, but paid little attention to the shows, thinking about Shula. He replayed their conversation, reading more into her responses, playing out scenarios where she didn’t ask about Larry Drake, where they kept on talking, where the interest she’d shown in him deepened, where he told her of his dreams. Some of the scenes ended with her coming back here and getting down and dirty with him, but in most they innocently strolled the streets together, hands linked, just talking.

Clint was a lonely young man. He was making a good living as many judged such things, but he had nobody to share his success with, nobody to impress with his plans for the future. If he had someone like Shula to come home to, maybe he’d work harder, not just settle for easy scores, set out to truly impress cousin Dave.

By the time Clint turned off the TV he had developed a serious crush on Shula Schimmel. It had been a long time since anyone (with the exception of his clients) had spared him a gentle word or graced him with a few minutes of their time. Shula’s small gesture of friendship had touched him. Always quick to latch on to a vague dream, he began to see her as the answer to his prayers. With her by his side he could rule the world. She would give his life meaning, encourage him when he flagged, adore him when he did well. He could do anything with a woman like her. For a woman like her.

Dreaming idly and wildly, he changed into casual clothes, pulled on a pair of trainers and let himself out. He could have got the Tube to the Elephant & Castle again but it wasn’t a long walk and he had time to kill. It was a dry September night, just right for walking, and he could fantasize about Shula en route.

Clint made good time to the Elephant, strolled up Walworth Road, passed the Heygate Estate, kept walking, eventually took a left on to a side-street, then another left to the lab, putting thoughts of Shula aside as he drew near.

The lab covered almost one whole side of a cul-de-sac. The houses on the opposite side were owned by Dave Bushinsky, deserted or occupied by approved tenants. The lab buildings were once a garage, a warehouse and four two-storey houses. From the outside they still had this appearance, six separate structures, the garage and warehouse long shut for business, windows boarded over with planks and aluminium sheets, ghost houses, ground floor windows boarded over, the glass in the upper windows shattered. What the public didn’t see — all six buildings were linked on the inside, garage and warehouse converted into a state-of-the-art laboratory, the houses home to those who lived and worked in the complex. There was a computer room (no internet access), a gym, sauna, games room with pool tables and table tennis, underground basements for the Bush’s beloved hounds.

Clint paused at the sliding garage door, spun the tumblers of a rusty old combination lock, freed the chain, slid the door open, stepped inside and pulled the door shut. A second door nestled within, a couple of metres further on from the outer door. No handle on this side, just a button in the wall. Clint pressed the button and stepped back, whistling jaggedly, always nervous when he came here, thinking of the creatures beneath, imagining them on the loose, having devoured Phials, Fast Eddie and the others, waiting for fresh flesh — for Clint.

A series of heavy clicks, then the door slid open. Fast Eddie Price emerged, a large man, almost as tall as Big Sandy but not as broad. Fading grey hair, crooked nose, a squint in his left eye from an old boxing injury, missing several teeth. Wearing a purple tracksuit, sleeves rolled up, a fluffy headband, but looking dangerous regardless. “Dave told me you were coming.” Strong Irish accent, even though he’d moved to London more than twenty-five years ago.

“Kevin and Tulip aren’t here yet?” Clint asked.

“No. You know the procedure.”

Clint spread his arms and legs, subjecting himself to a fast but thorough body search. Rules of the lab — everyone was searched, no exceptions.

Fast Eddie finished checking him, motioned Clint through and closed the inner door.

“Why aren’t you at the party?” Clint asked as they set off through the outer corridors of the lab, skirting the sealed rooms where Tony Phials and his assistants weaved their narcotical charms.

“Someone’s got to babysit the professor,” Fast Eddie grinned, his gap-toothed grimace a ghastly facsimile of a normal smile.

“Is he still working?”

“Nah. He’s in his bedroom. You brought the hash?”

“I never leave home without it.” It was crazy, bringing a baggie to a lab where they could manufacture any kind of chemical intoxicant. But the products they cooked up here were for export only. Ultra strict on that point. Phials was their resident genius, the source of Dave Bushinsky’s recent dramatic rise, the Bush gone from a middleweight to heavyweight in the space of four short years. But he was also a junkie, a man who couldn’t be trusted, who had to be kept under lock and key, plied with marijuana when the shakes hit bad, otherwise kept clean.

Past the concealed doors to the basement, home of the Bush’s monstrous pets. Clint shivered, imagining their howls. He hated any dog that was bigger and more aggressive than a poodle. The hounds were his perfect nightmare come to fanged life.

Up the stairs. Guards on the door outside Phials’ bedroom. Armed. Alert. They parted for Fast Eddie and he knocked hard with his knuckles. A high-pitched cry from within. “Enter!”

“I’ll bring up the Tynes when they come,” Fast Eddie said, opening the door, gesturing Clint into a dimly lit room.

“Thanks,” Clint said as the door closed.

Dr Tony Phials was sitting on the end of his bed, black skin almost invisible in the gloom, fuzzy dark hair sticking out in uneven clots, thin slivers of eye white shining in the dull light of the cloth-covered bedside lamp.

“That you, doc?” Clint asked, half-afraid.

“Sure as shit hope so,” Phials replied, his accent unmistakable, New York, the Bronx, Scorsese, DeNiro. It always gave Clint a thrill. Phials whipped the cloth away from the light and stood. He was wearing a satin dressing gown, hanging open. Naked beneath. Penis long, black, erect, curving to the left. “Resting my eyes,” Phials said, striding forward to shake Clint’s hand. Clint tried not to stare at Phials’ exposed cock but the doc caught him glancing and grinned. “Viagra. Couldn’t wait. Needed a hard-on. I can cover up if it bothers you.”

Clint laughed edgily. “Nothing I haven’t seen before.” Phials was often naked or half-dressed when Clint visited. It always unnerved him.

Phials led Clint to the bed, bade him sit and asked what he wanted to drink. Phials had a fully stocked bar in the bedroom. He could be trusted with alcohol — he had a weak stomach, couldn’t drink much. Clint said a beer would be fine. Phials fetched a glass and poured, the perfect (half-naked) host.

“You know I despise bluntness,” Phials said, passing Clint his drink, “but I’m feeling utterly wretched tonight, so I’ll cut straight to the chase. Have you brought something to make me happy?”

Clint produced his baggie and shook it.

Phials nodded approvingly. “High quality, I trust?”

“Only the best for you, prof.”

“Could you do the honours? My hands are trembling.”

While Clint rolled a joint, Phials asked half-heartedly if Clint had anything else on him. “Afraid not,” Clint smiled. “You know the rules.”

“Who’d know?” Phials grumbled. “A few E’s to give me an extra bit of a buzz.”

“I’d do it if I could,” Clint apologised, “but I’m searched every time I enter.”

“You could sneak a few pills past Fast Eddie and his crew,” Phials insisted slyly. “You’re smarter than them. I bet you could slip a hog past that lot if you set your mind to it.”

“Maybe,” Clint chuckled, “but if they found out I’d crossed them, it would be bad news for both of us.”

Clint finished rolling the joint, lit it, handed it over. Phials took it reverently, eyes narrowing, the tip of his penis seeming to rise towards the spliff like a divining rod. Settling it gently between his lips, he inhaled softly, breathed out, then took a deep drag, toes curling inwards, his whole body focused on the joint, greedily devouring the smoke, holding it in as long as he could. When he finally let it out and coughed, he was smiling sagely, at one with the world and the prison of the lab. “Good shit,” he said, paying the traditional homage.

Clint watched Phials smoke. As the chemist reduced the joint to ash, his left hand crept to his penis and lightly stroked it, drawing his fingers back over the tip in time with each inhalation, reversing course as he let the smoke escape. Clint looked away, red-faced.

Phials’ eyes went vacant when he was done and for a couple of minutes he said nothing. Clint sat in silence, waiting for the doc to speak. Finally Phials gazed at his young dealer and smiled lazily. “You’ll have to forgive me if I’m not my normal verbal self. It’s been a long day. A long week. The pressure I’m under, Clint, the strain... You don’t know what it’s like.”

“You have it hard,” Clint said automatically, fake sympathy, secretly thinking, I’d love a place like this, servants bringing me women, drugs, whatever I wanted. The bastard doesn’t know when he’s well off.

Phials appeared to read Clint’s thoughts. “You envy me,” he said. “You think I have it sweet. Lots of money, people to kiss my ass, power.” He leant forward and reached out to grip Clint’s knee but stopped short. “A prison’s a prison, Clint. No matter if the bars are made of solid gold, they’re still bars.”

“You could leave,” Clint said uncertainly, not sure if Phials could, not knowing what sort of a bind Dave Bushinsky had over the American.

Phials blinked dumbly. “And go where? Who’d take me? Who’d protect me from my enemies or from myself?”

Clint didn’t answer. Couldn’t. As he sat uncomfortably, trying to think of a reply, there was a knock at the door. Phials almost exploded with excitement. “Tulip! Is it Tulip? It must be. Let her in, Clint, let her in.”

Clint went to open the door. Phials covered his erection, drawing his dressing gown tight around his waist, plucking at his uneven hair like a nervous schoolboy. Clint eased the door open. Kevin and Tulip Tyne were outside, Kevin an inch or so less than Clint’s five-eleven, gaunt, stiff dark hair cut short, dressed in dull black trousers and a shirt, looking like a man at a wake. Tulip was five foot nothing, plump, curly auburn hair, smiling sadly, clutching an expensive leather handbag (a gift from the doc), wearing the green school uniform which Phials favoured (the real deal, Tulip having only recently left school), complete with scruffy plimsolls.

“Kevin, Tulip,” Clint greeted them, stepping aside, waving them forward.

“An angel,” Phials gasped, striding from the bed, meeting Tulip halfway there, taking her hands and kissing her cheeks. “Kevin, you’ve brought me an angel. She looks more beautiful each time I see her.”

“I’m a growing girl,” Tulip said softly, no cynicism in her tone, even though she had reason to be cynical. Clint had never seen her bitter.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Clint called to Phials. “I’ll roll a couple more joints on my way, leave them with Fast Eddie, you can –”

“Stay,” Phials interrupted, circling Tulip, studying her intently, besotted. “We always have room for one more, don’t we, my angel?”

Tulip didn’t answer but looked uncertainly at her brother. Kevin Tyne coughed into a fist. “That’s not part of our deal.”

“So we’ll strike a new deal,” Phials smiled. “The more the merrier. Money’s not an issue. I’ve named my vice — name your price.”

“I don’t –” Kevin began.

Clint cut in quickly, heatedly. “I don’t want to stay. Not my scene.” Sweating at the thought of unrobing in front of Phials and Kevin Tyne, not much sexual experience, not wanting to be exposed as a relative innocent.

“If you’re sure...” Phials mumbled, right hand settling on Tulip’s left breast, squeezing it through the fabric of her jumper and its school crest. Clint turned gratefully for the door. Phials called to him, “Drop by sometime, Clint. Don’t be a stranger. You don’t have to wait for my summons.”

“I’ll do that, doc,” Clint said.

“I mean it,” Phials insisted. He glanced up briefly. “I consider you a friend. Call whenever you wish.”

“I will,” Clint said, honestly this time, tickled by the offer. Phials nodded, then fixed completely on Tulip Tyne, forgetting Clint, the lab, Fast Eddie, everything. Clint paused just long
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