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  June 2018 — Alexandria. Overlooking the Med?


  Six months ago, I fled from England, and a gang of criminals who wanted me dead. I ended up stopping in Alexandria, on the north coast of Egypt. One of the first people I got to know was a car dealer named Farouk. When Farouk learned I’d been an engineer in a past life, he talked me into overseeing the construction of the new workshop for his BMW dealership. That’s where I first met Jo Landis. She came in to collect her new car: a black, fully-optioned Z4. She caught my eye and I seemed to have caught hers.


  She came back the next day, complaining to Farouk that there was a grating noise. When he couldn’t hear anything, he called me over.


  ‘Take it for a run and see if you can hear it.’


  She snatched the keys he held out to me, fixed me with a piercing look, and said, ‘I’ll drive; you listen.’


  Farouk looked at me and shrugged as if to say ‘whatever’. I shrugged back, raised an eyebrow, and got into the passenger seat.


  After exiting the showroom, she turned left and merged tightly with the heavy traffic. She drove like a German—all gas and no reaction time.


  ‘I have to get out of town and onto a clear road,’ she said, without looking at me.


  There was no friendliness in her voice, no readable expression on her face. It was an attractive face: confident, relaxed, lightly tanned, and free of worry lines. I pushed my feet into the carpet and feigned indifference. Ten minutes later she turned onto the M40 that led west along the coast.


  As the speedometer climbed past 80 mph, she turned her head and said, ‘What’s your name?’


  ‘Tommy.’


  ‘Just Tommy?’


  ‘That’s what people call me.’ I shifted in my seat. ‘Describe the noise you heard.’


  A crease formed between her brows as she thought for a moment. ‘It was sort of a…’ She puckered her lips and made a noise like the mating call of an exotic wading bird.


  ‘And you’re sure that came from the car? Can you do it again?’


  She turned and saw my look of amusement: ‘Don’t laugh at me.’ Her tone neutral.


  ‘Have you heard the noise since we left Farouk’s?’


  She looked back at the road, and shook her head. ‘No, not yet.’


  She dropped a gear and floored the accelerator. The engine whined as the rev-counter needle entered the red zone. She pushed harder for a count of five, then shifted up and gave it full gas again.


  As we passed 130 mph her head snapped around. ‘There. Did you hear it?’


  I tipped my head to one side, listened, and shrugged.


  I said, ‘Ease off the gas for a few seconds then give it to it again.’


  She did, then I asked her to do it again.


  ‘There!’ she said like a child who’d found the hidden treat. ‘Did you hear it that time?’


  I nodded. ‘It’s in the engine but I can’t say what. Head back to Farouk’s and he’ll give you a loan car while we sort this. It could be a few days.’


  She didn’t respond. She just turned off the highway and hurtled towards town.


  Fifteen minutes later we were driving along the boulevard on the outskirts of Alexandria. She slowed and pressed a small remote, then stopped and waited while a pair of white wrought-iron gates set on two-metre-high columns slid open. We drove slowly along the wide driveway, with red gravel crunching beneath the tyres, then through manicured gardens complete with statues of Egyptian cats. Fifty metres further on there was an ornate water feature set into the circular driveway in front of the house; a life-size white marble statue of Venus stood serene at its centre.


  ‘Tell Freddie to send it back when it’s fixed,’ she said, as she walked towards the studded timber front door. The door opened and she went inside without looking back.


  That first meeting left me with the impression she was a rich brat, or someone who’d married into money and didn’t know how to handle it. I kept those thoughts to myself and only spoke to Farouk about the car, despite his subtle probing. I was a recent arrival in a city full of scammers, and wasn’t about to start making waves or acquiring enemies. I had enough of those back in London.


  A week later the car had a new engine, had been road-tested and was ready for delivery. When Farouk asked me to drop it back at the Landis house, I told him that I had better things to do than deliver cars, and he should use one of his workshop staff.


  ‘Mrs Landis asked that you return her car.’ His expressionless face was impossible to read. ‘Her husband, Mr Landis, is a very influential man in Alexandria.’


  I held his gaze waiting for more, but he was done.


  There was an intercom set into the right-hand column. Before I could reach out and press the button, there was a low buzz and the gates started to open. I drove up the gravel driveway and parked in front of the house in the same spot where Jo Landis had parked before. The front door opened as I approached, and a middle-aged Egyptian woman, who I assumed was the housekeeper, led me inside. She was wearing an apron and a stern face, and clearly didn’t like the look of me. I didn’t much like the look of her either. I followed her into a sitting room where she left me standing in front of a window that looked out over the driveway. It was several minutes before the heavy door swung silently open.


  Jo Landis walked into the room wearing an oversized t-shirt over a damp bikini. Her hair had just been towelled-off, and her face was free of makeup.


  ‘Good day to be by the pool,’ I said.


  She looked at me with mild disdain, as if I’d said something crass. ‘How’s my car?’


  I nodded towards the window, beyond which shards of sunlight speared off the black Z4. ‘Back where you left it and like brand new.’ I took the keys from my pocket and laid them on the half-round table under the window then walked to the door. ‘I’m sure it’ll be fine now.’


  As I was about to leave, she said, ‘Would you like coffee?’


  I thought about that for a moment, weighing up if I wanted to spend any time with this woman who’d been consistently rude. Then I thought, why not?


  ‘Sure, if it’s no trouble.’ I was in no hurry to get back, and I was kind of curious about her.


  ‘Rana has just made a fresh pot.’ She turned towards the door and said, ‘Come,’ much like she was talking to a dog.


  I followed her down a wide marble-floored corridor, through a sunroom as hot as a sauna, then out onto a patio beside a large kidney-shaped pool. Lush vegetation surrounded the pool on three sides, and a faux waterfall towered over the far end. We sat on opposite sides of a teak table sheltering below a white triangular sail shade. Before I could think what to say, the housekeeper appeared with a tray and laid out a coffee pot, milk, cream, brown sugar, and bone china cups.


  ‘Shall I pour for you, Mrs Landis?’ the housekeeper asked in a tone much softer than she had used on me.


  ‘It’s okay thanks, Rana.’


  Rana bobbed her head once at her mistress, looked down her hawk-nose at me, then left with the empty tray.


  ‘How do you like it?’


  ‘Impressive,’ I said splaying my hands to indicate the surroundings. ‘It’s like a mini oasis.’


  ‘Your coffee? How do you like it?’


  ‘Oh, cream and one sugar.’


  I watched as she poured coffee then added cream and sugar to both. She placed one in front of me and said, ‘What brought you to Egypt, Tommy? You’re a recent arrival, I hear.’


  I didn’t need to ask where she’d heard it, as Farouk was the only person we both knew.


  ‘I didn’t like the cold winters, so thought I’d give this a try.’


  ‘Do you like working for Farouk?’


  ‘It’s okay.’


  Something about her and her questions made me cagey. It felt as if she was assessing me, picking away at the layers I’d put around myself since leaving England.


  ‘It’s unusual to see someone like yourself arrive in Alex without aims or direction. Not on the run, are you?’


  ‘No, not me, Mrs Landis; just looking for a change.’


  ‘From?’


  ‘Like I said, the cold, grey winters. How about you? What brought you here?’


  ‘Alex is a beautiful place, warm, friendly…’


  ‘And you can live very well.’


  She sipped some coffee and said, ‘We do alright.’


  ‘More than alright from what I see.’


  Her face held no discernible expression.


  ‘I hear Farouk hired you to help build the new showroom. What will you do when it’s finished?’


  ‘Who knows? Something always turns up.’ I laid the empty cup back onto its saucer, then stood and thanked her. ‘I’ll see myself out.’


  Alabaster fingers slid a business card across the table. There was no name: just a phone number and email address.


  ‘I could have something for you when you’re ready. Think about it and call me.’


  I gave a slight shrug, picked up the card and slid it into my shirt pocket. Her eyes left mine and I heard someone approach from behind me.


  ‘Ammon will drive you back,’ she said, nodding at the giant who’d sidled up beside me.


  Ammon was six and a half feet tall and as fit as a stud rat. I followed him through the front door to a ten-year-old red Mercedes. We drove in silence back to Farouk’s. Ammon stopped long enough for me to get out, and then he was gone. I shook my head, wondering what path my life was about to take. That a change was coming seemed inevitable.


  A year earlier, I’d been an engineer living in Norfolk, a husband, and a father to twin girls. Then one cold Friday night, two members of a London gang had mistaken me for a criminal named Tommy Boronovski. They kidnapped me and dragged me into the murky underworld of London gangs, forcing me to impersonate the criminal Tommy. In the end I had to run away from England, just to stay alive and keep my estranged family safe. During those months of pretending to be Tommy Boronovski—the name I now used—I’d learned a lot about criminals and liars; my hunch was that Ammon was a criminal and Mrs Jo Landis was a liar, and possibly a criminal, too.


  I took the card from my shirt pocket and flicked it into the bin, then stood thinking about those months when I’d played at being Tommy, with Tommy’s money and Tommy’s girl. I remembered the rush I’d felt when danger was near, and the intoxicating allure of easy money. I recovered the card and slipped it into my wallet.
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  It was three months before I saw Jo Landis again. I was sitting with Farouk at a small ceramic-topped table outside Café de la Paix on El-Gaish Road when she parked on the side street, not twenty feet away from me. I returned my gaze to Al Mina' ash Sharqiyah, the Eastern Bay, with its profusion of brightly coloured fishing boats, and Qaitbay Citadel as a backdrop.


  Farouk stood, gave an apologetic shrug, and walked down the same side street she’d parked in. Thirty seconds later she sat at the table, as if we’d arranged to meet. A waiter was immediately by her side. She ordered coffee, and raised her eyes questioningly at me receiving a shake of the head in return.


  ‘Hello, Tommy.’ She gave me a wide smile, exposing her straight white teeth.


  I didn’t return her smile. ‘What brings you here, Mrs Landis?’


  She’d changed her hair to deep red, and was wearing blue jeans and a bomber jacket. If it wasn’t for the black BMW, I might not have recognised her. My job with Farouk had finished a few weeks earlier, and the card she’d given me had been in and out of my wallet more times than I could count. But something had always made me hold back from calling her. I was tempted, curious, but at the same time cautious. I’d kept my ears open whenever I’d heard the name ‘Landis’ mentioned, which wasn’t often; I hadn’t asked Farouk, as I didn’t trust him. A distrust well justified given what had just happened.


  What I had learned was that Landis was her married name—the wife of Vincent ‘Spider’ Landis. Vincent Landis got the nickname Spider three decades ago, based on his reputation for being a deceitful, violent little bastard. Some say the name came from a childhood nickname, Vincey, which had morphed into Incy. It doesn’t matter how it happened; it’ll be with him for the rest of his life no matter how much he hates it. As a kid he probably thought it was cool having a nickname everyone knew; now he was a businessman and wanted to be known as Mr Landis to everyone except a few close friends who called him Vincent. Behind his back he’d always be Spider. It probably suited him.


  ‘You didn’t call me.’ She said it as a statement, rather than a complaint or accusation.


  ‘Never said I would. I said I’d think about it. I thought about it and decided not to. And if you wanted to meet with me, why not just say so rather than play games using Farouk as a patsy?’


  Colour rose in her cheeks. She obviously wasn’t used to people speaking to her like that.


  ‘Would you have come?’


  I thought about it for a moment, and said, ‘Probably not. I might be new here, but I know who your husband is and something of his reputation. Having a clandestine meeting with his wife could get me in a world of trouble, no matter how innocent it is.’


  ‘And if he was to see us here now, or hear about it?’


  ‘I’d lay it directly on Farouk. Tell him exactly how it came about.’


  She sat back in her seat as the waiter laid the delicate cup and saucer in front of her. As soon as he’d left, she said, ‘You’d do that to Farouk?’


  ‘In a heartbeat. Wouldn’t have to think about it. I owe no allegiance to him… or anyone else, come to that.’ I took the pack of cigarettes and lighter from the table and slid them into my shirt pocket. ‘I’m leaving here in one minute, so you’d better start your pitch.’


  ‘Work for me,’ she said. The words were laced with arrogance trying to cover uncertainty.


  ‘For you? Doing what?’


  Coffee spilled over the top of her cup as she absently stirred in cream and sugar.


  ‘Farouk says you’re smart, and I can see that’s true. I need a fixer, like a personal assistant. You probably know my husband runs a large business, and I have mine too. Nothing on the same scale as his, and not in Egypt. I need someone unknown within my circle: someone who can think on their feet and make decisions.’


  ‘Is this business legit?’


  She nodded, blinked, and sipped her coffee. I could tell she was lying.


  ‘Then why approach me this way? Why not phone and ask if I need a job?’ Before she could answer, the penny dropped. ‘Because your husband doesn’t know about this business of yours, right?’


  I could tell from her mildly pissed-off look that I’d guessed right. She turned her head and looked out across the bay. I studied her profile in silence until she turned back and looked at me with one eyebrow arched in annoyance. My minute was about up but I stayed where I was, waiting for further explanation. All this led me to speculate that things were not well in the Landis household. Doing something that might anger Vincent ‘Spider’ Landis wasn’t a starter for me. And if it hadn’t been for her telling me her business—whatever it might be—wasn’t located in Egypt, I’d already be hailing a cab.


  ‘Where is it? More importantly, what is it?’


  ‘Paris, Antwerp, Berlin, London. Wherever business takes me. Are you interested?’


  ‘And the what?’


  She didn’t answer for a long time, so long that I thought she wasn’t going to. After draining the last of her drink, she carefully laid the cup back in the saucer and said, ‘It’s a business that deals in collectables. Fine art, jewellery, that sort of thing.’


  ‘So, you’re a fence.’


  She gave a derisive snort. ‘That’s not the word I would choose.’


  ‘Then what word would you choose?’


  ‘Dealer. Facilitator. Or perhaps expediter.’


  ‘You’re a fence. I know nothing about art, or jewellery, and London is the last place I need to be.’


  Jo smiled. It was an alluring, almost seductive smile. ‘I could teach you.’ She held my eyes a moment too long, then asked, ‘What happened in London?’


  I almost blurted it out, the whole story about how a gang had forced me to play at being a criminal, and how I’d grown to like it.


  My mind reeled back over those insane few months during which I morphed from being a loving husband and father to a lying cheating criminal with a pocketful of cash, two fast women and all the trappings of that underworld life. And in the end, I’d chosen to run away to Egypt, and remain on the fringes of the criminal world: looking to hustle and make the easy money rather than earn it honestly through a solid job. Now here I was, sitting across a table from Jo Landis, who was luring me into another criminal enterprise that could lead to God knows where.


  I should have walked away, taken a flight to some other anonymous city, and started over. But instead, I said, ‘What would you need me to do?’


  There was victory in her eyes; it was held in check, but it was there. She looked away for a moment and waited as a truck went past with its roaring air-cooled engine. She was gathering her thoughts: perfecting her sales pitch. I wondered why she’d chosen me.


  ‘You’d be my envoy—the interface between a buyer and a seller who are always reluctant to meet. Let’s say a collector approaches me and is looking for a particular type of sculpture, for instance. I find one for him. Your role would be to make sure that the transaction happens smoothly, and to the liking of both parties. Ensure that the seller gets paid, and the collector gets what he paid for. Really simple, most of the time.’


  ‘And when it’s not simple?’


  ‘Problems only arise when the preparations haven’t been carried out carefully enough. I doubt that will apply to you.’


  Jo Landis leaned back in her chair and put her hands in her lap, as if content she’d done and said enough. Perhaps she had.


  I watched the traffic go by: the beaten-up old Mercedes taxis always on the prowl for another fare; the constant stream of mopeds and scooters weaving in and around the dusty and often dented cars. It was a scene I’d grown accustomed to over the past few months. It felt normal, as if I’d always been here, and the quiet tree-lined streets of Norfolk were fragments of an ill-remembered dream.


  Jo Landis sat passively as my thoughts churned. I lit another cigarette and stared across the bay to a distant sailboat anchored snugly inside the harbour wall. What would it be like to live like that, to sail that way, moving from country to country, free of all the normal trappings? Picking up and dropping anchor as the will took you. I’d seen many such sailing yachts since I’d been here, the flag fluttering from the stern indicating their nationality: French, German, lots of Dutch, even an occasional American far from home. Free people. Lucky people. But luck alone is never enough.


  Another truck roared past, killing any chance of conversation, and filling the air with noxious fumes. I crushed out the cigarette, looked back at her and said, ‘How much could I earn?’
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  Paris, Antwerp, Berlin, London is what Jo Landis had said, and it had piqued my interest. I could get out of Egypt in a way where I didn’t have to decide on the next place in which to hide. I didn’t particularly want to be in London where I might run into people who wanted me dead. Glasgow was another place I had to avoid, after using the head of a local gang to take out the head of a London crime gang who had a hold over me. Berlin didn’t appeal. But there were plenty of other places I could use as a base if I was to be her roaming facilitator. Somewhere far from the main crime hubs of England and Scotland.


  I asked her again, ‘How much could I earn, and how often would these jobs occur?’


  In answer, she stood and said, ‘Come. We’ve been here long enough.’


  I left enough cash on the table to cover the bill, then followed her away from the café and down the side-street to the BMW. She got in, started the engine, and waited for me to settle beside her.


  ‘Where are we going?’


  Without looking at me she pulled the stick into reverse and said, ‘If you are going to work for me you must learn to trust me. We must learn to trust each other.’


  ‘Just a question,’ I said splaying my hands. ‘I didn’t say I don’t trust you.’


  Even so, I didn’t.


  She reversed out onto the main road, almost hitting a donkey pulling a cart, found first gear, and roared off.


  Ten minutes later, she slowed the car as we approached the fish markets, parked mainly on the pavement, and got out. I followed her into a cool, quiet, and surprisingly clean restaurant.


  The waiter seemed to recognise her and bowed us to a table in the deep shade of the back corner and away from the kitchen. He brought a carafe of water and a basket of bread, placed menus in front of us, and left after taking our drink orders. There were six other people there: two couples eating lunch and two men sharing a table and what I supposed was a business lunch, given the papers passing between them. There was a waiter standing idle behind the small bar, and another positioned a few feet from the door. Both were dressed in white jackets, black slacks, and a black bowtie over a white shirt. I’d been to the fish markets before. It was always hot and noisy, and smelled rank: not just the smell of un-chilled fish, but also of open drains and crowded humanity. This restaurant was a surprise, an oasis of calm amid seafaring chaos.


  The waiter returned with our drinks; a soda and lime for Mrs Landis and a Sakara Gold beer for me. I took a sip and waited for her to speak. It didn’t take long.


  ‘To answer your question about how much you could earn, it’s up to you to some extent. As with all transactions there’s a degree of negotiation, and within those negotiations there’s the ability to earn a little more, or a lot more if you’re good at it. Assuming you were to take the position, I would give you upper and lower limits for buyer and seller. That is, what we agree the seller will receive, and how much the purchaser will pay. That margin is used to cover all expenses and the rest divided appropriately. The two parties never meet; and, in many cases, we never meet them, only their emissaries.’


  I’d negotiated plenty of engineering contracts and had always thought I was quite good at it, that I had the ability to reason with people and bring them around to my way of thinking. But what she was proposing was in a different league altogether. Recalling those days not so long ago brought a flood of emotions as I remembered times with my wife Catherine, and twin girls, Sophia, and Sarah. Halcyon days of love and laughter before the night the gang snatched me off the street then forced me to impersonate shyster Tommy. This had all been to pacify a man named Sydney Greener who used to run organised crime in a small area south of the Thames in London. He was dead by the time I left England.


  I shook off the thoughts, opened the menu and asked, ‘Are you eating lunch?’


  ‘Yes, of course. I can recommend the sea bass in saffron sauce. Or the Nile perch is wonderful if you fancy something with a bit more bite.’


  I sensed the waiter approach as my eyes scrolled down the list of mains. Jo Landis ordered the sea bass and, without looking up, I said I’d have the same. The waiter took the menus, bowed to her, and left with hurried steps.


  The beer was ice cold, and the glass covered in condensation, which dripped onto the table as I took a long steady swallow. The memories of my family and the weeks of pretending to be a criminal were still front and centre of my mind. The relentless jackhammer of unpalatable truth was that, in the end, I’d enjoyed playing my part in that underworld.


  And now, once again, I was feeling the lure of money, the pull of power, and who knows, the possibility of bedding Mrs. Jo Landis.


  It was insane, bordering on suicidal, given her husband’s connection to gangsters. However, as I sat there with that cold glass in my hand and the eyes of Jo Landis boring into me, I was already seeing myself in a life of travel and adrenaline-fuelled deals that would line my pocket enough to buy a yacht like the ones I’d seen here in Alexandria, one which eventually I’d use as a means of escaping everyone and everything: a pipedream perhaps, but we all need them. We all need goals to fire the engine and drive us forward towards what we see at the time as happiness and fulfilment.


  She was watching me with that self-assured look, the right corner of her mouth bent upward to match the right eyebrow, and I irrationally thought that she knew what was going on in my mind.


  One thing became clear to me as we sat and ate a tasty lunch, and that was that I’d have to leave Egypt and base myself somewhere I could be anonymous, and lots of English people roamed the streets unnoticed: perhaps somewhere like the Costa del Sol on the south coast of Spain. I’d been there twice before with my wife and daughters, when my name was Mike Bray. It was low-end, cheap tourism, but a place where I could fit in without being seen as anything other than another English tourist.


  ‘We won’t need to live in the same country for this arrangement to work, will we?’


  She laid her fork on her plate, chewed, swallowed, and said, ‘Thinking of leaving?’


  ‘It would be for the best. Something tells me Alex is a small town when it comes to keeping secrets.’


  Throughout that two-hour lunch she needled away at me as I played the part of a very reluctant recruit. With my former normal life gone and my existence as Tommy Boronovski running its course I had little to lose by being Jo Landis’ mouthpiece. By the time we were ordering dessert I’d agreed in principle to do one job for her to see how it goes. However, it was on the understanding that we didn’t meet again. All communication would be via text messages and email, and all transactions to and from numbered accounts in Liechtenstein.


  ‘It takes a deposit of €75,000 to open a numbered account in Liechtenstein, Tommy. Can you front that?’


  Wiping my mouth with a napkin I said, ‘Not all of it, but if you tip in half, I’ll get there.’


  She looked down, forming her response, then pushed her unfinished sticky toffee pudding away.


  ‘Your fee from one job might not cover that. What if you just do the one job and then I never hear from you again. I’ll be out of pocket. It’s not that I don’t trust you, I just don’t like loose ends, and that sounds potentially loose to me. Know what I mean?’


  The waiter removed our dessert dishes, giving me time to form a response. When he left, I took a drink and said, ‘Trust is something we’ll both have to get used to. I don’t know how much I can trust you, but what I do know, and what I can assure you of, is that if I give my word, I keep it no matter what. And here’s another thing for you to consider. I’ll have plenty of expenses to meet before I’m ready to do a job for you, maybe not €37,500, but enough that I’ll only bail if you’re not as good as your word—if this line of work isn’t as lucrative as you’ve been selling it as.’


  After a long pause, with no smile on her face, she finally raised her glass and said, ‘Here’s to lucrative deals, and trust.’
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  Shutting down my apartment in Alexandria took less than a day. The landlord squealed about notice so I pushed an extra 100 Egyptian pounds into his hand and said, ‘Ma'a salāma.’


  His weathered face crinkled with greed. ‘Good luck to you, my friend. Come back again. Hazz sa'eed. Good luck to you,’ he said as he bowed and scraped. The hundred pounds was overly generous.


  A small backpack of clothes and a passport in the name of Tommy Boronovski was all I took with me. Since arriving in Alex, I’d been living off a debit card linked to a UK account that had belonged to Tommy: the original, authentic Tommy. With Farouk’s payments it now held the best part of £50,000, which converted to about €55,000. With Jo Landis tipping in half of the €75,000 needed to open a numbered account, it left me under €20,000 to get set up and secure before doing the first job, whatever that might be. It wasn’t much.


  That night, I took a flight to Frankfurt and checked into a cheap hotel close to the centre. I spent the next two days worrying that the promised funds wouldn’t show up in my account and that she’d changed her mind, or was only messing with me. However, just after midday on Wednesday when I checked my online banking app for the twentieth time it showed a deposit of €37,500 and a balance of £87,355. She’d come through, and I could move on. To celebrate I walked into the city, ate a schnitzel, and had a massage.


  The drive from Frankfurt to Liechtenstein is 460 km. I did it non-stop in four and a half hours and booked into a hotel in Bendern, which boasted ‘laid back lodging with mountain views’.


  It was okay and would serve for what I hoped was a short stay. The bank I intended to use was just 200 metres away on the same road as the hotel. Jo Landis had told me I’d need to show ID at the bank, even though I was going to open an anonymous numbered account: something to do with EU regulations. It didn’t bother me, as once I had that account open, I would dump the other account, and the name Tommy Boronovski.


  The mini-bar was well stocked, and I snapped open a beer to wash away the tension from four hours of German autobahn. As I drank, I dialled reception and asked them to connect me to Bank Bendura. Eventually, a curt-sounding woman answered; after I explained that I didn’t speak German, she switched to flawless English and a better attitude. After conferring with a colleague, she confirmed an appointment for 11.30 the following morning.


  At 11.28, I arrived at the bank and gave my name to the attractive middle-aged woman at the reception desk. She glanced at her watch and asked me to take a seat. Precisely two minutes later, she led me to a small side office, knocked and opened the door for me.


  Sitting behind the desk was a pleasant-looking man about my own age wearing an expensive suit. My own clothes were decidedly shabby in comparison.


  We shook hands and he asked how he could help.


  ‘I’d like to open an account: a numbered account.’


  His expression didn’t change as he said, ‘Very good, sir. Are you familiar with our requirements for opening such an account?’


  I leaned back in the seat trying to look relaxed. ‘I understand you need a minimum of €75,000, and a form of ID. Is there anything else?’ He accepted the passport I handed him with a formal smile. ‘Once you issue me with an IBAN, I’ll transfer the required funds,’ I said, not really knowing if that was how it was done.


  He seemed satisfied, turned to face his computer monitor and started typing in the details from my passport.


  ‘We have a computer for client use if you’d like to complete the transaction today, sir.’


  I thought about it for a moment and decided that the bank’s computer would probably be the most secure connection I would find, so thanked him and said I would. He lifted a telephone handset and spoke briefly in German. Seconds later the woman from reception knocked and entered.


  ‘Frau Besser will show you to the computer room,’ he said, indicating with his hand that I should go now.


  I followed her out of the office, along a green marble corridor and into another office fitted with a desk and refreshment bar. She rolled the mouse and the monitor lit up with a welcome message in German, French, and English.


  She smiled at me and said, ‘It is completely secure, and will not record or remember anything you enter. Please come to reception when you are ready. And if you need any assistance, just pick up the handset.’ She indicated the phone.


  I thanked her and sat behind the desk as she was leaving. I hesitated, wondering for the hundredth time if I was doing the right thing. Should I go ahead and work for Jo Landis, or take all the money and run? I’d given her my word, but does that count when it’s a criminal you give it to? I had my doubts.


  Five minutes passed before I hit the first key and started down an irreversible road to the unknown.


  The following day I flew to Marseilles. I remembered that, when I’d been in England and needed to make a contact in the criminal world, I had gone to Glasgow. I didn’t want to go there this time, and Marseilles was the only other place I associated with having a strong element of the underworld. I was way out of my depth, didn’t speak much French, and had no clue where to begin. But I went anyway. I could have asked Jo for a contact, but then she’d know too much.


  I took a taxi from the airport and asked the driver to take me to a decent hotel overlooking the port. He dropped me at the Grand Hotel Beauvau. It was more upmarket than I was expecting in the old port area, and more expensive, but I decided to check in for a couple of nights and see how I liked it. I took a deluxe room on the top floor with a view over the port. There was no telling how long I’d need to be in Marseille, and a little comfort might be welcome considering what I had to do there. The receptionist looked at my one small bag and asked if sir needed it taking to his room. I told him I’d be fine, thank you, took the proffered key and walked to the lifts.


  The room was great, more like a compact suite, with tea, coffee, and snacks. The first job was to make tea; I was glad to find a selection of British teabags and plenty of milk in the minibar fridge. My mood lifted from apprehensive and nervous to a more focussed, relaxed state. There were a couple of busy marinas below my balcony; for a while, I watched the coming and going of powerboats and yachts, and I thought again about how an ocean-going yacht could set me free, and how doing a few jobs for Jo Landis could get me enough money to buy one. At some point I needed to learn more about them, but, for now, my focus had to remain on Marseille.


  At nine pm I stepped out of the hotel and walked towards a small bar close to the quay. It was a starting point, no more. What I needed was a guide, someone who knew the dark side of the city, and who might have connections to the criminal world. From my brief, enforced role as a criminal in London, I knew that two starting points were drug runners and prostitutes; as a straight looking male in a foreign city, picking up a prostitute would seem more natural. I knew next to nothing about drugs and how that world worked. Neither did I know much about prostitution, but figured I had a better chance with that. An online search I’d done earlier that day indicated that a man could find company anywhere around the old port, or a bit south towards Boulevard Michelet. I’d decided to start at the port and work my way south if needed.


  It was the fourth bar that night and it seemed that I might be getting close. There were half a dozen women alone at the bar, or sitting at the small round wooden tables. I ordered a small beer from the beefy guy behind the bar, took it to an empty table and pulled out my cigarettes. Then I noticed there were no ashtrays, and remembered that smoking had been banned in public places in most of Europe. As I pushed them back into my pocket a voice close behind me said something in French which I didn’t understand.


  I turned and said, ‘Pardon, je ne parle pas français.’ It was my most fluent and useful expression.


  She looked to be late-twenties—early-thirties, with hair as black as a raven, which contrasted with a pale complexion broken by dark brown eyes framed with black mascara, and startlingly red lips, which pouted as she said, ‘You are English?’


  My face flushed and my throat was dry as I nodded and said, ‘Yes.’


  Without waiting for an invitation, she pulled the other chair out and sat down, only
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