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PART ONE -
CHAPTER 1

 


Roger
Peerson's mind let him focus on the reflection. A man dressed
as a bank manager looked back at him. His tie blown over his
shoulder.

Is that me?

He turned his
head to the right, pulled the tie straight. The brown haired
reflection did the same.

That's me.
Seventeen spots on the tie.

People walked
behind him. The reflection came from a chemist's window. He was in
a shopping precinct. Lots of brick.

The sun was
low, still warm. His clothes stuck as he moved. Sweat cooled his
forehead.

He noticed a
shabby figure squatting against a wall; broom handle legs folded
impossibly tight, a dark cowl of dreadlocks, ancient boots.

Looks so thin.
Mr Thin, you look worn out.

Roger patted
his pockets, looking for change.

Mr Thin's inner
right forearm flashed a silver, red and blue dagger coiled about by
a green and yellow serpent. Colours dimmed by dirt and time.

Hints of dark
blue whorls and words poked from under sleeves and torn
trouser.

The left arm,
inner forearm, what does that say? Roger stepped forward, cocked
his head, hard to read Gothic script, KOPALDA.

Roger recoiled,
staggered back into the path of a young woman explaining why she
was late into her mobile phone: 'The bloody train was cancelled
again.' Her elbow caught him in the ribs, the phone arced from her
hand, smashing into three pieces on the concrete paving.

Battery, phone
body, battery cover.

'Fuck!' The
woman stopped, stood feet together, heavy chested body tilted
forward at the waist, hands held as if she had just let go of a
tray of hors d'oeuvres.

Roger and the
woman looked, unmoving.

Battery, phone
body, battery cover.

A faint smell
of garbage broke the spell. 'Sorry.' Roger stooped to retrieve the
battery. 'Let me.' The phone.

The battery
cover had landed close to Mr Thin's begging bowl. Roger paused.

The women said,
'I was on the phone?'

Up-speak. So
irritating. 'Sorry. Yes.' Roger handed her the two pieces. She
pointed at the remaining part. Eyebrows raised.

'Excuse me, I
just ...' said Roger. He reached for the last piece, met a quick
green gaze.

'Nice tits,'
whispered Mr Thin.

Alcohol
smell.

'What?'

It was coming
back. The alcohol smell. Tits? No. Crudeness. The crudeness of the
remark felt familiar. Roger's neurons itched with memories just out
of reach.

The Salvation
Army. That's it. Lenny. Lenny with the dust bunny hair, sat on a
creaky bed. He'd just sloshed whisky onto his lap. Too busy
laughing at his own joke.

Roger
straightened up holding the final piece of the phone.

The tattoo.
KOPALDA.

Roger thrust
the battery cover into the woman's hands and ran.

 


Four weeks
earlier:

Roger looked up
at the Salvation Army Citadel building dizzyingly framed by low
scudding clouds. He hesitated before hammering on the double doors
with the side of his fist. The noise hardly seemed to penetrate the
cold layers of red paint.

His feet hurt.
He'd walked for hours. He'd left under a low, black sky which was
now an uncertain grey. He'd left Harry. And the house. And
Julia.

There'd been a
fight with Julia? Hard to remember.

Roger had cried
for the first fifteen minutes of the two hour walk. Stumbling along
grass verges, past uncaring traffic, hard pavements and unforgiving
curbs.

Roger hammered
again.

No answer.
Where will I go if it's closed?

The door opened
inwards. Movement to Roger's left grabbed his attention. A figure.
Nothing. Roger turned back to the door.

A woman stood
and looked at him. Plump, white blouse, grey skirt, black
stockings, grey eyes.

'Yes?' She'd
opened one side of the double doors completely. Stood square and
full on.

God this was
difficult.

Roger felt the
tightness round the back of his head; a closing in, squeezing,
tunnel vision, tears. He swallowed the lump in his throat, placed a
hand over his pounding heart, said, 'I'm sorry, but I ... need
help.' His legs gave way. He fell to his knees. Sobbing.

The other
Rogers, Roger's other minds, looked on as Roger A clutched his gut
and folded under the pain, dripped tears and snot onto the
sandstone steps. Roger B wished the silly sod had managed to stay
on his feet. But it felt good to let go a bit. Wonder if she's
wearing stockings.

Roger C
recalled when his mum had phoned telling him of the death of his
brother from testicular cancer. His legs had given way in the
hallway of that flat he used to live in. The one in West Hampstead.
What was the number?

Roger felt a
hand under his arm. Heard words. Smelled buttered toast and Chanel
Number 5. Julia used Chanel Number 5.

Roger A sobbed,
did more breathing out than breathing in, struggled to his feet.
God it hurt. Roger B wondered how many coats of paint were on the
door. Felt hungry for toast. Roger C searched for more
memories.

The woman was
brusque. 'In here. Sit down. Are you going to be sick?'

Now in a bright
corridor. Roger sat on a wooden bench. Took a deep breath. 'It's
alright, I'm not drunk,' he said at last, 'I'm just tired and
emotional.' Surprising himself, Roger smiled at the political
euphemism.

'I'm Janice
Deal,' she said, returning his smile. 'Just sit there for a
moment.' Janice leaned forward, placed a hand on Roger's shoulder
and held his gaze. 'I have to finish a phone call.' A gentle
Geordie accent.

The weight of
the hand on his shoulder and held eye contact caused a quick unease
in Roger. Very serious phone call, he thought dismissing the
intimacy. 'Thanks. Thank you. I'll be fine. Really.'

Janice walked
quickly along the corridor, paused to glance back at Roger then
turned into a room.

Roger rested
the back of his head against the wall. Closed his eyes. Deep
breaths. Concentrate on the breathing. Deep breaths.

God, what have
I done.

A chilly wind
coming through the open door reminded Roger his face was streaked
with tears and snot. He rose to push the door closed rubbing his
face on his sleeve. The impression of a dark figure half in and
half out of the doorway ducked outside and out of view. Mild
surprise. Embarrassment. Had they seen him crying? Roger stepped
outside. It was too early for pedestrians. The street was deserted
except for one shabby car coughing by. He could go back. Julia
would take him back, surely. He'd see Harry again. The thought of
Harry brought back the tightness at the back of Roger's head. Harry
wondering where his dad was. Why has dad gone? I want dad. Who will
play Duel Monsters with me? Harry crying. Da-ad. His innocence
cracking. His confusion. His tears.

Roger felt it
coming back.

God, it
hurts.

Pull yourself
together man. Roger B made him close the door then sit down. Wipe
your face again. Come on, breathe deep. Close your eyes. Just
breathe. Small steps. It will go away. One breath at a time.

Hungry.

One breath at a
time.

Roger felt a
pressure on his arm. What was her name again? Janice.

'Now, what's
the problem?'

'I'm sorry,'
said Roger.

'Don't be.'

'This isn't
like me.'

'I'm sure it
isn't.'

'I just didn't
know where else to go.'

Janice sat
patiently by Roger's side perched on the edge of the bench. Ankles
crossed beneath her. Wrists crossed on her lap.

'This sounds so
pathetic. I feel so stupid.' Roger pulled and wiped at his sleeves,
conscious of the gooey coating, then launched himself into his
explanation. 'I've had a fight with Julia. It was a big one. I have
a son. Harry. It's become impossible. It's best, for Harry, that I
leave before ... Well, things were being thrown about, Harry was
crying his eyes out. It really is the end. It's been going on like
this for too long now. I had to leave. I've been walking for hours.
All night. Town is deserted. I sat in the hospital for ages. In the
waiting room. Nowhere else to go. I've left Harry.' Roger paused,
unable to breathe in. 'It hurts,' he managed at last. 'I had no
idea it would hurt so much.'

'Take your
time.'

A memory
surfaced of its own accord. 'She accused me of not trying hard
enough.' Roger lifted his right hand. 'I swear to you it's not
true.' Roger looked into Janice's eyes. 'I swear it's not
true.'

Janice
nodded.

Roger saw she
believed him.

Another memory.
'Someone, I don't know who, she wouldn't say, someone told her I'd
been seen booking into the Holiday Inn in Middlesbrough with some
young blonde.' Roger shook his head. 'It's just unbelievable.'

A distant
mobile telephone started to play Jerusalem. Janice placed her hand
on Roger's arm. 'Go on,' she said.

'No. You'd
better answer that.'

Janice examined
Roger's face for a moment. 'Yes, please excuse me,' she said
gently. 'You just sit here and relax. I'll be back in just a
minute. Then we'll sort you out, all right?' She stood and walked
quickly along the corridor once more turning into the room. The
mobile hymn stopped.

Roger sat and
nursed a dull ache behind his sternum.

She said for
him to sit and wait. She would sort him out. He didn't have to
think. He closed his eyes. There were no memories before the
walking. Only what he'd told Janice Deal. Shouldn't we be more
concerned? They'll make themselves known when they're good and
ready. Don't think now. Especially don't think about Harry. It
hurts. Let things happen.

 


The Darlington
Salvation Army Social Services were in a different building; five
minutes walk along North Road's grey, uneven paving slabs from the
Citadel building.

Roger had
fallen asleep where he sat so Janice had put on her plain black
overcoat, gently woken him up and guided him along the pavement
talking all the way. Roger took in nothing Janice said. Content to
be guided. Not have to think.

 


Signed in and
sat on a creaking cot in a room full of cots. This was more like
Roger imagined the Salvation Army to be. A room full of cots. Not
beds. Metal bed-like things with springs and thin mattresses. A
smattering of them filled with grubby snoring lumps.

Roger lay down
trying, unsuccessfully, to minimise the creaking.

Sleep.

 


'... Till we
have built Jerusalem

In England's
green and pleasant land!'

Roger woke with
the last strains of Jerusalem fading in his thoughts. He felt
stiff. Stretched.

'Hey.' A coarse
male voice greeted Roger as he squinted against the light. Where on
Earth am I? Oh, yes.

'So you're
awake, like.'

'I'm sorry?'
said Roger trying to focus on the figure sat on the cot opposite.
He grappled with the image: overexposed, underexposed, washed out,
blurred, clear. A man sat facing him. Hugging one knee. Smoking.
Beige, dirty beige clothes. Dust-bunny hair. The cigarette was a
roll-up. It smelled good. Made Roger salivate.

'You were
snoring like fuck.'

'Was I?' Roger
sat up and swung his legs around to face the man. He stroked his
chin. His new stubble made a satisfying rasp. Mr Dust-bunny
opposite could do with a shave too, thought Roger.

'You got any
money?' said the man.

Ah. A dilemma.
How to react? Tell him no, risk his anger? Tell him yes, invite the
next question? Ignore him? Be aggressive back? Roger looked him in
the eyes. He was in a Salvation Army building. What could possibly
happen in here? 'Yes, thanks,' he said, 'and I intend to keep it.
Okay?'

'Hey,' the man
leaned back arms open, palms up, all innocence, 'fuck. I was only
going to say if you've got ten pence I'll show you where you can
get a better tea than the piss they serve here.'

Roger stared at
the floor. Unwanted thoughts were clamouring for attention.

A heavy hand
slapped his shoulder.

'Come on,'
insisted the man, 'let's go. Janice told me to keep an eye on you.'
He stood gesturing for Roger to stand too. 'You're Roger. I'm
Lenny. Lenny Ludhoe. Let me show you the fuck around. Okay?'

This would be
easier. Let someone else lead. He could just follow. Roger
stood.

'Okay,' said
Lenny dropping his cigarette then crushing it under a scuffed
boot.

Roger followed
where Lenny led. Tea here. Toilet. Newspapers. Introductions. The
introductions were odd. 'This is Roger.' Handshake. How do you do.
'This is Roger.' But no reciprocating name. No, 'Roger this is
Fred, Fred Roger.' 'Mary this is Roger. Roger, Mary.' Roger ended
knowing their faces but not their names.

Maybe I'm just
forgetting. Maybe ...

Then there was
sitting. Sitting on a bench while someone preached. Singing.
Preaching. Tea. Coughing. Biscuits. Hard bench.

At last, a
coarse whisper from Lenny, 'Let's get the fuck out of here.'

'Why not,'
agreed Roger, standing and rubbing his backside.

 


Darlington's
concrete-grey evening sky washed the colour and detail from the
mismatched buildings, creeping cars and pedestrians.

Lenny turned
right heading north along North Road. The pair walked past a bed
shop, its window placards pleading for their custom, an empty tool
shop, pizza, insurance, on and on. Lenny was the eyes, the guide.
Roger followed.

Down a side
street. Bricks, litter, cans, bottles, dirt. The smell of rubbish
made Roger realise an old theory he had about all towns and cities
smelling the same, was wrong. The alleys of sunny Cape Town had
smelled of rotting vegetables, hot tar and urine. As had
Johannesburg. And London, when the sun shone. Hence the theory.
Here, trudging a back street in Darlington, there was no smell of
urine or hot tar. Just rotting rubbish.

A low flying
jet startled Roger into looking up. It had already gone, leaving
only a low rumble and an elevated heart rate.

Lenny had gone,
too.

Ahead, a dark
green door with frosted windows creaked and banged shut.

A pub?

Lenny was
already at the bar when Roger joined him.

Without asking
Roger what he wanted, Lenny ordered two pints of lager and two
whisky chasers. 'I'm twenty pence short,' he said turning to
Roger.

Roger fumbled
in his pockets, found some coins then handed them to Lenny. Lenny
picked out twenty pence then handed the remainder back to
Roger.

Lenny downed
his whisky in one. Roger felt he should followed suit, coughed like
an adolescent and felt himself redden.

When was the
last time he'd blushed?

They picked a
corner table and sat facing each other.

'So what's your
fucking story then?' asked Lenny pulling a pack of ten cigarettes
from his pocket.

'Are you really
interested?' What happened to the roll-ups?

'Not really,
but I've cancelled my booking to see Tosca tonight so I might as
well listen to your tragic story in-fucking-stead, like.' He
offered Roger a cigarette. Roger declined.

'I simply,'
said Roger, 'find myself ... temporarily ... homeless.'

'Row with the
missus?' Lenny asked quickly.

Too quickly,
thought Roger. 'Something like that,' he said.

Roger took a
sip of his beer. 'And you?' he asked Lenny wanting to change the
subject.

Lenny sucked
hard on his cigarette. 'Janet said you were pretty fucking upset
when you arrived.' Smoke left Lenny's mouth with every syllable.
'You all right now?'

Janet? 'I
thought it was Janice.'

Lenny snorted,
'Yes, I'm always getting her fucking name wrong. Janet. Janice.
What the fuck. Listen,' Lenny stood, helping himself up with his
hands on the table top, 'I'm going for a piss, all right?'

Roger sipped
his lager. The comfort of the familiar. Lenny's fingernails were
spotless. Long healthy tanned fingers and pink nails contrasting
the dark, distressed-wood tabletop.

He watched
Lenny head for an archway marked 'Gents'. That dust-bunny hair
looks filthy. Spotless fingers though.

The world
didn't seem authentic. Roger tried to think beyond Julia. A narrow
memory-door cracked open. Roger had lived in and around Darlington
for years but had never noticed this pub before. A pub for
vagabonds and vagrants? He'd thought many times, half jokingly,
he'd end up at London King's Cross carrying plastic bags and
wearing trousers tied with string. Looked like it was happening.
Don't think about Harry. Julia would manage. Don't think about
Harry.

A male baritone
bar-laugh went off like a canon somewhere out of site and degraded
into wheezing coughing. A high-pitched female machine-gun
bar-laugh, which hurt the back of Roger's eyes, followed close
behind. Fresh cigarette smoke from unseen smokers drifted across to
Roger, oblivious to its bad press. Smelled good. Could start
smoking again. Stopped when Harry first came along. Don't think
about Harry. Roger noticed the music for the first time since
entering the pub.

'Hey mambo!
Mambo Italiano!' Rosemary Clooney. Nineteen fifty-four.

Harry likes
this tune. It was on a free compilation CD that came with the
Sunday papers.

A heavy-set man
and a mini-skirted blonde entered, crossing straight to the bar.
'Pint an a half of Carling,' he ordered pulling out a wallet from
his back pocket. He looked round the bar.

Shaved head.
One eyebrow had a piece missing. Fake scar?

The woman
tugged at her skirt, trying to stop it from riding up. Chubby
thighs. Slightly knock-kneed. Thin calves. Cherry red lips. Curly
mock-blonde hair flat at the back and over-spruced at the front.
Didn't she realise there are more views than just front on?

She leaned
close to the big man saying something which got a response that
sounded like 'fuck off' but couldn't have been, surely. She looked
nervous. Passed a silly small handbag from hand to hand. Tugged at
her skirt. Why do women wear those things when they're clearly so
uncomfortable?

A jagged voice
sliced through Roger's thoughts. 'What you looking at, cunt!' The
big man glared straight at Roger.

Someone behind
me? Only a wall.

An adrenaline
hit blanched Roger's face, caused his head to dither slightly.

The man
advanced heavily towards him.

'I said: what
you fucking looking at!'

Roger stood up.
His right knee felt unsteady under him.

'I'm sorry?'
Damn! His voice trembled. All those eyes on him.

The man
bulldozed through a fairy-ring of small stools to within inches of
Roger. 'I don't like your fucking face, cunt!' he spat, making
Roger flinch from the flying spittle. 'You're eyeing up my fucking
woman and you're not man enough to shag a fucking hamster!'

My God, why was
this happening? 'Look -' began Roger. The man's left hand clamped
around Roger's throat cutting the sentence dead. It hurt. Roger
couldn't breathe. He grabbed the man's wrist. It was like grabbing
a piece of scaffolding tube. Roger could feel panic taking
hold.

Roger B
thought, sod this, and brought his right knee up hard between the
man's legs. The grip released. Roger could breathe. How does that
feel, big boy?

Roger C was
impressed. Nice one, but what happens now?

Roger staggered
back gasping for air. He felt and heard his chair being knocked
over. Something hit him hard in the face. He felt his lower lip
give against his teeth. The last time he'd felt that was when he
had been kicked in the face by a girl on a rope-swing when he was
six years old. She'd swung across the brook and planted him with
both feet. No pain. But a kind of rattled dizziness.

Roger didn't
fall over when he was six and he didn't fall over this time
either.

A high pitched
scream. He made himself focus on the woman by the bar. She screamed
again, wide eyed with both hands to either side of her face. Edvard
Munch's The Scream, but with hair. What was she looking at?

Roger's
aggressor was bent over in pain but had a gun. It looked toy-small
in his hand. It was pointed at Roger.

'You fuck!'
snarled the man straightening up and raising his arm.

Jesus.

'I'm going to
fucking kill you, you fuck!'

A figure flew
in from Roger's left. It was Lenny. He grappled with the man's arm.
The gun waved about as the two men struggled.

'Help me!'
shouted Lenny.

'Get off me you
fuck!' yelled the man.

Roger leaped
forwards grasping for the gun, trying to turn it away. Turn it
down. The three struggled and staggered. A threesome parody dance
that turned and jerked, panted and cursed.

Rosemary
Clooney belted out, 'Hey mambo, mambo Italiano. Hey mambo, mambo
Italiano'

Roger searched
blindly among thrashing limbs. Where was the gun?

BANG!

Unbelievably
loud. Deafening. Roger let go jumping back. His ears rang.
Something hit his foot. The gun!

The big man ran
from the pub. Lenny was looking back, open mouthed, towards the
bar. Roger followed his gaze. The top left quarter of mock-blonde
woman's head was gone. She fell forward, legs stiff, smashing into
the floor. Blood, flesh and brains splashed out. A grotesque, red,
paintball hit.

Lenny pointed
at Roger. 'My God,' he said, 'you've killed her.'

Everyone held
their breath. Looked at Roger. Looked at the body.

Jesus, Jesus,
Jesus, Jesus.

Lenny picked up
the gun, took Roger's arm.

'It's a so
delish a ev'rybody come copisha

How to mambo,
Italianoooooo!

'Ats nice!


UNH!'

'Come ON!'
Lenny pulled at Roger.

Jesus.

They ran.

 


Lenny insisted
on calling back in at the Salvation Army Centre.

Sat opposite
Lenny on his cot, Roger finally spoke. 'But I didn't pull the
trigger. That ... lunatic did.'

'Maybe so,'
said Lenny, keeping his voice low, 'but it looked to me like you
shot the fucking gun then dropped it in a panic, like.' Lenny
reached under his mattress and pulled out a half bottle of Bell's
whisky and a small stack of plastic cups borrowed from beside the
water cooler. 'And if that's what it looked like to me then chances
are that's the way it looked to every other fucker.'

'But, that's
ridiculous. I was just sitting there. This stranger suddenly
started shouting at me for no reason.' Roger's mind a tumble-drier
of thoughts. Round and round they tumbled. Sense evaporated out of
them.

'He looked to
me like he'd been kicked in the fucking nuts.'

There was the
tiniest hint of pride in Roger's response. 'Well actually I did. I
did knee him. But purely in self defence.'

'Somebody
shouted at you so you kneed him in the fucking nuts? Not what you'd
call very fucking diplomatic, like.'

'What was I
supposed to do? He had hold of me. Round the neck.' Roger's own
hand demonstrated the grip. 'I couldn't breathe, for Christ's
sake.'

Lenny began to
unscrew the top off the whisky bottle. A tattoo around Lenny's
wrist caught Roger's eye and he stared at it, not really seeing.
Thoughts tumbling.

Lenny noticed
the direction of Roger's gaze. 'KOPALDA,' he said. 'It's the name
of a gang, from when I was a kid.'

Roger's
tumbling thoughts made him feel ill. He shook his head. 'What?' he
managed at last.

'Only kidding,'
said Lenny. 'KOPALDA is an old girlfriend of mine.' He prepared to
pour whisky into one of the plastic cups. 'Polish she was. Biggest
fucking tits in Darlington,' he laughed. 'Very obliging. Buried in
a Y shape coffin.' Lenny laughed again spilling whisky onto the
cot.

Roger was not
amused. 'That's all extremely interesting but ...' Anger took hold
of him. 'We can't just sit here!' he shouted standing excitedly.
'We have to ...' Roger stopped, conscious of eyes. He was drawing
attention to himself.

'What? Go to
the fucking police?' said Lenny in a barely audible hiss. 'Own up
to killing that innocent girl? And running away?'

'But I didn't
do it. And even if I did it was an accident,' Roger hissed back.
'This is ridiculous.' He sat back down on the cot, leaned forward
and put his head in his hands. What would Julia make of this? What
is Julia to me, anyway? This is all wrong. What would Harry think?
His dad is a killer. 'No, I'm not a killer. That ... man is. Not
me.'

Lenny offered a
plastic cup to Roger. 'Drink this,' he said. 'It won't make it go
away but if you drink enough you won't give a fuck.'

Roger took the
cup. Gazed into it, didn't drink.

'Look,' said
Lenny, 'no one knows who the fuck you are. Or me for that matter. I
didn't know anyone in there at all. I don't think.' He poured a
drink for himself. Took a swig. 'Won't be long before they come
knocking on these fucking doors though. Might be prudent to repair
to an alternate fucking venue, like.'

Lenny looked at
the ceiling. Thinking. Came to a decision. 'Ever been to Hull?' he
asked.

An image came
into Roger's mind of an iron fireplace in the room of a small
terraced house. A man with a bald head, hairy arms and a string
vest told him stories of river expeditions, tireless black warriors
and crocodiles, as Roger sat enthralled in a tin bath pushing dead
skin and grime between his toes.

'Yes,' said
Roger. 'When I was a child, a long time ago.'

 


'Hull,' said
Lenny, 'the arsehole of Britain. Even the fucking name is
depressing.'

Roger huddled
beside him in the passenger seat of the red Peugeot Generic. His
seat squeaked at every bump in the road and the rear axle protested
with a low groan at every corner. He looked out at the bleak rows
of typical semi-detached housing blanded even further by orange
street-lighting and found it hard to disagree with Lenny. You could
be anywhere, in any town in England. The outskirts of the vast
majority of towns all looked exactly like this. Bleak at best.
Great Britain. GB. Grimly Bleak. But there was an estuary somewhere
low and to the left in Roger's mind, an estuary where he'd hopped
over sandy rivulets during a school trip. And somewhere a moor. A
windy moor with an old Roman tower crumbling back into the heather.
It had been fun. When was that? Roger braced himself as Lenny
braked to avoid a bus pulling into the traffic.

'Jeez!' Lenny
went on to complain more colourfully about all drivers of large
vehicles.

The red
Peugeot, driven by Lenny, had miraculously appeared two hours
earlier in Darlington. Lenny's, 'Just nipping off to get a ride,'
was obviously a euphemism for something Roger didn't like to think
about. Even so, the offence of twocking was trivial next to ...
murder.

And Lenny was a
sign reader: 'A66 ... A1 South ... Barton 3 miles ... Scotch Corner
... Moto ... 24 hours ... Catterick ... Kirkby Fleetham ...' He
read random number plates out loud too. Not just interesting
combinations, but any his gaze happened across. The backs and sides
of trucks were fair game, as were petrol prices and Travel Lodge
charges.

But one word
Lenny never uttered sat in the back seat like a giant Water Buffalo
snorting with suppressed rage, primed to cause chaos and carnage at
the mention of its name. Roger expected to hear the word at every
junction, at every glance in the rear view mirror, emerging from
every slip road. Police.

After half an
hour's drive, Roger had finally snapped. 'Please stop reading out
each and every poxy sign, for Christ's sake!'

'All right, all
right. Keep your fucking hair on, killer.' Lenny stressed
the last word, twisting it like a child would sneer 'poopy-pants'
or 'smelly-socks'; accusingly.

Roger, in an
exaggeratedly mature tone said, 'I'm sorry, but I can see the damn
things as well you can. You don't have to read out every bloody
sign.'

'All right, all
right. I get the message. Fuck me.'

But Lenny
couldn't help himself. Couldn't stand so much silence. He was soon
whispering each sign as they drained south towards Hull. His
whispering slowly becoming normal speech.

Roger
concentrated on blankness, managed to tune Lenny out, even dozed
for a short time.

Lenny kept to
the speed limit and his disparaging remarks about Hull were his
first words spoken directly to Roger in over an hour.

'Keep your eyes
open for a sign to Sculcoates,' said Lenny. 'I nearly always
fucking miss it.'

Roger sat up
shaking the sleep from his mind. Looking for signs. Harry was
creeping back into his thoughts again.

Two birds with
one stone: stop the thoughts and stop Lenny reading signs.

'Do you come to
Hull very often?' Roger asked not expecting a reply of any
substance.

'Half a dozen
deliveries a year, probably.'

That was a lot
more than Roger expected. 'You're a delivery driver?'

Lenny smiled.
'Well,' he began, pausing to negotiate a turn, 'I like to think of
myself as more of a fisherman.'

Roger knew he
was supposed to ask Lenny to explain what he meant but elected to
keep quiet knowing he would be told anyway.

'A fisherman,'
said Lenny after a few seconds, 'tests out the water, sets out the
bait, waits patiently then – wallop! Strikes, gathers up in the net
and delivers to the kitchen a prize fucking specimen all ready to
be cleaned, scaled, gutted, stuffed and presented for ... eating,
mounting, or selling.'

Roger didn't
think he could feel more uneasy, but he did. 'And am I for eating,
mounting or selling?'

'You?' Lenny
laughed. 'You're special, you are. You're a fucking killer.'
That childish, sneering, accusing stress on the last word
again.

The acid
injustice of the word dripped on a nerve. Roger's unease
flash-changed to anger. 'Stop the car!' he commanded. 'Let me out!'
Be more forceful, demanded Roger B. 'Now! This instant!' shouted
Roger.

'No fucking
way. I'm not letting you out to go running around getting yourself
caught and blaming everything on me, like. No fucking chance.'
Lenny's tone changed, cutting through Roger's anger. 'Sit tight and
don't even fucking think of getting out because I'll chase you down
and cut your fucking head off. Right!?' He underlined his point by
elbowing Roger hard in the chest making the car swerve and the
tyres squeal.

The sudden
violence caught Roger by surprise. He felt sick, unable to breathe,
strained forward against the seatbelt.

The memory-door
opened a fraction. The elbow in the chest, the sickness, were
familiar sensations. A coach trip altercation had ended with a boy
from another school thumping Roger hard in the stomach. He had not
retaliated. Fear had kept him in his seat. An inaction Roger
regretted through to his adult years.

But to
retaliate against Lenny now would be stupid. He could lose control
of the car. Roger B was not impressed, what would young Harry think
if he knew?

Roger C
pleaded, don't do it. It's not worth it.

'Why did you do
that?' said Roger, sounding whiney even to his own ears. 'What the
bloody hell did you have to go and do that for?'

'Just sit
fucking tight and shut the fuck up,' said Lenny.

'Is that your
... types answer to everything? Violence?'

'Just calm
down.'

'Calm down?
Calm down? You just elbowed me in the chest for no bloody good
reason and you want me to calm down.'

'Just calm the
fuck down.'

'That's it
isn't it? You're just a ...' Roger ran out of words. A heat rose
from his belly. A furnace burnt in his chest. Dancing blue hot
flames cauterised his brain. Injustice screamed in his head,
filling it, threatening to bursting through his skull. He fought
against his seatbelt then tore into Lenny's head with fists and
fingers and bites. A whirlwind of rage and hurt. Unaware that Lenny
had lost control and the car had mounted the pavement and thumped
into a brick wall. He just wanted to tear out his eyes, rip off his
head, see blood, kill him. Lenny managed to open the car door and
struggle out. He was forced to drag Roger, still clinging to his
coat, over the gear lever, across the driver's seat and out onto
the pavement. Roger didn't feel the blows. Didn't care. Kill!
Blood! Kill! Whirling punching kicking clawing, kill the bastard,
never see Harry again, DIE YOU BASTAAAARD!

Exhaustion at
last left Roger on his hands and knees on the pavement gasping for
air.

'Fucking hell!'
said Lenny bent over slightly out of breath. 'I'm impressed. If you
weren't so unfit you could have fucking had me.'

Roger sank back
onto his knees, breathing hard, his heart pounding in his chest. He
lifted a finger and pointed up at Lenny. 'Don't you ever...' began
Roger.

Lenny's right
foot caught Roger hard against the side of his head knocking him
into darkness.


CHAPTER 2

 


The
threat of rape made Jennifer Penrose considered suicide
again.

They had shaved
her head, stripped her naked and given her a hospital gown to wear.
Taking away her clothes and hair had exposed her.

She tugged and
smoothed the gown, coaxing it, begging it, to cover more of her
thighs, back, buttocks.

They had shown
her a handy-cam film of Loki talking to her mother; asking
directions. Loki was not his real name. He was big, had fluffy
brown hair, an accent from the North East somewhere, evil blue eyes
and he was tricky. He could switch from being Jennifer's best
friend to being her worst nightmare mid-sentence. Unpredictable and
terrifying, he paralysed Jennifer. Naming him after the Norse God
of mischief and evil was her secret insult.

 


They had taken
her during her birthday celebrations. She had been tipsy and happy,
looking for the loo in The Ship Inn in Saltburn. Loki, like a
handsome doorman in a dinner jacket, said that this toilet was out
of order and she should go through the door he pointed to and use
the other one.

Jennifer was
proud that even tipsy she'd realized that 'out of order' didn't
mean it was in the wrong place, but that it really meant 'broken'.
She remembered opening the door and wondering hazily which way
across the car park she should go when someone's gloved hand came
from behind covering her mouth. Fear and a horrible chemical smell
made her vomit onto her assailant's arm. A curse and something
cracked the back of her head.

Jennifer lapsed
in and out of consciousness while being bundled into the back of a
car then driven hard and fast for what seemed hours.

She finally
woke tied to a wooden chair in a windowless brick walled room. The
air was thick and damp and smelled of dead things. Her head
pounded. Buttocks, shoulders, arms and wrists ached. Loki stood
over her. He had changed from his dinner jacket into a checked
shirt and jeans and held an electric shaver. The type used by
professional barbers.

'How are you
feeling, pretty one?' he asked.

Jennifer
started to protest; indignation and anger making her spit abuse at
him, demanding he let her go. A back-hand across her face rocked
her brain and turned her anger to terror. She lost control of her
bladder. Hot urine ran down her legs, pooling around the chair.

'You filthy
bitch.' Loki switched on the shaver. He clamped her neck with his
free arm then forced the shaver across Jennifer's skull. Again and
again.

Half way
through the ordeal, Loki stood back to admire his handiwork,
brushing clumps of hair from his forearm. Blood ran down Jennifer's
forehead from the multiple cuts and scrapes, dripped onto her
flushed cheeks and mixed with her tears.

'Very pretty,'
Loki said, smiling with satisfaction. 'Crying makes you look much
younger, you know. Puffs your lips up. Very sexy.' A splashing
noise made him look down and he realised he was treading in
Jennifer's urine. 'My fucking shoes!'

Jennifer
sobbed.

'Filthy bitch.'
Loki wrapped his arm round Jennifer's neck once more. He dragged
and scraped at her skull with the shaver until all her hair lay in
blood and urine-clotted clumps around them.

Loki stood
back, slightly breathless, and looked at the buzzing instrument.
'Pretty good thing this shaver. I wonder what else it can cut
through.'

He walked round
behind Jennifer. She strained to see where he was going, what he
was doing. Wet eyes wide with fear.

She felt
vibrations against her hands. Loki used the shaver to cut the rope
that painfully bound her wrists together. Jennifer was free and
tried to stand but Loki had grabbed the collar of her blouse. He
yanked her hard down into her seat. She thought he just wanted her
to stay seated but he did not stop pulling down and back. Her
favourite blouse resisted briefly then ripped and gave.

'Please, no,'
she pleaded. 'Please don't hurt me any more. Please, I beg you.'
But Loki grabbed at her dress, at her bra, at any clothing he could
get hold of and ripped it off her body. Jennifer fell from the
chair onto the floor crying and pleading as Loki grabbed and
pulled; tearing manically at her clothes, grabbing and pulling so
hard her body sometimes left the ground. Like a bird of prey
tearing the skin and flesh from its unfortunate meal.

He didn't stop
until he was sated, until she was naked.

Jennifer lay in
the foetal position. A large, gangly baby covered in blood and
urine and snot and tears. 'Please,' she begged, 'please don't.
Please.'

Loki stood over
her, sneering at his handiwork, getting his breath back. He noticed
a small red rose high on her right shoulder blade. 'Hey,' he said,
'nice tattoo.' He prodded her with his toe. 'Put the gown on.' He
unplugged the shaver and left.

Jennifer heard
the door being locked. She lifted her head cautiously. The only
other things in the room, apart from the chair, were a hospital
gown folded neatly in one corner, and a chrome bedpan.

Jennifer
crawled to the hospital gown; used the outside of it to wipe the
worst of the mess off herself before putting it on, struggling to
tie the cloth straps as tight as she could behind her.

She put the
chair back on its feet then sat on it. Her head shaking, her mind
numb with fear, Jennifer counted bricks. Counted her breaths.
Counted as many bruises on her arms and legs as she could see. Just
counted.

After a while,
Jennifer stood and walked slowly around to ease the ache in her
buttocks. Counted the bricks. Counted her breaths. Counted her
steps.

The noise of
the lock startled her.

A big man
dressed in black appeared at the door. Fear turned Jennifer into an
automaton as he made her sit. He stood in front of her, legs apart
and arms behind his back. Loki stood at the door. The big man in
black grinned at her showing a gold tooth and she immediately
christened him Heimdall after the Norse God. Loki's long time
golden-toothed enemy.

'We're going to
ask you to do us a little favour,' he said. He put two fingers on
her swollen lips when she tried to speak. 'We don't want to hurt
you but your co-operation is vital to us.' He produced a handheld
computer from his pocket, turned the screen towards Jennifer. It
played a short film of Loki asking Jennifer's mother for
directions. Jennifer had to clamp her hands over her mouth to stop
herself from screaming. The meaning was clear. Do anything stupid
and your mother dies - as well.

They left
Jennifer alone. What do they want? What will they do to get it?
Will they torture me for information I don't know I have? Then
torture me some more to make sure I'm telling the truth?

Time passed.
Ten minutes. An hour. Jennifer couldn't tell. The fear was
timeless.

A noise at the
door threatened to still her heart. Loki, fluffy haired and
terrifying, stood by the open door and motioned for her to leave.
She was guided along brick corridors to a green door and into a
white tiled room with toilets, sinks, a shower.

Loki threw a
towel and a clean gown at her. 'Knock yourself out,' he said. Then
left locking the door behind him.

The shock of
her face in the mirror.

Knock yourself
out, he'd said. Bash her head against the wall?

That's when
Jennifer started thinking about suicide. Whatever Heimdall and Loki
wanted it wasn't good. And when they had what they wanted, then
what?

Ten minutes
later Jennifer was taken upstairs to a room with boarded up
windows, an easy chair, a bed, en suite, and a desk with a
computer.

'You take it
easy and relax,' Loki said, in the kindly voice of a concerned
relative. Then his tone changed, became sinister. 'I'll be
watching.' He smiled, pointed to a camera high in the corner of the
room and turned to leave. 'Oh,' he said turning back with a new
jocular air, 'don't touch the computer or I'll kill you. Okay?'

More time
passed. Jennifer was given a cheese sandwich, a plastic cup of
water, some Good Housekeeping magazines. She laid on the bed,
pulled the sheet over herself and slept. She awoke with Loki
looking down at her.

'Hello pretty
one.' He leaned down and stroked her sore stubbly head. 'Soon you
will do us a great service. Do not mess it up, okay?' He pulled
back the sheet and let his gaze move slowly along her bare legs.
With his free hand he grabbed the front of his trousers, as if
weighing his genitals, and said, 'Or I will mess you up good, my
pretty. Okay?'

His sneer
stayed long after he and his mouth had left.

Jennifer
thought again about killing herself. But she knew she did not have
the nerve and they would probably take revenge on her mother
anyway. Not an option.

The silence was
broken by something heavy being dragged past her room. She fought
the impulse to go to the door and press her ear against it. The
camera would see her and they might get annoyed.

Her heart
missed a beat as she heard the lock turn once more.

The big man in
black, Heimdall, stepped into the room carrying a large bound
manuscript. He dropped it on the desk next to the computer.

'You will need
to refresh your memory,' he said, his voice like cold steel. 'Study
hard.'

When Heimdall
had left, Jennifer approached the desk. She recognised the logo on
the cover. Title: PDMX MAC Codes. Sub-title: INT CNC BANK 7909 R
PEERSON.

She held the
familiar document in her hands. The smell of it bringing back
memories.

Oh, my God.


CHAPTER 3

 


Roger
woke to find himself tied to a wooden chair in a windowless
brick walled room. The air was thick and damp, and smelled of
rotten vegetables.

'Hey. Welcome
back, killer.' Lenny stood over him smoking. 'How do you feel?'

Roger shook his
head. It hurt. He pulled at the ropes binding his wrists.

'Sorry about
that,' said Lenny, 'but I want to make sure you've calmed the fuck
down.' He dropped his cigarette, crushed it under his heel.

'I am calm. I
am perfectly calm.' Roger struggled against his bonds. 'What the
hell's going on? Let me go! Untie me now!' Roger's struggles caused
him to rock dangerously on the chair.

'Whoa boy,'
said Lenny steadying Roger's shoulder. 'You be calm, now. I'll let
you free when you settle down. Okay?!'

Roger struggled
more almost tipping over. 'Let me go!' he shouted. Lenny
back-handed Roger across the face.

There was that
strange brain rattle again. Roger felt a sudden surge of fear and
tried not to be sick. Roger B observed that this was a brand new
experience. He'd never been tied to a chair before. A bit like the
movies. Only it hurt. What you didn't get from the films was the
way your shoulder blades sort of scrunched together and the inside
of your biceps dug into the top of the chair; the way your arse got
sore because it was hard to shuffle around and how your fingers got
pins and needles through lack of blood.

Lenny shook his
hand. 'Fuck!' he complained. 'That fucking hurt!'

'Oh, I'm sorry.
Did my face hurt your hand?'

Lenny raised a
fist to strike down at Roger.

This was really
going to hurt. Roger turned away, closed his eyes, held his
breath.

'That will be
enough of that!' a stern male voice filled the room. Roger opened
his eyes. Lenny lowered his fist and took a step back to reveal a
large man dressed completely in black. Roger breathed again and
thought this new man looked like some cliché secret agent. Roger B
wondered if dandruff was ever an issue.

'Just trying to
get the prisoner into a fit state of mind, sergeant,' said
Lenny.

Sergeant?
Prisoner?!

'Thank you, Mr
Ludhoe,' said the newcomer moving behind Roger, 'But Mr Peerson is
hardly a prisoner.' Roger felt the man's breath on the back of his
ears and the rope around his wrists loosen.

'He was very
fucking agitated, sergeant,' warned Lenny.



'Mr Peerson is
our guest, Ludhoe.' The tone was of someone not used to
disagreement or disrespect of any kind. 'Stand down and keep quiet.
I'll deal with you later.' Lenny stood back against the wall.

Roger felt a
firm hand under his arm helping him stand.

'Please forgive
our ... inhospitality, Mr Peerson. May I call you Roger?'

The confusing
tumble-drier had started up in Roger's mind again. 'Sergeant?' he
managed.

'That's more a
... nickname, really. Meadhill, John Meadhill.' He held out his
hand which Roger shook automatically. 'Sergeant, to my
friends.'

'Hello,
Sergeant,' said Roger. That sounded weak and Roger B said so.

'Please ...'
Meadhill motioned for Roger to follow him and led the way along
brick lined corridors, up a flight of stairs, into a well appointed
hallway. Soft carpet, fancy coving on the ceiling. They passed a
study; leather chairs, leather-topped desk, bookshelves; on to a
plush living room with two sofas arranged facing each other across
an enormous coffee table. Roger moved to a bay window which allowed
magnificent views of the Humber estuary.

'Hardly the
arsehole of Britain,' said Roger turning around.

Meadhill looked
slightly nonplussed. 'No,' he said, pausing. 'The ... amenities are
just through here,' he continued. 'Please feel free to ... tidy
yourself up.'

Roger caught
sight of himself in a gilt-edged mirror hung over a fireplace.
Grim. Car crash grim.

'Thanks. I
think I ...' Roger didn't look good. He noticed Meadhill's
reflection in the mirror: Meadhill smiled showing a gold tooth. A
different shade of gold to the gold edging the mirror.

'I think I
will,' said Roger.

In the
immaculate bathroom, Roger washed his hands and face. He toyed with
the idea of stripping off his shirt for an underarm wash. Thought
better of it but felt guilty about leaving blood-stains on
Meadhill's towels. Guilt-edged towels.

What the hell
was happening? Roger wondered what Julia was telling Harry at that
moment. What was the answer to the question, 'Where's Daddy?'
Guilt-edged. And why does Julia keep coming into my mind? Harry's
round innocent face with bright grey eyes and spiky blond hair was
very clear but Julia? Flowing dark hair? Too much makeup? She
wasn't clear. Her face wasn't clear.

A startling
knock at the door.

'You all right
in there, Roger?'

'Yes, coming.
Just ... coming.'

Meadhill sat on
one sofa, legs to one side, avoiding the coffee table now laden
with sandwiches, fairy-cakes, sugar bowls and assorted
paraphernalia associated with afternoon tea. 'Sit down,' he said.
'Help yourself.'

Roger sat on
the opposite sofa. Interesting times: death and fairy-cakes.

'Where's
Lenny?' he asked leaning towards the salmon and cucumber
sandwiches.

'Lenny's been
telling me ... all about you,' said Meadhill ignoring Roger's
question.

Roger
froze.

'Lenny tells me
you worked for the MOD.'

'I did?'
Ministry of Defence? There were memories there somewhere. Roger's
hunger won. 'And, um, how does he know that?' he said to move
things along so he could take a salmon and cucumber sandwich.

'You're quite
famous in certain ... circles, you know Roger.'

'I am?' The
sandwich was delicious. Should he be enjoying this quite so much?
It was all Roger could do to stop himself stuffing the hole thing
in his mouth at once.

Meadhill picked
up a piece of paper from the coffee table. 'What's the cube root of
two five six zero four seven point eight seven five?' he asked
suddenly.

Sixty-three
point five, said Roger C. It felt, to Roger, as unremarkable as
chewing. And it was right. Roger knew it was right. 'Really
couldn't tell you,' he said.

Meadhill looked
at Roger for what seemed an age.

'Sixty-three
point five,' said Roger eventually through mouthfuls of another
sandwich. He swallowed.

'You seem to be
exceptionally well informed,' said Roger. This wasn't good. This
didn't feel right. This man knew more about him than he did.

Meadhill
smiled, flashing his gold tooth. 'Like I said; you're famous.'
Meadhill studied Roger. Still smiling. Still showing gold.
Gilt.

Roger wondered
what Meadhill meant. Famous? Was he just trying to flatter him? Did
he think Roger knew he was well known?

'Let's try
another,' Meadhill said at last. 'You don't mind, do you?' It
wasn't a question. Meadhill read from his crib sheet, 'What's nine
eight seven six five four three two one divided by one five
seven?'

Six two nine
zero seven nine one point eight five four, said Roger C instantly.
Come on, give us a hard one. Roger repeated the number out loud
wondering where this was leading.

'That's ...
remarkable,' said Meadhill visibly impressed. 'Look at this,' he
said passing another piece of paper from the coffee table to
Roger.

Roger looked
and saw a mass of numbers, hieroglyphics, symbols of all kinds.
It's a speech, said Roger C.

In a dead pan
voice Roger said, 'Before I come to describe the Agreement which
was signed at Munich in the small hours of Friday morning last, I
would like to remind the House of two things which I think it very
essential not to forget when those terms are being considered
... It's Neville Chamberlain isn't it? You want me to go on?'

Meadhill
slapped his thigh with delight. 'How the hell do you do that? It's
just ... gibberish when I look at it.'

'There's a
little voice in my head,' said Roger smiling. It was clever, wasn't
it. 'You should see me rattle off a fiendish Su Doku.'

'Well however
the hell you do it, that is ... amazing.' Meadhill sat back and
studied Roger again.

Roger ate.
Poured himself some tea. Tried to adopt the expression of someone
not thinking. Didn't think about Harry. Didn't think about the dead
mock-blonde.

'Roger,' began
Meadhill, 'I ... we could really use someone like you in our ...
association.'

He was being
recruited. Roger shook his head. 'I don't think it would be a very
good idea,' said Roger. 'I'm not sure I could be very useful to you
right now. My life is ... in a bit of turmoil at the moment. Lenny
must have told you about ...'

Meadhill
nodded. 'The accident,' he said. 'I understand but just ... hear me
out for a few minutes. Okay?'

Roger shrugged.
What was the expression? It's his dime. They're his
fairy-cakes.

'I understand
you've had one or two ... over the years ... one or two ...
psychological issues?'

'You have my
MOD files?' asked Roger. Where did that come from? Memories that
seemed to have been there all the time. 'They're supposed to be
confidential. Who are you really?' This was tricky. Roger's mind
was offering up memories in real time. Having new memories that you
knew were new, but the very fact it was a memory made it odd you
could remember a time when the memory was not there. And talking at
the same time! Forming sentences based on memories that were only
just arriving. Like walking across a bridge that was building
itself, extending, with every step. It wasn't there until you
stepped on it.

Meadhill
brought relief, in the form of something else to consider, to
Roger's tumbling mind by saying, 'The ... association, has access
to all kinds of information at every level. We have teams dedicated
to ... putting two and two together. And when Mr Ludhoe, Lenny,
filed his report about you ... well, all kinds of alarm bells
rang.'

'Alarm bells?'
Roger sat back on the sofa. Deliberately casual. The sofa was
extremely comfortable. Quilt-edged gilt.

'Alarms in the
... good sense.'

Roger looked
puzzled. Was the misuse of simple words Meadhill's way of showing
stress? What do poker players call it? A tell.

'Are you a
philosophical fellow at all?' asked Meadhill quickly.

'I'm ... I'm
not sure I follow you.'

'You've heard
of ... Schrödinger's cat?'

'Of course.'
Roger was happy to regurgitate a memory. It was getting easier.
'Schrödinger's cat is in a box in a dual state of being
simultaneously alive and dead until the box is opened and an
observer sees if a random killing mechanism has done its job. Or
not.'

'Precisely. And
the Zen question: does a tree which falls in the forest where no
one can hear it, make a noise?'

'Is it a Zen or
Buddhist question?' asked Roger his interest returning to the
sandwiches. 'And, do you mind if I ...'

'No,' Meadhill
gestured at the table, 'please, help yourself.'

Meadhill sat
back. 'I'd like to tell you more about our ... association and
about how you may be able to ... help us and how we could help
you.'

'I don't know
... I'm not really ...' Roger wanted to eat. 'If you don't mind me
eating and listening at the same time?'

Meadhill spread
his hands. 'I couldn't ask for more,' he said. 'The association I
represent is called ... The KOPALDA.'

Roger felt
uneasy. He knew a confidence was being shared, but his discretion
had not been requested. He had to speak.

'I'm assuming
everything you're about to tell me is to remain between these four
walls?' interrupted Roger. 'I could sign an NDA? A Non Disclosure
Agreement?'

Meadhill
smiled, flashing his gold tooth, brushed imaginary dust from his
trousers. 'The KOPALDA, as an organisation, has one ... fundamental
belief. From that belief all else ... springs. What do you think
happens to your mind when you die?'

The question
caught Roger unawares. Was this to be one of those conversations
he'd had at college? The meaning of life, death, religion?

'I tend to lean
towards the, rather pessimistic, view that, when the brain dies the
mind dies with it,' said Roger.

'So, on your
death,' Meadhill steepled his fingers, 'it all just stops. Nothing.
The end.'

'Yes,'
confirmed Roger nodding.

'That's The
KOPALDA's view too,' said Meadhill looking rather pleased. 'From
this basic belief emerges a whole, logical philosophy. A philosophy
by which we can live our ... insignificant lives.'

Because
Meadhill paused, Roger nodded again.

Meadhill
continued, 'With no heaven or hell, no good or bad, no right or
wrong, there are zero personal consequences to any of our actions
other than those ... meted out on us before we die. The KOPALDA was
created by those who recognised; the futility of religion; the huge
waste of time by the mass of humanity on traditional moral and
ethical issues; and that the one single thing every human being on
the planet should be striving for is, quite simply, pleasure.'

'I'm
convinced,' said Roger, 'where do I sign?'

Meadhill's
steady gaze made Roger regret his tone.

'Seriously,'
said Roger trying to make amends, 'it all sounds rather simplistic.
No consequences. So feel free to do anything without regard for
anyone else.'

'Not quite,'
said Meadhill, 'The Founders of The KOPALDA recognised that none of
us live ... in isolation.'

'No man is an
island?' offered Roger.

'Each of us
needs the assistance and co-operation of others to get through this
life. The Founders also recognised that the vast majority of
humanity is weak and stupid and needs religions of one kind or
another. Like a ham actor needs his audience, the weak mind needs
its religion. So The Founders created The KOPALDA. In essence, an
association of like-minded individuals. An association with ...
rules. Rules dedicated to the protection of its members and
exploitation of everything else.'

'I'm sure it's
all ...' Roger struggled for words, 'very nice for you and the
other members of your KOPALDA, but, from where I'm sat it just
sounds like another cult or something inspired by the Da Vinci Code
- if you don't mind me saying so.'

'I don't mind
at all which is why I mentioned Schrödinger's cat and the falling
tree earlier. The KOPALDA has an answer to these two ...
questions.'

'Really?'
despite himself, Roger was interested.

'Yes. The
answers are: the cat is either alive or dead, not in some strange
potential state. And, yes. The tree does make a noise.'

'How do you
come to those conclusions from the basis that the mind comes to an
end at death?' asked Roger. Easy, said Roger C. 'Oh, I see,' said
Roger.

'You do?' asked
Meadhill looking puzzled.

'Yes, I think
so. Does your argument run along the lines of: the mind dies so
there is no observer for the private thoughts and feelings that
mind had? With no observer, the mind should not have existed. But
clearly it does. So an observer is not necessary for things,
events, anything to happen. This means that observer-less phenomena
will, more than likely, follow the same rules as observed
phenomena. That is, the cat will have either died or not and the
tree will fall with a splendid crash.'

'Very good,'
said Meadhill. 'When I was told about you I must admit I was
sceptical. But ...'

Roger felt
uncomfortable again. This time, like a mouse being eyed by a big
black cat.

Meadhill stood.
'You must be tired,' he said. 'Let me show you to your room.
Shower, rest. There is a change of clothes which will fit. This
evening you will meet The Captain for dinner.'

There was no
argument from Roger.

 


Roger lay on
the bed. The pain behind his sternum came back when he thought
about Harry. It seemed like months ago but it was just the other
day. Wasn't it?

That girl who
had been shot: it was that ... ape's fault. Not his.

Roger tried to
put Harry and the shooting from his mind.

She was dead.
That silly girl with the short skirt and stupid front-only
hairstyle. Gone. No pain. No memories. And everything ended in
memories didn't it? If there were no memories then it was as good
as if it had never happened. Like an operation. You didn't remember
the surgeon's knife slicing through your flesh, did you. No
memories. No pain. Nothing. So it didn't matter how you died. No
matter how much suffering there was during a life, it didn't
matter. Because it would not be remembered and so not have
happened. Another consciousness would pop along with another
newborn baby. Minds come and go. Might as well be the same minds.
Maybe they are the same minds. Maybe we're all one big mind. Baby's
minds. Which mind gets which baby? Before they're allotted perhaps
they're interchangeable.

Roger had the
uneasy memory of a forgotten epiphany. An epiphany where a clear
argument could be made for saying that all people are the same
person. It was chance that created your physical brain. The mind
grows from a chance brain. Therefore they're all the same potential
mind.

The girl no
longer existed. He could have done anything to her. Tortured her.
Raped her. Made her do anything he felt like. And she would not
have remembered. So it would not have mattered.

He could do
anything to anyone. There were no repercussions and the victims;
dogs, cats, people; they all died eventually. As good as if it had
not happened.

He could do
anything.

Roger felt
something release his chest. Harry would be dead one day. Harry's
mind would no longer exist. No memories.

Roger could do
anything he bloody-well liked.

But if everyone
felt that way it would be chaos. The world would cease to exist in
its present form. Anarchy.

But of
course.

Rules.

You needed
rules.

Co-operation
and rules.

A knock at the
door startled Roger.

Dinner was
ready.


CHAPTER 4

 


Loki
somehow unlocked the door, turned the handle and stepped into
the room in one, loud move, startling Jennifer into gasping with
surprise.

'Miss me?' he
asked, grinning at his success in making Jennifer jump like a
startled dik-dik.

Jennifer sat on
the bed, hugging her knees. The fluffy headed monster was back. The
opened manual slipped to the floor with a thud making her jump
again.

'Aw, come on,'
he pleaded like a repentant lover, 'I bought you a present while I
was away.' He stepped back through the door, returning with
something covered in plastic on a hanger. A dress?

'You,' he said,
'are having dinner with The Captain, this evening. And this,' Loki
ripped off the plastic cover in one smooth motion, 'is how you're
going to impress the arse off him.' He held up a black dress
triumphantly.

Jennifer looked
away so he placed the black dress across the back of a chair and
took a step towards her.

'You smell,' he
sneered then turned and went back out through the door returning
with a small grey plastic vanity case. He approached Jennifer, held
the vanity case by its strap on one, long index finger. 'Some
ladies' crap in here,' he said, dropping the case onto the bed.

'Why would they
do that?' Jennifer regretted the question instantly.

Loki narrowed
his eyes at her and used a scary, back-of-the-throat voice, 'Be
ready in one hour or I'll drag you there by your hair. Oh, I
forgot, you don't have hair. Just be ready. Okay?'

Jennifer fought
down the urge to sob. Loki bent towards her.

'Okay!?' he
bellowed.

Jennifer
covered her head with her hands, 'Yes, yes,' she whimpered.

Her eyes
closed, she heard Loki snigger, shut the door then whistling, fade
away.

She looked at
the door. 'Not nice,' she whispered.

The vanity case
was filled with shampoos, makeup, perfumes, combs, brushes, a full
array of toiletries for the discerning lady.

Dinner with The
Captain? She wasn't on a boat, was she? No. She could hear the
faint rumble of traffic.

She remembered
the manual that had slipped to the floor. Lifted it back onto the
bed. Reading the Machine Access Codes, the compression algorithms,
the cipher matrixes; had been like listening to an old friend. The
memories. The tunnels under Admiralty Arch in London. The smell of
damp brickwork and cement. The underground rooms. Rooms abandoned
after World War Two. Tables with dusty notepads opened to pencilled
scrawl. Some rooms held evidence of their former residents. Blurred
circles pushed into the old carpets by six-wheeled chairs. Wheeled
chairs that had been turned and shuffled by their occupiers for
months. Maybe even years. They'd refurbished some of the rooms.
Exchanged the smell of the past for the smell of now. Rubber,
cleaning fluid, sweat. Some said the ghost of Churchill roamed
those tunnels. Some would swear they smelled whisky, cigar smoke,
felt an impossible chill. It was Jennifer's happiest time. Let
loose with algorithms, patterns, polynomials. The guardians of
secrets. The pictures were gorgeous. Data, information, fragmented
and split into divine structures dancing chaotically, reforming and
swirling through wires and computers, electronic buffers, making
Jennifer laugh out loud. Pictures to music. Music to pictures.

They wanted
those secrets. Loki and Heimdall. Maybe they would let her go if
she told them. Maybe they would not.

Control the
fear. Deep breaths. Small steps.

Jennifer
showered and changed and preened and at last looked at herself.
Jennifer Penrose, you look like one of those cocktail party
hostesses on the TV adverts. More coffee? Another mint? Shame about
the scabby head!

The fear had
gone. What could they do to her she hadn't already imagined doing
to herself? The fear came back. Oh, yes. That.

 


Loki acted the
perfect gentleman and escorted Jennifer up stairs to a room with a
long, well-polished dining table. Other guests stood around,
talking. She kept her gaze low. Sat down. White, silver, glittering
glass. Someone was ringing a crystal bell. A bell fairies would
sound to welcome their queen. People sat around her. Napkins were
unfurled, flapped and placed on knees. Glasses were being filled.
Mumbled conversations. God, I hope no one talks to me. What will I
say? No one's looking at me.

Jennifer drank
some white wine and hoped her trembling hand wouldn't draw anyone's
attention. The glass wobbled against her lip and stung the healing
cuts.

Soup. Fish.
Lamb. Crème Brule. Trembling hands. Murmuring conversation all
around. No one looked at her.

A presentation?
A fake. A strange fake parchment and an impossible story.

It was
finished. Back to the room. Safe in prison.

That went
well.

Apart from that
fake parchment that is.

What was all
that about?


CHAPTER 5

 


The size
of the gathering surprised Roger. He'd expected just Meadhill and
the mysterious Captain. But there were, perhaps, twelve or so
people gathered in small groups around a dinning table which would
not have looked out of place at a Queen's banquet.

Through a
window which ran the full length of the room, Roger saw it was
darkening outside and lights shone on the other side of the river.
This was Roger's favourite type of view: lights shining from
buildings black against a light blue sky. Long shimmering
reflections. Small clues of people. Birds. Here and there a boat.
The lights, the dim buildings and bright sky reminded Roger of the
Rene Magritte painting, Empire of Light. A daytime sky over a
night-time building. Comfortable oddness.

The view, the
smell of good food, the murmured conversations, they were all
colluding to make Roger feel even more tired. A hand holding an
extra-long match appeared beside him to light a number of candles
on the window sill. Following the white clad arm as it continued
its task Roger turned from the view then looked back into the room
which had momentarily been excluded from his consciousness.

Meadhill and
another man stood on the opposite side of the table, heads bent,
deep in conversation. Each man had an almost identical blonde girl
clinging to his arm. Each girl stood back slightly from her partner
making it clear that, though she clearly belonged with this man,
she was giving him space and privacy for his conversation. The
girls were exquisite though, with perhaps a little too much makeup.
Soft flowing blonde curls, great figures, no, sensational figures.
Roger, for the first time in days, was aware he had a penis that
wasn't just for peeing through.

Roger surmised
that the man with Meadhill was The Captain. No one else in the room
demanded attention in the same way. Middle-aged, grey hair, grey
beard, plump. Nothing special to look at really. But there was
something about his bearing. His clothes were perfect. The line of
his arm as he held a glass. Just the right amount of white cuff on
display. A hint of an expensive gold watch. Roger recognised
someone he could never be. If you could bottle that ...

And suddenly
the man looked straight at Roger. Dark brown eyes that looked like
all pupil from across the table. Eyes that saw Roger for who he
was. No hint of a smile or recognition. The man turned back to
Meadhill, concentrating on what he was saying. Then he looked at
Roger again. Taking in whatever Meadhill told him. The dark eyes
swallowed his image. Roger felt a flush rising. I'm an exhibit. An
object to be discussed free from the encumbrance of empathy with
the object. An object with no thoughts, feelings, input, mind.

There has to be
a better word for this feeling than 'uncomfortable', thought
Roger.

One of the
white coated waiters who had been lighting candles stood by The
Captain and rang a small crystal bell.

The other
guests knew where to sit. Meadhill gestured to Roger to sit at the
place on his right. At the head of the table sat The Captain. To
his right sat Meadhill. To Meadhill's right sat Roger. To The
Captain's left sat an attractive middle-aged lady in a low cut
black dress. Excellent cleavage, thought Roger nodding and smiling
to her. To her left sat another attractive middle-aged lady in a
low cut white dress. Another excellent cleavage, thought Roger
nodding and smiling to her. Result. Ms Black and Ms White both
smiled back.

To Roger's
right sat the young lady who had been clinging to Meadhill's arm.
Roger self-consciously unfolded his napkin then placed it on his
lap. He couldn't help but notice that her skirt had risen revealing
the lacy black top of her stockings. Don't stare. Look away.
Perhaps one quick look. Excellent.

She was looking
at him.

Shit!

She smiled.
Roger's senses were filled with her sexuality.

'Hi,' she said
through perfect teeth, pink lips and a hint of moist tongue.

Roger opened
his mouth, breath came out but no sound. He coughed.

'Hi,' he
managed. Very smooth, thought Roger B. Shut up.

The pea and ham
soup arrived.

Meadhill spoke
quietly with The Captain. The two ladies across from Roger chatted
to each other. The gorgeous creature to Roger's right made
conversation with whoever was sat to her right. The other guests
produced spasmodic mumblings and the odd laugh.

Very subdued.
Very polite. No one addressed Roger. The occasional eye contact
with the Ms Black and Ms White opposite. Avoid looking at those
excellent cleavages.

The soup bowl
was removed.

The
stocking-tops to Roger's right drew him like they'd thrown
grappling irons in his face, pulling him to look down.

The white wine
was superb. Fresh. Vibrant.

A small piece
of white fish arrived. Delicious. Crunchy cheese on top.
Scrumptious.

'Mr
Peerson.'

Roger wasn't
sure if he had heard or imagined his name being spoken. He looked
up. The table had fallen silent. He was being studied with interest
by Ms Black and Ms White from across the table.

'Mr Peerson?'
It was The Captain.

'Yes?' Roger
put down his knife and fork and dabbed his mouth with his napkin
in, what he hoped, was not as self-conscious and effete as it
felt.

'In no way do I
intend any disrespect here, but,' The Captain took a sip of his
wine, 'would it be possible, and please feel free to say no, would
it be possible to ask you one or two questions targeted at your
particular ... talent?'

Roger looked
round uncertainly. Bring it on, said Roger C. 'Now?' he asked.

'What is the
square root of, say, one thousand and thirty-nine?' said The
Captain.

'Thirty-two
point two three three five two two nine two,' said Roger, relaying
Roger C's answer.

A small,
Mexican gasp went round the tale.

'Remarkable,'
said The Captain.

'I could be
making it up, of course,' said Roger.

'He's not
making it up.' Ms White, directly opposite Roger, held up a
calculator confirming the number.

The Captain
raised his arm and snapped his fingers. The waiters sprang into
action and extinguished all candles. A picture on the far wall
facing The Captain was taken down revealing a blank white surface.
Curtains glided together across the window shutting out the view. A
ceiling projector clicked into life throwing a stark bright picture
on the wall. Guests partially blocking the image moved their
chairs. The shuffling stopped. Silence. Everyone looked at
Roger.

The image was
of a very old piece of parchment. A modern 6 inch ruler placed next
to it sized it at about the same size as a piece of A4 paper. At
first glance, it looked like an extract from a very old bible. A
beautifully painted picture of a monk-like figure leaning on a long
staff and holding up his right hand in blessing was clearly visible
at the top left of the page. What followed, covering practically
the whole of the page, was a script of some kind. It was divided
into horizontal lines but the characters where very strange. Like
Chinese characters built from Egyptian hieroglyphics instead of
lines.

Roger felt
numerous pairs of eyes on him. Concentrate on the picture. The
lines swam and dissolved and suddenly there was that familiar
feeling.

Roger began to
read as if in a trance, 'Knights, alchemists, join great Paracelsus
on the one affirming quest. Come kneel before our General in this
cryptic right of passage. Knights Of Paracelsus And Latter-Day
Alchemists bring redemption to the ignorant mass.'

Roger stopped,
squinted at the image.

'Well that's
what it appears to say,' said Roger, 'though I've no idea what it
means.'

The Captain
clicked his fingers. Like time reversed the room assumed its
previous state.

While chairs
were being shuffled, Jennifer's familiar voice whispered at the
back of Roger's head. 'It's a fake,' she hissed. 'It's using a code
developed during World War Two and it's decoding directly into
English.'

Roger wondered
for a moment if he had dozed off and was dreaming.

There was a
pause while The Captain studied Roger. Then The Captain stood,
pushed back his chair and started to clap. Everyone around the
table did likewise. Roger sat stunned as the applause washed over
him. People before had said, 'Wow, how do you that?' 'That's
amazing.' 'Do something else.' But this, this was different. This
was real appreciation. Recognition for what was, after all, an
amazing talent. This was what he deserved. The fake parchment had
been a test. Hadn't it?

The rest of the
meal was pleasantly intense. Discussing his 'gift', Roger's
weariness fell away. Forgetting Julia for a while, Roger almost
convinced himself he'd never discussed it so openly before. But
more thoughts were crowding in which he tried to push away. They
were leading to Harry, and there were problems with his gift.
Problems that Julia had helped him with. Problems to do with
patterns. Patterns everywhere. Julia had helped Roger keep the
patterns out of his way. Roger C had the shield. The key.

'It really is a
voice in my head, you know,' he'd insisted. But everyone had
laughed. So he had laughed with them. When the questions fell away
about his computational and cryptographic talents it was Roger's
turn. He elected to avoid the word 'fake' for now. What was the
message on the parchment about? He had worked out The KOPALDA was
an acronym of Knights Of Paracelsus And Latter-Day Alchemists, but
who was Paracelsus?

Ms White from
across the table eagerly brought Roger up to speed: It turned out
that Paracelsus was an outspoken 16th century Swiss alchemist,
healer and philosopher. His public face and writings were abrasive
and extreme for his time and made him many enemies. He committed
his most secret and irreligious thoughts to an encrypted manuscript
and founded his Special Association, der Zweckverband, later to
become The KOPALDA. The page which Roger had translated 'on the
hoof' was an extract from the beginning of part of Paracelsus'
secret manuscript. A manuscript which had taken 15 man years to
translate. Roger could have done it in a day or two.

Ms White's
earnest summary left Roger feeling uneasy. They all seemed taken in
by this fake parchment. Perhaps they didn't know? Perhaps he was
being tested.

At the end of
the meal Roger was introduced to an MP, a Police Chief, a local
Councillor and some men and women of undefined professions. The
stocking-top girl was suddenly everywhere. She hung feather-light
on his arm. Light as a feather her name was Heather.

You lucky dog,
said Roger B. Roger C was more cautious; remember what happened
last time? Roger could not.

 


People fell
away from the dining room. New, nameless friends said goodbye,
shook hands, kissed the air. Heather left a lingering kiss on
Roger's cheek with a promise of more. He ached for her. You lucky
dog.

At last, it was
just Roger, Meadhill and The Captain sat at the head of the empty
table. Empty except for some Port and cigars. Roger accepted the
port and, fighting the urge to conform, declined a cigar.

There was that
feeling again. Roger remembered going on a coach trip to the beach
with his mother. It was a fantastic day. Sunshine, sandcastles,
hotdogs, pop, games. The trip back was filled with laughter and
silly songs. Roger prayed it would never end and the coach trip
home would last forever.

That feeling
was back. Roger was crammed with good food and tingling with his
success and popularity.

'You look
content,' said The Captain.

'Me?' said
Roger. 'Very content. Thank you. Thank you so much for your
hospitality.'

'I take it then
that you approve?'

'Approve?'

'Of our little
KOPALDA?'

'It's ... most
agreeable,' said Roger.

The Captain
leaned forward. 'I'll get to the point,' he said. 'The KOPALDA can
use you and in return you can have virtually anything you wish. For
the time being, this house is yours.'

Meadhill smiled
gently, nodding slowly in agreement.

'Just one
thing,' said Roger. 'I'm sorry, but it's been bothering me since
the ... slide show.'

'Go on,' said
The Captain.

'This whole
KOPALDA thing, I don't know about the Paracelsus story but,' Roger
took a deep breath, 'the parchment is definitely fake so, what's
that all about?'

The Captain
narrowed his eyes at Roger. 'Why do you say it's fake?' he
said.

'The encryption
model; it's too modern.'

Meadhill and
The Captain exchanged glances.

'And it's
simply encoded English. It doesn't decode to Swiss or German or
whatever language this Paracelsus character would have spoken. Just
English.'

The Captain
leaned forwards. 'You haven't disappointed me,' he said. 'It's –
I'm almost too embarrassed to say it to a man of your obvious
intelligence – it's a marketing ploy. Attracting good staff,
committed staff, is very difficult. There are a lot of competing
organisations in this line of business these days. We hired some
experts and they came up with this ... story. And the name? It's
rooted in a smidgeon of truth, apparently. Paracelsus existed. So,
according to our PR men, this gives the organisation gravitas, a
banner to follow, a philosophy. And ...' the Captain leaned back in
his chair, '... it works. The quality of our new recruits has never
been better.'

There was
silence as Roger absorbed this extraordinary, almost comical,
information. He wondered if the organisation had an Investors In
People logo on its letterhead.

'Regardless of
all that,' said Meadhill. 'The basic philosophy was and is in
place. The offer stands.'

'Just say the
word,' The Captain stood and held out his hand, 'and you will be
offered the full protection, resources and, dare I say, riches, of
The KOPALDA in return for simply doing what comes naturally from
time to time.'

Roger felt
compelled to stand too. And the alternative? asked Roger C.
Quiet!

Roger clasped
The Captain's hand in what he hoped was a firm and manly grip. 'I'd
be honoured, sir,' he said.

'Excellent,'
said the Captain. 'Now to sleep, for tomorrow we play.'

Meadhill stood
and clapped Roger on the back. 'Welcome aboard,' he said.

 


It was a
strange, familiar meeting. It had been a long time. Roger and
Jennifer studied each other.

Roger was the
first to speak.

'You look
well.'

'I look
terrible.'

Roger looked
around the space. Jennifer stood looking at Roger.

Roger spoke
again. 'I'm going to need your help.'

'I thought
so.'

'Will you help
me?'

'Do I have a
choice?'

'We all have a
choice.'

Jennifer hugged
her arms.

'I'm going to
have to do a job,' Roger said.

'I know.'

'It will most
likely be illegal.'

'I know.'

'But it will be
worth it.'

'For who?'
Jennifer asked.

Roger couldn't
hold Jennifer's gaze. He walked around the space.

Jennifer said,
'It was good to get the manual out again.'

Roger smiled.
'You always loved that stupid manual.'

'It's not the
manual,' Jennifer said, 'it's the memories. The fun. The people.
The work. And the manual isn't stupid. It's my ... '

'The work,'
Roger said. 'Yes, you loved the work.'

'... what is
the word?'

'Crutch?' Roger
suggested. 'Tooth fairy? Bible?'

'Yes,' Jennifer
said, 'I suppose it's all of those things.'

Roger stood in
front of Jennifer. Held her gaze. 'So you'll help me?' he
asked.

Jennifer
smiled. 'What choice do I have?'

'I love you,
Jennifer.'

'I love you
too, Roger.'

'I'll be in
touch,' Roger said.

'Give my love
to Harry.'

'I will,' Roger
promised. 'The instant I see him.'


CHAPTER 6

 


Roger
was woken by a persistent beeping from a small black plastic
travel clock by his bedside. It glowed 7:30am. He slapped down,
shutting the alarm off. Roger didn't remember setting it. Didn't
remember the clock. Okay. Someone wants him awake and up.

Roger fumbled
for the light switch. The photons hurt. A bit if a thick head. Too
much port.

Twenty minutes
later and Roger was showered and dressed in some plain dark clothes
he'd found in the cupboards. He followed the smell of breakfast
down to the dining room where all traces of the previous night had
been cleared away. Meadhill, dressed in black, sat reading a
newspaper, eating buttered toast.

Through the
window, Roger could see the River Humber was busy. Gulls bobbed and
weaved against a bright grey sky. No sound penetrated from the
barges and tugs straining against the tide.

'Morning, hope
you slept well.' Meadhill indicated a hotel style buffet along one
wall of the dining room. 'Help yourself.'

A selection of
breakfast food was on display complete with a waiter who took a
plate and loaded it with Roger's choices. Scrambled eggs, toast, a
slice of bacon.

The waiter
placed Roger's breakfast selection on the table opposite Meadhill.
Interesting use of the phrase 'help yourself', thought Roger
sitting down.

'Tea or coffee,
sir?'

'Coffee, thank
you.' Roger started cutting a bite sized piece of bacon, very aware
that Meadhill was watching him. He took a self-conscious mouthful
before realising he had neglected to unfold his napkin and place it
on his lap. Meadhill's napkin lay used and crumpled to his
left.

The meal
continued in, as far as Roger was concerned, awkward silence, until
his coffee was placed on the table in front of him.

'I understand
you've had certain ... difficulties in the past,' said Meadhill,
'so please be assured we will do our utmost to make ... all aspects
of your stay as stress free as humanly possible.'

'Clearly, you
have access to my personal files,' said Roger with no hint of
annoyance. Roger felt he could be candid and open. 'My, gift, for
want of a better word, does come at a price, I'm afraid.'

'Yes, I
understand,' said Meadhill.

'But, I suppose
I should be grateful.'

Meadhill raised
his eyebrows questioningly.

'You know what
an autistic savant is,' said Roger. 'The savant's ability seems to
come at the cost of the rest of his personality. He's almost
incapable of surviving without help from others, yet a part of him
has a most incredible gift. A talent for art, music or, like me
mathematics. I'm very lucky, it seems.'

'You mentioned,
a price,' asked Meadhill.

Roger smiled.
'I have, shall we call them, moments. Moments of confusion,
depression, blank patches. Annoying, yes, but, thankfully, not too
debilitating.'

'And the
trigger is ... stress?' asked Meadhill.

'Can be,' said
Roger. 'Stress, anxiety, tiredness. The usual.'

Meadhill nodded
and returned to his toast. Roger carried on with his breakfast.

The quiet was
such that, when he stopped chewing, Roger found he could hear the
noise of the river traffic beyond the double-glazed window and,
through the seat and floor, could feel the mighty diesel engines
pushing laden vessels along the thick, sluggish, waterway.

When they had
both finished, Meadhill stood, smiled showing his gold tooth,
gestured toward the door. 'To work,' he said.

 


Meadhill and
Roger sat in silence as they were driven a few miles through dour
suburbs. Small patches of retail outlets broke up the monotonous
housing. Clusters of optimistic entrepreneurs coalesced to open
fish & chip shops, newsagents, Chinese takeaways, off licenses,
betting shops. How can these people be bothered? What is it that
gets them out of bed in the morning? The car slowed and Roger
watched old people, sexless and bent, standing at bus stops. Young
women, sexless and bent, pushing prams. Crooked nails, stuck in
banality, hammered bent by the mallet of hopeless
responsibility.

The black
Mercedes pulled into a small trading estate. A terrace of brick
built, once blue, roller-shuttered units. Vacant. For Rent. Pine
Stripping. For Rent. Sign Writing. For Rent. Filthy yellow skips
spilled planks, springs, bedsteads, stained carpets and torn black
plastic bags onto gouged and crumbling tarmac.

The car pulled
up in front of the unremarkable roller-shutter door of an
industrial unit sporting a faded sign for ABC Imports & Exports
Limited. Roger was about to get out of the car when the door rolled
upwards. The car drove in, the door rolled down behind them.

The unit
fronted an entrance to a bigger space. The car moved forward into a
warehouse of about 50 yards square. In the centre, set on the
concrete floor was, what looked like, a huge packing case. Roger
realised it was actually a room or set of rooms created from
packing case material. The outline of a door faced him but he could
see no windows.

Six men,
dressed in dark clothes similar to his own, stood or ambled around.
One of them escorted Meadhill and Roger to the door into the
packing case room where they were signalled to pause. The escort
and Meadhill stood patiently looking into space. Roger noticed they
both had small ear-pieces with a thin pink wire running behind
their ears and down under their collars.

The three stood
for a slow count to ten before the escort opened the door
indicating they should both go through.

Inside was laid
out like a classroom. Twenty or so desks faced blackboards,
whiteboards and flip charts. There were maps and drawings and
charts pinned on every available wall space. Some of them looked
familiar to Roger. About twelve of the desks were occupied. Mostly
men. All in dark clothes. All about thirty years old. All grim
faced. The Captain stood at the front of the class.

'Good morning,
gentlemen,' he said to the newcomers. Addressing the class he said,
'The sergeant you know. Take a good look at the gentleman to his
right.'

Roger felt
himself pink. He looked into the class. He recognised the grim face
and dust bunny hair of one individual on the second row. It was
Lenny Ludhoe. Lenny gave a friendly salute with one finger. Roger
wasn't sure how to respond. Lenny had been about to hit him the
last time they were together. Had he deserved it? Was Roger
hysterical?

'This is The
Expert,' The Captain continued, 'who we've been talking about for
the past few months. It's the delivery, deployment and safe return
of this individual that is your primary concern on this mission.'
There was a long pause as the class studied Roger. Some made notes.
Roger felt uncomfortable. Lenny grinned.

'Please sit
down, gentlemen,' said The Captain at last.

Roger and
Meadhill settled into empty seats.

'A quick
summary of Key Points and Times,' said The Captain turning back
some pages on the flip charts. 'Seventeen hundred hours tomorrow' -
Tomorrow! - 'leave Paull airfield. Arrive RAF Northolt to equipment
check and dispersal to Trafalgar Square and Whitehall. Twenty
hundred hours, move to secure the three entry points.'

Roger leaned
forward studying some of the drawings. Although none were marked,
he recognised Trafalgar Square, Admiralty Arch, the Admiralty
Buildings, parts of Whitehall and Ministry of Defence, or MoD,
buildings. Familiar outlines, not following the roads and
buildings, were clearly marked.

Beneath the
dense traffic, central London was riddled with tunnels dating back
to the Second World War and beyond. Roger realised he was familiar
with some of these tunnels. Some two years previously he had helped
install a series of high security Programmable Digital
Multiplexers, PDMX's, for the MoD. They were essentially
communication and encryption devices that took numerous channels of
data and information; voice, video, computer chatter; encrypted
them, and passed them on to other PDMX's or out to secure channels
across the Internet or private leased lines. Roger had built the
encryption software. An unregistered and highly secret algorithm
which, to date, no man or machine had been able to decrypt.

Roger was not
surprised. New memories told him this was his special skill, after
all. It was the fact that they had known it was Roger who was
responsible for, and probably the only man on the planet who could
master, these algorithms that was surprising. Roger was a state
secret of almost unprecedented sensitivity. Someone very, very high
up the ladder must be involved.

Like giant,
ragged Manta Rays, some words glided over Roger's mind: trust,
treachery, treason. Roger shook them off and forced his attention
back to The Captain.

'Green team
will secure entrance Bravo, Old Admiralty Buildings. Yellow team
will secure entrance Golf-5 Horse Guard's Parade. Red team,
carrying The Expert, will secure entrance Alpha-1 and proceed to
tunnel entrance Hotel 1.'

The Captain
flipped over a page on the flip chart. 'Following Red team carrying
The Expert; negotiate and secure tunnel set Tango 1, deploy The
Expert into room Charlie 1'

I hope the
other guys are following this, thought Roger. A photographic memory
was not on his list of talents. It was all strangely unreal. A
film. A movie in glorious 3D. It was exciting and Roger was an
important element. The key element.

For Roger's
benefit The Captain took them through the routine a further three
times. Essentially, Roger was to be 'deployed' into the
communications room which was securely guarded and full of
electronic equipment including the target PDMX. Roger would tap
into a secure communications channel on the PDMX, receive further
instructions and carry out whatever was required of him.

Two extraction
points were to be secured at Horse Guard's Parade and The Old
Admiralty Building. The teams would disperse back to RAF Biggin
Hill and fly North to Blackpool.

'Any
questions,' asked The Captain looking at Roger.

Roger didn't
want to ask any questions, didn't want to draw attention to
himself. But The Captain's look wouldn't go away. 'Yes,' he said
raising his hand unnecessarily. 'What am I to do with the Mux?' A
real question. Thank goodness.

'Mux?' The
Captain looked puzzled at the unfamiliar word.

'Mux. The PDMX.
The communications device. What is it I'm supposed to do with it?
If I don't know, how do I know what I'll need with me.'

'I've been
assured everything you will need is in your head,' said The
Captain. 'Anything else?'

Ask him,
demanded Roger B. 'Yes, why Blackpool?' asked Roger.

'We get good
rates at the Holiday Inn there,' said The Captain smiling. 'Now if
that's all. Gentlemen, ladies, you have a lot of preparation to
take care of. I'll see you at Seventeen Hundred hours at Paull
Airfield, tomorrow. Dismissed.'

Roger began to
stand but was motioned to stay by Meadhill. 'Back in a minute,' he
said.

The room
emptied in silence. Some of the 'students' studied him as they
left. Roger tried to look impassive. Cool. Concentrate on the
sounds. He could hear vehicles being started outside the classroom
in the warehouse. Men barked orders, 'Over here!' It sounded like
quite an operation.

When Roger was
alone, he sat back looking at the charts and drawings again. RAF
Northolt, Biggin Hill. This was serious stuff. Secure entrances.
Deploy The Expert. Planning for months? This was very serious
stuff.

And what does
your Daddy do? Oh, he sneaks into secret military
communications bunkers and taps into all kinds of information.
British intelligence, MoD, government communications, US Army, even
some high level banking transactions. Now there's a thought. Some
major banks had bought access to the super encryption technology
for the money transfer and clearing systems. That is a thought.

What does Daddy
do mummy? Now then Harry, you know he's behind bars for robbing a
bank. But you know we don't talk about Daddy anymore.

Don't think
about Harry. Just do this and get a pile of money and ... then
what? And ... what does mummy look like?

The door
opening cut through Roger's thoughts. It was Meadhill.

'How about some
... fun?' said Meadhill showing Roger his gold tooth.

'Fun?'

'Yes, fun. For
the rest of today you're going to get some weapons training to
familiarise yourself with some of the tools of our trade. Nothing
too ... detailed, you understand. Just so you have a basic
understanding.'

'Great,' said
Roger with genuine enthusiasm. 'Let's go.'

 


Roger was taken
to meet some of the team. Muscular men, with broad shoulders, solid
jaws and numbing handshakes. He guessed they were ex-army
instructors, assigned to look after him at intervals of around an
hour. Their care, attention to detail and obvious concern for
safety issues, and their professionalism, were seemingly at odds
with the reasons for being there.

There was a
shooting range underneath the warehouse. Roger became familiar with
a number of assault weapons with cold, inhuman names. The SA80A2,
the L85IW. To Roger, they were all machine guns. Single shot or
rattle them out at 700 rounds per minute. Whatever their names,
they chewed up ply-board figures into splinters in milliseconds.
What they would do to flesh and blood didn't bear thinking
about.

It all came to
an end far too quickly for Roger. When he pleaded for more time he
was assured that the next day, before going to the airstrip, they
would break out some pistols and revolvers and, if he was really
lucky, they'd break out the grenades too.

Roger's ears
rang, despite the ear-defenders. He was hungry, thirsty, ready for
a shower and looking forward to seeing his new comrades for some
socialising later that evening.

It was a game
and he was a key player. The Expert. Respected. But what really was
the game?

When he'd been
employed by the MoD to install the PDMX's he'd promised to maintain
complete confidentiality. He'd made a promise to the Queen and to
God. With his hand on a Bible he thought of as fairy stories, they
had made him swear to God and the Queen.

Well, God
didn't exist and the Queen didn't know him from Adam so what the
hell. And besides: Heather, the stocking-top girl, might be at
dinner.


CHAPTER 7

 


Roger
and Jennifer stood facing each other.

'So soon?'
Jennifer asked. 'For such a long time, nothing. Then twice in ...
how long has it been? I loose track of time in here.'

'I just wanted
to say ... I just wanted to make sure ...'

'Don't worry. I
will help.'

'It's not
that,' Roger said, 'it's the job. I'm worried about the job. And
what it's doing to me.'

'I don't do
advice,' Jennifer said, turning away. 'You must make your own mind
up.'

Roger walked
round to face Jennifer.

'Look,' he
said, 'you saw the plans. What do you think?'

'I think you
need my help or these lunatics will cut off your balls.'

'What do you
think of the plan? I trust your ...'

'Trust? Trust?'
Jennifer moved closer to Roger. 'What happened with Julia? What
happened to Harry? What happened to you?'

'I'll fix all
that,' Roger said.

Jennifer
clicked her tongue in disbelief. 'You have to go back,' she
said.

'I will. Just
as soon as this job is over. Okay?'

'Oh, Roger.'
Jennifer shook her head.

There was a
long silence.

'You're right,'
Roger said at last. 'I will go back. I'll make it work. Somehow.'
He gripped Jennifer's shoulders. 'After the job.'

Jennifer shrank
back from his touch. Roger lowered his arms, paused for a second
then headed for the door.

Alone again,
Jennifer sat on the bed and thumbed through the manual. Numbers and
symbols, and pictures and sounds danced in front of her. A thing of
aching beauty. A beauty that brought tears to her eyes.

'No one to
share it with,' she said out loud.

'You can share
it with me, pretty one.' Loki's voice shattered her vision.
Jennifer jumped further on to the bed. Loki smiled a mouth-only
smile. 'Just remember what I told you.'

Jennifer
stifled a sob. Loki left as stealthily as he had arrived; closing
the door very slowly, very quietly, very carefully behind him.


CHAPTER 8

 


Heather,
the stocking-top girl was alone in the dining room. Waiting for
him. God, she was beautiful.

She beamed at
Roger, filling the whole of his field of view with her radiance.
She took both his hands in hers, pulled Roger down and towards her
as she went up on her toes to kiss his cheek.

Roger nearly
collapsed at the smell of her. She was wonderful.

'Aw'right,
darlin'?' she screeched in a voice that could take the plaque off
your teeth at a hundred yards.

Roger woke with
a start. A dream. He had dozed off on the bed. He laughed at the
absurd dream. He could still feel her cool hands in his.

It was time.
Roger splashed cold water onto his sleepy eyelids, dried his face
and went down to dinner.

Heather, the
stocking-top girl was there. God, she really was beautiful.

Meadhill had
taken the seat at the top of the table. The Captain, apparently,
would not be dining with them that night. Roger recognised some of
the men and women from the classroom in the warehouse. And Heather,
the stocking-top girl.

Heather beamed
at Roger filling the whole of his field of view with her radiance.
She took both his hands in hers, pulled Roger down and towards her
as she went up on her toes to kiss his cheek. Big time déjà vu.

The scent of
her galloped straight to his gonads.

'I missed you?'
she purred in a surprisingly deep voice.

Roger snorted.
'Missed me?' Oh, God had he just snorted something out of his nose?
'You hardly know me.'

She let go of
one hand and led him to their places at the table. Roger took the
opportunity for a little sleeve on nose action. It didn't matter
who saw as long as Heather didn't.

The chat around
the table was mainly about football. Apparently there was an
important match on that evening. Roger didn't even try to
contribute. His knowledge of the game was limited to the rules.
Heather gently pressed her fingernails against his inner thigh. He
would have loved to place his hand on Heather's inner thigh too but
he couldn't muster up the courage. Roger's testicles tingled their
approval as Heather moved her hand closer.

Roger yearned
for and dreaded the end of the meal. Heather made things very easy
for him. The time for people to start saying their goodbyes arrived
at last and she led him by the hand from the dining room. At the
stairs she let go of his hand and walked slowly ahead of him. Being
behind Heather going upstairs; the slow side to side motion of her
hips and bottom, the short skirt playing peek-a-boo with her
stocking-tops, those legs, oh, those legs. Roger had to swallow his
excess saliva twice on the way to his room. Roger B commented that
if his sperm count rose any higher it would reach his eyes and he
would lose consciousness. He'd suffer a white out. Roger B and
Roger C executed a mental high five.

In the bedroom,
Heather was completely in charge. She undressed them both. Her body
was perfection. Her large dark nipples and the merest hint of
roundness to her belly making Roger giddy with desire. He dare not
look at her secret place for fear of passing out. When Roger tried
to pleasure her with lips and fingers she gently stopped him,
encouraging him to relax and enjoy himself.

So Roger did.
He let go. For the first time, ever. He completely let go. Usually
there was a part of Roger which stood by, thought of the woman,
observed, listened for interruptions. But not this time. Roger gave
himself completely over to the sensations. Gave himself to this
wonderful stocking-top girl.
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