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Introduction

I originally wrote my first novel, The Business of Dying, as a stand-alone thriller and had no plans to bring back my main protagonist, renegade cop and moonlighting hitman, Dennis Milne. At the end of the story, however, he managed to evade justice, and escaped to the faraway shores of the Philippines – a country I plucked out of thin air as a suitably exotic bolt-hole, having no knowledge of the place at all.

And that, I thought, was that and moved on to my next book.

But you can’t keep a good, or perhaps I should say a bad, man down – and that was the thing: I loved Dennis as a character, and missed him. Perhaps it’s the fact that he has so many flaws – not least that, technically, he’s a murderer. Yet despite this, he still manages to remain likeable. To me, anyway. He has my sympathy because he has a strong sense of natural justice. Indeed it’s this that persuades him to be a hitman in the first place because it gives him the opportunity to punish the people he sees as the bad guys. So when his old friend and colleague, Asif Malik, is murdered back in London in an unsolved case, Dennis, now exiled in the Philippines, knows he has to return home and find out who’s behind it.

A Good Day to Die opens in the Philippines, and to research the book I visited the country before I started writing. The trip proved to be a real eye-opener. As soon as my travelling companion and I arrived, we got an understanding of the craziness of the place. The car that was to transfer us south from Manila Airport failed to materialize, and we were forced to take a bone-jarring taxi ride down to the coast with a driver who seemed to know the local area even less than we, as we tried to catch the last ferry to the island of Mindoro.

Predictably the ferry had gone by the time we arrived, and the jetty was deserted. Just as we were contemplating a night sleeping rough, a group of men emerged from behind a disused building, two of whom were only wearing what appeared to be loincloths, like extras in a Tarzan movie. Without warning, and before the driver could escape, they jumped in the car, the biggest one plonking himself on my lap, and offered to take us to Mindoro in their luxury speedboat.

Our taxi driver advised us not to go anywhere with these men, but they weren’t budging, and without them neither were we, so after negotiating a price of 2500 pesos (roughly thirty quid) we took them up on their offer, and they directed our driver along some deserted back-roads until we came to a mosquito-ridden swamp, in which sat one of the most dilapidated wooden boats I’ve ever seen. As the taxi driver chucked out our cases and disappeared into the distance in a cloud of dust, our new friends welcomed my mate Matt and I aboard our unluxurious transport, whereupon they then proceeded to double the price of our passage.

After a perilous three hour boat ride across some of the deepest seas in the world, with me constantly wondering when we were going to be robbed, murdered, and our bodies dumped into the inky waters below, we got to Mindoro in the end. Having extorted five thousand pesos from us, the cheeky bastards then tried to get a tip for their troubles!

But the journey was worth it, and I quickly fell in love with the island. With its huge forest-covered mountains, its heavily manned army roadblocks and patrolling helicopter gunships on the constant lookout for the communist rebels who still lingered only a few miles from the ramshackle tourist resorts, it represented the perfect home from home for Dennis.

I wrote much of the first part of the book in the all too short time we spent there, before returning to London in the bleak, crowded depths of winter, just as Dennis does in this book. I was hugely re-energized, though, writing much faster than I’d ever done before, and changing much of the plot in a way I don’t usually do to accommodate my own experiences.

Right up to the very end, I was never sure whether or not Dennis would survive his violent yet cathartic journey to the city that had once been his home, and I’m not going to tell you now either whether he does or not. You’ll just have to turn the pages to find out!

I hope you enjoy reading A Good Day to Die as much as I enjoyed researching and writing it.

Simon Kernick
June 2008



before

Richard Blacklip wanted to kill someone.

He’d been told before he left England that the man now sitting across the table from him could make the necessary arrangements. Mr Kane was, apparently, a fixer of such things, and in the sprawling, dirt-poor and life-cheap metropolis that was Manila, where almost anything could be bought and sold if the price was right, he had ready access to a constant supply of victims. It was now simply a matter of finding that price.

A call to Kane’s mobile phone an hour earlier had set the meeting up, but now that his guest had arrived in the hotel room, Blacklip was beginning to have second thoughts about the whole thing. Not because he didn’t want to go through with the act itself (after all, the truth was that it wasn’t his first time), but because he was alone in a strange city thousands of miles from home, and was unsure of discussing his innermost thoughts and secrets with someone he’d only just met. Kane was supposed to be reliable, but what if he wasn’t? What if he was a conman? Or worse still, working for the police, here to entrap him? Blacklip was aware that he was being paranoid, but that didn’t mean his fears might not be justified.

‘Is everything OK?’ Kane’s voice was calm and controlled, designed to reassure.

It worked, too. Blacklip smiled and used a handkerchief to wipe sweat from his forehead. ‘It’s fine,’ he answered, sounding falsely jolly, even to himself. ‘It’s just this heat. I’m not used to it.’

The room was stifling. He’d changed into lighter clothes and turned the ceiling fan up to maximum, had even pulled down the blinds to keep out the fiery sun, but nothing seemed to be doing any good. He was conscious of the wetness under his armpits, and wished now that he’d rented a room with air conditioning. But then, of course, he was saving his money for bigger things.

Kane said something about Westerners getting used to the heat after they’d spent some time in the Philippines, but Blacklip wasn’t really listening. He was too busy studying his guest while trying to act like he wasn’t, a task he believed he performed much better than most people. He was used to discreet observation.

Kane was younger than he’d been expecting, probably no more than forty, and dressed casually in jeans and a light sports jacket over a cotton shirt. He was a lot taller than Blacklip and of slimmer build, and his tan, coupled with his narrow, well-defined features, suggested that he was a fit man who spent plenty of time outdoors. His hair and neatly trimmed beard had been bleached by the sun and contained only the faintest hint of grey. Some people might have considered him good-looking, although his eyes were narrow and a little bit too close together.

A bead of sweat ran down from Kane’s hairline, making swiftly for an eyebrow. He flicked it away casually. If the humidity in the room bothered him, he didn’t show it. He stopped speaking about the Filipino weather and focused his eyes on Blacklip. He looked ready to do business.

It was now or never, the moment of truth.

Blacklip took a deep breath, aware that he was about to take a huge risk, but equally aware of the potential reward. The pleasure he’d get from it. The hunt. The act. The kill.

‘You know what I want,’ he said at last. ‘Can you get it?’

‘You want a girl?’

‘That’s right.’

Kane nodded agreeably. ‘Sure, I can get you a girl.’

Blacklip cleared his throat, felt a joyous tingling sensation going up his spine. ‘She has to be young,’ he said, savouring that last word.

‘Whatever you’re after, I can get it for you. For a price.’

The tingling in Blacklip’s spine grew stronger, spreading to his groin as he pictured what he was going to do. His mouth felt dry and he licked his lips.

Kane waited, his face registering nothing more than mild interest.

‘Anything? You can get me anything?’ Blacklip’s voice had dropped to a whisper, his mind now entirely focused on the task ahead. His whole world had become reduced to the few square feet of this tiny, dimly lit room, its stifling heat temporarily forgotten.

‘Anything.’

The word was delivered calmly, yet decisively. Blacklip knew the fixer did indeed mean anything. Even murder.

So, with a shy, almost childlike smile, he shared his bloody fantasy. Occasionally he stole brief glances at the man opposite him to check that what he was saying wasn’t going too far, but each time Kane smiled back, reassuring him that everything was fine, that there was nothing wrong with what he wanted.

When he’d finished, Blacklip gave Kane the sort of look that a dog gives his master. Asking to be understood. Begging for his bone.

‘I see,’ said Kane, after a short pause.

‘Can you do it?’

‘It’ll cost a lot. There’s the logistics of it, for a start. And the risk.’

‘I didn’t think they’d be missed in a place like this. After all, there’s plenty of them.’

‘True, but the authorities are cracking down. That’s not to say I can’t do it, but it will cost.’

‘How much?’

‘Five thousand US.’

Blacklip felt a lurch of disappointment. ‘That’s an awful lot. I don’t think I’ve got that sort of money. I was hoping for nearer two.’

Kane appeared to think about this for a moment, while Blacklip watched him, praying he’d take the bait.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Kane answered eventually. ‘But I’m going to need a deposit so that I can set things in motion. Obviously this sort of thing requires a lot of effort. Can you give me two hundred US now?’

‘Please tell me you’ll do it, Mr Kane,’ Richard Blacklip said quietly.

‘All right,’ Kane sighed, appearing to come to a decision. ‘I’ll do it for two thousand.’

Blacklip got to his feet. ‘Thank you very much,’ he said with genuine appreciation. ‘Now let’s find this money, shall we?’

He stepped over to the bed, pulled open his suitcase and rummaged inside.

Then he turned round.

And looked straight at the black pistol pointed directly at his chest.

Fear stretched Blacklip’s pudgy features into a grotesque parody of an astonished circus clown. His legs went weak and the wallet he was holding fell uselessly to the floor. The banknotes he’d already removed fluttered down after it.

His first thought was ‘Police.’

But no one else was coming into the room. There was no other noise. And jutting out from the pistol’s barrel was a fat cigar-shaped silencer that couldn’t have been police issue.

The man who’d introduced himself as Kane wasn’t moving, or telling him he was under arrest. He said nothing and his expression remained impassive.

‘No, please, please,’ Blacklip begged, his voice high-pitched. ‘Mr Kane, what are you doing? I’ve got money. Don’t kill me. For God’s sake.’

The gunman pointed the revolver purposefully in the direction of Blacklip’s groin, his finger tensing on the trigger.

‘Why are you doing this? There’s been a misunderstanding. Please.’ He felt a wetness travelling down his trouser legs. Ignored it. Desperation rose up in him like bile. He wanted to do something – anything. Scream, run, charge down his tormentor. But nothing moved. He was rooted firmly to the spot.

Pissing himself in fear.

The gunman looked him in the eye. In that moment, Blacklip knew there was no hope.

But he had to try. ‘Whatever they’re paying you,’ he whispered, ‘I’ll double it.’

‘I’m choosy who I work for,’ said the gunman, and pulled the trigger.

Blacklip felt a sudden burning sensation like an electric shock. He gasped and fell back onto the bed, his hands grabbing at the wound.

He managed one last word, uttered with a final hiss of venom as rage overcame fear for just one second.

‘Bastards.’

Then the gunman stepped forward and put two more bullets in Blacklip’s head.

A splash of blood like aerosol hit the wall, and the gunman turned and walked from the room.



Part One

MINDORO ISLAND,
PHILIPPINES

One Year Later



1

I was sitting in Tina’s Sunset Restaurant, watching the outriggers shuffle lazily through the clear waters of Sabang Bay, when Tomboy took a seat opposite me, ordered a San Miguel from Tina’s daughter, and told me that someone else had to die. It was five o’clock in the afternoon, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and up until that point I’d been in a good mood.

I told him that I didn’t kill people any more, that it was a part of my past I didn’t want to be reminded of, and he replied that he understood all that, but once again we needed the money. ‘It’s just the way the cookie crumbles,’ he added, with the sort of bullshit ‘I share your suffering’ expression an undertaker might give to one of his customers’ relatives. Tomboy Darke was my business partner and a man with a cliché for every occasion, including murder.

Tina’s was empty, as was usually the case at that time of day. It was right at the end of the collection of bars and guest houses that pass for the small tourist town of Sabang’s main drag, and tucked away enough that few of the tourists ever used it, so I’d known as soon as Tomboy had asked to meet me here that something was up. It was the sort of place you went to when you wanted to talk without anyone else listening. So I talked. ‘Who’s the target?’

He paused while the beer was put down in front of him, then waited until Tina’s daughter was out of earshot. ‘The bloke’s name’s Billy Warren,’ he said quietly. ‘He’s on the Thursday flight out of Heathrow, arriving in Manila Friday morning.’

‘Today’s Wednesday, Tomboy.’

‘I know that,’ he answered, running his fingers through what was left of his hair. ‘But you know what they say. Time waits for no man.’

‘What’s he done, this Warren?’

‘No one’s saying anything at the moment, it’s all very hush-hush. But he’s running away from something – something serious. Just like you. Except this time, someone wants to kill him for it. He ain’t going to be whiter than white, put it like that.’

‘How much are they offering for the job?’

‘Thirty thousand US. A lot of money.’

He was right, it was. Particularly here in the Philippines. The business we ran – a small hotel with dive operation attached – didn’t take much more than that in a year, and thanks to Al Qaeda’s continued efforts to mangle Western tourism in the Far East, things weren’t likely to improve much in the year ahead. By the time we’d paid the staff, the local authorities and covered our running costs, we cleared maybe a third of that in profit. Paradise is nice, but it rarely makes you rich.

I took a sip from my beer. ‘Someone must want him dead very badly.’

He nodded and pulled a soft-top pack of Marlboro Lights from his pocket, lighting one. ‘They do. Not only that, they want him to disappear. No trace.’

‘That’s not going to be very easy in Manila.’

‘It ain’t going to be in Manila. As soon as he arrives, he’s getting a cab down to Batangas, and a boat across to Puerta Galera.’ Puerta Galera was the nearest main town to us and Mindoro Island’s main port. ‘He’s got a room booked at the Hotel California on East Brucal Street. It’s already been paid for. He’s been told that you’re going to meet him there to give him instructions and a briefcase full of money. What you need to do is get him out of the room and take him for a drive. One that he don’t come back from.’

‘If I accept the job.’

‘Yeah,’ he said with some reluctance, ‘if you accept the job. But you know how things are at the moment. We need this cash. Badly. I wouldn’t ask you if we didn’t, you know that.’

‘We’ve been in this place how long? A year? And you want me to take someone out five kilometres down the road. Don’t you think that’s just a little bit risky?’

‘No one’ll ever find the body. We’re getting fifteen grand up front. All we need to do is provide photos proving it’s been done and we’ll get the balance of the cash. And that’ll be the end of it.’

That’ll be the end of it. I’d heard that one before. ‘Last question. Who’s the client?’

‘Pope. Same as last time.’

‘No doubt doing it on behalf of someone else?’

Tomboy nodded vaguely. ‘No doubt.’

The mysterious Mr Pope. An old criminal contact of Tomboy’s from London, he’d first got in touch a year ago with a business proposition, having tracked down Tomboy all the way to Sabang, which must have taken some doing. The business proposition had been the execution of Richard Blacklip, a British paedophile on the run from the law in the UK who was heading to Manila on a false passport. Someone Pope knew – apparently one of his victims, who was now an adult – wanted Blacklip dead, and Pope had asked Tomboy if he could organize someone reliable to carry out the task.

It might have seemed like a strange request for most people, but Tomboy Darke had been a career criminal all his life (albeit more of a ducker and diver than a man of violence) and had spent many years moving in the sort of circles where such things occasionally happened, and where people weren’t so hesitant in asking the question.

And, of course, Tomboy had known just the man.

I sighed loudly, not wanting to get involved in a repeat performance.

He took a huge gulp from the neck of the beer, dragged on the cigarette and looked me right in the eye. ‘I know you don’t want to do it. I don’t much want to do it, to be honest with you. But this is big money, and I’m telling you, this bloke’s no angel. He’s fleeing London for the back-end of nowhere, meeting someone to get a caseload of cash off them so he can start a new life a long way from prying eyes. Does that sound like someone with a clear conscience to you?’

He had a point there, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s never to take anything you’re told at face value. I’d made that mistake before, and it had almost cost me my life. In the three years since I’d left England, I’d tried to put all that behind me, to start afresh. Just like this guy Warren was trying to do. But you can never escape the past for ever, as he was about to find out.

I continued looking at Tomboy and he continued looking at me. I was thinking that there might be a way round this. A way of getting the money, doctoring a few photos, and not having to kill anyone. I suspected that he was just thinking about the money. Even so, I told him what he wanted to hear.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll do it.’
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Tomboy drank the rest of his beer and ordered another one from Tina’s daughter. He then spent the next few minutes flirting with her while she leaned against the table opposite, a cloth in one hand and a smile on her face that was wide enough to be friendly but had little in the way of depth.

He said he bet that all the boys were chasing after her, and told her what a pretty young thing she was. She was a pretty young thing too but I doubted if she was a day over sixteen – while Tomboy was, if my memory served me correctly, the grand old age of forty-two, which made the whole thing look a little tasteless. He winked at me now and again, between jokes and compliments, just to demonstrate that it was nothing more than light-hearted banter, but I could see the hint of desperation in his act. He might have thought he was messing about, but, like a lot of men whose looks are fading as their waistlines expand, he needed to believe he still had that elusive ‘something’ the girls always go for. Unfortunately, he didn’t. As well as being about three stone heavier than he had been back in the old days in London, the booze had reddened his nose and cheeks and scattered them with clusters of broken veins, while his precious blond locks – the pride and joy of his youth – had been reduced to a few desperate strands on top and a scraggy ponytail at the back.

But that didn’t stop him. He asked Tina’s daughter what she liked most in a man. ‘Apart from the obvious,’ he added, chortling.

She giggled. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Don’t ask me that.’

‘You should make it multiple choice, Tomboy,’ I told him. ‘You know, A: beer gut; B: loud London accent. That sort of thing. It’d give you more of a chance.’

‘Sense of humour,’ she said, looking pleased with herself. ‘That’s what I like.’

Tomboy turned my way with the makings of a glare. I think he wanted to say something – a similarly barbed comment aimed in my direction – but remembered that he’d just asked me to kill someone, so decided to let it go.

‘You have a good sense of humour, Tomboy,’ said Tina’s daughter. She didn’t say the same to me, but then I didn’t know her as well.

Tomboy smiled. ‘Thanks, love.’ But he’d lost interest in the banter now. Like an unwelcome heckler, I’d messed up his routine.

He quaffed the rest of his second bottle of beer and announced he had to go. He had things to do, he said. Phoning London, for one. Letting the man called Pope know the job was on.

I finished my own drink in silence, still watching the outriggers in the bay, but with nothing like the pleasure that I’d taken in the view earlier. I liked Tomboy, and hadn’t meant to piss him off. He was a big man with a big personality, and he’d been good to me since I’d arrived at his Philippine hotel three years ago, on the run and without a friend left in the world. So I figured that I owed him. But killing someone on our very own doorstep? That felt like one payment too far.

Which was one reason why I still wasn’t sure whether I was actually going to go through with it or not. The other reason was that I’m no cold-blooded murderer. I’ve done jobs before. Blacklip was one, and there were others before him in England. Jobs where I’ve had to end the lives of people who deserved it. Drug dealers; child molesters; the worst kind of criminals. They weren’t many in number, and they never interfered with the work I did as a detective in London’s Metropolitan Police, so I never thought that I was doing much wrong. However, all that changed three years ago, when I made a mistake and shot some men I was told were bad guys, but who were actually anything but. That’s what I mean about not taking things at face value. People lie. They also double-cross, even the ones you’re meant to trust. Anyway, the result of that particular mistake was that I ended up on the run, with the police, Interpol and God knows who else after my blood. None of them were successful, and after a long and indirect journey, I made it here to the Philippines, going into business with a man who used to be one of my best informants back in the old days, when I was still on the side of the forces of law and order and people had known me as Detective Sergeant Dennis Milne.

Originally, Tomboy had owned a hotel and beach bar on Siquijor, a tiny island way down in the south of the Philippine archipelago, and I worked for him there. When I’d arrived it had been doing quite well, but then the Islamic rebels of Abu Sayyaf began to extend their kidnapping and bombing operations closer and closer to where we were, and the visitor numbers had slowed to a trickle. Tomboy and his Filipina wife Angela had sold up at a significant loss just over a year earlier and we’d headed north to start again in the Puerta Galera region of Mindoro, a large island a few hours’ boat and taxi ride from Manila. It was a lot busier here, and a lot safer too. Unless your name was Billy Warren, of course.

I paid my bill and left Tina’s daughter a fifty-peso tip, then headed out onto the narrow concrete walkway  that  was   Sabang’s   equivalent  of  a promenade, stepping over a couple of three-year-old kids playing on the ground with a mangy-looking puppy. I made my way along the beach, past a group of local men who were stood watching a cock-fight on the sand in front of the boats, then cut into the narrow, dirty backstreets of the town. The journey took me past the ramshackle stalls selling raw meat and fish, where the women gathered to barter in staccato tones; through gaggles of raucous schoolkids, heading home in their immaculate uniforms; past cheap tourist shops and girlie bars; across planks of wood that acted as bridges over the streams of effluent-laced water trailing beneath; under washing lines; through people’s backyards; past noisy games of pool played under tin roofs. And all the way I nodded to people I knew, greeted a few of them by name, breathed in the hot, stinking air, and thought how much I loved this place. The vibrancy, the heat. The freedom.

When I emerged at the other end of town and stepped back onto the promenade, the sun was setting in a blaze of gold and pink above the headland in front of me.

It was beautiful. It should have made me happy.

But I was too busy thinking about the fugitive coming from across the sea, and wondering whether he was going to be the man who ruined it all for me.
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Two days after the meeting at Tina’s Sunset Restaurant, I drove the potholed road from Sabang to Puerta Galera, a gun in my pocket and a lot on my mind.

East Brucal Street’s a quiet and surprisingly leafy little road about fifty yards long and dotted with mango trees, just off Puerta Galera’s raucous main drag. The Hotel California, halfway down it, is a small, two-storey establishment with an open-air restaurant on its second floor that fits in nicely with the surroundings. It’s owned by an ex-Vietnam War veteran who’s not the sort of man you’d want to get in an argument with, but who was quite friendly with Tomboy and could be trusted not to take too much notice of who was passing through his establishment. At three hundred pesos a night for a double room with bathroom, it’s a good-value place to stay. Particularly so for Billy Warren, as his one night there had already been paid for in cash by Tomboy.

It was two thirty on a hot, sunny Friday afternoon and the street was quiet. A couple of cars were parked up but there didn’t seem to be anyone around. I pulled up ten yards past the front of the hotel, outside a collection of rusty corrugated-iron sheets that had somehow been fashioned into a shop selling house plants, and dialled the mobile number I’d been given.

Warren answered after five rings. ‘Hello?’ The tone was neutral, a little rough around the edges, and not betraying any nerves.

‘My name’s Mick Kane,’ I told him without preamble. ‘I’ve been told to deliver something to you, and to give you certain instructions. I’m outside, just up the street in a blue Land Rover. Can you come down?’

‘I’ve never seen a blue Land Rover before,’ he informed me helpfully.

‘Well, now’s your chance. You can even have a drive in it if you want. There’s a bar at the Ponderosa golf club. It’s fifteen minutes up the road. It’ll be quiet up there this time of day, so we can talk.’

‘So, you want to take me for a drive, do you?’ His tone was suspicious, but there was something mocking in it too, as if he was letting me know he knew my motives. ‘Here I am all on my lonesome in a fleapit of a country where, according to the BBC, life is dirt fucking cheap, and I’ve just been invited to get in a car with a man I’ve never met before, but who’s apparently got a load of money for me, and go for a country jaunt?’

‘Listen, I don’t mind how we do it,’ I told him. ‘My job’s to give you the case I’m carrying and provide you with a few instructions to help you on your way. You can just come out and grab it if you want. It makes no difference. I just fancied a drink, that’s all.’

‘Has it got aircon, this place? I’m not going anywhere without aircon. Not in this heat.’

‘Of course it has,’ I lied. ‘And it’s got nice views, too. You’ll like it.’

‘We’ll see,’ he said enigmatically and hung up.

This guy fancied himself, no question; and he wanted me to know he was no fool. I’ve met plenty of men like him before. Men who are sure they know the score on everything; who are streetwise enough that they can smell trouble a mile off. But everyone’s got a weakness. It’s just a matter of knowing where to look.

Five minutes passed, and I was just about to phone the cheeky sod again to see what the hell he was playing at when he emerged from the hotel entrance, dressed in a white, short-sleeved cotton shirt and jeans. He made his way straight to the car without looking around, which meant that he’d been watching it from his hotel room. Fair enough. I’d have done the same in his position.

He was medium height, early forties, with short dark hair and a thick moustache that followed the curves of his mouth and didn’t look right on him at all. He had a muscular build that suggested he worked out regularly, and his face was fairly nondescript in so far as nothing actually stood out, except perhaps that it belonged to a man who knew how to handle himself.

I couldn’t help but smile as I watched him approach in the rear-view mirror. So the man I’d once known as Billy West had changed his name – or part of it, anyway. I hadn’t seen him in maybe ten years, but he didn’t look much different than he had done then. Except for the ’tache. This was a new edition, and presumably part of his disguise. Because there was no way Slippery Billy West wasn’t on the run. The man had spent a lifetime struggling to extricate himself from the jaws of justice, and with more than a little success too, especially where his dealings with me were concerned.

I’d first come across him back in London around 1991, when my colleagues and I in CID had put him under surveillance on suspicion of gun-running. He was an ex-soldier who’d served in the Falklands conflict and Northern Ireland, and who’d ended up being court-martialled when he and a fellow squaddie had held up an army payroll truck at gunpoint and relieved it of its contents. That was the only time, as far as I was aware, that he’d ever spent any time behind bars. Our surveillance of him for the gun-running lasted close to a month, and when we nicked him and raided the lock-up he was using for his business, we recovered three handguns and an AK-47 assault rifle. But in court, Slippery claimed to know nothing about the weapons, and used as his defence the fact that he wasn’t the only keyholder to the premises, which was true. Two of his cousins, both of whom did work for him now and again, were indeed keyholders, and in the end it came down to the fact that it couldn’t be proved beyond doubt that he was the one the guns belonged to, particularly as there were no prints on any of them. So he’d been acquitted.

I had the same trouble with him again a couple of years later when, acting on intelligence, I’d led a raid on his flat in King’s Cross in the hunt for a significant quantity of cocaine. Unfortunately, the bastard had reinforced not only the front door but the bathroom door too, for a reason that quickly became apparent. We’d managed to batter down the front door after much effort, but by the time we’d got inside he’d already made it to the bathroom, along with his stash. I’ll always remember the frustration I felt as we tried to force open the second reinforced door before he flushed the whole stash down the toilet. What was worse, we could hear him doing it. And he was whistling a jaunty tune at the same time, as if the sound of us trying to break into his place was the most natural thing in the world. After about five good heaves with the Enforcer, we’d finally got the door open, only to find old Slippery sitting comfortably on the throne with his trousers round his ankles, a recent copy of the Sun in his hands. He even managed a loud fart to add to the authenticity of his situation, before greeting me with a cheery ‘Morning, DS Milne, I wondered what that noise was.’ Which was him all over. As cocky as they come.

All that was left of the suspected half-kilo of cocaine he’d been in possession of were five plastic bags each containing trace amounts of the drug, which turned out to be enough to warrant only a two-hundred-pound fine.

Three weeks later, the guy who’d supplied us with the information that led to the raid, a former business associate of Slippery’s named Karl Nash, was found dead in his Islington townhouse. At first his death was thought to have been due to a heroin overdose, but further investigation revealed that he’d been asphyxiated. There was, of course, an obvious suspect. Nash and Slippery had fallen out very publicly, but although Slippery was arrested and questioned in connection with the murder, there was insufficient evidence to proceed.

I think even he realized at this point that he was living on borrowed time, and shortly after that he’d quietly disappeared from the scene, and I hadn’t clapped eyes on him since. Until now, that was. I wondered whether he’d recognize me or not. After all, we’d spent plenty of less than quality time in each other’s company.

As he came by the side of the car I saw him glance casually at the back seat, just to check there wasn’t anyone sat waiting there to garrotte him, before opening the door and getting inside.

‘Mick Kane,’ I said, putting out a hand.

He shook it with a softer grip than I’d been expecting and looked me in the eye. ‘Billy Warren.’

For a couple of seconds there was nothing, and he even started to turn away, but then he looked at me again.

‘What is it?’ I asked him.

A slow and deliberate grin spread across his face. ‘Fuck me, it can’t be. Dennis Milne. Christ, you’ve changed a bit. Have you been having a bit of a nip and tuck, you vain bugger?’

So much for my disguise. ‘I could hardly have announced my real name, could I?’ I said, not bothering to deny his claim.

‘Too right. I’d never have come down here. I wouldn’t know whether you were going to nick me or shoot me.’ He shook his head, still grinning. ‘Blimey, it’s a small world, innit? And full of surprises, too. Who’d have thought the copper who spent so much time trying to put me behind bars because he said I was a – what were your exact words, Dennis? – a lowlife bastard who’s going to get what’s coming to him, I think it was . . . Who’d have thought the copper who called me that would turn out to be a mass murderer?’ His expression was full of mockery, but then it turned serious and his grey eyes hardened. ‘You ain’t gonna try and shoot me now, are you, Dennis? You have actually come with the money?’

‘Unlike you, Slippery, I’ve got morals. I’ve only ever killed people who deserved it, and when I’ve had good reason.’

‘What about them customs officers?’

‘They were a mistake, and not one I’m ever going to repeat. I’m happy here. I don’t need to complicate things by going back to that old game.’ I turned the key in the ignition, put the Land Rover in gear, and pulled out into the road.

He was still watching me and I sensed a tension in him. He obviously wasn’t entirely convinced. ‘I bet you’ve always thought I deserved it,’ he said.

‘I did,’ I told him. ‘And I still do. But then again, when I came here this afternoon I didn’t expect to be running into you. It’s what you might call an interesting surprise.’

‘Fair do’s,’ he said, and pulled a pack of Marlboro Reds from his pocket. He flashed it in my direction. ‘Want one?’

‘No, I quit. A while back now.’

‘So, where’s the case?’

‘In the boot. You don’t drive round the Philippines with cases full of money on your passenger seat. Not unless you want to lose them.’

He nodded, accepting the explanation, and we pulled out of East Brucal and turned right into the chaos of Concepcion Street, the noisy, fume-filled and dusty thoroughfare that was the heart of Puerta Galera. The traffic was heavy as usual, and the pot-holed road filled with all manner of exotic vehicles: hulking, multicoloured buses known as jeepneys that had people hanging precariously from every square inch of space; tiny mopeds with covered sidecars that often contained three generations of one family; battered old American Buicks and Fords; brand-new 500 and 1,000cc motorbikes ridden by bare-chested, helmetless and most definitely uninsured Europeans with their Filipina girlfriends on the back. The whole lot of them blasting on their horns as if their masculinity depended on it, and none of them going any faster than the choking pedestrians walking along the sides of the road.

Slippery lit one of the Marlboros with a match and opened the window, letting in a fiery waft of pollution. He chucked the match out and immediately shut the window again. ‘Christ,’ he said, taking a long drag. ‘Is it always like this?’

‘Always like what?’

He waved his arm expansively. ‘Like this. You know, hot, smelly and noisy.’

‘You get used to it,’ I told him, wondering at the same time if he actually would, or whether I’d deny him the opportunity. He’d been right when he’d suggested I thought he deserved to die. I think he probably did. He was almost certainly a killer himself, with few redeeming features and not even the first semblance of a conscience. But if there was a way of avoiding a murder and still getting our money, I was keen to take it. And no one, apart from Slippery and me, would ever know the truth.

‘So how long have you been out here for now, Dennis?’ he asked, puffing on the smoke again. ‘The whole time since you disappeared?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘You know, I couldn’t believe it when I read about what you’d done. I really couldn’t. You always struck me as one of the good guys. You were obviously a very decent liar.’

I knew the bastard was baiting me, but I ignored it. ‘I couldn’t even begin to compete with you in the bullshitter stakes, Slippery. I reckon the only time you ever told me the truth was when you spoke to confirm your name, and you’ve even managed to change that now. Or half of it, at least. What happened? Didn’t you think you’d be able to remember it if you changed the first part as well?’

‘I always keep it simple, Dennis. There’s no point trying to confuse things.’ His voice was even, but there was an underlying irritation in it. I’d obviously annoyed him a little, which suited me fine. ‘And what’s this fucking Slippery business?’

‘Don’t you remember? It was the name we used to have for you in CID. Slippery Billy West. On account of your ability to wriggle out of every situation we put you in.’

He snorted loudly and derisively. ‘What? And you ain’t a wriggler? How many people did you kill? Six? Seven? And here you are with a nice suntan, living the life of Reilly. You’ve wriggled just as well as I ever did, mate, and don’t pretend otherwise.’

The car fell silent as we crawled through the traffic past the turn-off to the harbour, before finally speeding up as we came out the other side of Puerta Galera. The road here was relatively new, the best in the north of the island, and I’d soon passed all the crawling jeepneys and built up a half-decent head of speed. The sea appeared to our right through a coconut-palm grove – a brilliant, cerulean blue – but almost immediately the view was obscured by a ragged huddle of tin and wood squatters’ shacks that had sprung up by the side of the road. In the Philippines, you’re only ever one step away from abject poverty.

‘So,’ I said eventually. ‘You know why I had to come here. What about you? What are you running from this time?’

He opened the window and chucked out his cigarette butt. The air outside was clearer and fresher now that the traffic had thinned. He didn’t answer for a while and I thought that maybe I’d upset him, but then he sighed loudly. ‘Something I should never have got involved in,’ he said at last and he sounded like he meant it.

‘Isn’t that always the way?’

‘I’m normally a good judge of these things,’ he said, which is something I would probably have agreed with, ‘but I fucked up this time.’

‘What happened?’

He turned and looked at me carefully. I think he was trying to work out whether it was something he wanted to tell the man who, for a short time at least, had been his nemesis. I got the feeling that his instincts were erring on the side of caution, but that he also wanted to talk about it to someone he knew. Criminals love to tell people about their crimes but in general it’s not very practical for them to do so, so when they’re in the presence of other criminals (and I suppose to Slippery I was one), they tend to let rip.

‘I did a job for a bloke. Your sort of job. A hit.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Yeah. I got approached by someone I knew to take out a bloke in London. The pay being offered was ten grand and I needed the money. It was a rush job, though. That’s why I should have turned it down. I didn’t have time to put him under surveillance, find out about him, or anything like that. I was told I had twenty-four hours to put him in the ground. That was it. So I told them I needed fifteen grand for a job like that, we did a bit of negotiation and I settled for twelve.’

He sat back in his seat and drummed his middle and index fingers against the side of his face in a rapid and irritatingly noisy tattoo. I suddenly remembered it as a habit of his from the past. He used to do it during interrogations, usually when he was mulling something over.

‘The problem was,’ he continued, ‘I didn’t have a clue how I was going to do it, and I didn’t have time to come up with any sort of proper plan. I reckoned I was going to have to knock on his door, hope it was him who opened it, and let him have it there and then. The client said he wouldn’t be armed, so it should have been no problem. Anyway, I drove down to the victim’s place the next night and I was waiting outside in my car, just checking everything out and psyching myself up to make my move, when I got a call on my mobile. It was the client again. He told me that our man was at home, but was about to go out to an all-night café in Clerkenwell to meet someone. If he got there and met the other bloke, then I had to take out both of them.’

He sighed. ‘And that was my second mistake. Rather than just say I was outside the target’s house and ready to pop him there and then, I sniffed the chance to make some more cash. The client sounded really worried, like he was getting desperate, so I told him it would cost more to do two. Twenty grand in all. He was pissed off, but, like I explained to him, it meant a bigger risk for me, and so he went for it. He hung up, and then a couple of seconds later the target came walking out of his place, and I just watched him go when I could have taken him out.’

I couldn’t believe Slippery’s stupidity, especially after telling me the importance of keeping things simple. He was no master criminal, but he’d always been pretty good at covering his tracks, so to make a sloppy and extremely risky decision in order to pocket a few more quid showed what I’d long suspected: that his successes against the forces of law and order had finally made him think he was untouchable.

‘And it fucked up?’

‘Well, that’s the thing. Not at the time, no. I got the directions to the café and went straight down there. Then I just walked in with a crash helmet on, spotted the target chatting to the geezer he was meeting, and went straight over. They were the only customers in the place and they were so deep in conversation that they didn’t see me until it was too late. I pulled my shooter, and that was that. Two bullets in each of them, then head shots just to make sure. Only one witness, the bloke behind the counter, and he did the right thing and kept his mouth shut and his hands in the air. I reckon the whole thing took about ten seconds.’

‘So what went wrong?’

He shrugged and started the old finger tattoo again. ‘This is it, I don’t know. The whole thing happened a few weeks back, and there was a bit of a hoo-hah in the papers because one of them was a copper. I didn’t know that, of course. I’d never have touched him if I’d known he was Old Bill.’

‘That’s nice to know.’

‘Not ’cause I respect them, but because it’s too much hassle. Anyway, I got paid the full amount and I didn’t hear nothing more about it until a couple of days ago, when I got a phone call out of the blue from the client saying I had to get out of the country, and fast. I asked him why, and he said he had information that the coppers investigating the murders were on to me. He didn’t say how they’d got so close, but he was pretty convincing. Course I wasn’t keen on upping sticks, but when he told me that he had a false passport and a ticket to the Philippines, and that someone would meet me there with ten grand to get me settled, I decided he had to be serious and that it was probably an idea to take him up on his offer. And that’s it. The rest you know.’

‘And who was your client?’

He gave me a look that bordered on the suspicious. ‘Don’t you know?’

‘I’m here on behalf of someone called Pope. He supplied us with the money to give to you.’

‘He’s the one I did the job for. The client. Les Pope.’

Les Pope, I had to admit, was a man with access to supremely good intelligence. A year ago, he’d been so many steps ahead of Richard Blacklip that he’d been able to lead me right to his hotel room. Now, he was far enough inside a major police investigation to tip off the prime suspect and get him out of the country.

It was then that I made my decision. ‘I’m going to be honest with you now, Slippery.’

‘Call me Billy, please.’

‘All right, Billy. The fact is, you’re in a lot of trouble.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Pope wants you dead, and he’s hired me through a mutual acquaintance to make sure you get that way.’ He started to shift in his seat and I had a feeling that he might try and go for me, so I kept talking, still staring at the road ahead. ‘Now listen, I’ve got no intention of hurting you. Like I told you before, I’m out of that game now, and if we play this right, you can walk away in one piece and completely off the hook, and I can still get my money.’

‘How are you going to manage that?’ he demanded, his eyes boring into the side of my face.

‘Because Pope doesn’t just want you dead, he wants you to disappear off the face of the earth as well, which means we’ve got scope for faking your demise.’

‘He’s going to want evidence that you’ve done the job, though.’

‘Of course he is. He’s a criminal, so he’s not going to trust me, but there’s an easy way round that. He wants photographic evidence that you’ve been killed. If you look in the glove compartment, you’ll see a Coke bottle filled with fresh rooster blood, which looks exactly like its human equivalent.’

‘Lovely.’

‘It pays to make the effort, Billy, as well you know. There’s also a small jar of black paint that we’ll use to mark the entry wounds of the bullets. All you have to do is lie on the ground, act dead while I pour the contents of these two bottles over your abdomen and do a bit of a paint job so it looks realistic, and then I’ll stand back and take a couple of snapshots. They’ll get sent back to Pope, he’ll be happy with a job well done, I’ll get paid, and that’ll be that. You head down south and live quietly and anonymously, because with the British police and presumably Interpol after your blood for two murders, it’s in your interests to lie as low as possible, and I’ll never mention your name again.’

‘How do I know you ain’t gonna kill me anyway?’

I slowed down as a jeepney in front of me stopped to pick up passengers by the side of the road. ‘If you’re a shooter then you should know better than anybody that your best weapon is the art of surprise. I’ve just told you exactly what I’ve been hired to do. Now why would I bother saying anything if I still intended to kill you?’

He thought about that one for a few seconds, then opened the glove compartment. Seeing the blood-filled Coke bottle and the paint, he shut it again and lit another cigarette. At the same time, I overtook the stationary jeepney. ‘That bastard,’ he said, taking a drag. ‘I knew I should never have trusted him. And the ten grand in the boot?’

‘Behave. It doesn’t exist. Be thankful that you’ve still got your life. So, are you in agreement with my plan? It’s a lot better thought out than the one you used for your little job.’

‘You want me to lie in the dirt and have chicken blood splashed all over me while you do a David Bailey?’

‘That’s about the size of it.’

‘It doesn’t seem like I’ve got much choice, does it?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t think it does.’

He emitted a loud sound of consent that sounded like someone impersonating a fart.

‘I’ll take that as a yes, shall I?’

‘All right,’ he grunted. ‘Let’s do it.’
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