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‘YOU LIKE RIDDLES?’ HE SAYS.

‘NOT ESPECIALLY, NO.’

‘HERE’S ONE FOR YA,’ HE SAYS, IGNORING MY ANSWER.

‘WHY DO PEOPLE GO TO PRISON? THINK ABOUT IT.’

‘DUNNO.’

‘TRY HARDER,’ HE INSISTS STRAIGHT AWAY.

‘WHY DO PEOPLE GO TO PRISON?’

‘FOR COMMITTING CRIME?’ I SAY.

‘NO, NO,’ HE SAYS, SHAKING HIS HEAD, PRETENDING TO BE DISAPPOINTED.

‘THINK AGAIN. YOU’LL KICK YOURSELF. IT’S NOT FOR COMMITTIN’ CRIME.’

‘OH, I GET YA. IT’S FOR GETTIN’ CAUGHT.’

‘NOW YOU’VE GOT IT, SON. I KNEW YOU WAS A BRIGHT KID.

IT’S FOR GETTIN CAUGHT COMMITTING CRIME. SO BE LUCKY.’


CHAPTER ONE

WHAT’S WITH THE BIG Q AND A?

Grantley Adams International Airport, Barbados Wednesday, 22nd August 2001

Q. Do you know who I am?

A. Are you having an identity crisis?

Q. Why are you here, at the airport, in Barbados?

A. I’m waiting ... I hate waiting.

Q. What is your name?

A. My name’s unimportant. I am thirty-five years old. I own a hotel in a resort on the far west coast of Jamaica, that beautifully corrupt, sun-kissed lunatic asylum. The operation costs me money to run, it drains my resources because, basically, I ain’t about a lot of the time, ain’t one of nature’s hospitable hosts. In fact I find the guests a right pain in the arse.

Q. How’d I get the tank money?

A. I used to supply cocaine – multiples of kilos, back in London, back in the day. I served up a cross-section of London dealers. I had some customers who were ex-public school, polo-set, take five kilos on bail, credit, return me a hundred grand in large denominations forty-eight hours later – no sweaty fivers or tens, please – and at the other end of the scale we occasionally served full-blast lunatics. But everybody paid up. I spun the loot through various legitimate enterprises. I lived the colour-supplement lifestyle. But I had a spot of bother – another time, another story – so I had to ship out quick-sharp. I managed to go through the slips with about half what I’d accumulated, half a million in sterling, but I ended up with a metal plate in my head because some love-struck hero shot me.

I’m persona nongrata back in the UK. The law told me they’d convict me for anything, manufacture evidence if necessary, if I ever stepped back on British soil. I laid low in backwaters, scratching about, running a bar. I’d got people to check with bent cozzers back home to see if the police were actively looking for me. They drew a blank. I started to venture out.

Q. How do you sleep?

A. I have a recurring nightmare. Nothing about loud shooters going off in my face or bogeymen chasing me naked. My dream is old-school, Freudian in many ways. I dream a large powerful beast, a cross between a tiger and wolf, is savaging me. It’s in so close that if it wasn’t trying to rip me to pieces it would be trying to fuck me. That’s an image to spin the canister, even in sunlight. The beast’s long razor-sharp teeth are embedded in my flesh. It plays with me, crushes my exposed bones in its powerful jaws. My blood sprays everywhere, like a slaughterhouse wall. I always wake up suddenly, covered in a cold sweat, head to toe, breathing hard. I’m relieved but I can taste my own terror in my spit. It takes me till afternoon to slip the feeling, to properly lose it. Apparently fear is a pre-programmed, biophysical chemical reaction, but when I’m in fatal close quarter combat with the Bengal werewolf it’s incredibly real.

Q. Can anything be done?

A. Someone suggested I get my head totally checked out, tests and scans – the mad dreams could be pressure on the brain. So I did. And they were right. I’ve recently come back from Florida where I’ve had the National Health Service tin can replaced with the titanium private-enterprise model. Apparently the old one had been causing the problem. Some days I couldn’t think straight, and I was getting excruciating headaches. Two hundred and thirty grand – US dollars – in cold blood it cost me, with no medical insurance to take the sting outta it. Complex seven-hour brain operations don’t come cheap. My memory is slowly returning. Can be a good or bad thing. I can remember some parts of my life in infinite micro-detail and whole chunks I have no recollection of at all.

Wanna tip? Forget crime. Become a brain surgeon. Crime may pay, but there’s a price to be paid.

Q. Do you think you’re really suited to the hotel and catering business?

A. My thinking has changed. Some guys don’t really mind indulging fuckwits, pandering to their every need. It’s not that I ain’t got the humility, and I’m not a violent man, it’s just I wanna head-butt certain punters when they look down their noses like I’m Joe the Go. When it comes to humility I like people to meet me halfway.

Q. So how did you get into the business?

A. Through a series of defaults. It seemed like a good idea at the time – to buy a share in a loss-making, Art-Deco relic of a hotel for bottom dollar from a desperate, destitute Ivy League drug addict. American royalty in social freefall. He’s dead now; nothing to do with me. He started off wealthy but it didn’t help him; fucked the guy in many respects, couldn’t apply the brakes. He pathetically begged me to buy it. A bit sickening it was, watching him crying, sweating buckets in a white linen suit, his personal hygiene all gone.

Q. Do you regret it?

A. I regretted it as I signed my name. Sometimes you regret things in life as you’re doing them – like an outta body experience. There was a chance – a slim one – that I was getting a bargain but in retrospect I was found, as they say in London. I’ve gotta wipe my mouth, crack on, and start looking for someone to sell it to. I could blame my health condition or the strong prescribed medication I was gulping at the time but that would be an excuse.

Q. Have you ever thought about, you know, a happy accident?

A. What, burn the fuckin gaff down? I’d burn the fucker to the ground in a heartbeat if I could get some cover but they’re ahead of me, the insurance salesmen. I’ve tried talking to them in the bar about getting a policy and they laugh. If I could get insured, I’d check the fine print, make sure I was paid up to date then call in a specialist.

I’ve tried but I completely miss the point of being an hotelier so I keep a low profile, a shadowy presence and an office on the property. I leave the everyday running to managers, ambitious hotel-school graduates who you know one day will open up the rival hotel or even stage their own petit coup d’état. The rot at the hotel had set in deep, and trying to turn it round was never going to be easy or quick. The kitchen staff were taking liberties left, right and centre, and sirloin steaks home with them. The front desk staff were blatantly dipping the till. The concierge service could provide the best flake cocaine on that whole bit of coast, delivered by the gamiest hookers, who rinsed out the punters till they were praying to the lord, so I had to pay off the local constabulary. All the decent bartenders and waiters were hunting for sugar mamas – who they’d fuck delirious, who’d buy them tickets to Montreal or Chicago, leaving me with the schlumps.

The whole gaff was a free-for-all that I was paying for. I skimmed my whack off the top, obviously pulled rank and dipped the till myself to a greater degree. Couldn’t help myself. My partners in the hotel don’t really need the money. Give it time, they were saying, but I was running outta time. One day the gaff might even be worth selling but if I knew then what I know now I woulda kept my readies under my mattress and eked out a living from the bar I owned back on Curaçao.

I realise now – now the mist is clearing and the thinking is getting sharper – that I’ve been sitting out here in the Carib waiting for my wake-up call, like those Cold War sleepers, but absorbing shit I wasn’t even aware of. For a while, after getting outta London alive I was content to just plod on, keep my nut down, and not get mixed up in any shenanigans. My heart certainly wasn’t in the crime swindle any more.

But one day I woke up and a red light in the cockpit was flashing. Every single day you’re observing guys with serious wealth and stunning women and it’s going in under the radar without you realising. You start to see ugly guys with no talent or style turning up with the kinda woman kings fought battles over in ancient times. I’m not saying these women only go for seriously caked dudes, but it certainly helps.

Money is sexy. Money is power. Power is sexy. I wonder what would happen if they woke up one morning and a big storm had blown all their money away. How would the lady friend be then? Devoted? It’s only money, darling, we can get some more. Or out the door sharpish to hook up with the next dude?

You’re peeping into a world of perma-tanned middle-aged guys, looking leaner than a pikey’s dog, muscles toned from sea swimming, salt and pepper hair, and dressed in that disposable luxury attire they wear once then leave in a hotel suite someplace.

You realise that you’re peeking into a world from the outside where the smell of Cuban cigar smoke mixes with aviation fuel on private runways, where gorgeous, lithe, tanned women swim naked in cliff-top infinity pools. Let’s play a little game, dearheart. Can you spot my two-hundred-foot schooner moored in the far-away distance?

You’re peeking into a world where guys collect, for fun, fleets of vintage motors, misplaced national treasures, artworks that belong in museums, antiques with stories to tell of murdered czars, deposed princes or star-crossed abdicated kings, or antiquities that cost as much as a street of detached houses in a comfortable part of London.

You’re routinely rubbing shoulders with gents in the cocktail lounge who are stepping out of limos after dropping into resorts in helicopters, after stepping off private jets, and block-booking whole floors of the hotel. And they’re renting thirty-berth yachts in the harbour, but only using them as floating base-camps while they’re fuckin about in speedboats, swagging barracuda a few clicks off the cape. These dudes are keeping the kitchens in Michelin-star restaurants open all night cos they’re busy partying with Brazilian models. Ain’t got a care in the world. They’re dropping bellboys, concierges and barmen obscene amounts of cash. They’re parading round like they own the gaff. And I’m thinking I own the fuckin gaff!

Q. Would you describe yourself as an angry man?

A. I do get angry. I’ve got waiters who are buying lucrative jobs from maître d’s, making bundles while I pay the rent. I had more control of my world when I was a drug dealer.

The Caribbean isn’t the place to come if you’ve come looking for equal distribution of wealth. It’s the most unequal carve-up in the history of the world. Some people live in shacks, work hard, go to church, have no known vices, while others live in palaces, do nothing but laze around and come nightfall feast on rich foods and wines, stick powders up their snouts and act like debauched fuck-pigs. Euro-trash, newly rich Russian looters, Columbian commodities brokers, the flash-but-gormless sons of Third World dictators – but these people ain’t so silly. People might think they’re vulgar, they might look down on these hideously affluent brothers and sisters, but they ain’t on the tube on a Monday morning, skint till payday, rushing to punch the clock, wondering what to do with a damp brolly.

Q. What shall I do with my wet umbrella?

A. Stick it up your fuckin arse.

Life is just one long holiday for some people. They follow the sun, follow the seasons and explore the world.

‘See you at the Rio carnival?’

‘Let’s rendezvous in Colorado.’

‘Maybe we’ll hook up in Monaco? At the Grand Prix?’

Money’s no object to some people. The young pups will always live beyond their means but mama and papa always bail them out. These are heirs and heiresses who’ve had money in their families for as long as anyone can remember, household names, trust fund bubbers, who take it all for granted. These are folks who are so fabulously wealthy they couldn’t even begin to count it, have crafty accountants to bury their wealth far from sunlight, on dots on the map that nobody’s ever heard of, known only to the razor-sharp bankers. There are islands that only exist to aid and abet tax evasion, with polished brass plaques plastered from floor to ceiling on wooden shacks, safe havens beyond the reach of the inquisitive taxman.

Temptation and envy start to become scheming and plotting. I look at wealth and realise my problem is that I want not a little but a lot. My problem with the rich is I’m more than a tad jealous. I need to make moves that settle me for life. I need to get my money pot brimming. Money goes to money. It’s no good letting my mind wander back to London, how I really put in the shovel work to set myself up nicely, earned over a million and a half in businesses and property – taxes paid, no mortgages – but it wasn’t to be. I have to look forward. It’s time to start making moves again. I’ve seen opulence with my own eyes; you can never creep back to blissful ignorance.

Q. Do I wanna be seriously rich?

A. Are you fuckin serious?

I’d be sat at sunset, on my balcony, drinking a brandy coffee, reading a psychology book. Psychology is stuff you knew but didn’t realise you knew. Or a history book, usually a lengthy history of the Caribbean, all pirates, planters and slaves – all history is basically ruthlessness and cruelty – or just gazing out to sea and thinking ...

Q. How would a chap like me accumulate some serious currency?

A. I could sit and be patient, work hard, like a navvy down a hole, legit, year after year, accumulating stock and assets or I could go sniffing around for a shortcut. Life, I’ve worked out, is about being in the right place at the right time. Or, on the other hand, the wrong place at the wrong time.

Q. Why are you here, at the airport, in Barbados?

A. Sometimes our minds are made up for us.

One evening I was stood outside my own hotel waiting, with great humility, in the line for a taxi. A gent, my age, tanned and handsome, strolled outta the hotel and gave the car valet a wink and a green dollar bill, of what denomination I don’t know but the kid dashed off to fetch his motor. The guy was trying to relight his cigar and still had his wedge in his hand, held together with a chunky silver bill-clip. A thousand-dollar bill had somehow managed to separate itself from the herd and was hanging half out of the clip. I thought the note was going to catch fire because the gent was holding his lighter so close to it. But instead it detached itself from the clip, fluttered to the floor and caught the lively wind. The G-note spun in tight circles like it was chasing its own tail. I watched it with interest, and the guy watched me watching the thousand-dollar bill doing its spinning dervish dance but neither of us moved. The wind vanished suddenly. For a second the note drifted to the floor and remained motionless but then the wind snatched it up again. The gent watched, more curious than bothered, neither smiling nor frowning. But I could tell he was intrigued; it was the finest distraction he’d had for a while. He didn’t want it to stop. The note made its way along a row of privets then went out of sight, was lost. But then it reappeared, skipping along the floor, back towards where we stood. It rushed in front of the guy. He could have stamped on it. But he didn’t.

A grand – seven hundred quid – and all he had to do was bend down and pick it up. But he couldn’t be bothered. He wasn’t showing off; he just saw a thousand dollars as an abstract thing. It no longer held any value, was simply a piece of paper blowing in the wind. It wasn’t wages for a week or a month; it’s how you score the game.

The note disappeared into the twilight. There was no shrug, no nothing. No emotion either way. The guy’s car arrived. He got in and drove away. Out of my life.

But later that evening I left a message for my friend Mister Mortimer in London using our primitive jungle telegraph. Due to a series of events that went down many moons ago it was always in our mutual best interests that we never got into the clutches of law enforcement. We had to look out for each other, same as when we shuffled kilos around town and both ended up with a tidy stash. When I had to get out Morty semi-retired because the law were convinced he’d killed some geezer who got battered to death in a café. Morty, heavy-duty black dude, a generation older, with genuine charm, had been responsible for protecting our firm. Mort would pop over to the Caribbean to see me. The last time he was over this side, a couple of months ago, I started to tentatively sound him out.

We’d set up a freebie email account where we both knew the address but more importantly the password. If I needed to contact Mort I would drive down the road to the cyber-café, open up the account and, avoiding the inbox altogether, go straight to the ‘drafts’ folder. I would find the draft of the last message that either Mort or myself had written. I would then alter it, letting him know in innocuous code what was required. I arranged a conversation between two call boxes using a pre-paid phone card.

I would save the draft and sign out. Most importantly I would not actually send the message so there was nothing to intercept on the very-much-monitored Internet. We would regularly check the drafts folder to see if there were any messages. I sent the message saying I needed a conversation on the weekend, five on a scale of ten for urgency. I suggested noon GMT Sunday, seven in the morning my time. He got back quick – no problem.

The essence of my conversation with Mort was I wanted to either sell the shares in the hotel on the quick and on the quiet, or, after much patient preparation, shift them into an impenetrable offshore holding company and disappear off the face of the earth. Relocate. What I told Morty was that I was in the market for a whole new profile – a couple of new passports, credit cards and a British driving licence. I had some photos taken in the shopping mall and had them FedExed over. I was open to ideas but I realised I would require tank money.

When we spoke again three days later Mister Mortimer told me to come over to Barbados, to rent a decent sized motor on a passable snide US licence, book myself into a quiet guesthouse. He gave me a flight number. He told me: ‘I might have a little something for ya. Someone’s been asking about you recently.’

Morty told me to meet him here, so I’m here. I let everybody know back in Jamaica that I was shipping out to Las Vegas – a conference on hotel management. My duplicitous management team doesn’t believe me for a minute.

Sitting here in another airport. I hate waiting.


CHAPTER TWO

SHOCK AND AWE

I’d got over to the airport early, parked up the rental motor in the parking lot, ate lunch across the road, then took a leisurely stroll back, retrieved the motor and moved it to outside the arrivals lounge ready for the quick getaway. I wandered inside the terminal building, bought an English newspaper and sat down to wait. I was looking forward to hanging with Morty and getting a plan together. It was good to hang with Mort in the Caribbean. People took to him. He liked to get outta London and relax, eat and drink well, switch off.

As I’m watching the holidaymakers come off the planes through customs and immigration, I do a slapstick double-take. I see two faces from London queuing for their luggage. I don’t believe it but it’s true. I don’t want them to see me if at all possible because they’re a right pair of lunatics. I can’t see Morty anywhere, but then, cool as ya like, he strolls out of the airside bathroom and wanders over to join them, laughing and joking. Maybe he’s met them on the flight, but it’s soon apparent they’re with Mort.

As soon as I saw Mister Mortimer walking over to Sonny King and Twitchy Roy Burns, I knew it was not gonna be a quiet rendezvous in Barbados. Burning, wrecking, destroying and even possibly killing, Sonny was capable of it all. He’s about five foot ten, bulked up from doing weights and ’roids, but carrying a bitova belly after too many rich takeaways. Sonny’s a gym bod but I doubt if he could run a hundred yards without keeling over. Make no mistake, he could battle for hours and enjoy every second, indulged in recreational violence as a leisure activity. I’d never really got on with Sonny. I’d always hoped it was because we were at opposite ends of the evolutionary scale, but when I was in London I always kept him sweet as syrup on a spoon because Sonny’s your worst nightmare.

Sonny King trades cocaine. Trades it very well, and has got very rich on the back of it because he serves every yard-dog and head-the-ball who can’t get served anywhere else. While me and Mort had the occasional lunatic in the Rolodex, Sonny had the complete A to Z of unstable criminality on his beat. In every walk of life there’s snobbery. Why should crims be any different? Sonny’s posse are the lottery winners of the criminal world. They give criminality a bad name. I know criminals who wouldn’t leave the house in the morning without doing the Daily Telegraph crossword, while Sonny’s guys would struggle with a colouring book. And hierarchies exist wherever you go. I made good money from dealing so it’s hypocritical of me to begrudge them their cash, but before powders came along this breed of guys were putting the grip on pub landlords, café owners, market traders for a drop of protection. Never had much in the way of imagination or talent. But times change.

And crime is like any other business these days; if it’s not organised its going outta business. The days of getting up at midday, scratching yer bollocks, trying to work out your next move are gone. Sonny, to his credit, could gun a crew, could certainly be the Bilko. Sonny was always a player, but the beautifully insane thing about the drugs business is that you can go from nowhere to stratospheric wealth in weeks and months rather than years. Percentage growth rates, future growth projections – the statistics corporations pride themselves on – couldn’t be worked out quick enough. If you drew a box two inches across by twelve high and then got a sharp pencil and drew a diagonal line from bottom to top, that would be Sonny’s trajectory. And his business rivals didn’t just step aside. Sonny is one of life’s assault tanks.

The thing to always remember in the crime game is that you can rapidly go from hero – in the penthouse suite overlooking the harbour at Monte Carlo, surrounded by two-grand-a-night hookers, swigging pints of D.P. and lighting fat cigars with a fifty – to zero, the defendant in the dock at the Old Bailey, surrounded by the Metropolitan Police’s paramilitary wing, getting a double-figure sentence.

Sonny was quite happy to swallow non-payment on occasion if it gave him an excuse to go to town on some poor defaulter, but I don’t think making money was the be-all-and-end-all. It’s more to do with having heavy geezers look down and check their shiny shoes to avoid your gaze, and having fit birds with short skirts, big eyes and gamey attitudes standing on tiptoes to get a glimpse of you in the VIP.

According to Morty, Sonny had upgraded his grandiose fantasies and bought the ultimate plaything – a nightclub in the West End that was nominally run by an upper-class loon called Dougie Nightingale. Sonny bought in when coke-addled Dougie was on his arse and desperately needed funds. So Sonny’s now hanging hard with the paparazzi fodder, skint-member-swells and the dubious chancers who inhabited that scene. Sonny should’ve been the silent partner but he couldn’t stay away. He was no doubt using the club to fire his coke profit through the books. This was a move, buying nightclubs, that was regarded by savvied crims nowadays as being far too obvious, bringing too much exposure. The VIP area would soon be crawling with Sonny’s entourage of thicknecks and slappers. Decent punters would give the gaff a wide berth. One brawl or firearms incident and it was all over.

The guy with Sonny, Twitchy Roy Burns, is one of life’s professional sidekicks. Royski was called Twitchy cos he had a bad twitch that invaded his face at the first sign of threat, real or imagined. Back in London Roy had a reputation as a completely paranoid nut-nut who could get didgy if an unfamiliar milkman delivered his milk in the morning. Twitchy saw plain-clothes cozzers everywhere so he’d end up with a twitch, hence ‘Twitchy’ or ‘The Twitch’. Exhausting business, being Roy.

I thought Roy had gone into retirement after his near misses with the Old Bill – he was incredibly lucky on a few occasions. The Other People – the law – were a millimetre or a minute out a few times in their strenuous attempts to nick him, so Roy started to tell people, seriously straight-faced, that he was gifted, protected by the hand of fate. Because Roy Burns is a belligerent pothouse who would bite your nose off, people would agree to his face – yeah-yeah-yeah, Roy – but piss themselves behind his back. The Twitch was of a breed best avoided, a criminal who’s not as clever – or as lucky – as he thinks he is.

People in the past have looked at Royski, with his mad ginger hair and rake of freckles, and thought he was a lightweight, the court jester, but this is a geezer who plunges fellow motorists in the face, with chisels, if they take up too much of his road. Roy dresses like a slightly deranged golf pro, a straight-goer – consequently a few major dudes have come seriously unstuck by underestimating Royski. He was, back in the day, and probably still is, priceless and mad as cheese. I thought Roy had retired to the Costa del Sol to run a bar for ex-pat criminals so I’m surprised to see him reactivated and getting off the all-inclusive package-tour charter flight with Mister Mortimer, who’d never entertain these two unless it was serious business. This isn’t a jolly for Mister Mortimer, but our coded chat had made no mention of Twitchy or Sonny.

The flight’s luggage is starting to tip up on the baggage reclaim carousel. One after the other three massive, identical, brand new Samsonite cases appear. They’re shrink-wrapped in industrial cling film that makes them almost impossible to ransack. I know from intuition that those cases belong to Mister Mortimer and his travelling companions. I’m proved right. Sonny barges roughly through the waiting passengers and starts wrestling with the first case. It’s almost as wide as he is. Sonny pulls it off the carousel and starts wheeling it self-consciously across the arrivals lounge towards the customs and immigration. He sails through after a polite glance at his passport but now he’s telling the airport porters who hustle a few dollars by shifting luggage to fuck off.

Roy and Morty wait and then follow the same procedure, and now all three of them are heading across the stuffy arrivals lounge towards me and the exit. The lovely-northern-lass holiday rep, with her canary yellow uniform and clipboard, is trying to shepherd all her flock but this trio – fifty stone of London villain – marches straight past, eyes front, ignoring her. She looks at them anxiously – just once, a split-second, sniffs trouble, not wrong – and charges off in the other direction.

‘Give us a fuckin hand,’ Sonny says as he reaches me, ‘Standing there like some soppy cunt, fuckin watchin.’

‘Nice to see ya, Sonny,’ I say, ‘You should get one of those porters to schlep it for ya.’

‘I don’t want ’em near it, the thieving cunts,’ he says.

He’s sweating buckets cos he’s still dressed for windswept London, and it’s thirty-two degrees in the shade. Morty and Roy arrive with their cases.

‘It woulda cost ya three Bajan dollars,’ I say to Sonny. ‘’Bout a quid.’

‘Don’t be smart with me, cunt, okay, just don’t,’ he replies. ‘Where’s the fuckin motor?’

I nod at the non-descript Chrysler parked in the tow-away zone.

‘Fuckin hell! Is that it, Mort?’ screams Sonny, ‘Didn’t ya tell this cunt to get a big car?’

Mort just shrugs, ain’t worried either way. ‘You jump in there with him,’ he says to Sonny, ‘Roy and me’ll get a taxi. The driver’ll know the hotel. You tail us in, okay.’

Morty summons a cab, and him and Roy manhandle their massive suitcases into the boot while Sonny pushes his onto the back seat of the rental. So I get lumbered with Sonny, who’s now panting with the heat and furiously wiping his shaved head with an airline napkin. I would really like to be two-ed up with Morty so I could ask him what the fuck is going on but I follow Roy and Mort’s cab at a leisurely pace, taking in the scenery. Luckily Sonny was never much of a conversationalist. He says nothing, just munches gum menacingly.

The hotel they’re booked into is a collection of bungalows and three-storey blocks surrounding a lagoon-shaped swimming pool. It’s been landscaped with neat, clipped lawns, meandering paths and palm trees. There’s a quaint signpost made from pretend driftwood pointing to the reception – an open-air office with a counter, a veranda with chairs and sofas around bamboo tables.

As we park up, Morty and Roy are out of the cab and checking in. Sonny won’t let porters near his case but hollers at Mort and Twitchy to come and give him a fuckin hand – paira lazy cunts. Bajans don’t like people swearing in quiet conversation, let alone roaring across hotel lobbies. Other guests turn and give Sonny a funny look but he’s oblivious, telling the receptionist he wants three rooms in a row, peeling battered American dollars off a fat roll and throwing them at her. She gathers up the banknotes – because it’s a few weeks’ wages – then derisively hands them their keycards, still looking offended as we walk away.

We all troop up to the rooms on the third floor with a view over the rolling Atlantic Ocean, but instead of the three of them going into their own rooms they all march into Sonny’s. They haul the three suitcases onto the massive double bed. Sonny immediately takes off his Versace leather jacket and slings it into the corner, peels off his soaking sweatshirt and gym vest, then stands under the full-blast air con looking like a big, sweaty Buddha.

Morty sinks into a bamboo chair in the corner, lights a snout and opens some duty-free cognac, taking a long swig, straight from the bottle. Roy is trying to work out how the telly works with the remote control, pushing every button. Suddenly the room erupts with the deafening slapstick of cartoons. Royski is instantly captivated and enchanted. I feel spare.

‘Can I ask a question?’ I ask Sonny. ‘Two questions, actually.’

‘Go on,’ says Sonny, borrowing Roy’s twitch.

‘First, what am I doing here?’

‘You’re here to give us a hand with something. Next question?’ says Sonny, starting to laugh real sinister.

‘What are you two doing here?’

‘All in good time.’

‘Sonny,’ says Morty, a tiny wink in Sonny’s direction, ‘stop fuckin about and show the man. Let the dog see the rabbit.’

‘Roy, fuck’s sake,’ says Sonny, suddenly playing the Don. ‘Turn that fuckin racket off and show the geezer here the you-know-what.’

Roy gets up, flicks the telly off, goes over to the cases, and begins to tear off the shrink-wrap covering each case. Neither Morty nor Sonny goes to help or offer any encouragement. Every time he tries to dispose of a solid ball of plastic it won’t leave his hands – it sticks, like it’s meant to.

‘It was your big idea, Roy,’ says Sonny dryly.

Roy cracks on with his battle with the shrink-wrap. I go to help but Sonny motions me not to. Every time I go to speak Sonny places his finger silently over his lips – shut up.

Eventually Roy gets all the wrap off. The cases are lying neatly in a row on the bed. One by one he begins to feed in the combinations and flicks back the locks, leaving them shut. When they’re all unlocked, Roy goes back to the first and – with a sense of drama that I never imagined he had – walks along flicking each one open in rapid succession to reveal bundles of fifty and twenty pound notes, some in bank-wraps, some in elastic bands, crammed into every corner, packed with care so all the Queen’s heads are pointing in the same direction. All the bundles have been professionally vacuum-shrink-wrapped, like supermarket bacon, to deter highly motivated sniffer dogs detecting massive amounts of grubby currency making its way across the globe.

‘How much is there?’ I ask.

‘Two million, seven hundred and forty thousand,’ says Sonny with a shrug, ‘give or take a grand.’

‘That’s an awful lotta holiday money, chaps.’

Sonny’s suddenly angry, across the room in three strides, right in my face.

‘You know what you are, don’t ya?’ he says with a pointy finger under my nose. ‘You’re too smart for your own good.’

‘Oi, Sonny,’ says Morty, taking a swig on the brandy, ‘behave yourself, okay? Be nice.’


CHAPTER THREE

A DIFFERENT KINDA BANK JOB

‘Don’t get too cosy, you lot. We’re a bit early,’ says Sonny, tapping his watch. ‘You know what? We shoulda told that cab to wait.’

‘Ring the reception,’ I suggest. ‘They’ll ring one local.’

‘Don’t talk ’bout it! Do it!’ says Sonny, turning to them, pointing at me. ‘Listen to this cunt, givin out his orders.’

I ring for a cab and ten minutes later we’re on our way into Bridgetown, me and Sonny in the rental, Roy and Morty padded up together. I think maybe Morty’s deliberately swerving me, but I don’t know why.

It’s three o’clock and the temperature’s in the low nineties, hot for the time of the year, even by Barbados standards. Sonny wants all the windows open and the air con full on at the same time, won’t let me explain that the windows need to be shut for the AC to work. Sweat runs down my face and into my eyes. In the rear-view mirror I can see Sonny’s suitcase on the beat seat. It strikes me as bordering on reckless, checking in luggage to be fiddled about with at Heathrow, but then an enterprising gent like Sonny would have people straightened out all over. Sonny’s suitcases, wrapped in their cocoon, would be the last thing to get loaded onto the plane before it took off.

Bridgetown is bustling when we arrive. I spent some time in Barbados a few years ago, before I landed in Curaçao. Today the main duty-free shopping street is crowded with affluent, retirement-age punters – sloppy Joes, emblazoned with ‘Jamaica’, ‘St Lucia’ – palm trees, parrots and sunsets. There’s three cruise ships in the harbour and the tourists are ashore in swarms, dropping their dollars for luxury goods and services.

Sonny’s told me to head for St George Street, over by the Lower Green bus station; he’s clutching a moist, hand-drawn diagram. He told Mort and Roy, if they got lost, to meet us there, specifically by a set of Cable and Wireless phone booths, four in a row. As luck would have it, I find it straight away and there’s a vacant parking space next to the phones.

‘What’s the time here?’ says Sonny, tapping his watch, on London time, approaching seven p.m.

‘About ten to three,’ I reply.

‘Good, we’re early,’ he says, getting out.

Only one of the four phones is occupied. Sonny stands, arms folded, in front of a booth where a young guy is parked up obviously talking to some lady friend – flirting, dancing, giggling and whispering – coaxing her knickers off. Sonny starts pacing in front of the guy’s phone box but Romeo’s oblivious, what with being all fired-up. I nod towards the other three phones but Sonny shakes his head. I work it out. Sonny isn’t making a call; he’s looking to receive one. He wants that phone booth, that number. Romeo puts the phone down and strolls off.

Sonny steps into the phone booth just as Mort and Roy pull up, pay the driver, haul their cases out the taxi and line them up next to the rental motor. Sonny’s now got the receiver tucked under his chin. He gets out a cigarette packet and slings it over to Roy.

‘Light us one of them, will ya?’ says Sonny.

‘What, someone chop yer hands off?’ says Roy, indignant.

‘I’m busy, ain’t I?’ says Sonny, nodding towards the receiver. He’s got the button pushed down. I was right. Roy lights a snout for Sonny.

‘Come on to fuck,’ Sonny says to himself, looking at his watch again.

‘What time you got, Sonny?’ says Morty, leaning on the motor.

‘Comin up to eight,’ he replies, showing Morty his wafer-thin, platinum timepiece.

‘If the guy said eight,’ says Mort with a shrug, ‘he means on the dot. You can set yer watch by these guys.’

The clock on the Anglican church starts to strike three o’clock. The phone rings exactly on the last chime. Sonny smiles, gives us a wink, lets it ring twice then picks it up. He has a short conversation, finishing with one final ‘Okay Skip, over and out.’

He puts the phone down. He’s grinning, rubbing his hands together like a racecourse bookie. He even gives me a playful slap on the shoulder.

‘Right, we’re all systems go. Royski, Mort, you know where you gotta be,’ Sonny says, and hands Mister Mortimer the diagram. Then he turns to me.

‘Give Roy them car keys, son.’

‘No, I’ll drive,’ I say.

‘No, Bullseye, you’re on point with me.’

‘But why? I don’t understand—’

‘I was told to bring you in there—’

‘Where?’

‘You’ll see when you get there.’ He gives me the pointy finger, ‘You wanna consider it a privilege.’

‘Don’t worry, bro,’ says Morty, ‘you may have to do this on your own.’

Sonny shoots Mort a nasty, sideways look. Morty spots it.

‘You okay, Sonny?’ says Mort with a sarcastic wink. ‘Feelin the heat?’

‘Nah, nah, Mort, I just wanna get it done, have a shant. Go off-duty,’ says Sonny. He takes off down the street. ‘Leave the fuckin cases!’ Sonny shouts over his shoulder. ‘Follow me! And hurry up! Come on, we’ve got an appointment! You’d think we’ve got all day to fuck about, the way you behave!’

A minute later we arrive outside the Conciliated Bank of Barbados. Sonny spits his gum out on the steps, kisses the ends of his fingertips and lovingly pats the polished brass plaque, leaving grubby fingerprints. As we’re about to go in he deliberately holds the door shut for a split-second, turns to me, winks, flicks his head, extremely cocky now. ‘Look and learn, son,’ says Sonny Fuckin King, a man I wouldn’t ask to lick a stamp. ‘Look and fucking learn.’

Inside, the bank is colonial, wood-panelled, marble-floored but very hi-tech on the business side of the counter. It’s dark after the bright sunshine. The ceiling fans work overtime but are fighting a losing battle. A line of customers wait to be served – ladies with Sunday hats and battery-operated hand fans, gentlemen in short-sleeved shirts with string vests visible underneath, wiping sweat from the backs of their necks with neatly folded handkerchiefs. We stick out like a pair of snowmen.

‘Can you see Customer Services?’ he says, looking about.

‘Over there, Sonny,’ I point with a nod.

‘Don’t fuckin call me “Sonny”,’ he says outta the side of his mouth.

‘You shoulda told me that before,’ I whisper.

‘I’m tellin ya now, ain’t I, you cunt,’ says Sonny, the church-like acoustics carrying his voice like he’s singing opera. There is no known word for ‘tact’ in Sonny’s vocabulary.

Half the queue – young and old alike – turn and look at us disapprovingly, shake their heads and pull lemon-sucking faces.

Sonny, oblivious, rings the bell by the Customer Service window. A few seconds later a young woman appears at the other side of the counter.

‘I’m Mister Berkeley,’ says Mister King, ludicrously pointing at himself, ‘and I’m expected.’

‘One second, Mister Berkeley, someone will attend to you shortly,’ she says, then disappears.

A second woman, dressed like a head prefect in a sky-blue and white CBB blazer, comes to the window. ‘I’ll buzz you through,’ she says. ‘That one there.’

She points at a door with a wired-glass window and combination keypad where the keyhole should be. There’s a long buzz. Sonny opens the door. We walk through. Now we’re in a tiny room – I could touch both walls – like an airlock but with another windowed door. The inside door buzzes. Sonny tries to open it. But it doesn’t respond. Through the glass the woman shakes her head, motions for him to be patient.

I’ve seen these set-ups before – all buzzes and blips, one door has to be shut before the next one opens – in banks and prison visiting wings. As soon as the weighted outside door clicks shut, the inside door releases and the woman opens it and welcomes us through. But she turns to talk to me. ‘Good afternoon, Mister Berkeley,’ she says, ‘Mister Curtis will be along—’ I hold up my hand, say nothing but nod towards Sonny, now AKA Mister Berkeley. She turns to Sonny. ‘Oh, sorry, Mister Berkeley, I thought ... I’m terribly ... Please come this way.’

The woman, whose blazer badge tells me her name is Pearl and she’s a Customer Relations Manager, leads us down a windowless corridor, a total contrast from the sedate, old world, public end of the operation. There’s closed doors every ten feet. It’s air con chilly. She stops at a door, punches in a combination number, opens it. We’re in the airlock scenario again. We enter, like strangers in an elevator while we wait – an awkward shyness, thin smiles, shuffles and raised eyebrows.

When the inside door eventually buzzes Pearl motions us into a spacious room with no windows, furnished, at the far end, with comfy sofas and coffee tables with tasselled lamps. In contrast, at the end nearest the door, there are two metal office desks with an IBM computer terminal on each one. It has the air of plastic corporate hospitality, like it was ordered from an industrial furniture catalogue. On the walls there are repro paintings of boats being loaded with cargoes in Bridgetown’s Carlisle Bay. Fanned out neatly on the coffee tables are upmarket investment and fashion magazines – US editions. It has the feel of a private doctor’s waiting room.

‘Mister Curtis will be right down,’ says Pearl. ‘Can I get you some coffee? Tea? Iced water?’

‘No, no, we’re all right,’ says Sonny in a slightly posh voice. Mister Berkeley is nervous but covering it well, standing like a fidgety schoolboy, arms folded awkwardly across his chest.

Pearl gives me a cheeky smile, turns and goes through the rigmarole of getting out, leaving Sonny and me alone. He begins pacing the navy blue carpet with the CBB emblem woven through it in gold. I sit down, shuffle through the magazines and start reading an article in Cosmopolitan about plastic surgery addiction while Sonny tears up the carpet and huffs and puffs enough for two. But I’m getting more curious, working out what we’re up to – suitcases crammed fulla readies, pre-arranged phone calls, synchronised watches, aliases, appointments at banks, red carpet treatment ...

I’m also starting to enjoy this. Something’s woken up, and that something deep inside likes sitting in the inner sanctum of a bank, being offered cups of tea or coffee, being welcomed in, being invited to enter.

Q. Why?

A. Because for generations the likes of me were drilling through reinforced concrete walls during bank holiday weekends, bypassing security systems, coming down through ceilings, up from sewers, or using frontal assaults with sawn-off shotguns, trying to get the banknotes out of the bank. Nowadays the likes of me and Sonny are assembled here – locked in rather than locked out – one of us patiently reading in Cosmo about all-the-rage-in-Hollywood designer vaginas, the other wearing a hole in their monogrammed carpet, waiting for them to accept, with thanks, three suitcases full of plunder.

I hear the door buzz, look up and see a gent waving regally behind the glass. Another buzz and into the room steps a guy I take to be Mister Curtis. I’m pointing at Sonny to avoid any confusion and denting Sonny’s ego.

‘Mister Berkeley?’ he says to Sonny, half question, half assumption, sticking out a hand. ‘Rupert Curtis.’

‘Yes, that’s me. I’m Mister Berkeley,’ says Sonny, shaking hands, trying to sound like a swell. ‘Glad to make your acquaintance.’

I have to stop myself from laughing out loud. Sonny spots me grinning and snarls while Mister Curtis turns his attention to his paperwork. I get up to shake hands with Mister Curtis. Sonny – AKA Mister Berkeley – introduces me. ‘This is my colleague, Mister Hunt.’

Someone’s briefed Sonny on exactly what to say; the word ‘colleague’ is definitely not in his vocabulary. And someone has definitely got a sense of humour cos now we’re Monsieurs Berkeley and Hunt ... AKA a right pair of Berkeley Hunts.

‘It’s good to put a face to a name, Mister Berkeley,’ says Curtis. ‘We always welcome meeting our valued clients face to face. And we are willing to accept cash ... on occasion, when necessary, from the favoured few. You do understand, don’t you?’

This is flattery. Curtis would have your hand off if you walked in here with cash to deposit.

Mister Curtis is about my age, looks good – tanned face, sun-bleached hair, the sharp Caucasian features of a native of Stockholm or Oslo. His accent is pure Bajan – a well-preserved eighteenth-century West Country English. The white Bajans ruled the island for years – owned everything, the slaves and the sugar plantations – and they still occupy all the positions of power. They stick together and marry among themselves. I spot a long chain hanging from his belt, down almost to his knee and back into his front trouser pocket.

‘Everything appears to be in order, Mister Berkeley,’ says Mister Curtis, nonchalantly. ‘Shall we get cracking? Tempus fugit.’

‘Do what?’ says Sonny, mystified.

‘Time waits for no man,’ replies Curtis.

He leads us through the two-door arrangement into the corridor. We follow him briskly round a corner and up to a double steel door. There’s a very relaxed but very armed security guard sitting at a metal desk. Mister C greets him real friendly, first-name terms. They have a how’s-the-wife-and-kids chat while Mister Curtis fills in a form on a steel clipboard. He looks up at a wall clock, writes down the exact time then hands it to the guard. He steps up to the door, takes a long thin key from the chain and unlocks first a top lock then a lower one. Then Curtis taps in the combination. A long buzz. Tumblers roll inside the door. Then using his weight he pulls the steel door open.

We step into yet another antechamber – larger than any of the previous, with an ominous CCTV camera tilted down at us, its red eye blinking – with a heavy steel door. I realise that they’re giving us the new punter’s tour, showing us the vault so we can sleep peacefully knowing all our funds are tucked up safe.

‘This is a pain in the ... ’ whispers Curtis, like he’s said something naughty, ‘but necessary.’

He does the whole number again – keys, locks, combos, buzzes – and then, with a flourish, he swings the door wide open.

I’m looking out into an empty car park, behind Bridgetown’s main drag. I’m whacked by a surge of scorching heat, like I’ve stepped into a sauna. I’m squinting; have to shield my eyes from the intense late-afternoon sun. Through the haze I spot Mort with Twitchy Roy, leaning on the motor, bored, killing time, shades on, snout in one hand and the other shielding his eyes. The Samsonites are lined up, neat and tidy, straight as soldiers.

‘Are those your other colleagues?’ Mister Curtis asks. Sonny nods. ‘Best we get weaving then, hadn’t we, Mister Berkeley?’


CHAPTER FOUR

DROPPING OFF THE BAGWASH

Money laundering is basically getting the nasty, tainted cash cleaned up and into the money-go-round so it can be spent without attracting attention. It’s getting it from being large chunks, or suitcases full, of paper into credit digits on a balance sheet. If you try to buy a property these days using cash, it can’t be done without creating suspicion. You can’t wander into estate agents with bags full of readies and select the Desirable Residence you want, although some whacked guys try. If you ain’t got the agent and solicitor seriously Vale of Kent you can end up getting seriously nicked. You can’t even pay off a large credit card bill in cash anymore. Bundles of cash ain’t a lotta good, not in the amounts that people are making these days. If you turn up at a bank and try and deposit over ten gee, they’re meant to inform the authorities, if they think its très suspect. Whether or not this happens depends on who you are, and who they are, what they have to gain by keeping quiet, and how corruptible or straight they are. If you’ve got good reason to be paying in cash – you own bars, nightclubs or a chain of dollar shops – fair enough. But increasingly everything – goods and services – is being bought and sold with plastic magic. In the future cash will no longer exist, wealth will only exist as credits on a database. Banknotes won’t be worth the paper they’re written on, but for the time being what you need is a ‘sink’, meaning quite literally somewhere you can sink your schwarzgeld into the system. When I was active, four years ago, I had shares in cash-heavy businesses – letting agencies, clothes shops, car washes, flower stalls – whose sole purpose was to spin the skull profits. If we did no trade that week, no problem; we’d still send a good few gee through the highly fictional accounts. I was paying income tax on drug earnings. I was a portfolio-maintaining, property-owning, role model.

If the law flop on you, kick the door off at six in the morning, cos they think, or they know, you’re up to skullduggery cos you’re living in a huge drum – six bedder, swimming pool, tennis courts – and you can’t show them where you got the funds, ze authorities can seize any assets they can find. Nowadays you gotta have a good, nod-and-a-wink accountant in the hedge as well as a canny lawyer on twenty-four-hour pager call.

It’s a game. If Sonny King wants to buy a house, a car, Park Lane with a couple of hotels on it or a nightclub to sink even more funny money into, what you need is a Credit Transfer or Letters of Credit from your highly respected bank. If an up-and-coming sniff retailer wants to treat himself to a BMW rag-top, straight off the forecourt, he has to riddle out how to do it without giving the salesman a chunk of cash, cos he’s obliged to drop the dime. The hard part nowadays is getting your loot into the system rather than getting it out.

When you start to make money in the telephone numbers category – and Sonny is evidently making money – it’s handy if you can just tip up without any pretence about being legit and simply fire your soiled readies into the global bagwash. Finding an accommodating bank can be a lot harder than wholesaling vast amounts of drugs. Somebody obviously vouched for Mister Berkeley, so when we arrived it was simply a question of crossing tees and dotting eyes. It starts to become clear, judging by Mister Curtis’ sycophantic attitude, that Sonny is already an account holder of some standing but I get the distinct impression that this is the first time he’s dropped by in person.

Someone, most probably back in London, could have set up an electronic route around the like-minded establishments, so although Sonny’s readies woulda physically stayed in the vault of the CBB, Sonny’s credit balance would have been pin-balling around the global financial markets, never staying any longer than a few minutes in any location but leaving an impregnable maze to follow. You’d start off with crooked banks and slowly work your way towards the legit ones. If you’re very smart, know your shallots, have the right connections, you can send monies flying at the click of a switch into the labyrinth. Every transfer makes it that little bit more legit but you’d still need to show the UK authorities how you earned your riches, if you decide to bring it home; you could leave it tucked up in beautifully anonymous Zurich, or start buying up real estate abroad.

Sonny can deposit his chunk in Barbados and seconds later it’s landing in an account in Switzerland. If Sonny was to drop down dead here in the West Indies tonight – had the jammer up a ten-dollar hooker – nobody, not his relatives, business associates or British Old Bill could get those funds out of a Swiss bank. If you think about it, the peace-loving, neutral Swiss must be playing host to trillions or zillions of pounds, dollars, euros, francs and yen that’s been squirrelled away by profiteering Nazis, global narco-crims, corrupt autocrats, shady arms dealers or African dictators who’ve met an abrupt end. All that being dead secretive can work both ways, if you end up secretly dead. You put your loot in, on the QT ...

‘You don’t come back? Vee get to keep, yah? Wunderbar! Wundervoll!’

Simple Swiss genius.

What’s in it for the Conciliated Bank of Barbados? They will charge a handling fee, assessed on a percentage of the value of the transaction, depending if the money is to stay in their moneybox available for loans and investments, or the funds were just being landed; that is, sunk and moved on. If you’re a bank you can never have too much cash splashing about; a basis principle of banking is that you hope that all your customers don’t want to withdraw their money at the same time. Even at a commission of between two to ten percent it’s a good afternoon’s work. This trifling percentage might even be a secret contribution to Curtis’ own personal pension fund.

It took almost two hours to count the money. Mister Curtis had two teams, each two-handed, sending the notes flying, taped up into bundles of ten and twenty grand, then cobbling into hundreds, then the hundreds went into millions, checked and signed for. The girls looked like they had a system going; teamwork was the key. Mister Curtis patrolled with a steel clipboard, writing down figures, running between the desks, tapping away at the computer terminals, punching numbers into a quaint old-fashioned adding machine, tearing the paper off the roll and handing it to Sonny.

Sonny kept the girls under surveillance the whole time. I think he was worried that they might stick a few notes down their panties, and he wasn’t working all hours, day and night, to subsidise anyone. One of those bricks of notes represents a lifetime’s labour – maybe they’re too honest for their own good.

All the notes had been prepared in advance, all facing the right direction for feeding into counting machines. I was quite looking forward to watching the fit girls in their sky-blue and white CBB uniforms feeding the notes in. In its full glory, a counting machine in action is a sexy thing, whirling and clicking, but this outfit, the CBB, actually weigh the notes on seriously accurate electronic scales. It gives them a reading down to the fourth decimal point and they know, from experience, exactly how much ten thousand in Bank of England tens, twenties and fifties should come to. It’s quite sedate. After a while I went and joined Morty and Twitchy on the sofas, drinking coffee and flicking through magazines. Only Sonny watched the whole show.

Roy and Mort both dozed off at different times. They’d had a long day and looked relieved as the count started to slow down. Blocks of money were put on a stainless steel handcart and wheeled away. A final figure was arrived at and both Sonny, signing awkwardly as Mister Berkeley, and Mister Curtis signed the receipt. Sonny was presented with a belated customer service pack like any new customer visiting the branch. You never got one of these, did you, Mister Berkeley?

Mister Curtis then disappeared for a few minutes and returned with fresh statements. He and Sonny went into a huddled conversation while me, Mort and Roy waited on the sofa. Sonny emerged rubbing his hands like they were about to catch fire. As he got up to leave he even went as far as to pat Curtis good-naturedly on the shoulder, said he’d pop back later for his suitcases.

The bank was shut as we left through the back entrance, walked across the car park, up the street and round the corner onto the harbour. It’s six, dark, and cooler than it was. A shower of rain has fallen. As Sonny’s walking he makes a call on his cell phone, probably back to London. Then he clenches his fists, crouches and starts rocking his torso backwards and forwards.

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Sonny says over and over but he seems to be saying, I’ve showed them cunts! I showed ’em! Then Sonny sidles up beside me, calm now, puts his arm around my shoulder, opens the CBB ledger statement and holds it under my nose for me to read in the twilight.

‘Read it and fuckin weep, bruv.’

The credit column is full, one after the other, of six-figure deposits, while the debit column is empty. I do a double-quick double-take. Sonny’s ongoing balance at today’s close of business is a smidgen over fifteen million dollars, about nine million pounds sterling.

It’s my turn to be bewildered. How did a belligerent lunatic make that sorta money?

By the time we’ve walked around the quayside – full of yachts and catamarans bobbing on the gentle swell – and sat down in the Harbour Rendezvous bar, Sonny’s a lot more with us but now my head is seriously spun.

The Rendezvous is about as trendy as it gets in Bridgetown, full of early evening drinkers, groovy Bajans, black and white, rich tourists, ex-pats and ocean-going sailors.

‘Let’s have champagne, but first I wanna large brandy,’ says Sonny. ‘What ya sayin, chaps?’

‘Whatever,’ says Roy, with a tired shrug.

‘Fuckin ’ell, liven up, Mister Burns, you’re on holiday now. That,’ says Sonny, pointing back toward the bank, ‘is mission accomplished.’

‘Just a bit tired, mate,’ says Roy, a low-grade twitch starting to appear.

‘Okay, don’t go on,’ says Sonny. ‘Am I a genius, or what?’

‘That was a tidy bitta work,’ says Mort, trying to get a waitress’s attention. Without warning, Sonny’s on his feet, clenched fists, screaming. ‘Yeeessss!!!’

‘Sonny, mate, sit down,’ says Morty, firmly. People turn and look. It’d only take one disapproving glance for Sonny to be kicking off. Morty’s pulling him back down into his seat.

‘Keep it dark, Sonny,’ I say, then regret it.

‘Who are you, tellin me to keep quiet?’ roars Sonny, standing up again, blocking the light.

‘Sit down, Sonny,’ says Mort. ‘We don’t want anyone gettin busy.’

I’m scared. I’d be mad if I wasn’t. Inside Sonny’s head there’s a switch and if it’s thrown, nobody is gonna stop him from tearing me apart. Once geezers like Sonny go they go. All the jails and punishment blocks in the world can’t stop them. Morty coaxes him back down into his seat. Sonny’s breathing heavy. What he’s saying is now he’s got money a cunt like me should respect him, whether I like it or not. And strangely enough, he has just shot up in my estimation. A waitress comes over. Mort orders four brandies and four beers.

‘Later, Sonny, we’ll have champagne,’ says Mort, like he’s reassuring a child. ‘We’ll have a nice shower and go somewhere nice to eat. How’s that sound?’ But Sonny’s screwing me – eye-to-eye contact. Locked in.

Sonny, I’m thinking, you have to keep a low one over here. This isn’t London. You can’t just lose yourself. Everybody knows everybody’s business. You gotta respect the way people go about their business. They don’t fuckin curse and fucking swear every other cunting word. To them it’s offensive. These Bajans are religious people; wait till you see them on Sunday, all dressed up, off to hallelujah-jump-up church. They’re grafters in the old-fashioned sense. We have to blend in, camouflage ourselves. Flashing the cash brings attention. People talk; it’s human nature. They ask questions. People start getting busy. And to be honest, I’m surprised a Bajan bank entertained a manoeuvre like that. If we were in the Caymans or Panama ... Sonny, you ain’t the first to think of turning up here pretending to be a package-holiday punter. Half the dudes knocking around this marina are plainies, undercover operators, or registered informants having a sniff to see who’s buddied-up with who. This is the Caribbean, the Wall Street of the narcotics business. Every government has got agents knocking about. Think about it. Bobbing and weaving are UK Old Bill, Crim Intel, National Crime Squad, MI5, MI6, British Navy, Customs and Excise, Special Boat Service sailors on special assignment, nosing about. Then you’ve got the DEA and CIA, TAF and the FBI in the mix. The United States government have got warships – billion-dollar listening posts – steaming non-stop from Port of Spain to the Gulf of Mexico, Miami to Panama, in one big circle, looking and listening. Mister King, it’s always a good idea to keep a low profile. Out here you could be the one taking a fall – the law need bodies. You do heavy jail time while the local operators run riot. And, by the way, your two and three-quarter mill, Sonny, and your fifteen mill in dollars back over at the CBB, it might be a big deal – it impressed me – but it’s chump-change to some of the outfits who do their laundry round here. And one more thing to think about – there’s some naughty, seriously twisted geezers in this part of the world who’d make you suck their dick before they decapitate and dismember you.

‘Does that sound like a plan, Sonny?’ says Mister Mortimer.

‘Yeah, okay, Mort,’ says Sonny, turning to me, slapping my leg, bringing me round.

‘You’ve gone quiet,’ he says to me. ‘Something on your mind?’

‘No, no, Sonny,’ I reply. ‘I’m sweet.’


CHAPTER FIVE

MADHEADS, MELTS, MACKERELS AND HEADPECKERS

Now Sonny’s got his champagne – at two hundred dollars a pop, in the best seafood restaurant on the West Coast – and he’s as happy as a pig in shit. I got the best table, on the first-storey balcony, overhanging the sea, cos I dropped the headwaiter three hundred bucks. The waves break on rocks below us, sending up spray that doesn’t quite reach us. Yellow-beak cranes fly over the swell and stingrays play kiss-chase in the floodlit water below.

Sonny wants a big basket of French fries, so we can all dig in, and two more bottles of champagne, the fuckin best ’n’ all. Classy guy. Psycho-trash-with-narco-cash. I had the waiters bring a huge seafood platter for a starter, told Morty I’d have what he’s having, then went for a mooch about. I needed a break from Sonny and Roy. Also needed a think. I reckon there’s a drop of entrapment occurring here, but not by law enforcement. I’m being headhunted. But:

Q. If Sonny has a nightclub to flush the spoils, why the cases full of cash?

A. Fuck only knows.

Maybe they need a pointman over this side, to meet couriers off planes, but every time I go to manoeuvre Morty aside, he tells me he’s tired and we’ll talk tomorrow ... but it’s all good.

The August night is balmy, the gentle warm breeze changes direction every second. The moon is almost full, there’s fairy lights on the cruisers out to sea and the food is the best. With different company this could be paradise; as it is I’m edgy cos Sonny, I’ve realised, has only three moods – got-the-hump, hostile or mad ecstatic – under the emotional hide of a rhino. When I get back he’s on me.

‘You’re from London, right?’ Sonny’s saying to me, his arms folded tight across his chest, adopting attack mode. ‘So why you talkin like a cunt, some fuckin Yankee. Cell phone, fire-truck, sidewalk,’ he loudly mimics a bad Californian accent. Half the diners here are Americans.

‘You pick up the accent very—’

‘Either that or some moody swell, some posh cunt, on yer splendid holidays. Is that who you think you are? Some fuckin lord or something?’

‘Sonny, I had to have it on my toes outta London. All that talkin outta the side of your mouth like a ... ’

Whoops.

‘Like a fuckin what, pal?’ Sonny’s alight, leaning forward.

‘It brings attention. And people don’t understand what the fuck you’re on about.’

‘Talking like a fuckin what?’ He isn’t letting go. I ignore him.

‘You gotta be a bit,’ I say, turning to Mort, ‘what’s the word?

‘Inconspicuous?’ suggests Morty.

‘Answer me question,’ hisses Sonny, leaning further over, giving me a poke. ‘Talkin like a what?’ He pokes me again. I give him his answer.

‘Talking like an obvious London villain. Okay?’ Sonny locks his eyes into mine, he’s spitting furious.

‘Loose lips sink ships,’ says Roy, saving me.

‘Do what?’ says Sonny, baffled. ‘What the fuck, Roy?’

‘Wassat yer sayin, Royski?’ says Mort, suppressing a grin.

‘Talk, it’s how we get caught. We talk too much.’

‘Royski ... listen to me, now, okay,’ says Sonny. ‘Shut the fuck up, okay?’

‘Tell the boys that story,’ says Mort. ‘You know, the one ... ’bout Evey.’

‘Nah,’ says Sonny.

‘Go on,’ says Morty.

‘Okay. Listen to this,’ says Sonny, instantly persuaded. ‘This’ll make ya laugh. I starts seein this bird called Eve, about three stretch ago.’ Three years ago. If it’s the Eve I’m thinking of, Mort used to call her Eve the Mackerel or just Mad Evey. Said she was the kinda bird who came home paralytic with her knickers in her handbag.

‘She was all moved in, as I remember. Wasn’t she, Sonny?’ says Roy.

‘Yeah, yeah, fuckin chavvie ’n’ all. Kid was a right horrible cunt. She’s moved in and things are sweet but one time she’d been into the gear.’

‘Brown?’ I ask. Heroin. Not like Sonny at all.

‘Oh, yes. The Camden Town. But this was long before I met her. The kid’s old man was bang at it and she ended up getting a habit as well. The old man’s been lumped-off, like fourteen years. Geezer’s a melt, a one-man crime wave, doin building societies and petrol stations with a sawn-off, robbing bookmakers to feed a gambling habit.’

‘Went from social security to maximum security,’ says Morty.

‘That’s good ... I like that.’ Sonny starts to laugh, warming up now. ‘Anyways the geezer’s no real talent.’

Morty told me that Eve’s husband, the kid’s dad, brought shame upon his family – a tidy family of housebreakers – by running off and joining the British Army, wanted more from life. He met and married Eve on leave. Big mistake. She soon started driving him mad so he started volunteering for tours of duty in South Armagh to get some peace.

‘So she’s cleaned her act up, right?’ I ask as innocent as I can.

‘Yeah. He’s three years into his fourteen stretch. Eve’s dropped him right out, not even a letter, just stopped goin to see him. He’s had the scream, about the kid, sent his family round the gaff. When I starts going with her I had a word, and everything’s sweet. At first.’

‘What was the problem?’ I ask.

‘I see now I got a bit too fuckin cosy. She starts gettin sneaky, sniffin me personal uncut stuff in daylight. You know what I say, don’t ya?’ says Sonny, looking serious. ‘Cocaine’s like the stars; only comes out at night. I’m out chasing a pound note, comin home and she’s pranged, but moodyin she’s ain’t.’

‘That’s when the trouble starts,’ I say. ‘When people start losing control.’

‘You’re dead right, bruv,’ he says, upturned index finger. ‘Cokeheads are liabilities,’ pronounces Sonny King, extremely affluent cocaine wholesaler, all high and mighty. ‘Dangerous! Madheads!’

‘Yeah, liabilities,’ echoes Royski, coke-rich professional sidekick, nodding his head.

‘I like a drop of the oats meself,’ says Sonny, ‘but she’s gone silly on it. In the end I’ve slung her and the kid out but I’ve let her come back cos she’s ringin me up crying and beggin.’

‘Good move?’ I ask.

‘No, not really. She got worse. It wasn’t a giggle anymore. Some people really enjoy a row, a good scream. Evey’s a bird who likes nothing better than a smack in the mouth on Christmas morning, all the presents goin up in the air. All this in and out has gone on for a year. Soon I’m gettin dragged in, sitting up nights sniffin, drinkin like a fish. She starts pipin, smoking stones. Crack! Can you believe it? After she’s had the big use-up she’s ... What’s the word?’

‘Remorseful,’ says Morty.

‘That’s it,’ says Sonny, ‘remorseful. And every time’s the last time.’

‘Till the next time,’ I say. ‘It’s no good.’

‘You’re dead right. I ain’t payin attention to business. But when she’s on nuffin she’s a headpecker, drivin me mad to get her something to take the edge off. Mornin time, instead of being out graftin, I’m huntin down those DF 118s. You know the ones I mean?’

‘I know ’em,’ I say. ‘Heavy-duty opiate painkiller.’

‘Right. Bodysnatchers I call ’em. She’s tryin to come down so she can get the chavvie to school and kip all day. I’d end up on missions – tried to bribe a chemist one time to get a few Temazepam.’ He takes a long slug of champagne. ‘Almost got nicked, they rang the law, it kicked off, gaff got wrecked. Crack whores ... Bad news.’

‘So what’d you do?’ I ask, genuinely interested. This is confessional and contradictory. Maybe the booze on top of the jetlag is going to his head.

‘Then she’s got back on the gear, the brown, for real, so I’ve slung her out. But it’s the old story – she’s swearing on bibles, the kid’s life, her mother’s life. I taken her back but she’s got a habit. I had an idea. I’ve taken her and the kid down to Spain so she can do a detox. I’ve gone down there to see Ted Granger and his firm.’ This is serious name-dropping. Ted ‘Duppy’ Granger is a major international drug smuggler based in Spain, a good pal of Morty’s. Duppy is a nickname he is not exactly happy with. A duppy is a ghost, a cruel spirit.

‘So you’ve gone to see Ted?’ I ask, half impressed.

‘Turns out a few of Duppy’s team are dabblin, using the brown but obviously keepin it dark. I’ve come home but I left Eve plenty of spends. But after a coupla weeks I’m gettin reports that Evey’s taken up with some hound down there,’ says Sonny, giving me a dose of eye-to-eye. ‘First I’m ready to jump on the plane, go down there, get tooled up, and serve the cunt, but I started to tell Morty about it.’

‘And what did Mister Mortimer say?’

Sonny leans over and gives Morty a playful slap on the shoulder.

‘Well he’s brutal, beautiful but brutal.’ Sonny laughs his mad laugh, refills the champagne glasses till they overflow and make puddles on the tablecloth. ‘Mort won’t beat about the bush,’ continues Sonny, ‘or fuck about.’

‘Or spare your feelings?’ I say.

‘Morty says I should send the geezer down a case of Scotch or a parcel of gear. He’s done you a favour. Mort gives it, “I don’t wanna be rude about your ladyfriend but if this yard-dog has taken her off your hands, he’s got enough on his plate without you goin down there and serving him. You’re capable, Sonny, but do you need the grief?”’

Good old Morty.

‘Morty says, “Do you love this Evey?” I say, “I don’t know, Mort.” He says, “Do you even like this Evey?” I says, “I don’t know that either.” Mort says, “Do you wanna do life in a Spanish nick, or start some feud with Duppy’s firm, over some bird that you don’t even like, who you’ve been tryin to jettison for years? Well do you, Sonny?” See Mort’s made me see the funny side of it.’

‘He a very good consigliere, Mister Mortimer,’ I say.

‘Morty says I shoulda lozzed her out at the first sign of mischief,’ says Sonny. ‘First sign – out!’ He takes a celebratory hit of his drink, nodding, convincing himself over again. ‘Ain’t got time to have people messin with me head. It’s about priorities.’

‘Sounds like sense,’ I say, appeasing Sonny.

‘Right. So anyways, this is the killer. One year later, eight in the mornin, phone goes and it’s her, Eve, cryin and wailin. I can hear all that bing-bong, tannoys, announcements, flights numbers, so I figure she’s in an airport.’ Sonny impersonates Eve, ‘“Boo-hoo-hoo, I’m really sorry, Sonny, I really am. I love you Sonny. I had to do what I did to know. Maybe we can get back together.” The kid’s screamin in the background. She ain’t got a deano. Her money’s run out so I’ve rung her back.’

‘She’s in Spain, right?’ I ask.

‘Oh, no. She’s at Gatwick. She’s junk-sick, cluckin, can hear it in her voice. She’s sayin “Sonny, can we come over? Please, I’m beggin yer, I really fuckin need your help right now.” She’s desperado. I says, “What happened to yer boyfriend?” She’s given it, “It was a mistake Sonny, I’m sorry.” She’s givin it, “Can I get a cab over?” I says, “Have you got any money?” She says, “I’ve had to sell everything to pay for plane tickets, Sonny.” She’s fuckin potless. Ted’s crew wouldn’t talk to her. Turns out the geezer she took up with was a grass.’

‘That’s not her fault, Sonny.’

Sonny switches, points at me. I’m spoiling his story. ‘You bein funny? You a pie and liquor?’ Sonny says coldly to Roy and Morty. ‘When did he become a priest?’ Sonny turns back to me, stating the obvious, ‘She’s contaminated.’

‘Wasn’t Eve a good mate of Ted Granger’s sister, Bridget?’ pipes up Roy.

‘Yeah, what of it?’ snaps Sonny.

‘I’m just saying ain’t I,’ says Roy, shrugging his shoulders.

‘So what happened with you and Eve?’ Morty interrupts, starting to pay more attention.

‘I told ya before, Mort, a few times,’ says Sonny.

‘Ya did, Sonny, but tell me again,’ says Mister Mortimer, very dry.

‘I says “I’ll come and get ya.”’ Sonny’s pretending like he’s talking into a phone. ‘She says, “No, Sonny, I’ll get a cab.” I says, “No, Eve, we could miss one another, don’t go wanderin about, stay by the phone. Now, tell me where you are. By the KLM check-in at Gatwick? You stay there, Evey babes, I’m comin down to get ya.”’

Curious, I never booked Sonny as that forgiving.

‘I can hear the chav screamin. Always hungry, that kid.’

‘How old’s the kid?’ inquires Morty.

‘Five, six. Fuck knows. I put the phone down, went in the bedroom, got the suitcase off the top of the wardrobe, packed for a week somewhere hot, got me credit cards, bitta cash and headed out to Heathrow.’

‘Hang on,’ I say. ‘You said she was out at Gatwick—’

‘She fuckin was!’ says Sonny, exploding with laugher. ‘That’s the fuckin beauty of it, waitin by the KLM desk at Gatwick Airport, with the brat, not a fuckin deano to buy any grub, waitin for some mug, this mug, to turn up and rescue her. Musta been trippin, soppy tart.’ Sonny’s become a slobbering, psycho teddy bear.

‘So where did you go, Sonny?’ asks dozy Roy, completely missing the point.

‘I always head off on my jack, mid to late February, get a bitta colour, two weeks offa the booze, come back sharp. I normally go down the Canaries, pop in to see the chaps on the Costa on the way back, but the law was gettin busy, drivin poor Duppy mad. Business was a bit quiet, always is, February – kipper season, nobody ventures out. Evey made my mind up for me.’

‘So where did you end up?’ I say.

‘Tunisia,’ he replies.

‘And how was Tunisia?’ I ask.

‘Was okay but never again. Funny gaff, really. You could fuck little boys no probs, but tryin to punt for a bird was a major operation.’

‘Wouldn’t recommend it, no?’ asks dozy Roy, knowing the answer already.

‘It was too fuckin hot, sandstorm blowin everyday. I stayed in the room most of the time with a coupla hookers. I got ’em proper performing. They beg ya to give it to ’em up the shitshoot, they plead with ya.’

‘And you obliged?’ inquires Morty.

‘When in Rome, I say,’ shrugs Sonny, laughing. ‘You coulda bought these two, I mean to keep – your property, to bring home – for a score each.’

‘Any word of Eve?’ I ask. ‘She been spotted?’

‘She could still be at fuckin Gatwick Airport for all I care. Fuck her. I told ya it was funny.’

‘When was this, Sonny?’ I ask.

‘Coupla years ago,’ he replies.

I don’t say nothing, there’s nothing to say, but I catch Morty giving Sonny a curious look, smiling thinly. You can sometimes hear the cogs in Morty’s brain turning, thinking about the starving kid, waiting out at the airport. Mort spent his early life being the hungry kid, plotted up outside the boozer, munching crisps for Sunday dinner, waiting on the alkie mother or the father, the permanently skint betting shop benefactor.

‘What was the kid’s name, Sonny?’ asks Mort, quietly.

‘Rory. The kid’s name was Rory. You’ve never asked before, Mort. Why now?’ Mort just raises one eyebrow a smidgen. A snapshot of his cool expression stays with me. ‘Anyway,’ says Sonny, turning to me and Roy, big grin, ‘she always was a nuisance, that bird. Drink up chaps, there’s plenty more. We’re celebrating.’ He turns to Royski and slaps him on the shoulder. ‘I told you it would be okay, Roy. Do you see anyone following you? You worry too much.’

The main course arrives. The waiter silently places a plate in front of me. ‘The king fish for you, sir,’ he whispers.

‘What’s that you’re havin?’ says Sonny, leaning over.

‘King fish.’

‘Do what, pal?’ says Sonny, suddenly aggressive.

‘Hang on, Sonny, it’s actually called king fish.’

‘I know it’s fuckin fish, pal. What sorta fuckin fish?’

‘King fish, Sonny – Kay, Eye, En, Gee.’ Then Sonny’s cracking up laughing, slapping the table. Other diners turn to look.

‘I had ya goin then, admit it, I did,’ he’s pointing at me. ‘“It’s actually called king fish.”’ Sonny’s slapping the tabletop. The waiters look concerned, even scared. Royski don’t get it but Morty looks at Sonny like he’s measuring him for a coffin. ‘Whatta cunt! Fuckin king fish! I saw it on the menu. They named a fuckin fish after me.’ Sonny’s turning crimson, gone hysterical, ‘I say it meself. I can be a funny cunt.’

‘Yes, Sonny, you can be funny,’ I agree, nodding my head.

Fuckin funny peculiar.


CHAPTER SIX

MORTY’S PITCH

Morty asked me to come by their hotel at eleven the next morning so here I am, by the swimming pool, like a prick, in a linen suit, catching looks from Sonny. Morty is half-asleep on a sunlounger but more interested in watching a pair of bottle-blond Geordie birds – who are deliberately frolicking in the water for his attention – than letting me know why I’m in Barbados. Sonny and Royski are fidgety. And Sonny just can’t accept that I want to sit in the shade under a sun umbrella; I ain’t got the proper sun protection but Sonny seems to think that factor fifteen is for irons and girls. Sonny is happy, in his primitive way, talking non-stop, telling stories about the celebrity punters he gets down his club, going on about how he ignores them, how they’re just ordinary bods to him, trying to appear blasé and nonchalant but he reveals himself as a little gossip and starfucker. If you’re consciously ignoring someone, stands to reason, you have to be aware of them in the first place.

‘I let Dougie get all the publicity,’ he laughs. ‘No fuckin good to me, in my line of work.’

‘Who’s Dougie?’ I ask, fishing.

‘Dougie Nightingale, my partner. Swell, but not a bad lad when he behaves himself and leaves the oats alone. You’d bet yer bollocks he was an iron, bent as a nine-bob note.’

Morty opens his eyes. ‘I wanna borrow my man here for a coupla hours,’ he says, pointing at me, getting up. ‘We need to go and have our little chat.’ Sonny nods, but then says:

‘You could do that here. Might save time later, Mort.’

‘Nah,’ says Morty, not entertaining any discussion, ‘I’m gonna have a shower and then we’re gonna have a mooch about. A spot of lunch, maybe.’ And with that he gathers up his bits and pieces, heads out, leaving me alone with the terrible twins.

‘Is this the bollocks or what, Roy?’ Sonny asks Roy, ignoring me. ‘Nobody giving ya a moment’s grief. No reason to watch ya back.’ Sonny goes for a dip but Roy stares into space, looking almost tranquil, his appearance belying his paranoid mindset. I knew Roy once upon a time, in the mid-nineties, when Twitchy Roy Burns was shifting kilos, making a good living but nothing spectacular. Not like the scale me and Mort were working. We would always give Roy a wide, wouldn’t serve him if we could, because Morty always reckoned Roy got his rocks off on all the creeping about, playing secret squirrel, just being on the dark side. If Roy had come under scrutiny from any of the heavy-duty crime squads they would’ve assumed he was a bigger player than he actually was. He was completely obsessed with vigilance, kept up with all the latest innovations, read working manuals of various state police forces. Roy also read every spy book – fiction or non-fiction – gleaning procedural and technical data. At home Roy had devices wired into the phone that enabled him to tell whether anyone was listening in. All this input slowly fed his suspicion. Even paranoids have enemies, he would cryptically tell anyone who’d listen.

Roy spent a good deal of his profits on counter-surveillance equipment. If one day he got word that the kit he was using had been superseded he junked the lot and bought new. Imagine some hi-fi freak, gripping his missus’ arm, telling her, ‘It ain’t the sound of music, luv, it’s the sound quality of music that counts.’

Roy would drive round for hours, in circles, jumping reds, reversing up one-way streets, checking if he was being followed – even if he was only stepping out to rent a video – then wonder why Blockbusters was shut when he got there. Roy employed the same attack imminent precautions even if he was only popping over to see his dear ol’ mum, who he worships, in County Kilburn for Sunday lunch. Roy electronically swept the motor and his slaughter daily for bugs, would sweep yours if ya liked. This was routine stuff for Roy.

When Roy had to go anywhere, he had an elaborate system for losing non-existent tails. This would involve jumping on the tube, waiting for the train doors to shut, then slipping off at the last second and doubling back in the direction he’d just come from. Roy would have different motors plotted up outside different tube stations so he could jump in, drive across town, park up, dive into the Underground, jump in another tube heading to fuck-knows-where. And Roy, straight-faced, would tell people he could smell plainies – undercover police officers – on the breeze.

I have to remember that Twitchy Roy is a wee bit dangerous and not to get carried away with the prevailing ambience of ridicule and mockery. Sonny and Morty might take a few libs but I’m not in the same category. I look at Royski’s bony feet – basted with factor-two suntan lotion, smelling of chemical coconuts and fake bananas, white as a hospital bed sheet, in spite of him living in Spain – and imagine them stomping some unfortunate’s skull.

After ten minutes of tranquillity, listening to the waves break on the coral reef, Sonny climbs out of the pool. He’s obviously still highly offended by my outward serenity. He dries himself off. He’s starting to go very red across the shoulders.

‘You wanna watch that sun,’ I tell Sonny. ‘It’s deceptive.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ says Roy, snapping out of his trance.

‘You don’t think it’s hot, cos it’s breezy, but it’s roastin ya alive. It’s the trade wind blowing off the Atlantic, it meets the wind coming from the Caribbean—’

‘Cunt’s a fuckin geography teacher now,’ Sonny says to Roy. ‘Take no notice.’

‘You don’t think it’s hot but it is,’ I tell them. ‘Especially this time a day, this time a year—’

‘I’ve sat in the sun all day, in fuckin Spain,’ says Sonny, throwing a suntan lotion bottle at me. I dodge it. ‘I tan easy. Just cos you wanna sit under a brolly. You’re like someone’s fuckin Nan—’

‘And that lotion you’re putting on is worse than useless. That sun isn’t like Spain, it’s lower in the sky. We’re nearer the equator.’

‘Look, mister school teacher, fuck right off!’ says Sonny. Then he starts on Roy. ‘Where’s that suntan lotion, Roy?’ he shouts. ‘I’ll do your back if you do mine, okay?’

I throw the lotion back to Sonny. He catches it. Roy gets up, bends over and Sonny starts squirting the sickly gunk over his back and neck. Sonny rubs it in roughly. Roy squeals. Morty reappears – as if by magic – all spruced-up after his pit stop.

‘You know something?’ says Mort, nodding towards Sonny and Roy, without missing a beat, heading towards the car, ‘In some civilisations you two would be married now.’

‘You still here, Mister Mortimer?’ says Sonny in mock civility. I follow Mort, wait till I get to the corner, then shout back. ‘Watch that sun! Cook ya alive.’ Then I jump outta sight.

This is good. At last an opportunity to talk to Morty alone, but Morty’s not saying anything, puts his index finger across his lips and gently shakes his head. I know Morty well enough to know when he’s gonna be receptive to light conversation – or the big Q and A – and when it’s a lock-out. And this is a waste of time.

We drive away from the hotel. Morty tells me to drive towards Bridgetown. He looks out at the countryside, raw and rugged inland, at the tidy dwellings, at the people mooching about, at the tourists’ duty-free shopping malls, the taxis, buses, cars and lorries honking their horns as they pass their pals, and at every tiny intersection. Morty’s dead calm, absorbing every detail.

On the outskirts of town Morty tells me to take a turning into the Savannah Grounds, an exclusive part of Bridgetown. Once upon a time it was a parade ground but nowadays the outside is used as a racecourse. The inside of the track is laid out for both rugby and polo. A beautiful, leafy, shaded avenue runs around up to the spectator stands and paddocks.

We park up against some freshly painted white railings and get out. A short but heavy shower has fallen but the sun is out again. It’s now midday and already in the nineties, but humid. There’s a tiny breeze blowing through the tops of the trees but apart from that it’s very quiet, very bright, and very white. I’m squinting, even with my sunglasses on. Sweat has broken out across Morty’s forehead.

‘Let’s walk,’ says Morty, leading the way. We stroll slowly and silently over towards the grandstand of the racecourse, through an unlocked gate and up, high into the stand itself. We sit down halfway up the seats.

A racecourse, like a funfair shut for the night or seaside promenade in deep mid-winter, has a melancholic, vacant air when it’s off-duty, when all the cheery punters have wandered off home. A tote sign creaks in the breeze. The seat is warm under my arse. I can see a maintenance man through the haze, a hundred yards away, leisurely repainting more white railings. He looks up, spots us and waves. We salute back. Then he goes back to his graft. This is tranquil and I hate to break the spell.

‘Why are you and Sonny and Roy Burns here, in Barbados, now, here, at this time?’ I ask. ‘They’re just a coupla hounds, nil class—’

‘Listen, comrade,’ Mort interrupts, hand up. ‘If you wanna gang up on Sonny and Roy, you’re gonna have to do it on your own,’ says the very mellow Mister Mortimer. ‘Sonny’s gonna help you get very rich all over again.’

He allows himself a grin and a wink in my direction then takes out a pack of English snout, Bensons, puts one in his mouth, lights it, takes a long drag and blows the smoke out. Morty’s dying for me to ask what he means.

‘How is the old tin can these days?’ he asks belatedly.

‘Coming back to life, Mort, getting better by the day. Maybe it’s what I need, a bitta verbal with Sonny King.’

‘Don’t be sarcastic,’ says Mort. ‘You ever get homesick?’

‘From time to time. There’s a lot I don’t miss about London.’

‘Did you keep all your old contacts in one place?’

‘No way. Be insane. I remembered figures, who owed who what, what we held, phone numbers. I taught myself, did memory exercises ... Why?’

‘I’m curious,’ he shrugs. ‘People are curious.’

‘If you and me sat down for a while and kicked it about, I’m sure we could remember. A lot of them wouldn’t be in circulation.’

‘But a lot of them would.’

‘I couldn’t come back to London for good, my nerves wouldn’t stand it.’

‘No need. You commute. Think about it, all those dudes we used to serve, back in the day, some are big-hitters now. Four years is a long time. Some are missing in action or semi-retired, in Thailand. Some got careless or Old Bill got lucky. There’s a total lack of sensible geezers back in London,’ he says, looking straight ahead.

‘Who’d be involved?’ I ask. ‘Not Sonny, not Roy.’

‘Sonny’s governor.’

‘And who’s that, Mort?’

‘Sonny works, indirectly, for Ted Granger.’

‘Duppy?’

‘Correct,’ says Morty. ‘If you meet Ted don’t call him Duppy, okay?’

‘Ted looks after Sonny?’

Morty nods.

‘I wouldn’t have thought.’

‘Well, he does. Things change ... Sonny makes him money and distributes his merch.’

‘Since when has Ted been serving Sonny King?’

‘I dunno,’ he shrugs, ‘last coupla years.’ But something in that casual shrug says don’t get busy, mate, please.

‘Ted Granger brings in the white, and Sonny King breaks it down and gets it to where it needs to be. Ted doesn’t like Sonny all that much, never did.’

‘That doesn’t take a lotta workin out.’

‘Ted’s attitude is, what has liking someone got to do with business. Bridget Granger – Ted’s sister and junior partner – seems to have a pathological hatred of Sonny King but will concede that Sonny is very good at what he does.’

‘Bridget?’ I ask. Ted’s twin sister, geezer-bird, hardcore. I’d rather fuck her than fight her.

‘I know, I know, don’t say it,’ says Mort, reading my mind, ‘we all think it but just don’t. It ain’t polite. Ted is never in the same place for long, Bridget dislikes Sonny even more than Ted does so they need a buffer. A go-between.’

‘Go on.’

‘And that’s me, middled-up and up for none,’ says Morty. ‘Now Ted wants to open up a whole new front, wants to shift some serious weight. Needs a salesman. You negotiate on behalf of Ted. He’s a smuggler not a salesman.’

‘Who’d do the schlepping?’

‘Sonny King. Well, Sonny’s crew deliver for a consideration. Everything’s for a consideration. Look, it’s dead simple,’ says Morty, ‘Ted needs to shift tackle, needs a closer. You hit the ground running. Go back to London, meet up with Ted. He points you at all the leads you need, plus what you can drum up yourself. You get a commission same as any salesman. You don’t negotiate one-offs. You agree consignments to be delivered each month or week. Repeat business. You work on a sliding scale – more weight, better price. Less cash that needs spinning, the better the price. If they need bail ... You work out with Ted what they return. You work out the details with Ted. But he needs to know quick if you agree in principle.’

‘I’m interested but—’

‘It’s a good move,’ says Morty, slightly incredulous. ‘You wanted me to put out feelers.’

‘True, but I’m still a target with the law over there—’

‘You’ll never be near any tackle or readies. If they nick ya for conspiracy to supply you’ll slip out of it.’

‘Let’s hope it never comes to that. Does Sonny know the reason you’re here?’ I ask.

‘’Course. And he’s screwing. Ted wouldn’t have it any other way. He’s looking to create a drop of sibling rivalry. See, here’s the thing, bruv, the wholesale price per kilo has dropped to twenty-three grand ... ’ Was nearer to twenty-eight gee in my day. ‘And the quality is better. Twenty-three grand buys a top quality brick, sealed and stamped with a moody scorpion. There’s an awful lotta powder out there that needs shifting.’

‘It’s interesting, Mort.’

‘Nobody’s going to trouble you if you’re with Duppy, and I’ll be making sure your whack gets to you. Any deals you make, contacts you develop, you get paid.’ Morty’s laying it well, perhaps too well. Mort always did oversell.

‘If you’re half-wanted, you’ll wanna keep it dark. You only see who you gonna see. No welcome home parties. Nothing’s changed over that side. Some of them ain’t changed their underpants since you’ve been away. You fly in, do the business, then away. It’s like corporate hospitality these days. You chase up all our old contacts—’

‘I’m not sure why they’re here.’

‘Who?’

‘Sonny and Roy. Who else?’

‘They needed to get outta town, I needed to speak to you. I didn’t wanna go to Jamaica cos it’s on top at the airports, too much law enforcement.’

‘Why do they need to be outta London?’

‘God knows, bruv. Probably gave someone a hiding. I didn’t even know Royski was in London till a few days ago.’

‘And what about the two-point-seven and change, where’s that from?’

‘You tell me, mate. They’ve obviously turned someone over.’

‘And you ain’t curious?’

‘I am, but I don’t want to get told lies,’ he shrugs. ‘They’re saying it come from a bitta freelance.’

‘They can’t stay off the phone, ringing home every two minutes for the sit-rep.’

‘You know what they’re like,’ says Morty, starting to laugh, ‘Roy gets didgy, it gets contagious.’

‘What was all that performance in the bank all about? Sonny showing off? Why’s he bringing his poshes halfway round the world?’

‘That money wasn’t outta the business. That much I do know. It’s not how it works.’

‘Go on.’

‘Don’t underestimate Ted. He fills the warehouse. Buyer calls on the oats. Sonny delivers it from the warehouse. Everyone’s sweet. The buyer transfers the agreed amount into an offshore account. Ted don’t like to take cash payments anymore, too much paperwork.’

‘He won’t take cash for drugs? What’s the world coming to?’

‘He’ll take it but he don’t like it. You wanna pay cash the price goes up not down. Ain’t like paying builders. Cash is a liability.’

‘So Sonny buys a nightclub to rinse his money out?’

‘It’s an obvious move but Sonny’s an obvious geezer. He buys a club, with Giles holding his hand, of course. Giles set up Sonny with that account in the CBB.’

‘Back up a minute. Who is Giles?’

‘Giles Urquhart. You’d like him, or be entertained by him. A proper toff.’

‘But who is he?’

‘Sonny’s tricky lawyer.’

‘Tricky?’

‘Not particularly, but he’s a swell. All tricksters – can’t help themselves, can they? But Giles did fire Sonny onto an agreeable bank manager.’

‘Curtis?’

Morty nods. ‘Old school pal. Giles will wanna get you sorted with an account of your own.’

‘Bit too cosy for me.’

‘Yer man, Giles, absolutely insisted you meet his chum Rupert Curtis.’

‘That was sweet of him,’ I reply. ‘You know Sonny showed me a balance statement coming outta that jug showing almost fifteen million dollars. That’s nine million pounds ... How could that belligerent cunt accumulate that sorta money?’

‘Pure hard work. More pies than fingers. Sonny’s got your nut, ain’t he?’

‘His bank balance has seriously cracked my coconut.’ Mort laughs. ‘Does Ted know about Giles?’ I ask.

‘Who knows what Ted knows. Ask him when you meet him but I’ll warn ya, Ted’s not very forthcoming.’

‘No?’

‘You go into a restaurant with Ted, look at the menu, you ask Ted what he’s having, he won’t tell ya – tell ya you’re being nosy.’ Morty gets up, stretches. He looks tired. ‘Well,’ he asks. ‘What are ya saying?’

It’s what I need. I nod.

‘Now,’ says Mort, ‘that charade out at the airport – coming in with the bucket and spade gang – was Roy’s idea. No harm in it, but I’m outta here on a scheduled flight the day after tomorrow and I’ve got you the hardware to fly out tonight using that profile you ordered.’

‘Tonight?’

‘Yeah. I’ve got you a passport, flight ticket, the lot, back to London.’

‘Did you say tonight?’

‘Yeah, first class. Why hang about?’ he says, lighting another snout. ‘The sooner you get over there, the sooner you can have a sit-down with Duppy. Speed is of the essence.’

‘It’s just a bit sudden, Mort, I’m half wanted over that side.’

‘Get on the plane, nice milky drink, get yer nut down and wake up at Gatwick. They took the liberty of booking you a hotel, over by the City. No curious eyes or big mouths chatting yer business. And you’re on expenses. You just gotta sit tight and Ted’ll be in touch. He has to pick his moment, just in case he’s being spied upon by the odd lot. If it all goes to plan, you agree terms with Ted. Coupla week’s time, you’re back in Jamaica. You save up, buy out your partners on the QT, and scarper. You pop in and out of London to do a few deals. Get outta Jamaica, mate, it’s not the smartest place to go AWOL.’

‘Why didn’t you mention it before?’

‘I assumed you knew what you were doing.’ Morty starts to walk back down the steps. ‘Now, let’s go and get a nice bitta lunch down in Bridgetown, leave those two nuggets to their own devices,’ he says, rubbing his hands now. ‘And don’t worry, mate, it’s gonna be cool.’

‘You’re asking me to have a bitta blind faith?’

Mister Mortimer stops, turns, winks, wisely nods his head.

‘All faith is blind, brother – ain’t no other sort.’
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