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Introduction 
 
 
Mike Shepard thinks about the fact he's getting married in a week's time. 
Then he thinks that when your intended thinks you met at a party but 
you actually met at the scene of an assassination you were carrying out, it 
kind of makes a mockery of the concept of an honest relationship. 
 
This is the story of the week leading up to Michael Shepard's wedding. 
Like most men, he's nervous. Unlike most men, he's nervous because his 
bride to be doesn't know he's a globe-trotting assassin. Torn apart trying 
to decide exactly how to come clean about the fact he kills a person 
roughly every other month, his week is made more complicated by a 
missing person, a moving target, a slightly drunk private-eye, ghosts from 
his past...oh yes, and wedding shopping. 
 
This pacy, darkly humourous thriller scrambles its way from Manhattan 
to Nottingham to Bangkok to 1980's New York and even 1970's 
Scarborough (you heard me) and leaves Mike wondering if an assassin 
can ever have a happily ever after. 
 
Sometimes, it's about love. Sometimes, it's about flowers. Sometimes, it's 
just about surviving the happiest day of your life... 
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one : or forever hold thy piece 
 
 

ou know what, Michael,” the Rev says to me as we stand 
at the front of the crowded church, listening to the pipe-

organ quietly play Moonlight Sonata, waiting for my bride to arrive, “I 
don't believe I actually know what it is you do for a living.” 

“I'm an assassin,” I say, making sure my cuffs are even, “I kill 
people for money. I like this church, by the way, it's nice.” 

The Rev doesn't quite know what to do. He just stands there, 
looking at me. 

“Actually, funny story,” I say, “I was back Stateside this time last 
week. Y'know. Working.” 

 
“It was a strip joint, downtown Chicago. Lovely little place called 

'Spike' on Dearborn Street, south, right in the heart of the theatre 
district. Keeps itself hidden from casual view by being below street level, 
'Cheers'-style. Place like that, though, I guarantee Norm would never have 
gone home. It's not some seedy, sawdust on the floor type place, either. 
Dead presidents literally ooze out from between every brick, you don't 
even get through the door without making yourself a good c-note lighter. 
Looking at the clientele and the location, it's obviously a place for the 
city's wealthier and more morally lateral tourists. I know you know what 
I mean, Reverend. 

So anyway, I'm sat at the bar; it stretches right round the place in a 
huge circle. The guys serve you drinks from behind it and behind them, 
up on a raised, circular platform are ten or twelve of the hottest bodies 
you'll see in this part of town. Unless Chicago's on at the Schubert 

“Y 
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Theatre, obviously. I'm thinking some genius of an enterprising 
individual finally realised the best way of keeping men at a bar and 
buying drinks was to wrap it around naked, gyrating females. 

The music is some indeterminable, thumping dance tune. The 
genius who put this place together obviously also realised that when you 
have naked, gyrating females, you've already got ninety-eight percent of 
the lure. Shelling out good money for a license to play real music 
becomes pretty unnecessary when you have a fifteen year old nephew 
with a computer. 

Every so often round the circle, the bar makes way for mini 
catwalks that connect us lowlifes to the heavenly bodies up on the stage. 
Just to rub our noses in to how close we are to a paradise we can never 
have (unless we want to take on some very mean looking bouncers), the 
hotties amble back and forth along those catwalks. Getting closer to us, 
then pulling back, bouncing toward us then jiggling away; making us 
think of the age old saying about hating to see a woman go but loving to 
watch her leave. 

And there's Laurel shaking her moneymaker in my direction, 
giving me the come to bed eyes that are as seductive as they are fake. I 
don't know that her name is Laurel, you understand, but then I don't 
know it isn't. At the end of the day, strip joints are built around the basic 
tenet that a man can fantasise that he is good looking enough for a sexy 
woman wearing little or no clothes to be attracted to him over every 
other guy in the place. So as long as I'm Tom Cruise, she's Laurel. 

Anyway, Laurel shakes her moneymaker in my direction, giving 
me the come to bed eyes and tweaking the elastic on her G-string. I rise 
from my seat, lean drunkenly against the bar, let out a hearty 'whoo' and 
swing my arms up like I'm some kind of frat boy at a toga party. And like 
a frat boy at a toga party, I send some guy's drink flying. 

“Hey watch it, buddy!” he says. 
I turn to the guy next to me. He's tall, thin, kind of geeky looking. 

He's wrapped in a couple gee's worth of Armani, easy, but it's creased to 
hell - like he's been sleeping in it. He is definitely the worse for wear. 
Unshaven. Shirt half out. Tie pulled halfway down. And very, very 
drunk. 

“Hey sorry, guy, my fault totally,” I slur, “These women, y'know? 
They drive you crazy in here like they drive you crazy in real life.” 

“Who gives a shit? My drink!” 
So I offer to get him another one and I ask him what he's having. 
“Anything over eighty proof,” he says. 
So I turn to the nearest barman, “Two bourbons.” I look back at 

the guy then turn back to the barman, “Two double bourbons.” 
The drinks land on the bar in front of us quicker than Laurel's G-

string filled with fifties. That genius again - don't give the clientele time 
to sober up between drinks. I grab both glasses and start to slide one of 
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them toward my drunk friend. He reaches out to his drink but with my 
hand still over the top of the glass, he pauses and looks at me. 

“What's your name, mac?” I say. 
“Look, pal, I don't swing that way,” he says. 
“And I do, Einstein, that's why I'm ogling naked women. Just 

being civil is all,” I say and I let him have the glass. He pounces on it like 
it's the last drink in the world and downs it before whoever's chasing him 
catches up. I turn back to Laurel as he slams the empty back on the bar 
but she's already promising some other guy the world. Floozy. 

“Payne,” the guy says. 
I'm looking at Laurel's ass, “Ain't it, though.” 
“No, my name. Ronald Payne.” 
“Oh, right. Bob, Bob Brent. Life Insurance.” I extend my hand to 

him. He wipes his hand down his silk tie and then shakes mine. 
“Hey, me too!” he says with that suddenly excited air drunk 

people have when they find the slightest commonality between 
themselves and someone else. All of a sudden we're long lost brothers, 
“Boring job, huh?” 

“Hey,” I say, “what I don't know about life expectancy re-
evaluation…” 

The guy snorts and drains the absolute dregs out of his glass. 
“Sorry I knocked your drink over. But now you know why I get 

so easily excited.” 
“Hey, don't worry about it. There's always more.” He catches the 

bartender's eye with his glass. The barman has the glass out of Ronald's 
sweaty little hand and a new, better glass back in his hand in the blink of 
an eye. A better glass, of course, on account of it being full. 

I nod at his new drink, “Either you've had a very good day or a 
very bad day.” 

He downs the entire glass in one gulp. 
“Bad day,” he says, “Very, very bad day.” 
“What happened? Someone have to make a claim?” Damn that 

Laurel. All curves and me with no brakes. 
“No, I made a … bad investment.” 
“Oh? What, you dabble in the shock market on the side?” 
“Something like that. This guy …” he pauses, like he's trying to 

figure out whether or not to go on. 
“Hey, man, I didn't ask for your life story.” 
He shrugs, looking forlornly into the bottom of yet another empty 

glass. That's the thing with drunks. You never know if they're sadder at 
the start of the drink or the end. I guess it depends on how slaughtered 
they are and how slaughtered they aim to get. 

“Well, let's just say I paid for something but I wasn't specific 
enough about what I was buying.” 

“Didn't get what you thought you were getting?” 
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“Something like that.” 
“I take it you got something worse, rather than better.” 
“Definitely something worse. Well, I haven't got it yet. Sure is 

gonna come soon, though. One way or another.” 
“Yeah,” I say, the realistic part of my mind finally telling me that 

Laurel's probably working her way through law school in the day and is 
about as interested in bedding anyone here as I am in pretending I'm 
drunk any longer, “Probably come sooner than you think.” 

I drain my glass, give Laurel one last wink as she looks briefly my 
way and get up from my seat, “Got to go pray to the old porcelain god. 
Back in two.” I don't really look at Ronald but I see him nod as he raises 
his hand to order yet another drink. I time my walk to perfection - as 
soon as I get to the other side of the crowded room, I turn and lean back 
against the wall and watch. 

Back at the bar, Ronald suddenly grabs his arm, his eyes start 
bulging and his mouth makes this big 'O' but no sound comes out. No-
one notices a thing at first, they're too busy looking up at the stage or 
talking in groups or just being unconscious. He staggers backward off his 
stool and, left arm still outstretched, his right hand now starts grabbing 
his chest like he's trying to pluck his heart right out of there. He bumps 
into a group of Japanese businessmen and they turn around and shout at 
him. Only for a second, though, because they very quickly see a man 
having a major heart attack. 

I decide now's the time to leave, before everything gets too hectic, 
before he actually croaks and they stop the music and call an ambulance 
and turn the lights on and all the rest of it. You might call it 
unprofessional not waiting to confirm the kill but trust me, I've been 
doing this a long time. And I know exactly how powerful - and 
untraceable - the amoxycetalene was that I slipped into his drink. I know 
for a fact he'll be dead before I even get to the entrance and pick up my 
coat. I also know how long it takes people to react to things like this and 
I know I'll be round the corner and long gone before everyone starts 
raising cain. 

It's kind of a pain, killing for free. Not cost effective at all. But 
when self-preservation comes into the equation, it's pretty hard to put a 
price on things. At the end of the day, Ronald Payne contacted the 
Agency and put out a hit on the wrong man. I was the one got assigned 
the job, ergo I end up killing someone who didn't really need killing. 
Now that doesn't really bother me; not my screw up so I get paid 
regardless. Only problem was, the guy I should have killed was a no-
good swindler. The guy I actually killed was the no-good swindler's twin 
brother; businessman, organised crime prodigy and favourite nephew of 
Ira Giordano, maddest, craziest, most powerful mob boss in Chicago. 
Now sooner or later, Ira was going to figure out who put on the hit, 
something Ronnie was clearly already aware of. Which means sooner or 
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later, Ira's men would have been tap dancing on Ronnie's skull. And if I 
know how these mob guys think (and I do), I know that Ira would have 
wanted to find out exactly who it was that pulled the trigger on his 
favourite nephew, the son he never had. The chances are slim, real slim, 
that he would ever have gotten through the Agency and all the way to 
me. But slim chance ain't no chance. 

So a quick drink with a stranger and Ronnie speaks to no-one. 
And I'm gone. A faceless nobody who vanishes into the crowd and who 
no-one ever remembers. 

Well, except for Laurel, of course. She'll regret not getting with me 
the rest of her days.” 

 
I finish up and the Rev's still looking at me. Not moving, not 

talking, just staring. 
Well, okay, he would be if I'd actually just said all that stuff. What 

do you think I am, crazy? I'm not about to blab all about my secret life to 
dear old Rev Mann here. Guy'd have a coronary. 

The last few seconds actually went; 
“You know what, Michael? I don't believe I actually know what it 

is you do for a living.” 
“I'm an insurance salesman. Life, Equity, mostly. Mainly, I sell 

into corporates, blue chips. Premiere services. High premiums but big 
payoffs, you know? APRs to die for.” 

The Rev's eyes start to glaze over. That's why I do it. Stops people 
asking questions. They move onto another topic, they don't get bored, I 
don't have to kill them…win, win, win. 

“Ready for the off?” Rev Mann asks. Topic changed. Mission 
successful. 

“Certainly am,” I say, scanning the congregation. A woman in a 
broad-rimmed hat smiles at me. I nod back, “I can't wait to become 
George to someone's Mildred.” 

“Well, Emily and her father should be pulling up any minute 
now,” he smiles that kindly smile that all elderly, Anglican Reverends 
must go on some kind of course to learn, “You've only got about eight 
minutes to relish being young, free and single.” He pats my shoulder and 
wanders off to go and memorise his lines or whatever. 

Eight minutes. Not a long time. I mentally pat the loaded Beretta 
.45 with silencer that's snuggled in my inside jacket pocket, a couple 
inches behind my pastel yellow buttonhole flower. 

Eight minutes to figure out which upstanding member of this 
congregation I have to kill. 

And once that unpleasant business is out of the way, perhaps I 
can finally concentrate on getting married. 
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two : dramatis personae 
 
 

reakfast. The most nutritious meal of the day. Unlike most 
males in America, I always make sure I eat a good, healthy 

meal first thing in the morning. In my line of work, you have to be in 
shape. So it's fruit, cereal, yoghurt, juice, toast all that good stuff. 
Sometimes a boiled egg. In order to relieve other people of their lives, I 
have to make sure I take good care of mine. 

Today, though, screw all that. 
I'm having a Full English breakfast which is the exact spiritual, 

conceptual and physical opposite to a healthy start to the day. 
I put the menu down and look up at the steel blonde waitress, her 

pen and pad held ready like it's an Olympic event. I give her the starter's 
pistol. 

"Okay, I want the Full English but with the following 
modifications; I want three rashers of bacon, crispy but not blackened, 
not even a little bit. I need a fried egg - no, better make it two - not over 
easy, don't flip them at all. What I need you to do is fry them in lots and 
lots of oil and just keep flicking the oil onto them with the spatula. Make 
sure the white's cooked right through but the yolk has still got to be 
plenty runny. Give me three fat, pork sausages. If you don't have pork, 
beef will do in a pinch. Now when it comes to the sausages, they have to 
be cooked in the same oil as the eggs and they have to be cooked long. I 
want to see them black and hard, but the inside still has to be soft. If you 
overcook them, they'll just be dry and you won't be able to feed them to 
a hungry dog. On the side, I need some baked beans - I know you won't 
have Heinz, just do the best you can - and some plum tomatoes. 

B 
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Mushrooms too. Again, lots of fat. The whole thing's got to be 
swimming in it. Apart from the bacon, remember, the bacon's got to be 
crispy. I think that's it." 

The waitress' pencil is smoking. 
"Um, anything to drink?" 
"Big bucket of  tea. No sugar, lots of milk." 
The waitress takes my menu, half-smiles like I'm some kind of 

nutcase and clacks off in her high heels to tell the Mexican cook in back 
everything I just said using the eight words of English he knows. I'm not 
holding my breath. 

I turn back to the other four people round the table. 
"Nobody wanted anything else, right?" 
I'm met by a bunch of shaking heads and shrugging shoulders 

which I take to mean 'no', so I'm about to go back to my paper when 
Jody pipes up. 

"Getting used to being a Limey again?" she asks. 
"Once I've reacclimatised to the food, the vocab's next," I say, 

"You can keep your sidewalks and pants - for the next couple weeks, I'm 
going back to pavements and trousers." 

"I don't get why you guys gotta have different words anyway," 
Whilce says, "Why you couldn't just stick with the ones we gave you…" 

“Hey, I know some more, too,” Lianne says like a kid with a new 
dictionary, “Soccer is football, truck is lorry and Santa Clause is Father 
Christmas. Come on, Mike, test me, I know 'em all.” 

I fold up my paper, seeing as it looks like I won't be reading it. 
This is a company breakfast Shepard Insurance Sales style. My little 
outfit is only five people light. I'm not really that bothered about starting 
an insurance sales empire, I just need a mask. Superman has his day job 
at the Daily Planet, Mike Shepard has this. 

Okay, let me introduce you around. I mean, it'd be rude not to. 
Jody is my office manager. She keeps folks in line, writes up reports on 
how well they're doing, makes sure the trains come in on time, that sort 
of thing. The kind of person the whole thing would fall apart without. 
The others are my sales force; Whilce (walking food disposal), Bud 
(God's gift to women) and Lianne (also God's gift to women). Then, 
obviously, there's me. I'm the kind of boss that's in some days, out some 
days, you know the type. You've had that kind of boss. Maybe you are 
that kind of boss. If you are, I can almost guarantee what you do when 
you're not in the office and what I do when I'm not in the office ain't the 
same thing at all. 

My cell beeps. Text message. It's my revered employers. 
Last kill not necessary. Giordano wud nvr have gotten thru us 2 u. U know 

this. 
"Alright," I look up from my screen and face my Texan 

salesma'am, "They say 'Chips' and we say…?" 



The Assassin’s Wedding  (Preview) 
 
 

 

- 10 - 
 

"Fries," she doesn't even pause. 
"Biscuit." 
"Cookie." 
"Bill." 
"What, like a duck's bill? That's the same." 
"No, a bill at a restaurant." 
"Ah, that's a check." 
"Jam." 
"Jelly." 
"Jelly." 
"Jell-o." 
"Soldiers, and I'm talking about food not the army." 
"That's when you slice your toast up into little fingers so you can 

dip them into food, usually soft boiled eggs accompanied by a pinch of 
salt and a cup of tea." 

"Go, Lianne!" Jodie's impressed and even the guys give her a clap, 
"You rule, you English muffin, you!" 

"Okay, spill, you never worked all that out," I say, my eyes flitting 
between Lianne and my phone. 

Just being thorough. Don't like those kinds of loose ends. Like living 2 much. 
"Alright, I confess, I've been doing a little bit of research on the 

internet," Lianne puts on her mock coy face, "I was kind of hoping you 
were going to invite us to the wedding…" 

"Is that so?" I smile, "I guess I'd look like a pretty mean boss if I 
turned you down now, after you've gone to the trouble of learning 
English and all." 

Not a problem. U being thorough = plenty $$$ 4 us. Already sent new jobs 
2 yr inbox. Fancy trip 2 Dubai b4 yr wedding? 

"Well, I wouldn't worry too much about that," Jody says, "We all 
know you're a mean boss already. You bring us down to Times Square 
for breakfast every Monday morning and force us to sit and watch you 
pay. You bastard." 

"Be that as it may, England isn't a place for the faint hearted," I 
give a deadpan glance across the table, "I mean, who here has the mental 
fortitude to face sitting on the right-side of the car, driving on the left-
side of the road and doing battle on a multi-lane double-roundabout? 
With stick shift?" 

"It's okay - we can take public transport," Lianne says, 
"Nottingham has an excellent bus infrastructure and we can easily get up 
there from Heathrow by train, there's one that leaves right out of the 
airport." 

Everyone's looking at Lianne like she just dropped out the sky, 
most of all me. 

"Lemme guess – that’s verbatim off of the ‘come visit England’ 
website," Whilce is somewhat taken aback. 
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"I'm guessing Lianne would quite like to go," Jodie says, finishing 
her coffee. 

"And the rest of you?" I ask. 
"Yeah, sure." 
"Be cool." 
"Why not?" 
"Lianne and me can go cruisin' for English chicks." 
I don't know why I didn't invite these guys in the first place. 
"Okay, I guess the world can survive without us selling it 

insurance for a few days." 
"Oh, thank you, thank you!" Lianne wants to hug me but stops 

herself. Then she hugs me anyway, "You're the best boss in the world! 
You're not a bastard, don't listen to Jodie." 

I'll b in England. Surely someone there needs killing? Pref. somewhere in the 
Midlands. 

"Thanks boss!" 
"You're the man, man!" 
"As Whilce says, you are most definitely the man," Jodie smiles, 

"Even though after the wedding, your wife will be the man, but, y’know, 
whatever." 

Will let u know. [Agency Out] 
The waitress puts a plate down in front of me. I look up at her. 

She's got this nervous smile, like she's waiting on the man from Del 
Monte. 

It's art. Really. Like a Picasso, I’m thinking it’ll look better with 
distance. I drop a couple twenties down on the table as I stand up and 
reach for my coat, “Tell your cooks, nice try.” 

A slightly disappointed waitress is about to take away the mutated 
mess when Whilce, without even looking up from his food, reaches out, 
picks the plate up and pours the contents on top of what's left of his 
mixed grill. 

"You know, there must be some way we can make money off of 
this guy," Jodie says, kind of impressed, kind of disgusted. 

"I got people to see, I'll see you guys back at the office later. I'll 
expect you to have pulled in the Smithsonian account by the end of the 
day if you want me to pay your flights to England." 

They all groan as I pull on my coat and leave. The Smithsonian 
account is the world's biggest pain in the ass. If they pull that in by the 
end of the day, I'll go out and buy a hat just so I can eat it. But I'll buy 
their tickets anyway. You know why? Because I'm a good, caring boss. I 
should win some kind of award. 

 
 
“Okay, Sarah, what was the very first thing you remember about 

last night?” 
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“The first thing, the very first thing I remember is my good friend 
Sylvia picking my drunk arse up out of that gutter.” 

“The first thing you remember is me wiping vomit off your blouse 
and chucking you in my car? That was, like, nearly two a.m!” 

“No, wait, I remember right before you got there. I remember 
lying face down in the alley behind that pub, being fast asleep and 
wishing I would never wake up.” 

“You remember being asleep?” 
“I know, I'm a freak.” 
“But you don't remember how you got out to that alley.” 
“Nope.” 
“Do you want me to tell you how you got out to that alley?” 
“Nope.” 
“You got so drunk, the landlord threw you out the back of the 

pub with his own two hands.” 
“I told you I didn't want to know.” 
“At least I got to you before you shagged some deadbeat again.” 
“…yeah…” 
“Sarah!” 
“No, Sylvia, I'm sure you did. Honestly, I don't remember 

shagging anyone.” 
“You never remember, that’s the problem.” 
“Sylvia, please, not so loud…” 
“Sarah, you have to stop doing this to yourself. Look at you, you 

look pathetic. You're not getting any younger. One of these days, you're 
going to find yourself face down in one of those alleyways and you're 
going to get your wish about not waking up. You haven't touched your 
coffee.” 

“I'm waiting for it to go away. I'm waiting for you to go away.” 
“Well, that's another wish you're going to get coming true; I'm late 

for work on account of not being able to wake you up.” 
“Should have just let me sleep…” 
“For all I know, you'd have dropped into a coma, the amount of 

alcohol you must have sunk last night.” 
“Wait a minute, how did you know where I was? How do you 

know what I was doing?” 
“I was looking for you. I haven't seen you in days. Plus I had to 

pass on a message from one of your clients, they called last night. 
Apparently, it was urgent. Matter of life and death. By the way, you have 
got to stop giving my phone number as an alternative contact number 
for your business. You don't live here.” 

“I know, I know…” 
“You've never lived here.” 
“How did you know where to find me?” 
“There are just three bars and two pubs in all of Derby that you 
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go to when you want to drown your sorrows. And you always seem to 
have sorrows to drown. By the way, she asked for Sarah Jackson.” 

“Who asked for Sarah Jackson?” 
“Your client. Why are you still using your married name?” 
“I haven't got round to changing all my stuff back. You know 

how long it took me to change it all over when I got married? Ages.” 
“You haven’t been married for a long time, Sarah. You're not 

Jackson. You should go back to your maiden name, that's who you are 
now.” 

“It's been a long time since I was a maiden, Sylvia.” 
“You know what I mean.” 
“Look, if there's a person on this Earth who can tell me who I am, 

I'd like to meet them. But there isn't. So, really, does it matter what name 
I use?” 

“You know what happened to me a couple of weeks ago? This 
guy, white guy, he was shown to my desk and when he saw me, he 
seemed to go even more white and he said to me 'great – a darkie and a 
woman – I’m going to get great financial advice here…’.” 

“What a dick. I apologise on behalf of the rest of whitekind.” 
“No need. You know what I did? I referred him to a white, male 

colleague of mine and I moved on to the next person in the queue. You 
know what that's called? Being an adult. Moving on. Not wallowing in 
crap. Not bringing yourself down to the lowest common denominator. 
Am I getting through?” 

“Yes and your noise is making my head hurt.” 
“That’s not me, it’s your freaky ringtone. It's calling from the next 

room. You should answer it, it might be that woman. If it's not, I left her 
details on the fridge. You can't afford to throw away business, not in 
your situation.” 

“Okay, mother.” 
“I'm going to work, now that I know I'm not going to come home 

and find you in exactly the same position I left you in but minus a 
pulse.” 

“What happened to that guy?” 
“What guy?” 
“The arse from the bank.” 
“I think Jamie sold him one of those unethically high interest rate 

loans. Y'know, as revenge.” 
“Do you want me to put a hit out on him?” 
“Oh right, you're an assassin now?” 
“Used to be but I gave up. Do you have any full fat milk in here? 

All I see is skimmed." 
"All I have is skimmed." 
"Your pursuit of health knows no depravity. I'm serious, though, 

about that guy. I'll take him out to some back alley and duff him up for 
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you. You're the closest thing I've got to a best friend. You're the closest 
thing I've got to a friend, full stop.” 

“Sarah, do me a favour please? For once in your life, try to sort 
out the multitude of problems you have before trying to sort out other 
people's. Okay?” 

“Didn't Jesus say something like that?” 
“I don't know. He’s always swiping my sayings, so maybe. Leave 

the key in the normal place when you go. And don't make me have to 
drag you out of an alleyway again. It's murder on my shoes.” 

“Okay, thanks - oh, hey, I forgot! Want to come to a wedding 
with me today?” 

"A wedding?" 
"Yeah, an old school friend I bumped into. Want to come?" 
"Sarah, I've got to go to work." 
"Nobody has to do anything. Come on! We can play that game 

where you try and guess how long the marriage will last. It’ll be fun!" 
"I'm already late." 
"Excellent reason to call in sick. You've clearly been throwing up 

all morning and despite your best efforts to make it into work, your bus 
journey was cut short by an encore performance of 'The Exorcist' so 
you turned around and came back home. Then you donned your glad 
rags and came to a wedding with me." 

"I don't really like weddings." 
"Trust me. This one, as the yanks say, will be a blast." 
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three : santa claus, the easter bunny and the queen of hearts 
 
 

o here I am, walking along fifth avenue, chatting on my cell 
phone to my intended. She says nice things to me, I say nice 

things to her. She tells me she loves me. I tell her I love her. She means 
it. I mean it. So why do I feel there's movie credits appearing in the air 
around me as I walk along? 'Starring Mike Shepard as The Man Getting 
Married, Special Guest Star - Ernest Borgnine'. 

I mean, I love Emily. I proposed to her and I can't wait to get 
married to her. And yet, I can't shake two really overpowering feelings; 

a - This doesn't seem real. 
b - Somehow, this is a really bad idea. 
Mr. Cold Blooded Assassin and the fair English Maiden have only 

been in each others lives for two weeks shy of eighteen months. Is it too 
soon to be getting married? Maybe that's it. Simple cold feet. I'm used to 
being a bachelor; a footloose, fancy free, not-a-care-in-the-world killing 
machine. And now I'm getting married. I'm sure it's completely the same 
as every other man in the world on the brink of 'you may now kiss the 
bride' has to contend with. 

And yet, on that night we first met, the thought of spending the 
rest of my life with Emily Coleman was all I wanted to do. 

 
I'm standing there on the steps of the Roosevelt Hotel on sixth 

avenue, round the corner from the Empire State, thinking that being an 
assassin is a job with dignity and style. And then I sigh as I realise my 
giant, pink rabbit suit is riding up my ass again. 

"Are you sure you got an invite in there somewhere, Bugs?" 

S 
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"Bugs?" I repeat, my giant rabbit head looking up at the doorman. 
"Bugs Bunny." 
"Bugs Bunny isn't pink, Jer, he's grey," the lady doorman next to 

him says. 
"So, what the hell you supposed to be, then?" the guy doorman 

asks me. 
I stop rifling through concealed pockets and hold up my basket of 

chocolate eggs, covered in multicoloured foil wrappers, "I'm the Easter 
Bunny, dude." 

"Okay, so are you sure you got an invite in there somewhere, 
Easter Bunny?" 

"I got your invite right here," I hand over a small piece of paper; a 
small piece of paper that I appropriated along with the suit from a guy 
even now sleeping off a chloroform hangover back in his apartment. 

"So is it okay, or do I have to go back to the subway and let that 
homeless guy carry on peein' on me?" 

The guy doorman hands me back my invite, "Have a ball, Mr. 
Hall." 

Tweedledum and Tweedledame open the doors and I saunter on 
in, soon finding myself in the lavish lobby of the Roosevelt, hotel to the 
rich and richer of New York. Businessmen on crucial dinners 
entertaining their Japanese investors, international dignitaries on UN 
business in New York, celebrities taking advantage of the excellent 
restaurant while shooting a movie in town. Just a few of the groups of 
people who look up in bemusement at the six foot, pink rabbit striding 
through their midst. 

It doesn't take me long to find the Damocles Suite and the Fancy 
Dress Christmas Party for the clients and employees of Pickard, Stayton 
and Steel, Attorneys at Law. 

It's typical Christmas party décor - tinsel, holly and mistletoe 
everywhere. Loud, cheesy Christmas music, drunk employees dancing, 
drunk employees drinking and drunk employees making out. And still 
only 8 p.m.  

I scan the room, looking for the man I'm here to kill. I don't know 
what he's done or who he's annoyed. That's because I never read that 
section of the brief. Don't see the point. When the man comes out to 
your house to fix the washing machine, you don't tell him why you 
bought that leather jacket. You just tell him that the leather jacket has 
jammed up the machine. He removes it. You pay him. He goes. The fact 
you were trying to relive your youth as a rocker is none of his business, 
nor does it enable him to do the job any better. 

So, somewhere in here, is a man dressed as Santa Claus who has 
done something that annoyed someone enough that they contacted the 
Agency to have him killed. The Agency gave me the brief, since the job 
fits my skills and psyche profile, and I read the relevant parts. I know his 
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face, his name, his comings and goings, his address, the name of his wife, 
kids, dogs, fish, his social security number, his job, his car licence plate 
number, his favourite holiday retreat, what foods make him sick, what 
books he reads, what music he loves, the name of his mistress, where he 
goes to drink, what football team he supports and whether or not ET 
made him cry. 

But I don't know why someone wants him dead. And I don't - in 
case you hadn't got this yet - care. 

"Hey, killer suit, man!" 
I turn around and see Neo and Trinity. They wish. 
"Nice suit yourselves," I say, "Hey, can you really dodge bullets?" 
They laugh and say something but I don't really catch it because 

I've just spotted something. My man? No. Something altogether 
different. 

"I love that you came as Bugs Bunny, man, that is so retro," Neo 
says, my attention clicking back into his west coast drone. 

"Seriously, can you dodge bullets?" 
Their laughter isn't quite as hearty this time and I walk away from 

them. The reason I picked Gareth Hall to knock out and replace was 
because several days of surveillance of PSS employees had revealed that 
he was keeping his costume secret. That meant I could turn up as him 
and no-one would know who I was. Funny thing is, I'm finding myself 
feeling indignant on his behalf - he'd clearly gone to a lot of trouble 
picking his suit and people just aren't getting it. Bugs frickin' Bunny. My 
ass. 

I walk over to the thing that had caught my attention so 
completely. A group of four people stood by the buffet table, halfway 
between the punch and the sandwiches. Zorro's talking to Darth Maul 
and another guy I don't recognise. He's wearing a regular suit and an eye 
patch. Really pushed the boat out. Probably management. But it's the 
fourth member of the group that has my little bunny heart racing. The 
Queen of Hearts. She looks just like the ranting, raving, beheading 
woman from the Alice in Wonderland cartoon - but with a much shorter 
dress, much better legs and a much, much prettier face. 

I don't want to sound like some giddy teenager, but this feeling 
really has never happened to me before. I don't know the woman, I can't 
even hear her speaking. And yet, I feel like I have to be near her, like all 
the time I've been alive has been a waste because I haven't spent any of it 
with her. 

Well, at least I'm not sounding like a giddy teenager. 
"Can we help you?" 
The manager in the eye patch is looking at me. They're all looking 

at me. I realise I'm stood with them, looking at her. I point to the table. 
"You're blocking the punch." 
They move aside, shaking their heads, saying something about 
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employees draining the company dry and I go to the table and start 
ladling out some punch. The initial shock of seeing the Queen of Hearts 
has passed and I'm feeling something else altogether now. Anger. At 
myself. How could I lose the plot like that, even for a second? It's never 
happened before and it will damn well never happen again. The quickest 
way to get killed in this game is to stop concentrating. You can never - 

"Can I get a glass of that? This party is boring the pants off me," 
the Queen is by my side. I don't know whether the slightly light-headed 
feeling I'm getting is because she's suddenly there and talking to me or 
because she's suddenly there and she could have been anyone, including 
Santa Claus with a loaded .22. 

"Have mine," I give her the glass I just poured, "I don't even like 
punch." 

"Cheers." 
"You're English." 
"You're a rabbit." 
"Well spotted." 
"Likewise. Cheers again," she raises her plastic glass before taking 

a dainty, woman-like sip. Followed by a manly, down-in-one gulp that 
drains the entire thing, "Actually, that's some good punch." 

"Thanks, I made it myself. Here, have some more." 
She takes the refilled glass but doesn't drink it. She just holds it 

and looks at me. I have to remind myself why I'm here. 
"Aren't you going to get back to Zorro and those guys?" 
"No," she shakes her head, "They're talking shop. They were 

boring me so badly, I decided to come and talk to a six foot, pink 
rabbit." 

"Lawyers, huh? Can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em unless 
someone's paying you." 

"If my well trained ears aren't mistaken," she says suddenly, with 
this look in her eye like she's just figured out something, "I'm not the 
only Limey at the punch bowl." 

"Damn, you saw through my disguise. I'm impressed." 
"Well, it was the ears," she smiles, "That and the fact you noticed 

I was English but didn't ask which part of London I was from." 
"Well, if my well trained ears aren't mistaken, you're from 

somewhere down South. Kent, maybe?" 
"Nottingham." 
"Ah, wrong end of the country altogether. Not so well trained 

ears, obviously." 
"I lived in Kent ever since I finished University there, though. I 

only moved here a few months ago." 
"And the rabbit's ears win again," I smile beneath my mask, "You 

had me doubting myself there, for a second." 
"You sound like you've been here for a while, though." 
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"Since I was a kid." 
"Ooh, now there's a story I want to hear. What could possibly 

have brought a kid from…?" 
"Scarborough." 
"…to New York when he was a child and then had the bad taste 

to leave him here?" 
"My parents died. I came to live with my uncle. Then he died." 
"Oh…" she looks really embarrassed, "…I'm so sorry. I have a 

tendency to lead with my mouth. I feel a complete arse." 
"Hey, don't worry about it. Was all a long time ago, now. 

Different life." 
She's looking at me, now, as though she can see through my mask. 

It makes me uncomfortable. 
"Y'know," I continue, "Before I became a rabbit." 
She laughs. It's a beautiful sound. Seriously, you gotta be vomiting 

by now, right? 
"So which are you, client or lawyer?" she asks. 
"Don't you recognise my voice?" 
She shakes her head, "Should I? Oh, wait, Lou, is that you?" 
"No." 
"Oh," she looks disappointed. Maybe a little too disappointed for 

my liking, "That was a stupid guess, anyway. Lou's not English, different 
life or no." 

"Who's Lou?" 
"This guy in Procurement. You clearly don't work in Procurement 

if you have to ask who Lou is." 
"Oh, that Lou," I say, "The good looking one, so the women 

never get sick of saying." 
"So you do know him." 
"I do if you're talking about Louis Taylor, Group Procurement 

Division, worked there eight years, favourite song 'Black Dog' by Led 
Zeppelin, ET made him cry." 

She looks a little bewildered, "What are you, his stalker?" 
"No, but I do know he came as Santa Claus tonight. Inspired Lou, 

as I like to call him." 
"Oh, so he did come then?" she starts looking around the 

menagerie of movie, cartoon, cultural and fantasy characters that pack 
the ballroom. 

"Why are we talking about Lou?" I ask, a little miffed to tell you 
the truth. 

"You sound jealous," she smiles a cheeky smile. 
"I thought you were trying to guess who I was." 
"I don't think we've ever met before," she says, "And even if we 

had, you're wearing a mask so how am I ever expected to know who you 
really are?" 
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She steps a little closer, my heart rate gets a little quicker, "Why 
don't you show me your face? You never know, that might start ringing 
bells with me." 

With her free hand, she starts to reach up to my mask. Now, 
keeping my face hidden is not a cast-iron requirement for this hit, 
depending on how I decide to take out my guy. For instance, if I do the 
tried and trusted poison thing, no problems. However, if I end up having 
to shoot him, investigators'll be combing through the CCTV footage and 
eventually they'll spot a guy who nobody recognises and who, it'll turn 
out, was never invited. Bad joo-joos. So professionally, in order to keep 
all my options open, I really need to keep my mask on. 

But I really want her to see my face. 
"Emily Coleman, as I live and breathe, if you want my head, you 

can damn well have it," says the most rugged, good-looking Santa Claus 
I've ever seen as he whips the Queen of Hearts toward him with a single, 
fluid motion. Emily - as it turns out she's called - smiles up at him. I 
might be imagining it, but the smile doesn't seem as warm as the one she 
used for me. 

"Speak of the devil, we were just talking about you!" 
I'm mad. Again, at myself. Because this time, Santa Claus - aka 

Louis Taylor - really did manage to get the drop on me. Luckily for me, 
he didn't have a .22 in his arms. Instead, he has the Queen of Hearts in 
his arms and the fact that I can't tell if I'm madder about that or about 
losing focus again makes me mad. I'm just all kinds of mad. 

"I think it's time the Queen of Hearts had a slow dance with old 
Santy Claus, don't you?" Lou starts to lead Emily away but she stands 
firm. 

"Lou, I'd like you to meet…" and she looks at me with this 
twinkle in her eyes as if to say, 'Ha! Gotcha!' 

It feels like we're still having our little conversation even with Lou 
present and that feels good so I smile, extend my hand and say, "Alex. 
Alex Lewis." 

"Uh huh," is all he says, sparing me the briefest glance before 
going back to Emily, "So, come on, that dance…" 

"Actually," Emily bristles, presumably at Lou's bad manners, "I'm 
just having a drink. I'm afraid I'll have to take a rain check." 

Lou doesn't seem pleased at the knock back. Guy that good 
looking probably isn't used to getting them too often, "Well, those 
checks are only good for about fifteen minutes so finish up your drink 
and I'll be back to cash it in." He gives Emily a predatory smile and she 
suddenly looks really shocked, her eyes open wide. It takes a second or 
two before I realise that he just copped a feel of some royal ass. 

"'scuse me, Bugs," he pushes past me and saunters off into a 
crowd of oompah-loompahs. 

"Prick," she says. 
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I look at her, "Emily Coleman, huh? Pleased to meet you." 
She looks at me and her annoyed pout disappears and an annoyed 

smile takes its place, "Pleased to meet you, Alex Lewis." 
"That's not my name." 
"It's too late now, the game's up. I know you." 
"No, seriously. I made it up." 
"Why?" 
"I never like to give up too much on the first date." 
Emily raises her eyebrows, "Oh, so this is a date, is it?" 
"I've had dates like this," I nod my big rabbit head. 
"I see," Emily takes a sip of her punch as 'Love by the Dashboard 

Light' by Meatloaf ends and 'Santa Baby' by Madonna starts, "Well, as 
dates with rabbits go, this one isn't all that bad." 

"Thank you," I realise I'm still holding the ladle so I put it back in 
the bowl, "This stuff goes straight through me, I have to go visit the little 
bunnys’ room. Will you promise to still be here when I get back?" 

She nods and raises her plastic cup to me, "Trying to guess who 
you really are." 

I smile to myself as I walk across the dance floor and through a 
crowd of gyrating Elvis Presleys. I’ve done this whole thing before many 
times and no doubt will again in the future; leave someone holding a 
drink while I excuse myself to go to the bathroom. Except usually, their 
drink’s spiked and I’m going across the room to watch them and make 
sure they die. So the reason I’m smiling is that this time I’m actually 
going to the bathroom and coming back to talk to her rather than going 
to watch her die. Which is nice. 

As I go on my quest, though, I can still see her in my mind's eye; 
stood by the punch bowl and saying 'hello' and 'how do you do' to any 
passing work colleagues in her very English accent, sipping her punch 
and - most of all - thinking of me. I'm a good reader of character, you 
have to be in this game, so I know we're hitting it off and she's not just 
being polite. 

Part of me is worried, though, about the effect she has on me, on 
my focus, on my professionalism. I mean, I'm actually on a job tonight! 
I've never, in eighteen years in this vocation, ever been on a job and 
spoken a single word to someone that wasn't specifically designed to 
help me accomplish my task or been part of some fake persona. Tonight 
is the first time my real self and my 'job' self have even touched let alone 
overlapped. That's a scary thought. 

But then I see her smile. 
"That was quick," she says. 
"Well, I didn't really go to relieve myself," I reply, "I followed 

Louis to the bathroom where I know the CCTV cameras aren't working 
at the moment. Then I waited until we were alone, snapped his neck and 
left him locked in one of the cubicles. Anyone going in will assume he's 
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passed out drunk. By the time anyone realises he's dead, I'll be well away 
from here. More punch?" 

Okay, okay, I didn't actually say it. 
"I didn't want to risk you getting bored and leaving without saying 

goodbye. More punch?" 
I think that's much more likely to progress this relationship. 
"Don't worry," I say, "I washed my paws." 
"I figured out your name," she says, in a kind of conspiratorial, 

hushed voice. 
"Oh?" 
"Yep. Harry Lime." 
My brain ticks a few cycles, then, "From 'The Third Man'?" 
"No one really knew who he was, either." 
I smile, "I can see I need to give you a helping hand. One 

second." 
I squeeze through the crowded hall, which seems to have gotten a 

lot more busy since I came in, and go over to the DJ desk where he 
keeps all his slips for people to write their requests on. I write something 
on one of the slips but I don't leave it with the DJ, I bring it back over to 
the punch table, my brain screaming at me the whole time. I hand it to a 
bewildered looking Emily. 

"Is this what I think it is?" 
"I've got to go," I say, "But if you want to find out any more 

about me, then use it. If not, I'll try to recover from the rejection without 
reverting back to my previous orphanage-induced alcoholism. But, 
y’know, no pressure." 

"I haven't had a man's telephone number in a long time," she 
smiles, "It's been even longer since I had a rabbit's." 

I salute her as I step back, memorising her features one last time 
in case I never see them again. 

She salutes me back, "See you around, Easter Bunny." 
 
It certainly was a night to remember, that one. Nearly eight 

months on and I can safely say she knows my name now. And since she 
knows my name and I know her name, there didn't seem like anything 
else to do but get married. 

As good an idea as that seemed at the time, though, it came with a 
pretty obvious problem. One hand; single male, no personal or 
emotional ties to the world. Other hand; married male, devoted to his 
wife. Which one of these works better if your occupation is 'hired killer'? 

When your intended thinks you met at a party and you actually 
met at the scene of an assassination you were carrying out, it kind of 
makes a mockery of the concept of an honest relationship. 

As I enter the lobby of Pickard, Stayton and Steel, I think I've hit 
the nail on the head regarding my cold feet. Being a husband is going to 
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diminish my ability to be a secret killer and being a secret killer is going 
to diminish my ability to be a husband. Ouch, my head hurts already. 

If I had any sense, I'd push her out my Chevy on the freeway but 
for two very good reasons; one - I actually want to marry her and, more 
importantly, two - her mother has already started planning this wedding 
and she is a force only a fool would oppose. 

"She on her way down?" 
"I'm already here." 
I look up from the receptionist to the sight of my beautiful lawyer 

fiancée getting up from one of those huge, oversize lobby sofas and I 
think - I'll figure it out. Being an assassin and being married can exist 
side by side. Somehow. I'm good at figuring stuff out. 

"So," I say, "there's only one rule and it's a simple one. Anything 
over three hundred dollars is out. No wedding ring is worth more than 
that." 

"Dear, dear, Michael," she says, hugging my arm with a huge grin, 
"you just don't know me at all." 
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four : lollipops and ass-whuppins 
 
 

mily's trying out the mother of all wedding rings right at this 
moment, so I'll take a couple minutes out to let you in on 

something I know's been bugging you for a while now. 
How does being an assassin work? 
Well, okay, since you ask, it's very simple. Here's the Cliff Notes 

version. 
People in the world piss each other off. It happens all the time. It 

can be over anything. Someone's run over your cat. Someone's slept with 
your wife. Or your daughter. Or your wife and your daughter. Someone's 
orchestrated a hostile takeover of your company. Someone's not getting 
old fast enough and you want your inheritance sooner rather than later. 
Someone's currently ruling a country that has kept your social group 
oppressed for centuries. Someone's married to a woman you've fallen in 
love with and you both want to run away together. Whatever. 

Now, as you can probably figure, there's no simple right and 
wrong about a lot of those situations. They're just situations. And 
situations need resolving. And that's where the Agency comes in. 

Wait, I'm getting a little ahead of myself. As Stan Lee used to say, 
let's take a f’rinstance; 

Some guy sleeps with the wife of the CEO of a multi-national oil 
conglomerate. The CEO finds out about it. Probably slaps his wife 
around some. Then calls his trusted advisor. Not the one that goes with 
him to meetings at the White House. The other one. The one that 
oversees things like security for his seventy million dollar mansion and 
background checks on the families of any boy his daughter brings home. 

E 
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He says he wants the scum who screwed his wife 'taken care of' (oh, 
yeah, people use that phrase). 

Now, everyone knows a criminal within about three degrees of 
separation. Maybe less. Ask around your friends and work colleagues. 
Trust me, it'll shock you. And it's this thin but ever present link between 
the respectable world and the criminal world that allows people who 
aren't criminals to commit criminal acts by proxy. So, the CEO's trusted 
advisor is not a criminal but he goes away and speaks to some people. 
They're not criminals either. Those people go off and speak to other 
people, and these people usually are criminals. Only a little - you know, 
shady accountants and like that. But criminals nonetheless. They're less 
than snow-white clean. Once the request gets into those kinds of circles, 
it's pretty much a matter of hours before someone's talking to the 
Agency. 

The Agency is just one of many, many brokers out there who 
gather work for assassins. Don't know exactly how many there are but 
I'm pretty sure it runs into the hundreds in North America alone. Some 
are low rent, some charge top dollar. The Agency is the biggest out there 
by a long, long way and that means the dollar they charge is the toppest 
there is. Their size also means they're the most secure. Sure, the CIA or 
FBI or whoever are all over it like a rash from New Year's Day to 
Christmas, but it's been running for over twenty years straight with no 
problems. If Uncle Sam was able to put it out of business, he would have 
done it by now. Besides, you ask me, Uncle Sam's probably placed a 
couple calls to the Agency in his time. 

So anyway, the Agency. Imagine your local temping agency, 
Office Buns. Now, Office Buns is just some room somewhere with a 
half dozen people working there - but on their books, they have a whole 
raft of nice, polite, pretty, young women who sit around all day waiting 
for news of an accountant's office somewhere in need of someone to 
type out letters, photocopy invoices and send faxes. But imagine those 
nice, polite, pretty, young women knowing their way around a Dakota T-
76 Longbow assault rifle with model-70 style trigger, adjustable 
cheekpiece and blind magazine feed. Imagine them turning up to an 
office in the dead of night and hiding out in one of the cupboards, 
waiting, perhaps for hours, until one particular person comes along. That 
one particular person who they have been given a file all about and 
which holds such tidbits as their place of residence, place of work, 
general comings and goings and anything else that the Agency has 
uncovered about that person that'll make the hit go easier. Oh, yeah, and 
the background to the hit (the bit I never read). And when that person 
comes along, that person gets dead really soon after. Imagine that. That's 
basically what the Agency is about. That's basically what we're about. 
The freelance killers who have the years of experience and success that 
qualifies us to be on the books of such a prestigious outfit. 
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Apart from the fact we're not all nice, polite, pretty young women. 
Okay, some of us, sure. 

When a job comes in, it's all pretty slick. We look over the hit and 
decide whether it's our thing. It always is. As part of our initial 
application to join, we have to undergo extensive skills and psychological 
evaluation. This assures the agency of our mental state as well as what 
types of jobs we're competent to carry out. That way, we get the right 
jobs for our skills - there's no use in sending a low-grade thug-whacker 
to surgically remove the President of Guinea-Bissau. 

So, once we've looked the job over and decided to take it, the 
target is then what death row prison wardens refer to as a dead person 
walking. 

Which brings us right back to our oil conglomerate CEO and his 
philandering wife. Once her lovesick young stud has been taken off the 
scene, there's nothing that ties the deed to the initiator. Not if the 
assassin has done their job. When we're on our game, we're invisible 
almost to the point of not even existing. The only thing to mark our 
passing is a corpse. Sometimes, not even that. 

The CEO's pockets suddenly become a good half mil lighter and 
he has no idea who the money's gone to. And he doesn't care. He had a 
problem. He had money he was willing to spend. The problem went 
away. His broken feelings have been fixed. He's happy. 

And the Agency? The Agency moves on. It doesn't have time to 
be happy. It has another fifty sets of broken feelings to fix. 

That's about the size of it. Being an assassin - at least, an assassin 
in the employ of the Agency - is a fairly straightforward business. Not 
glamorous or sexy. I wouldn't be so irresponsible or, well, such an 
asshole as to claim being an assassin is glamorous or sexy. It's just a job. 
Like being a milkman. I won't lie and say it's boring. If you have an 
aptitude for it, you can last a long time; you get to see the world and 
meet a lot of interesting people. Quite a few of them, you don't even 
have to kill. And the best part - as least as I see it - is you're fulfilling 
your place in the universe. Oh yeah, the universe has a place for hired 
killers too, you know. What, you figure anti-war campaigners and soup-
kitchen volunteers got the exclusive deal? 

"What do you think to this one?" 
"Anything that warrants its own zip code is good enough for you, 

honey." 
"You see, life's so much easier when you start seeing things from 

my perspective. I'll need your card. And get off your phone, it's so rude." 
"Sorry, honey." 
As Emily goes back inside the shop with my card, I finish up my 

text message to the Agency, accepting one of the jobs they sent to my 
inbox. In a couple days, we're going to be back in the land of Fish n' 
Chips getting ready for the wedding of the century a week from now. 
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Sometime in the next seven days, some bigshot businessman in 
Yorkshire is going to discover that me and the Agency have one thing in 
common. We're both in the market with just two products; lollipops and 
ass-whuppins. 

And we're all outta lollipops. 
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five : glass half full 
 
 

 look at the guy holding my passport, he looks at me, I look at 
him, he looks at my passport and I think to myself that customs 

guys are a lot like assassins. 
The job of a customs officer is to sit in a booth and, for queues 

and queues of people, look at their passports to determine if who their 
passport says they are is, in fact, who they actually are. And why's his job 
like mine? 

It's a necessary part of humanity's existence but only complete 
psychos actually enjoy doing it. 

"According to my girlfriend," I say, "that picture of me looks like a 
young Harrison Ford." 

The guy, like all those in his profession, has no sense of humour. 
He gives me back my passport and looks past me to the next person in 
the queue. 

“Welcome to the country,” somehow the words come from his 
mouth without him actually saying them. I take the cue and move along. 

"Will you come on?" Emily says, picking up her hand luggage now 
that I've finally finished my effervescent exchange of witty repartee with 
the passport guy, "I want to get to the baggage claim before everyone 
else gets there and stands in front of the conveyor belt and blocks us 
off." 

"Have you ever considered," I say, almost jogging to keep up with 
my impatient fiancé, "that it's that precise attitude that actually causes 
people to stand in front of the conveyor belt and block people off? If 
everyone actually stood behind the damn line like they're supposed to-" 

"Look, if I don't do it, someone else will. Excuse me please." 

I 
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I dodge the frail granny that my sweet English maiden just barged 
past. I dodge several other people off our plane that natural selection 
says will not be at the front of the baggage claim herd. 

I consider arguing some more. I consider mentioning that if you 
manage to actually get to the front of the crowd and find yourself 
literally kneeling on the baggage belt that your bag doesn't come down 
the chute any faster. That, in fact, you have to put up with people 
constantly pushing you out the way so they can grab their bags as they go 
past. I consider saying all this and more but then I remember, I don't 
actually give a shit about any of it. The only reason I feel like arguing 
with my fiancé is because I'm about to meet her parents again. And 
nothing puts me in a bad mood faster than that. 

The first time I met the Colemans, the entire clan was out in force. 
It was Emily's great uncle Arnold's birthday - I think he was about two 
hundred and something. It had been my first visit back to England in 
about three years. Six years if you don't count the trips where I killed 
someone. 

Emily's parents live in a big, old converted farmhouse in the 
countryside on the outskirts of Nottingham, north end, in a nice little 
village called Epperstone. Very respectable. Filled with nice people, far as 
I can tell. So how that cantankerous old bastard and his harpy of a wife 
managed to make themselves a pillar of the community, I have no idea. 

But I get ahead of myself. 
The house and grounds were pretty impressive. Old, renovated 

main building with several smaller outhouses where guests usually stayed. 
Big, expansive spread of land that used to yield potatoes, apparently. 
Now it yielded a clay pigeon shooting range, a quad biking area, a couple 
swimming pools and a big-ass warehouse. According to Emily, her dad 
was a self-made import/export magnate. (I ignored the fact that most 
people who described their occupation as import/export were actually 
criminals). 

Apparently, he'd wanted to pass the business onto Emily. She was 
so interested in that idea that she became a lawyer and moved to the 
other side of the Atlantic Ocean. With no other kids, what he was going 
to do with Guardian Shipping was anyone's guess. Leaving it to the 
grandkids is out of the question. Why? Because he'll never have any. 
Why? 

I'll tell you why. 
Because as soon as Fraser Coleman looked at me on that mild 

August evening nearly a year ago, and as 'Bob the Builder' played out of 
a stereo system that cost more than Bob made in a year, I knew he was 
never going to like me or any other man his daughter brought home. In 
fact, I got the distinct impression that he'd rather kill any boyfriend of 
Emily's rather than entertain the fact she'd actually had sex with them. 
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"Michael," was all he said to me after Emily introduced us. All 
around us, various members of the Coleman tribe were talking, drinking, 
eating - one or two enterprising (drunk) individuals were even dancing. 

"Good to meet you, sir," I said, humble to the last. 
"And what do you do for a crust, Michael?" 
"I run an insurance company based out of Manhattan." 
"Successful?" 
"We do okay," I shrugged lightly. 
"Is this your first trip to England? I suppose you're finding 

everything rather smaller and less fattening than you're used to." 
"Actually, dad, Mike's originally from England." 
"Oh, really?" 
This is the stock response I always get from English people when 

they realise the yank they're talking to used to be normal like them. It's 
kind of like telling people your left arm is actually a prosthetic 
replacement for the one you lost in an industrial accident. They're 
surprised. Then shocked. Then, they kind of pity you. 

"What made you go over there then?" Fraser jerked his head to his 
left, as if America was about six yards beyond the edge of the marquee. 

"Dad, I'm sure Mike doesn't want to -" 
"My folks died, so I was sent to live with my uncle. Then he died. 

I ended up in care." 
"At least you had the good sense to avail yourself of the American 

welfare state rather than ours." 
"Dad!" 
"All I'm saying is they've got the money to spare. Over here, he'd 

have been shoved in with some family on a council estate and probably 
grown up to be a not very good car thief. On the other hand," he said, 
taking a sip of his sherry, "at least he wouldn't have had to live in 
America. All swings and roundabouts, I suppose." 

"I can certainly say I didn't grow up to be a not very good car 
thief," I cast a sidelong half-smile at a fuming Emily to re-assure her I 
wasn't offended by her father. He was clearly trying to get a rise out of 
me. Behind us, some guests wandered past trying to figure out, none too 
quietly, which one great uncle Arnold actually was. 

"You into football, Michael? Proper football, not American 
Football," the wild Fraser ride took me in a new direction. 

"I follow a couple teams, nothing too serious." 
"I suppose you're more into American Football." 
"We just call it Football." 
"Well we call it American Football. Best you do the same or else 

you'll end up confusing folk." 
"I'm actually not into it too much. Watched the Superbowl once." 
"Are you into any sport?" 
"Not really." 
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"A man should be into sport. I used to play rugby and football 
when I was young man. Trains the mind to be more competitive. Men 
who aren't into a sport, I can't really understand how they think." 

"Mike, tell Dad about the book you're reading at the moment," 
Emily clearly didn't feel things were going too well. Our ace in the hole 
was supposed to be kept for when needed - it was apparently needed 
after less than two minutes. 

"Oh? What are you reading, Michael?" 
"He's reading 'The Invisible Man' aren't you?" 
I nodded, a thin smile crossing my lips. I was reading it because 

Emily had told me it was her father's favourite book. Apparently, it'd 
give us stuff to talk about. 

"Did you understand it?" he asked. 
"I haven't finished it yet," I said, not really sure I got what he was 

asking me. 
"What have you made of it so far?" 
"It's very interesting." 
"Got enough car chases and explosions for you? Kevin Bacon was 

born for the role, don't you think? Nothing like a Hollywood movie to 
piss all over a great piece of literary fiction." 

Okay, so, 'The Hollow Man' was apparently my fault… 
"This is a lovely house, Mr. Coleman," I decided to try and take 

control of the ride myself, "It must be worth some serious money, what 
with house prices so inflated right now." 

"Well, seeing as I don't intend on selling it, I don't see how its 
value is particularly relevant." 

Okaaay…. 
"I built Guardian Shipping up with my two hands, Michael. And 

this house is an expression of years of hard work. On top of that, my 
wife and daughter mean the world to me," he put a protective arm 
around Emily, "An Englishman's home is his castle, have you heard that 
phrase?" 

"Yes, sir, I have." 
"Well, this is my castle. And I'm very protective of it. People don't 

just wander in and automatically take their place at my table, they have to 
earn the right to do so." 

I decided that if he mentioned a 'circle of trust', I was going to 
shoot him right then and there. 

"Enjoy the party, Michael. Excuse me while I catch up with my 
daughter. I don't really like the fact she lives in America but at least when 
she comes home, I get plenty of amusing stories. Glass half full and all 
that." 

As I watched Fraser Coleman wander away with Emily and, while 
talking to her, crack a smile for the first time, I suddenly realised we 
hadn't even so much as shook hands. 
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Six months later, Emily and I decided we were going to get 
married. We decided to fly back to England to tell Emily's parents in 
person. We decided we were going to have the wedding in their neck of 
the woods to make them feel more involved. 

I decided I was going to start taking valium. 
I suddenly realise I'm shoving my bags pretty hard into the trunk 

of the rental - a black BMW 3 Series. I have to calm down. This 
wedding's going to be stressful enough without me letting myself get 
cranked up by Fraser Coleman, Lord and Master of Coleman Castle. I 
shut the trunk - sorry, the boot - and get into the driver's side. 

"Are you sure you're alright to drive?" Emily asks, "Do you want 
me to?" 

"No, I'm good, Em, really. Besides, I'd rather let your bloodlust 
die down to normal levels after the carnage you just left behind at that 
conveyor belt. Letting you loose on the good people of the M42 would 
probably see this country's first Road Rage Massacre." 

"Hey, don't worry about me," she smiles, "If you let emotion rule 
you at baggage claim, you're asking for failure. That was business, pure 
and simple. It's already forgotten. As far as I'm concerned, that man's 
foot broke itself." 

It's moments like this that I'm thinking this woman's probably 
more on my wavelength than I realise. I reach for the gear stick but she 
takes my hand first. I look at her. 

"It's going to go fine," she smiles at me and I remember how 
much I love her. Then she's suddenly all serious, "You've got your 
valium, haven't you?" 

"Get off me!" 
I whip my hand away and we both laugh. I savour the laugh and 

hold onto the feeling because I know it's the last time I'll be doing it for 
the next seven days. 

Ah well, I think to myself as we pull out of the rental car park and 
begin to negotiate our way out of Manchester Airport, I may be getting 
married this week, but at least I've got someone to kill. 

Glass half full and all that. 
 
 


