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Do not disturb the President of the Republic

except in the case of world war.

Instructions for night duty officers

at the Élysée Palace

You should never beat a woman,

not even with a flower.

The Prophet Mohammed

Dying in Paris is a terribly expensive

business for a foreigner.

Oscar Wilde


The poem ‘May’ quoted here is from Twentieth Century Chinese Poetry, translated by Kai-yu Hsu (copyright © Kai-yu Hsu 1963) and reprinted by permission of Doubleday & Co. Inc., New York
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Cover designer’s note

On a visit to Paris to produce a book on that charming city’s Art Deco architecture, my first stop was to locate the Folies Bergère, the legendary music hall where music would become just one of the many entertainments on offer to patrons. It was the author’s suggestion that I introduce an image that evoked ‘Gay Paree’. I believed that this image would fit the bill perfectly, and indeed it does. The dancing figure of the woman very much symbolizes one of the femmes fatales plying their trade so artfully for Monsieur Datt, and the multitude of swirling patterns behind her lead the eye on many a confusing journey – just like those endured by our intrepid hero.

I was also inspired by the book’s inclusion of a quotation from the poem ‘May’:


‘… If she is not a rose, a rose all white,

Then she must be redder than the red of blood.’



A rose has come to symbolize many things in the arts, and here the contrast between the virginal and the sinful taint of blood is particularly apposite. The juxtaposition of the blood-stained rose over the Folies facade provided me with the key design element.

On each front cover of this latest quartet, I have placed a photograph of the eyes of the bespectacled unnamed spy, in this instance overlaid with calibration marks from a hypodermic syringe. Why a syringe? Well, that will become all too apparent as you delve deeper into the seedy world of An Expensive Place to Die. 

A final touch to the front cover was the choice of a typeface that would present an elegant facade beneath which the elements of corruption would appear. The reason for my use of red for the final word is three-fold: it helps to draw attention to the blood on the rose; it creates the tricolour of the French flag; and it offers a cheeky sense of melodrama – humour is always important, especially in the works of this author.

Readers who have been faithfully building their collection of these reissues will by now have become familiar with my use of a linking motif on the spines of the books. Being the final foursome in the entire series of reissues, and books in which violence is never too far away, I thought it a good idea to ‘go out with a bang’, as it were. This quartet’s spines accordingly display a different handgun, as mentioned in each of the books’ texts. The example here is a 6.35mm Mauser automatic, which was an antique even during the period of this story.

Another recurring feature in this quartet, to be found within each back cover’s photographic montage, is a pair of ‘our hero’s’ glasses, which look suspiciously like those worn by ‘Harry Palmer’ in The Ipcress File and other outings...

For this book’s montage, in order to evoke communist China’s involvement in the plot, I included a bust of Mao that I purchased some time ago in Shanghai. Like many of my objets from another time, it has found a new life helping to tell a story that the Chairman no doubt would have frowned upon.

A souvenir ashtray featuring the Eiffel Tower becomes the receptacle for a lipstick-traced remnant of one of our hero’s Gauloise cigarettes, plus a Parisian Gendarme’s badge. Further pieces of ephemera are a vintage Folies Bergère programme plus a pair of Paris postcards. The top hat from a Monopoly set is a nod to the elite of Parisian society who are caught in Monsieur Datt’s web, and the dice and ace of spades card tell us that to enter his world is a gamble, which can lead to death. Lastly, the quarter-inch magnetic tape underneath the top hat is of a recording that I produced of Mick Jagger promoting one of The Rolling Stones albums for Radio Luxembourg!

Arnold Schwartzman OBE RDI

Hollywood 2012


Introduction

France beckons to every lonely misfit, and most novelists answer to that description at some time or another. Many authors have responded to France’s call with enthusiasm; notably during those years between the two world wars when the exchange rates favoured those with US dollars, and Prohibition at home made the noble vintages of France irresistible. But most of those writers were prudent. Writing primarily for English-speaking readers they wrote stories about English-speaking people. Most of those stories were vaguely autobiographical ones about the wealthy English and American visitors with whom the writers fraternized. France provided the mountains and the Mediterranean but the French people in the stories were mostly waiters.

Many of the resulting books were dazzling; some became classics but many of the stories could have taken place in Gloucestershire or Long Island. This was a practical restraint, but writing about France without depicting French people (however inaccurate or untypical the characterizations might be) is like eating a chocolate bar without first removing the wrapper. I am not prudent. I wanted to tell my story with French men and women playing major roles. 

It was this need to bring French people into An Expensive Place to Die that led to my including some chapters in the third person. This gave me a chance to show their thoughts and motivation and an opportunity to have action beyond that of the first person. This was not a planned device, it came naturally to the telling of the story and no one criticized it.

No doubt every writer has their own method of writing and this is something that writers enjoy talking about. Most important is whether to write after making a careful plan or to simply invent each new chapter as it comes. Many writers have told me that they don’t know what the end of their books will be when they are writing the first page. The argument against this is the uncertainty that comes of consigning the plot to the vagaries of the writer’s day-to-day temperament. My experience is that there comes a stage in the planning when it is best to start writing and leave some room to develop your characters. Whatever method is chosen, some element of your story is likely to assume an importance beyond your plan. In XPD a character named Charles Stein became that sort of element. He wrestled to take control of my story and nearly did so. Looking back on it, the book was much enhanced by him. For An Expensive Place to Die it was Paris that took on an unplanned importance, and this gives the book an atmosphere rather different to all the other books I have written.

I was a teenager when I first went to Paris. It was not ‘warm and gay’ as the Hammerstein lyric recalled; rather it was ‘old and grey’ as in the lyric that Sinatra was crooning at that time. The war was scarcely ended and I stepped from the train into a dense aroma of Gauloises and garlic. I found myself alone and without contacts standing on the noisy concourse of the Gare du Nord. Packed tight, there were beggars, whores and black-market traders all plying their trades with appropriate subtlety. Heavily burdened infantrymen displayed the silence of the weary while polished and blancoed military police patrols sifted continually through the multitude. My parents had only agreed to this expedition because someone was to meet me and take care of me. That friend was posted away at short notice and I was left to my own devices. Someone put a card into my hand and I plodded along, suitcase in hand, to Place Blanche, a seedy district adjacent to Montmartre. Using the advertisement card, I found a tiny attic room in an old, cheap, threadbare hotel near the Moulin Rouge.

It was all exactly like the little room in which Jean Gabin fought off the flics in that wonderful old film Le Jour se Lêve. All that night I waited for the ‘daybreak’ as I had waited for Santa Claus to arrive on so many Christmas mornings. When light came through the shabby curtains I looked out of the window at the roofs of Paris. This remains one of the most memorable moments of my long, eventful and happy life. I was a teenager, and entirely unsupervised, with this great foreign city laid at my feet. I could scarcely believe my good fortune. I tramped around the city; stood alone at the tomb of Napoleon and inspected the burned-out German tanks that the French were in no hurry to clear away. The fighting had ended but the smell of war lingered. I walked all the way to the Etoile and then back across town to the Place Bastille, only to be sadly disappointed that the grim old prison was no longer there. The Folies Bergère is just for tourists, the concierge at the hotel told me; the Concert Mayol is far more risqué and the girls far, far more naked. I went to the Concert Mayol. I went to the Louvre, where they also had naked girls, to Notre Dame and to that most spectacular of Paris sights – the Sainte Chapelle. I climbed the steep, slippery, and seemingly unending iron steps to get to the top of the Eiffel Tower, and was spattered with red lead primer paint as I passed workers restoring it to good condition.

Although I was in civilian clothes, my youth and London accent caused me to be mistaken for a soldier and I capitalized on this by eating in the military facilities such as the Montgomery Club near the Place de la Concorde. In some places I was eyed with suspicion and twice I was detained on suspicion of being an army deserter. I soon made sure I carried my passport everywhere I went. I must have walked many miles during that time in Paris and by saving my money I was able to afford a lunch at the renowned Tour d’Argent, which had resumed its production of the famous roast duck, prepared at the tableside in a massive silver press. 

After that first visit, I returned to Paris many times. For short periods I lived there in varying degrees of comfort. My wife’s parents enjoyed a lovely home there and we relished their hospitality. The idea of writing about this Paris I discovered never went away. I knew several fashion photographers and in the early 1960s I started notes for a book using as a background the Paris collections. I continued my lengthy stay there but I didn’t continue with this project. I also abandoned a story about a symphony orchestra because I didn’t know enough about music and musicians. Finally I met a Paris policeman who wanted to practise his English and I knew I was going to write An Expensive Place to Die. 

Together with my family I have lived in many countries, but I never became one of the dedicated exiles who cluster in the sunshine and snow. Perhaps the France I depict in An Expensive Place to Die is not a land you recognize. Yet this is what France, or more particularly Paris, seemed like back in the sixties when I lived there and wrote this book. 

It was the chance introduction to a detective serving with the police judiciaire that gave me the chance to write about the underside of Paris. This friend served in the brigade mondaine, which is the quaint title the French give to what in London was called the vice squad. My policeman knew everything and everyone. People high and low, people in bars and those in exclusive clubs knew him and so did those who went to sleep on the pavement, hugging smelly ventilation grills for the sake of the warmth. In late evening, hundreds of big trucks brought fresh produce into the old market area, and not all the drivers curled up in their cab with a blanket and a bottle of beer. Around the market whole streets of bars and brothels came to life at midnight and plain-clothes policemen, such as my friend, were an inevitable addition to the cast. Muscular doormen and girls with too much make-up greeted him like an old friend. He showed me the flea markets where stolen goods sometimes came to light. He showed me establishments in the swanky arrondissements that do not feature in any tourist guidebooks. It is ‘down these mean streets’ that a fiction writer can venture protected by the armour of disguise that all storytellers wear. I kept close to his side and kept my mouth shut as we walked his beat. Without his unstinting help and good-natured guidance (and did I say protection?) An Expensive Place to Die would have been a different, and rather more conventional, book.

It happens like that sometimes. You encounter a promising source and suddenly a torrent of information comes pouring down all over you. Now the problem becomes knowing where to stop. Research is always more fun than writing and there is always a temptation to go on with it for ever. I enjoy using foreign locations in my stories but feel I should carefully absorb the places I write about; live in them long enough to meet my neighbours, buy from the local shops, sit around in the local cafes and suffer the bus services and the Metro. For some books I went beyond that. My children attended local schools and we almost became natives. Only probing beyond the tourist trails will give a writer the environment in which convincing characters can roam. In An Expensive Place to Die I probed, but the Paris into which I dug was somewhat bleak. Looking back now, perhaps a more generous portion of the glamour of that much-maligned city would have given my story more optimism.

But there was a mysterious epilogue to An Expensive Place to Die. On 24th April 1967 the New York Times carried a story concerning two Russian nationals; both identified by the US Government as officers of the KGB. At Kennedy International Airport they boarded Air France Flight 702 scheduled to depart for Paris at 7.00pm. Ten minutes before the flight was due to leave a man who identified himself as an FBI agent went to Gate 29, handed an Air France official a package and asked him to give it to one of the Russians. Curious about the last-minute arrival of the package, the chief stewardess, Marguerite Switon, gave it to the pilot, Michel Vachey. By this time he was moving his plane from the gate to the runway for take-off. 

Still at the controls, the pilot opened the package and found inside a copy of An Expensive Place to Die. It also contained a small dossier of replica documents and maps that were tucked inside the book. Here were official-looking papers signed by high officials and marked ‘Top Secret’. (This dossier had in fact been designed by Ray Hawkey as a supplement to the story; Ray designed the covers of many of my books, and also some similarly fine publicity material for books such as SS-GB.) Vachey was alarmed. He asked the tower for permission to taxi back to Gate 29, to which Air France’s station manager was summoned.

According to the New York Times article the plane was delayed while FBI officials examined the papers and took guidance via several phone calls to FBI headquarters in Washington. At 9.30pm the Air France flight took off for Paris. This strange story was taken up by other papers including The New York Daily News.

It sounds like a successful publicity stunt but Walter Minton, a good friend as well as being president of Putnam’s, my New York publishing house, denied all knowledge of these minor dramas. In London my publishers knew nothing about ‘stunts’ and neither did my good friend Ray Hawkey. So what is the real story behind it? I am still hoping that someone will tell me.

It was not the only time these documents would interest the Russians. I learnt that a Soviet official in Canada paid money for the dossier believing it to be secret material. A year or two later I was told that it all happened at a time when the Russians were particularly touchy about Chinese espionage. They wondered whether someone with inside knowledge about planted information had provided to me the plot of An Expensive Place to Die. 

Len Deighton, 2012
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The birds flew around for nothing but the hell of it. It was that sort of day: a trailer for the coming summer. Some birds flew in neat disciplined formations, some in ragged mobs, and higher, much higher, flew the loner who didn’t like corporate decisions.

I turned away from the window. My visitor from the Embassy was still complaining.

‘Paris lives in the past,’ said the courier scornfully. ‘Manet is at the opera and Degas at the ballet. Escoffier cooks while Eiffel builds, lyrics by Dumas, music by Offenbach. Oo-là-là our Paree is gay, monsieur, and our private rooms discreet, our coaches call at three, monsieur, and Schlieffen has no plans.’

‘They’re not all like that,’ I said. Some birds hovered near the window deciding whether to eat the seed I’d scattered on the window-sill.

‘All the ones I meet are,’ said the courier. He too stopped looking across the humpty-backed rooftops, and as he turned away from the window he noticed a patch of white plaster on his sleeve. He brushed it petulantly as though Paris was trying to get at him. He pulled at his waistcoat – a natty affair with wide lapels – and then picked at the seat of the chair before sitting down. Now that he’d moved away from the window the birds returned, and began fighting over the seed that I had put there.

I pushed the coffee pot to him. ‘Real coffee,’ he said. ‘The French seem to drink only instant coffee nowadays.’ Thus reassured of my decorum he unlocked the briefcase that rested upon his knees. It was a large black case and contained reams of reports. One of them he passed across to me.

‘Read it while I’m here. I can’t leave it.’

‘It’s secret?’

‘No, our document copier has gone wrong and it’s the only one I have.’

I read it. It was a ‘stage report’ of no importance. I passed it back. ‘It’s a lot of rubbish,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry you have to come all the way over here with this sort of junk.’

He shrugged. ‘It gets me out of the office. Anyway it wouldn’t do to have people like you in and out of the Embassy all the time.’ He was new, this courier. They all started like him. Tough, beady-eyed young men anxious to prove how efficient they can be. Anxious too to demonstrate that Paris could have no attraction for them. A near-by clock chimed two P.M. and that disturbed the birds.

‘Romantic,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what’s romantic about Paris except couples kissing on the street because the city’s so overcrowded that they have nowhere else to go.’ He finished his coffee. ‘It’s terribly good coffee,’ he said. ‘Dining out tonight?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘With your artist friend Byrd?’

I gave him the sort of glance that Englishmen reserve for other Englishmen. He twitched with embarrassment. ‘Look here,’ he said, ‘don’t think for a moment … I mean … we don’t have you … that is …’

‘Don’t start handing out indemnities,’ I said. ‘Of course I am under surveillance.’

‘I remembered your saying that you always had dinner with Byrd the artist on Mondays. I noticed the Skira art book set aside on the table. I guessed you were returning it to him.’

‘All good stuff,’ I said. ‘You should be doing my job.’

He smiled and shook his head. ‘How I’d hate that,’ he said. ‘Dealing with the French all day; it’s bad enough having to mix with them in the evening.’

‘The French are all right,’ I said.

‘Did you keep the envelopes? I’ve brought the iodine in pot iodide.’ I gave him all the envelopes that had come through the post during the previous week and he took his little bottle and painted the flaps carefully.

‘Resealed with starch paste. Every damn letter. Someone here, must be. The landlady. Every damned letter. That’s too thorough to be just nosiness. Prenez garde.’ He put the envelopes, which had brown stains from the chemical reaction, into his case. ‘Don’t want to leave them around.’

‘No,’ I said. I yawned.

‘I don’t know what you do all day,’ he said. ‘Whatever do you find to do?’

‘I do nothing all day except make coffee for people who wonder what I do all day.’

‘Yes, well thanks for lunch. The old bitch does a good lunch even if she does steam your mail open.’ He poured both of us more coffee. ‘There’s a new job for you.’ He added the right amount of sugar, handed it to me and looked up. ‘A man named Datt who comes here to Le Petit Légionnaire. The one that was sitting opposite us at lunch today.’ There was a silence. I said:

‘What do you want to know about him?’

‘Nothing,’ said the courier. ‘We don’t want to know anything about him, we want to give him a caseful of data.’

‘Write his address on it and take it to the post office.’

He gave a pained little grimace. ‘It’s got to sound right when he gets it.’

‘What is it?’

‘It’s a history of nuclear fall-out, starting from New Mexico right up to the last test. There are reports from the Hiroshima hospital for bomb victims and various stuff about its effect upon cells and plant-life. It’s too complex for me but you can read it through if your mind works that way.’

‘What’s the catch?’

‘No catch.’

‘What I need to know is how difficult it is to detect the phoney parts. One minute in the hands of an expert? Three months in the hands of a committee? I need to know how long the fuse is, if I’m the one that’s planting the bomb.’

‘There is no cause to believe it’s anything other than genuine.’ He pressed the lock on the case as though to test his claim.

‘Well that’s nice,’ I said. ‘Who does Datt send it to?’

‘Not my part of the script, old boy. I’m just the errand boy, you know. I give the case to you, you give it to Datt, making sure he doesn’t know where it came from. Pretend you are working for CIA if you like. You are a clean new boy, it should be straightforward.’

He drummed his fingers to indicate that he must leave.

‘What am I expected to do with your bundle of papers – leave it on his plate one lunchtime?’

‘Don’t fret, that’s being taken care of. Datt will know that you have the documents, he’ll contact you and ask for them. Your job is just to let him have them … reluctantly.’

‘Was I planted in this place six months ago just to do this job?’

He shrugged, and put the leather case on the table.

‘Is it that important?’ I asked. He walked to the door without replying. He opened the door suddenly and seemed disappointed that there was no one crouching outside.

‘Terribly good coffee,’ he said. ‘But then it always is.’ From downstairs I could hear the pop music on the radio. It stopped. There was a fanfare and a jingle advertising shampoo.

‘This is your floating favourite, Radio Janine,’ said the announcer. It was a wonderful day to be working on one of the pirate radio ships: the sun warm, and three miles of calm blue sea that entitled you to duty-free cigarettes and whisky. I added it to the long list of jobs that were better than mine. I heard the lower door slam as the courier left. Then I washed up the coffee cups, gave Joe some fresh water and cuttlefish bone for his beak, picked up the documents and went downstairs for a drink.
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Le Petit Légionnaire (‘cuisine faite par le patron’) was a plastic-trimmed barn glittering with mirrors, bottles and pin-tables. The regular lunchtime customers were local businessmen, clerks from a near-by hotel, two German girls who worked for a translation agency, a couple of musicians who slept late every day, two artists and the man named Datt to whom I was to offer the nuclear fall-out findings. The food was good. It was cooked by my landlord who was known throughout the neighbourhood as la voix – a disembodied voice that bellowed up the lift shaft without the aid of a loudspeaker system. La voix – so the stories went – once had his own restaurant in Boul. Mich. which during the war was a meeting place for members of the Front National.1 He almost got a certificate signed by General Eisenhower but when his political past became clearer to the Americans he got his restaurant declared out of bounds and searched by the MPs every week for a year instead.

La voix did not like orders for steck bien cuit, charcuterie as a main dish or half-portions of anything at all. Regular customers got larger meals. Regular customers also got linen napkins but were expected to make them last all the week. But now lunch was over. From the back of the café I could hear the shrill voice of my landlady and the soft voice of Monsieur Datt who was saying, ‘You might be making a mistake, you’ll pay one hundred and ten thousand francs in Avenue Henri Martin and never see it come back.’

‘I’ll take a chance on that,’ said my landlord. ‘Have a little more cognac.’

M. Datt spoke again. It was a low careful voice that measured each word carefully, ‘Be content, my friend. Don’t search for the sudden flashy gain that will cripple your neighbour. Enjoy the smaller rewards that build imperceptibly towards success.’

I stopped eavesdropping and moved on past the bar to my usual table outside. The light haze that so often prefaces a very hot Paris day had disappeared. Now it was a scorcher. The sky was the colour of well-washed bleu de travail. Across it were tiny wisps of cirrus. The heat bit deep into the concrete of the city and outside the grocers’ fruit and vegetables were piled beautifully in their wooden racks, adding their aroma to the scent of a summer day. The waiter with the withered hand sank a secret cold lager, and old men sat outside on the terrasse warming their cold bones. Dogs cocked their legs jauntily and young girls wore loose cotton dresses and very little make-up and fastened their hair with elastic bands.

A young man propped his moto carefully against the wall of the public baths across the road. He reached an aerosol can of red paint from the pannier, shook it and wrote ‘lisez l’Humanite nouvelle’ across the wall with a gentle hiss of compressed air. He glanced over his shoulder, then added a large hammer and sickle. He went back to his moto and sat astride it surveying the sign. A thick red dribble ran down from the capital H. He went back to the wall and dabbed at the excess paint with a piece of rag. He looked around, but no one shouted to him, so he carefully added the accent to the e before wrapping the can into the rag and stowing it away. He kicked the starter, there was a puff of light-blue smoke and the sudden burp of the two-stroke motor as he roared away towards the Boulevard.

I sat down and waved to old Jean for my usual Suze. The pin-table glittered with pop-art-style illuminations and click-clicked and buzzed as the perfect metal spheres touched the contacts and made the numbers spin. The mirrored interior lied about the dimensions of the café and portrayed the sunlit street deep in its dark interior. I opened the case of documents, smoked, read, drank and watched the life of the quartier. I read ninety-three pages and almost understood by the time the rush-hour traffic began to thicken. I hid the documents in my room. It was time to visit Byrd.

I lived in the seventeenth arrondissement. The modernization project that had swept up the Avenue Neuilly and was extending the smart side of Paris to the west had bypassed the dingy Quartier des Ternes. I walked as far as the Avenue de la Grande Armée. The Arc was astraddle the Étoile and the traffic was desperate to get there. Thousands of red lights twinkled like bloodshot stars in the warm mist of the exhaust fumes. It was a fine Paris evening, Gauloises and garlic sat lightly on the air, and the cars and people were moving with the subdued hysteria that the French call élan.

I remembered my conversation with the man from the British Embassy. He seemed upset today, I thought complacently. I didn’t mind upsetting him. Didn’t mind upsetting all of them, come to that. No cause to believe it’s anything other than genuine. I snorted loudly enough to attract attention. What a fool London must think I am. And that stuff about Byrd. How did they know I’d be dining with him tonight? Byrd, I thought, art books from Skira, what a lot of cock. I hardly knew Byrd, even though he was English and did lunch in Le Petit Légionnaire. Last Monday I dined with him but I’d told no one that I was dining with him again tonight. I’m a professional. I wouldn’t tell my mother where I keep the fuse wire.
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The light was just beginning to go as I walked through the street market to Byrd’s place. The building was grey and peeling, but so were all the others in the street. So, in fact, were almost all the others in Paris. I pressed the latch. Inside the dark entrance a twenty-five-watt bulb threw a glimmer of light across several dozen tiny hutches with mail slots. Some of the hutches were marked with grimy business cards, others had names scrawled across them in ball-point writing. Down the hall there were thick ropes of wiring connected to twenty or more wooden boxes. Tracing a wiring fault would have proved a remarkable problem. Through a door at the far end there was a courtyard. It was cobbled, grey and shiny with water that dripped from somewhere overhead. It was a desolate yard of a type that I had always associated with the British prison system. The concierge was standing in the courtyard as though daring me to complain about it. If mutiny came, then that courtyard would be its starting place. At the top of a narrow creaking staircase was Byrd’s studio. It was chaos. Not the sort of chaos that results from an explosion, but the kind that takes years to achieve. Spend five years hiding things, losing things and propping broken things up, then give it two years for the dust to settle thickly and you’ve got Byrd’s studio. The only really clean thing was the gigantic window through which a sunset warmed the whole place with rosy light. There were books everywhere, and bowls of hardened plaster, buckets of dirty water, easels carrying large half-completed canvases. On the battered sofa were the two posh English Sunday papers still pristine and unread. A huge enamel-topped table that Byrd used as a palette was sticky with patches of colour, and across one wall was a fifteen-foot-high hardboard construction upon which Byrd was painting a mural. I walked straight in – the door was always open.

‘You’re dead,’ called Byrd loudly. He was high on a ladder working on a figure near the top of the fifteen-foot-high painting.

‘I keep forgetting I’m dead,’ said the model. She was nude and stretched awkwardly across a box.

‘Just keep your right foot still,’ Byrd called to her. ‘You can move your arms.’

The nude girl stretched her arms with a grateful moan of pleasure.

‘Is that okay?’ she asked.

‘You’ve moved the knee a little, it’s tricky … Oh well, perhaps we’ll call that a day.’ He stopped painting. ‘Get dressed, Annie.’ She was a tall girl of about twenty-five. Dark, good-looking, but not beautiful. ‘Can I have a shower?’ she asked.

‘The water’s not too warm, I’m afraid,’ said Byrd, ‘but try it, it may have improved.’

The girl pulled a threadbare man’s dressing-gown around her shoulders and slid her feet into a pair of silk slippers. Byrd climbed very slowly down from the ladder on which he was perched. There was a smell of linseed oil and turpentine. He rubbed at the handful of brushes with a rag. The large painting was nearly completed. It was difficult to put a name to the style; perhaps Kokoschka or Soutine came nearest to it but this was more polished, though less alive, than either. Byrd tapped the scaffolding against which the ladder was propped.

‘I built that. Not bad, eh? Couldn’t get one like it anywhere in Paris, not anywhere. Are you a do-it-yourself man?’

‘I’m a let-someone-else-do-it man.’

‘Really,’ said Byrd and nodded gravely. ‘Eight o’clock already, is it?’

‘Nearly half past,’ I said.

‘I need a pipe of tobacco.’ He threw the brushes into a floral-patterned chamber-pot in which stood another hundred. ‘Sherry?’ He untied the strings that prevented his trouser bottoms smudging the huge painting, and looked back towards the mural, hardly able to drag himself away from it. ‘The light started to go an hour back. I’ll have to repaint that section tomorrow.’ He took the glass from an oil lamp, lit the wick carefully and adjusted the flame. ‘A fine light these oil lamps give. A fine silky light.’ He poured two glasses of dry sherry, removed a huge Shetland sweater and eased himself into a battered chair. In the neck of his check-patterned shirt he arranged a silk scarf, then began to sift through his tobacco pouch as though he’d lost something in there.

It was hard to guess Byrd’s age except that he was in the middle fifties. He had plenty of hair and it was showing no sign of grey. His skin was fair and so tight across his face that you could see the muscles that ran from cheekbone to jaw. His ears were tiny and set high, his eyes were bright, active and black, and he stared at you when he spoke to prove how earnest he was. Had I not known that he was a regular naval officer until taking up painting eight years ago I might have guessed him to be a mechanic who had bought his own garage. When he had carefully primed his pipe he lit it with slow care. It wasn’t until then that he spoke again.

‘Go to England at all?’

‘Not often,’ I said.

‘Nor me. I need more baccy; next time you go you might bear that in mind.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘This brand,’ he held a packet for me to see. ‘Don’t seem to have it here in France. Only stuff I like.’

He had a stiff, quarter-deck manner that kept his elbows at his waist and his chin in his neck. He used words like ‘roadster’ that revealed how long it was since he had lived in England.

‘I’m going to ask you to leave early tonight,’ he said. ‘Heavy day tomorrow.’ He called to the model, ‘Early start tomorrow, Annie.’

‘Very well,’ she called back.

‘We’ll call dinner off if you like.’ I offered.

‘No need to do that. Looking forward to it to tell the truth.’ Byrd scratched the side of his nose.

‘Do you know Monsieur Datt?’ I asked. ‘He lunches at the Petit Légionnaire. Big-built man with white hair.’

‘No,’ he said. He sniffed. He knew every nuance of the sniff. This one was light in weight and almost inaudible. I dropped the subject of the man from the Avenue Foch.

Byrd had asked another painter to join us for dinner. He arrived about nine thirty. Jean-Paul Pascal was a handsome muscular young man with a narrow pelvis who easily adapted himself to the cowboy look that the French admire. His tall rangy figure contrasted sharply with the stocky blunt rigidity of Byrd. His skin was tanned, his teeth perfect. He was expensively dressed in a light-blue suit and a tie with designs embroidered on it. He removed his dark glasses and put them in his pocket.

‘An English friend of Monsieur Byrd,’ Jean-Paul repeated as he took my hand and shook it. ‘Enchanted.’ His handshake was gentle and diffident as though he was ashamed to look so much like a film star.

‘Jean-Paul speaks no English,’ said Byrd.

‘It is too complicated,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘I speak a little but I do not understand what you say in reply.’

‘Precisely,’ said Byrd. ‘That’s the whole idea of English. Foreigners can communicate information to us but Englishmen can still talk together without an outsider being able to comprehend.’ His face was stern, then he smiled primly. ‘Jean-Paul’s a good fellow just the same: a painter.’ He turned to him. ‘Busy day, Jean?’

‘Busy, but I didn’t get much done.’

‘Must keep at at, my boy. You’ll never be a great painter unless you learn to apply yourself.’

‘Oh but one must find oneself. Proceed at one’s own speed,’ said Jean-Paul.

‘Your speed is too slow,’ Byrd pronounced, and handed Jean-Paul a glass of sherry without having asked him what he wanted. Jean turned to me, anxious to explain his apparent laziness. ‘It is difficult to begin a painting – it’s a statement – once the mark is made one has to relate all later brush-strokes to it.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Byrd. ‘Simplest thing in the world to begin, tricky though pleasurable to proceed with, but difficult – dammed difficult – to end.’

‘Like a love affair,’ I said. Jean laughed. Byrd flushed and scratched the side of his nose.

‘Ah. Work and women don’t mix. Womanizing and loose living is attractive at the time, but middle age finds women left sans beauty, and men sans skills; result misery. Ask your friend Monsieur Datt about that.’

‘Are you a friend of Datt?’ Jean-Paul asked.

‘I hardly know him,’ I said. ‘I was asking Byrd about him.’

‘Don’t ask too many questions,’ said Jean. ‘He is a man of great influence; Count of Périgord it is said, an ancient family, a powerful man. A dangerous man. He is a doctor and a psychiatrist. They say he uses LSD a great deal. His clinic is as expensive as any in Paris, but be gives the most scandalous parties there too.’

‘What’s that?’ said Byrd. ‘Explain.’

‘One hears stories,’ said Jean. He smiled in embarrassment and wanted to say no more, but Byrd made an impatient movement with his hand, so he continued. ‘Stories of gambling parties, of highly placed men who have got into financial trouble and found themselves …’ he paused ‘… in the bath.’

‘Does that mean dead?’

‘It means “in trouble”, idiom,’ explained Byrd to me in English.

‘One or two important men took their own lives,’ said Jean. ‘Some said they were in debt.’

‘Damned fools,’ said Byrd. ‘That’s the sort of fellows in charge of things today, no stamina, no fibre; and that fellow Datt is a party to it, eh? Just as I thought. Oh well, chaps won’t be told today. Experience better bought than taught they say. One more sherry and we’ll go to dinner. What say to La Coupole? It’s one of the few places still open where we don’t have to reserve.’

Annie the model reappeared in a simple green shirtwaist dress. She kissed Jean-Paul in a familiar way and said good evening to each of us.

‘Early in the morning,’ Byrd said as he paid her. She nodded and smiled.

‘An attractive girl,’ Jean-Paul said after she had gone.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Poor child,’ said Byrd. ‘It’s a hard town for a young girl without money.’

I’d noticed her expensive crocodile handbag and Charles Jourdan shoes, but I didn’t comment.

‘Want to go to an art show opening Friday? Free champagne.’ Jean-Paul produced half a dozen gold-printed invitations, gave one to me and put one on Byrd’s easel.

‘Yes, we’ll go to that,’ said Byrd; he was pleased to be organizing us. ‘Are you in your fine motor, Jean?’ Byrd asked.

Jean nodded.

Jean’s car was a white Mercedes convertible. We drove down the Champs with the roof down. We wined and dined well and Jean-Paul plagued us with questions like do the Americans drink Coca-Cola because it’s good for their livers.

It was nearly one A.M. when Jean dropped Byrd at the studio. He insisted upon driving me back to my room over Le Petit Légionnaire. ‘I am especially glad you came tonight,’ he said. ‘Byrd thinks that he is the only serious painter in Paris, but there are many of us who work equally hard in our own way.’

‘Being in the navy,’ I said, ‘is probably not the best of training for a painter.’

‘There is no training for a painter. No more than there is training for life. A man makes as profound a statement as he is able. Byrd is a sincere man with a thirst for knowledge of painting and an aptitude for its skills. Already his work is attracting serious interest here in Paris and a reputation in Paris will carry you anywhere in the world.’

I sat there for a moment nodding, then I opened the door of the Mercedes and got out. ‘Thanks for the ride.’

Jean-Paul leaned across the seat, offered me his card and shook my hand. ‘Phone me,’ he said, and – without letting go of my hand – added, ‘If you want to go to the house in the Avenue Foch I can arrange that too. I’m not sure I can recommend it, but if you have money to lose I’ll introduce you. I am a close friend of the Count; last week I took the Prince of Besacoron there – he is another very good friend of mine.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, taking the card. He stabbed the accelerator and the motor growled. He winked and said, ‘But no recriminations afterward.’

‘No,’ I agreed. The Mercedes slid forward.

I watched the white car turn on to the Avenue with enough momentum to make the tyres howl. The Petit Légionnaire was closed. I let myself in by the side entrance. Datt and my landlord were still sitting at the same table as they had been that afternoon. They were still playing Monopoly. Datt was reading from his Community Chest card, ‘Allez en prison. Avancez tout droit en prison. Ne passez pas par la case “Départ”. Ne recevez pas Frs 20.000.’ My landlord laughed, so did M. Datt.

‘What will your patients say?’ said my landlord.

‘They are very understanding,’ said Datt; he seemed to take the whole game seriously. Perhaps he got more out of it that way.

I tiptoed upstairs. I could see right across Paris. Through the dark city the red neon arteries of the tourist industry flowed from Pigalle through Montmartre to Boul. Mich., Paris’s great self-inflicted wound.

Joe chirped. I read Jean’s card. ‘“Jean-Paul Pascal, artist painter”. And good friend to princes,’ I said. Joe nodded.
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Two nights later I was invited to join the Monopoly game. I bought hotels in rue Lecourbe and paid rent at the Gare du Nord. Old Datt pedantically handled the toy money and told us why we went broke.

When only Datt remained solvent he pushed back his chair and nodded sagely as he replaced the pieces of wood and paper in the box. If you were buying old men, then Datt would have come in a box marked White, Large and Bald. Behind his tinted spectacles his eyes were moist and his lips soft and dark like a girl’s, or perhaps they only seemed dark against the clear white skin of his face. His head was a shiny dome and his white hair soft and wispy like mist around a mountain top. He didn’t smile much, but he was a genial man, although a little fussy in his mannerisms as people of either sex become when they live alone.

Madame Tastevin had, upon her insolvency, departed to the kitchen to prepare supper.

I offered my cigarettes to Datt and to my landlord. Tastevin took one, but Datt declined with a theatrical gesture. ‘There seems no sense in it,’ he proclaimed, and again did that movement of the hand that looked like he was blessing a multitude at Benares. His voice was an upper-class voice, not because of his vocabulary or because he got his conjugations right but because he sang his words in the style of the Comédie Française, stressing a word musically and then dropping the rest of the sentence like a half-smoked Gauloise. ‘No sense in it,’ he repeated.

‘Pleasure,’ said Tastevin, puffing away. ‘Not sense.’ His voice was like a rusty lawn-mower.

‘The pursuit of pleasure,’ said Datt, ‘is a pitfall-studded route.’ He removed the rimless spectacles and looked up at me blinking.

‘You speak from experience?’ I asked.

‘I’ve done everything,’ said Datt. ‘Some things twice. I’ve lived in eight different countries in four continents. I’ve been a beggar and I’ve been a thief. I’ve been happy and sad, rich and poor, master and manservant.’

‘And the secret of happiness,’ mocked Tastevin, ‘is to refrain from smoking?’

‘The secret of happiness,’ Datt corrected, ‘is to refrain from wishing to.’

‘If that’s the way you feel,’ said Tastevin, ‘why do you come to my restaurant almost every day?’

At that moment Madame Tastevin came in with a tray holding a coffee jug and plates of cold chicken and terrine of hare.

‘There’s your reason for not smoking,’ said Datt. ‘I would never let tobacco mar the taste of the food here.’ Madame Tastevin purred with delight. ‘I sometimes think my life is too perfect. I enjoy my work and never wish to do less of it, and I eat your wonderful food. What a perfect life.’

‘That’s self-indulgent,’ said Tastevin.

‘Perhaps it is – so what? Isn’t your life self-indulgent? You could make far more money working in one of the three-star restaurants but you spend your life running this small one – one might almost say for your friends.’

‘I suppose that’s true,’ said Tastevin. ‘I enjoy cooking, and my customers appreciate my work I think.’

‘Quite so. You are a sensible man. It’s madness to go every day to work at something you do not enjoy.’

‘But suppose,’ asked Madame Tastevin, ‘that such a job brought us a lot of money that would enable him to retire and then do as he wishes?’

‘Madame,’ said Datt. His voice took on that portentous, melodious quality that narrators on arty French films employ. ‘Madame Tastevin,’ he said again, ‘there is a cave in Kashmir – Amarnath cave – the most sacred spot on earth to a worshipper of the Hindu god Siva. The pilgrims who journey there are old; sometimes sick too. Many of them die on the high passes, their tiny tents swept away by the sudden rainstorms. Their relatives do not weep. To them this does not matter; even the arrival – which must always be on a night of full moon – is not more vital than the journey. Many know they will never arrive. It is the journey that is holy, and so it is to Existentialists: life is more important than death. Whatever they do, men are too anxious to get to the end. The sex act, eating a fine meal, playing golf, there is a temptation to rush, gobble or run. That is foolish, for one should move at a relaxed pace through life doing the work one enjoys instead of chasing ambition helter-skelter, pursuing one’s ultimate death.’

Tastevin nodded sagely and I stopped gobbling the cold chicken. Datt tucked a napkin in his collar and savoured a little terrine, pursing his lips and remarking on the salt content. When he had finished he turned to me. ‘You have a telephone, I believe,’ he said, and without waiting for my reply was already on his feet and moving towards the door.

‘By all means use it,’ I told him and by a burst of speed was able to get upstairs before him. Joe blinked in the sudden electric light. Datt dialled a number and said ‘Hello, I am at the Petit Légionnaire and I am ready for the car in about five minutes.’ He hung up. Datt came over to where I was standing with Joe. ‘It’s my belief,’ said Datt, ‘that you are making inquiries about me.’

I didn’t answer.

‘It would be a fruitless task.’

‘Why?’

‘Because no matter what you discover it will not harm me.’

‘The art of Zen in clandestine behaviour?’

Datt smiled. ‘The art of Zen in having influential friends,’ he said.

I didn’t answer him. I pushed open the shutters and there was Paris. Warm streets, a policeman, two lovers, four cats, fifty dented deux-chevaux cars and a pavement full of garbage bins. The life of Paris centres on its streets; its inhabitants sit at the windows gazing down upon people as they buy, sell, thieve, drive, fight, eat, chat, posture, cheat or merely stand looking, upon the streets of Paris. Its violence too centres upon the streets and outside the public baths the previous night M. Picard, who owned the laundry, was robbed and knifed. He died twitching his own blood into ugly splashes that could still be seen upon the torn election posters flapping from the ancient shutters.

A black Daimler came down the road and stopped with a tiny squeak.

‘Thank you for the use of your telephone,’ said Datt. At the door he turned. ‘Next week I should like to talk with you again,’ he said. ‘You must tell me what you are curious about.’

‘Any time,’ I agreed. ‘Tomorrow if you wish.’

Datt shook his head. ‘Next week will be soon enough.’

‘As you wish.’

‘Yes,’ said Datt. He walked out without saying good night.

After Datt left Joe took a brief swing. I checked that the documents were still in their hiding-place. Perhaps I should have given them to Datt a few minutes before, but I looked forward to seeing him again next week. ‘It seems to me, Joe,’ I said, ‘that we are the only people in town who don’t have powerful friends.’ I put the cover on him before he could answer.
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Faubourg St Honoré, seven thirty P.M. Friday. The tiny art gallery was bursting at the seams. Champagne, free champagne, was spilling over high suede boots and broken sandals. I had spent twenty-five minutes prising triangular pieces of smoked salmon away from circular pieces of toast, which is not a rewarding experience for a fully grown human male. Byrd was talking to Jean-Paul and rapping at one of the abstract panels. I edged towards them, but a young woman with green eye-shadow grabbed my arm. ‘Where’s the artist?’ she asked. ‘Someone’s interested in “Creature who fears the machine” and I don’t know if it’s one hundred thousand francs or fifty.’ I turned to her but she had grabbed someone else already. Most of my champagne was lost by the time I got to Byrd and Jean-Paul.

‘There’s some terrible people here,’ said Jean-Paul.

‘As long as they don’t start playing that dashed rock-and-roll music again,’ said Byrd.

‘Were they doing that?’ I asked.

Byrd nodded. ‘Can’t stand it. Sorry and all that, but can’t stand it.’

The woman with green eye-shadow waved across a sea of shoulders, then cupped her mouth and yelled to me. ‘They have broken one of the gold chairs,’ she said. ‘Does it matter?’

I couldn’t stand her being so worried. ‘Don’t worry,’ I called. She nodded and smiled in relief.

‘What’s going on?’ said Jean-Paul. ‘Do you own this gallery?’

‘Give me time,’ I said, ‘and maybe I’ll give you a one-man show.’

Jean-Paul smiled to show that he knew it was a joke, but Byrd looked up suddenly. ‘Look here, Jean-Paul,’ he said severely, ‘a one-man show would be fatal for you right now. You are in no way prepared. You need time, my boy, time. Walk before you run.’ Byrd turned to me. ‘Walk before you run, that’s right, isn’t it?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Any mother will tell you that most kids can run before they can walk; it’s walking that’s difficult.’

Jean-Paul winked at me and said, ‘I must decline, but thank you anyway.’

Byrd said, ‘He’s not ready. You gallery chappies will just have to wait. Don’t rush these young artists. It’s not fair. Not fair to them.’

I was just going to straighten things out when a short thickset Frenchman with a Légion d’Honneur in his buttonhole came up and began to talk to Byrd.

‘Let me introduce you,’ said Byrd. He wouldn’t tolerate informality. ‘This is Chief Inspector Loiseau. Policeman. I went through a lot of the war with his brother.’

We shook hands, and then Loiseau shook hands with Jean-Paul, although neither of them showed a great deal of enthusiasm for the ritual.

The French, more particularly the men, have developed a characteristic mouth that enables them to deal with their language. The English use their pointed and dexterous tongues, and their mouths become pinched and close. The French use their lips and a Frenchman’s mouth becomes loose and his lips jut forward. The cheeks sink a little to help this and a French face takes on a lean look, back-sloping like an old-fashioned coal-scuttle. Loiseau had just such a face.

‘What’s a policeman doing at an art show?’ asked Byrd.

‘We policemen are not uncultured oafs,’ said Loiseau with a smile. ‘In our off-duty hours we have even been known to drink alcohol.’

‘You are never off duty,’ said Byrd. ‘What is it? Expecting someone to make off with the champagne buckets?’ Loiseau smiled slyly. A waiter nearly passed us with a tray of champagne.

‘One might ask what you are doing here?’ said Loiseau to Byrd. ‘I wouldn’t think this was your sort of art.’ He tapped one of the large panels. It was a highly finished nude, contorted in pose, the skin shiny as though made from polished plastic. In the background there were strange pieces of surrealism, most of them with obvious Freudian connotations.

‘The snake and the egg are well drawn,’ said Byrd. ‘The girl’s a damn poor show though.’

‘The foot is out of drawing,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘It’s not well observed.’

‘A girl that could do that would have to be a cripple,’ said Byrd.

Still more people crowded into the room and we were being pushed closer and closer to the wall.

Loiseau smiled. ‘But a poule that could get into that position would earn a fortune on the rue Godot de Mauroy,’ said the Chief Inspector.

Loiseau spoke just like any police officer. You can easily recognize them by their speech, to which a lifetime of giving evidence imparts a special clarity. The facts are arranged before the conclusions just like a written report, and certain important words – bus route numbers and road names – are given emphasis so that even young constables can remember them.

Byrd turned back to Jean-Paul: he was anxious to discuss the painting. ‘You’ve got to hand it to him though, the trompe l’œil technique is superb, the tiny brushwork. Look at the way the Coca-Cola bottle is done.’

‘He’s copied that from a photo,’ said Jean-Paul. Byrd bent down for a close look.

‘Damn me! The rotten little swine!’ said Byrd. ‘It is a bloody photo. It’s stuck on. Look at that!’ He picked at the corner of the bottle and then appealed to the people around him. ‘Look at that, it’s been cut from a coloured advert.’ He applied himself to other parts of the painting. ‘The typewriter too, and the girl …’

‘Stop picking at that nipple,’ said the woman with green eye-shadow. ‘If you touch the paintings once more you’ll be asked to leave.’ She turned to me. ‘How can you stand there and let them do it? If the artist saw them he’d go mad.’

‘Gone mad already,’ said Byrd curtly. ‘Thinking chaps are going to pay money for bits cut out of picture books.’

‘It’s quite legitimate,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘It’s an objet trouvé …’

‘Rot,’ said Byrd. ‘An objet trouvé is a piece of driftwood or a fine stone – it’s something in which an artist has found and seen otherwise unnoticed beauty. How can an advert be found? How can you find an advert – the damned things are pushed under your noses every way you look, more’s the pity.’

‘But the artist must have freedom to …’

‘Artist?’ snorted Byrd. ‘Damned fraud. Damned rotten little swine.’

A man in evening dress with three ballpoint pens in his breast pocket turned round. ‘I haven’t noticed you decline any champagne,’ he said to Byrd. He used the intimate tu. Although it was a common form of address among the young arty set, his use of it to Byrd was offensive.

‘What I had,’ interrupted Jean-Paul – he paused before delivering the insult – ‘was Sauternes with Alka Seltzer.’

The man in the dinner suit leaned across to grab at him, but Chief Inspector Loiseau interposed himself and got a slight blow on the arm.

‘A thousand apologies, Chief Inspector,’ said the man in the dinner suit.

‘Nothing,’ said Loiseau. ‘I should have looked where I was going.’

Jean-Paul was pushing Byrd towards the door, but they were moving very slowly. The man in the dinner suit leaned across to the woman with the green eye-shadow and said loudly, ‘They mean no harm, they are drunk, but make sure they leave immediately.’ He looked back towards Loiseau to see if his profound understanding of human nature was registering. ‘He’s with them,’ the woman said, nodding at me. ‘I thought he was from the insurance company when he first came.’ I heard Byrd say, ‘I will not take it back; he’s a rotten little swine.’

‘Perhaps,’ said dinner-jacket tactfully, ‘you would be kind enough to make sure that your friends come to no harm in the street.’

I said, ‘If they get out of here in one piece they can take their own chances in the street.’

‘Since you can’t take a hint,’ said dinner-jacket, ‘let me make it clear …’

‘He’s with me,’ said Loiseau.

The man shied. ‘Chief Inspector,’ said dinner-jacket, ‘I am desolated.’

‘We are leaving anyway,’ said Loiseau, nodding to me. Dinner-jacket smiled and turned back to the woman with green eye-shadow.

‘You go where you like,’ I said. ‘I’m staying right here.’

Dinner-jacket swivelled back like a glove puppet.

Loiseau put a hand on my arm. ‘I thought you wanted to talk about getting your carte de séjour from the Prefecture.’

‘I’m having no trouble getting my carte de séjour,’ I said.

‘Exactly,’ said Loiseau and moved through the crowd towards the door. I followed.

Near the entrance there was a table containing a book of newspaper clippings and catalogues. The woman with green eye-shadow called to us. She offered Loiseau her hand and then reached out to me. She held the wrist limp as women do when they half expect a man to kiss the back of their hand. ‘Please sign the visitors’ book,’ she said.

Loiseau bent over the book and wrote in neat neurotic writing ‘Claude Loiseau’; under comments he wrote ‘stimulating’. The woman swivelled the book to me. I wrote my name and under comments I wrote what I always write when I don’t know what to say – ‘uncompromising’.

The woman nodded. ‘And your address,’ she said.

I was about to point out that no one else had written their address in the book, but when a shapely young woman asks for my address I’m not the man to be secretive. I wrote it: ‘c/o Petit Légionnaire, rue St Ferdinand, 17ième.’

The woman smiled to Loiseau in a familiar way. She said, ‘I know the Chief Inspector’s address: Criminal Investigation Department, Sûreté Nationale, rue des Saussaies.’2

Loiseau’s office had that cramped, melancholy atmosphere that policemen relish. There were two small silver pots for the shooting team that Loiseau had led to victory in 1959 and several group photos – one showed Loiseau in army uniform standing in front of a tank. Loiseau brought a large M 1950 automatic from his waist and put it into a drawer. ‘I’m going to get something smaller,’ he said. ‘This is ruining my suits.’ He locked the drawer carefully and then went through the other drawers of his desk, riffling through the contents and slamming them closed until he laid a dossier on his blotter.

‘This is your dossier,’ said Loiseau. He held up a print of the photo that appears on my carte de séjour. ‘“Occupation,”’ he read, ‘“travel agency director”.’ He looked up at me and I nodded. ‘That’s a good job?’

‘It suits me,’ I said.

‘It would suit me’, said Loiseau. ‘Eight hundred new francs each week and you spend most of your time amusing yourself.’

‘There’s a revived interest in leisure,’ I said.

‘I hadn’t noticed any decline among the people who work for me.’ He pushed his Gauloises towards me. We lit up and looked at each other. Loiseau was about fifty years old. Short muscular body with big shoulders. His face was pitted with tiny scars and part of his left ear was missing. His hair was pure white and very short. He had plenty of energy but not so much that he was prepared to waste any. He hung his jacket on his chair back and rolled up his shirtsleeves very neatly. He didn’t look like a policeman now, more like a paratroop colonel planning a coup.

‘You are making inquiries about Monsieur Datt’s clinic on the Avenue Foch.’

‘Everyone keeps telling me that.’

‘Who for?’

I said, ‘I don’t know about that place, and I don’t want to know about it.’

‘I’m treating you like an adult,’ said Loiseau. ‘If you prefer to be treated like a spotty-faced j.v. then we can do that too.’

‘What’s the question again?’

‘I’d like to know who you are working for. However, it would take a couple of hours in the hen cage to get that out of you. So for the time being I’ll tell you this: I am interested in that house and I don’t want you to even come downwind of it. Stay well away. Tell whoever you are working for that the house in Avenue Foch is going to remain a little secret of Chief Inspector Loiseau.’ He paused, wondering how much more to tell me. ‘There are powerful interests involved. Violent groups are engaged in a struggle for criminal power.’

‘Why do you tell me that?’

‘I thought that you should know.’ He gave a Gallic shrug.

‘Why?’

‘Don’t you understand? These men are dangerous.’

‘Then why aren’t you dragging them into your office instead of me?’

‘Oh, they are too clever for us. Also they have well-placed friends who protect them. It’s only when the friends fail that they resort to … coercion, blackmail, killing even. But always skilfully.’

‘They say it’s better to know the judge than to know the law.’

‘Who says that?’

‘I heard it somewhere.’

‘You’re an eavesdropper,’ said Loiseau.

‘I am,’ I said. ‘And a damned good one.’

‘It sounds as though you like it,’ said Loiseau grimly.

‘It’s my favourite indoor sport. Dynamic and yet sedentary; a game of skill with an element of chance. No season, no special equipment …’

‘Don’t be so clever,’ he said sadly. ‘This is a political matter. Do you know what that means?’

‘No. I don’t know what that means.’

‘It means that you might well spend one morning next week being lifted out of some quiet backwater of the St Martin canal and travelling down to the Medico-Legal Institute3 where the boys in butchers’ aprons and rubber boots live. They’ll take an inventory of what they find in your pockets, send your clothes to the Poor Law Administration Office, put a numbered armband on you, freeze you to eight degrees centigrade and put you in a rack with two other foolish lads. The superintendent will phone me and I’ll have to go along and identify you. I’ll hate doing that because at this time of year there are clouds of flies as large as bats and a smell that reaches to Austerlitz Station.’ He paused. ‘And we won’t even investigate the affair. Be sure you understand.’

I said, ‘I understand all right. I’ve become an expert at recognizing threats no matter how veiled they are. But before you give a couple of cops tape measures and labels and maps of the St Martin canal, make sure you choose men that your department doesn’t find indispensable.’

‘Alas, you have misunderstood,’ said Loiseau’s mouth, but his eyes didn’t say that. He stared. ‘We’ll leave it like that, but …’

‘Just leave it like that,’ I interrupted. ‘You tell your cops to carry the capes with the lead-shot hems and I’ll wear my water-wings.’

Loiseau allowed his face to become as friendly as it could become.

‘I don’t know where you fit into Monsieur Datt’s clinic, but until I do know I’ll be watching you very closely. If it’s a political affair, then let the political departments request information. There’s no point in us being at each other’s throat. Agreed?’

‘Agreed.’

‘In the next few few days you might be in contact with people who claim to be acting for me. Don’t believe them. Anything you want to know, come back to me directly. I’m 22.22.4 If you can’t reach me here then this office will know where I am. Tell the operator that “Un sourire est différent d’un rire”.’

‘Agreed,’ I said. The French still use those silly code words that are impossible to use if you are being overheard.

‘One last thing,’ said Loiseau. ‘I can see that no advice, however well meant, can register with you, so let me add that, should you tackle these men and come off best …’ he looked up to be sure that I was listening, ‘… then I will personally guarantee that you’ll manger les haricots for five years.’

‘Charged with …?’

‘Giving Chief Inspector Loiseau trouble beyond his normal duties.’

‘You might be going further than your authority permits,’ I said, trying to give the impression that I too might have important friends.

Loiseau smiled. ‘Of course I am. I have gained my present powerful position by always taking ten per cent more authority than I am given.’ He lifted the phone and jangled the receiver rest so that its bell tinkled in the outer office. It must have been a prearranged signal because his assistant came quickly. Loiseau nodded to indicate the meeting was over.

‘Goodbye,’ he said. ‘It was good to see you again.’

‘Again?’

‘NATO conference on falsification of cargo manífests, held in Bonn, April 1956. You represented BAOR, if I remember rightly.’

‘You talk in endless riddles,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been in Bonn.’

‘You are a glib fellow,’ said Loiseau. ‘Another ten minutes and you’d convince me I’d never been there.’ He turned to the assistant who was waiting to conduct me downstairs. ‘Count the fire extinguishers after he’s left,’ said Loiseau. ‘And on no account shake hands with him; you might find yourself being thrown into the Faubourg St Honoré.’

Loiseau’s assistant took me down to the door. He was a spotty-faced boy with circular metal-framed spectacles that bit deep into his features like pennies that had grown into the trunk of a tree. ‘Goodbye,’ I said as I left him, and gave him a brief smile. He looked through me, nodding to the policeman on sentry who eased the machine gun on his shoulder. Abandoning the entente cordiale I walked towards the Faubourg St Honoré looking for a taxi. From the gratings in the road there came the sound of a Métro train, its clatter muffled by four huddled clochards anxious for the warmth of the sour subterranean air. One of them came half-awake, troubled by a bad dream. He yelled and then mumbled.

On the corner an E-type was parked. As I turned the corner the headlights flashed and it moved towards me. I stood well back as the door swung open. A woman’s voice said, ‘Jump in.’

‘Not right now,’ I said.
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Maria Chauvet was thirty-two years old. She had kept her looks, her gentleness, her figure, her sexual optimism, her respect for men’s cleverness, her domestication. She had lost her girlhood friends, her shyness, her literary aspirations, her obsession with clothes and her husband. It was a fair swop, she decided. Time had given her a greater measure of independence. She looked around the art gallery without seeing even one person that she really desired to see again. And yet they were her people: the ones she had known since her early twenties, the people who shared her tastes in cinema, travel, sport and books. Now she no longer wished to hear their opinions about the things she enjoyed and she only slightly wished to hear their opinions about the things she hated. The paintings here were awful, they didn’t even show a childish exuberance; they were old, jaded and sad. She hated things that were too real. Ageing was real; as things grew older they became more real, and although age wasn’t something she dreaded she didn’t want to hurry in that direction.

Maria hoped that Loiseau wasn’t going to be violent with the Englishman that he had taken away. Ten years ago she would have said something to Loiseau, but now she had learned discretion, and discretion had become more and more vital in Paris. So had violence, come to that. Maria concentrated on what the artist was saying to her. ‘… the relationships between the spirit of man and the material things with which he surrounds himself …’

Maria had a slight feeling of claustrophobia; she also had a headache. She should take an aspirin, and yet she didn’t, even though she knew it would relieve the pain. As a child she had complained of pain and her mother had said that a woman’s life is accompanied by constant pain. That’s what it’s like to be a woman, her mother had said, to know an ache or a pain all day, every day. Her mother had found some sort of stoic satisfaction in that statement, but the prospect had terrified Maria. It still terrified her and she was determined to disbelieve it. She tried to disregard all pains, as though by acknowledging them she might confess her feminine frailty. She wouldn’t take an aspirin.

She thought of her ten-year-old son. He was living with her mother in Flanders. It was not good for the child to spend a lot of time with elderly people. It was just a temporary measure and yet all the time he was there she felt vaguely guilty about going out to dinner or the cinema, or even evenings like this.

‘Take that painting near the door,’ said the artist. ‘“Holocaust quo vadis?” There you have the vulture that represents the ethereal and …’

Maria had had enough of him. He was a ridiculous fool; she decided to leave. The crowd had become more static now and that always increased her claustrophobia, as did people in the Métro standing motionless. She looked at his flabby face and his eyes, greedy and scavenging for admiration among this crowd who admired only themselves. ‘I’m going now,’ she said. ‘I’m sure the show will be a big success.’

‘Wait a moment,’ he called, but she had timed her escape to coincide with a gap in the crush and she was through the emergency exit, across the cour and away. He didn’t follow her. He probably already had his eye on some other woman who could become interested in art for a couple of weeks.

Maria loved her car, not sinfully, but proudly. She looked after it and drove it well. It wasn’t far to the rue des Saussaies. She positioned the car by the side of the Ministry of the Interior. That was the exit they used at night. She hoped Loiseau wouldn’t keep him there too long. This area near the Élysée Palace was alive with patrols and huge Berliot buses, full of armed cops, the motors running all night in spite of the price of petrol. They wouldn’t do anything to her, of course, but their presence made her uncomfortable. She looked at her wristwatch. Fifteen minutes the Englishman had been there. Now, the sentry was looking back into the courtyard. This must be him. She flashed the headlights of the E-type. Exactly on time; just as Loiseau had told her.
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The woman laughed. It was a pleasant musical laugh. She said, ‘Not in an E-type. Surely no whore solicits from an E-type. Is it a girl’s car?’ It was the woman from the art gallery.

‘Where I come from,’ I said, ‘they call them hairdressers’ cars.’

She laughed. I had a feeling that she had enjoyed my mistaking her for one of the motorized prostitutes that prowled this district. I got in alongside her and she drove past the Ministry of the Interior and out on to the Malesherbes. She said,

‘I hope Loiseau didn’t give you a bad time.’

‘My resident’s card was out of date.’

‘Poof!’ she scoffed. ‘Do you think I’m a fool? You’d be at the Prefecture if that was the case, not the Ministry of the Interior.’

‘So what do you think he wanted?’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘Who can tell? Jean-Paul said you’d been asking questions about the clinic on the Avenue Foch.’

‘Suppose I told you I wish I’d never heard of the Avenue Foch?’

She put her foot down and I watched the speedometer spin. There was a screech of tyres as she turned on to the Boulevard Haussmann. ‘I’d believe you,’ she said. ‘I wish I’d never heard of it.’

I studied her. She was no longer a girl – perhaps about thirty – dark hair and dark eyes; carefully applied make-up; her clothes were like the car, not brand-new but of good quality. Something in her relaxed manner told me that she had been married and something in her overt friendliness told me she no longer was. She came into the Étoile without losing speed and entered the whirl of traffic effortlessly. She flashed the lights at a taxi that was on a collision course and he sheered away. In the Avenue Foch she turned into a driveway. The gates opened.

‘Here we are,’ she said. ‘Let’s take a look.’

The house was large and stood back in its own piece of ground. At dusk the French shutter themselves tightly against the night. This gaunt house was no exception.

Near to, the cracks in the plaster showed like wrinkles in a face carelessly made-up. The traffic was pounding down the Avenue Foch but that was over the garden wall and far away.

‘So this is the house on the Avenue Foch,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said the girl.

The big gates closed behind us. A man with a flashlight came out of the shadows. He had a small mongrel dog on a chain.

‘Go ahead,’ said the man. He waved an arm without exerting himself. I guessed that the man was a one-time cop. They are the only people who can stand motionless without loitering. The dog was a German Shepherd in disguise.

We drove down a concrete ramp into a large underground garage. There were about twenty cars there of various expensive foreign makes: Ford GTs, Ferraris, a Bentley convertible. A man standing near the lift called, ‘Leave the keys in.’

Maria slipped off her soft driving shoes and put on a pair of evening shoes. ‘Stay close,’ she said quietly.

I patted her gently. ‘That’s close enough,’ she said.

When we got out of the lift on the ground floor, everything seemed red plush and cut glass – un décor maison-fin-de-siècle – and all of it was tinkling: the laughter, the medals, the ice cubes, the coins, the chandeliers. The main lighting came from ornate gas lamps with pink glass shades; there were huge mirrors and Chinese vases on plinths. Girls in long evening dresses were seated decorously on the wide sweep of the staircase, and in an alcove a barman was pouring drinks as fast as he could work. It was a very fancy affair; it didn’t have the Republican Guard in polished helmets lining the staircase with drawn sabres, but you had the feeling that they’d wanted to come.

Maria leaned across and took two glasses of champagne and some biscuits heaped with caviare. One of the men said, ‘Haven’t seen you for ages.’ Maria nodded without much regret. The man said, ‘You should have been in there tonight. One of them was nearly killed. He’s hurt; badly hurt.’

Maria nodded. Behind me I heard a woman say, ‘He must have been in agony. He wouldn’t have screamed like that unless he had been in agony.’

‘They always do that, it doesn’t mean a thing.’

‘I can tell a real scream from a fake one,’ said the woman.

‘How?’

‘A real scream has no music, it slurs, it … screeches. It’s ugly.’

‘The cuisine,’ said a voice behind me, ‘can be superb; the very finely sliced smoked pork served hot, cold citrus fruits divided in half, bowls of strange hot grains with cream upon it. And those large eggs that they have here in Europe, skilfully fried crisp on the outside and yet the yolk remains almost raw. Sometimes smoked fish of various kinds.’ I turned to face them. The speaker was a middle-aged Chinese in evening dress. He had been speaking to a fellow countryman and as he caught my eye he said, ‘I am explaining to my colleague the fine Anglo-Saxon breakfast that I always enjoy so much.’

‘This is Monsieur Kuang-t’ien,’ said Maria, introducing us.

‘And you, Maria, are exquisite this evening,’ said M. Kuang-t’ien. He spoke a few lines of soft Mandarin.

‘What’s that?’ asked Maria.

‘It is a poem by Shao Hs˘un-mei, a poet and essayist who admired very much the poets of the West. Your dress reminded me of it.’

‘Say it in French,’ said Maria.

‘It is indelicate, in parts.’ He smiled apologetically and began to recite softly.


‘Ah, lusty May is again burning,

A sin is born of a virgin’s kiss;

Sweet tears tempt me, always tempt me

To feel between her breasts with my lips.




Here life is as eternal as death,

As the trembling happiness on a wedding night;

If she is not a rose, a rose all white,

Then she must be redder than the red of blood.’



Maria laughed. ‘I thought you were going to say “she must be redder than the Chinese People’s Republic”.’

‘Ah. Is not possible,’ said M. Kuang-t’ien, and laughed gently.

Maria steered me away from the two Chinese. ‘We’ll see you later,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘He gives me the creeps,’ she whispered.

‘Why?’

‘“Sweet tears”, “if she isn’t white she’ll be red with blood”, death “between breasts”.’ She shook away the thought of it. ‘He has a sick sadistic streak in him that frightens me.’

A man came pushing through the crowd. ‘Who’s your friend?’ he asked Maria.

‘An Englishman,’ said Maria. ‘An old friend,’ she added untruthfully.

‘He looks all right,’ said the man approvingly. ‘But I wished to see you in those high patent shoes.’ He made a clicking sound and laughed, but Maria didn’t. All around us the guests were talking excitedly and drinking. ‘Excellent,’ said a voice I recognized. It was M. Datt. He smiled at Maria. Datt was dressed in a dark jacket, striped trousers and black tie. He looked remarkably calm; unlike so many of his guests, his brow was not flushed nor his collar wrinkled. ‘Are you going in?’ he asked Maria. He looked at his pocket watch. ‘They will begin in two minutes.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Maria.

‘Of course you are,’ said Datt. ‘You know you will enjoy it.’

‘Not tonight,’ said Maria.

‘Nonsense,’ said Datt gently. ‘Three more bouts. One of them is a gigantic Negro. A splendid figure of a man with gigantic hands.’

Datt lifted one of his own hands to demonstrate, but his eyes watched Maria very closely. She became agitated under his gaze and I felt her grip my hand tightly as though in fear. A buzzer sounded and people finished their drinks and moved towards the rear door.

Datt put his hands on our shoulders and moved us the way the crowd went. As we reached the large double doors I saw into the salon. A wrestling ring was set up in the centre and around it were folding chairs formed up in rows. The salon itself was a magnificent room with golden caryatids, a decorated ceiling, enormous mirrors, fine tapestry and a rich red carpet. As the spectators settled the chandeliers began to dim. The atmosphere was expectant.

‘Take a seat, Maria,’ said Datt. ‘It will be a fine fight; lots of blood.’ Maria’s palm was moist in mine.

‘Don’t be awful,’ said Maria, but she let go of my hand and moved towards the seats.

‘Sit with Jean-Paul,’ said Datt. ‘I want to speak with your friend.’

Maria’s hand trembled. I looked around and saw Jean-Paul for the first time. He was seated alone. ‘Go with Jean-Paul,’ said Datt gently.

Jean-Paul saw us, he smiled. ‘I’ll sit with Jean-Paul,’ said Maria to me.

‘Agreed,’ I said. By the time she was seated, the first two wrestlers were circling each other. One was an Algerian I would guess, the other had bright dyed yellow hair. The man with straw hair lunged forward. The Algerian slid to one side, caught him on the hip and butted him heavily with the top of his head. The crack of head meeting chin was followed by the sharp intake of breath by the audience. On the far side of the room there was a nervous titter of laughter. The mirrored walls showed the wrestlers repeated all around the room. The central light threw heavy shadows under their chins and buttocks, and their legs, painted dark with shadow, emerged into the light as they circled again looking for an opening. Hanging in each corner of the room there was a TV camera linked by landline to monitor screens some distance away. The screens were showing the recorded image.

It was evident that the monitor screens were playing recordings, for the pictures were not clear and the action on the screen took place a few seconds later than the actual fighting. Because of this time-lag between recording and playing back the audience were able to swing their eyes to the monitors each time there was an attack and see it take place again on the screen.

‘Come upstairs,’ said Datt.

‘Very well.’ There was a crash; they were on the mat and the fair man was in a leg lock. His face was contorted. Datt spoke without turning to look. ‘This fighting is rehearsed. The fair-haired man will win after being nearly throttled in the final round.’

I followed him up the magnificent staircase to the first floor. There was a locked door. Clinic. Private. He unlocked the door and ushered me through. An old woman was standing in the corner. I wondered if I was interrupting one of Datt’s interminable games of Monopoly.

‘You were to come next week,’ said Datt.

‘Yes he was,’ said the old woman. She smoothed her apron over her hips like a self-conscious maidservant.

‘Next week would have been better,’ said Datt.

‘That’s true. Next week – without the party – would have been better,’ she agreed.

I said, ‘Why is everyone speaking in the past tense?’

The door opened and two young men came in. They were wearing blue jeans and matching shirts. One of them was unshaven.

‘What’s going on now?’ I asked.

‘The footmen,’ said Datt. ‘Jules on the left. Albert on the right. They are here to see fair play. Right?’ They nodded without smiling. Datt turned to me. ‘Just lie down on the couch.’

‘No.’

‘What?’

‘I said no I won’t lie down on the couch.’

Datt tutted. He was a little put out. There wasn’t any mockery or sadism in the tutting. ‘There are four of us here,’ he explained. ‘We are not asking you to do anything unreasonable, are we? Please lie down on the couch.’

I backed towards the side table. Jules came at me and Albert was edging around to my left side. I came back until the edge of the table was biting my right hip so I knew exactly how my body was placed in relation to it. I watched their feet. You can tell a lot about a man from the way he places his feet. You can tell the training he has had, whether he will lunge or punch from a stationary position, whether he will pull you or try to provoke you into a forward movement. Jules was still coming on. His hands were flat and extended. About twenty hours of gymnasium karate. Albert had the old course d’échalotte look about him. He was used to handling heavyweight, over-confident drunks. Well, he’d find out what I was; yes, I thought: a heavyweight, over-confident drunk. Heavyweight Albert was coming on like a train. A boxer; look at his feet. A crafty boxer who would give you all the fouls; the butts, kidney jabs and back of the head stuff, but he fancied himself as a jab-and-move-around artist. I’d be surprised to see him aim a kick in the groin with any skill. I brought my hands suddenly into sparring position. Yes, his chin tucked in and he danced his weight around on the balls of his feet. ‘Fancy your chances, Albert?’ I jeered. His eyes narrowed. I wanted him angry. ‘Come on soft boy,’ I said. ‘Bite on a piece of bare knuckle.’

I saw the cunning little Jules out of the corner of my eye. He was smiling. He was coming too, smooth and cool inch by inch, hands flat and trembling for the killer cut.

I made a slight movement to keep them going. If they once relaxed, stood up straight and began to think, they could eat me up.

Heavyweight Albert’s hands were moving, foot forward for balance, right hand low and ready for a body punch while Jules chopped at my neck. That was the theory. Surprise for Albert: my metal heelpiece going into his instep. You were expecting a punch in the buffet or a kick in the groin, Albert, so you were surprised when a terrifying pain hit your instep. Difficult for the balancing too. Albert leaned forward to console his poor hurt foot. Second surprise for Albert: under-swung flat hand on the nose; nasty. Jules is coming, cursing Albert for forcing his hand. Jules is forced to meet me head down. I felt the edge of the table against my hip. Jules thinks I’m going to lean into him. Surprise for Jules: I lean back just as he’s getting ready to give me a hand edge on the corner of the neck. Second surprise for Jules: I do lean in after all and give him a fine glass paperweight on the earhole at a range of about eighteen inches. The paperweight seems none the worse for it. Now’s the chance to make a big mistake. Don’t pick up the paperweight. Don’t pick up the paperweight. Don’t pick up the paperweight. I didn’t pick it up. Go for Datt, he’s standing he’s mobile and he’s the one who is mentally the driving force in the room.

Down Datt. He’s an old man but don’t underrate him. He’s large and weighty and he’s been around. What’s more he’ll use anything available; the old maidservant is careful, discriminating, basically not aggressive. Go for Datt. Albert is rolling over and may come up to one side of my range of vision. Jules is motionless. Datt is moving around the desk; so it will have to be a missile. An inkstand, too heavy. A pen-set will fly apart. A vase: unwieldy. An ashtray. I picked it up, Datt was still moving, very slowly now, watching me carefully, his mouth open and white hair disarrayed as though he had been in the scuffle. The ashtray is heavy and perfect. Careful, you don’t want to kill him. ‘Wait,’ Datt says hoarsely. I waited. I waited about ten seconds, just long enough for the woman to come behind me with a candlestick. She was basically not aggressive, the maidservant. I was only unconscious thirty minutes, they told me.
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I was saying ‘You are not basically aggressive’ as I regained consciousness.

‘No,’ said the woman as though it was a grave shortcoming. ‘It is true.’ I couldn’t see either of them from where I was full length on my back. She switched the tape recorder on. There was the sudden intimate sound of a girl sobbing. ‘I want it recording,’ she said, but the sound of the girl became hysterical and she began to scream as though someone was torturing her. ‘Switch that damn thing off,’ Datt called. It was strange to see him disturbed, he was usually so calm. She turned the volume control the wrong way and the sound of the screams went right through my head and made the floor vibrate.

‘The other way,’ screamed Datt. The sound abated, but the tape was still revolving and the sound could just be heard; the girl was sobbing again. The desperate sound was made even more helpless by its diminished volume, like someone abandoned or locked out.

‘What is it?’ asked the maidservant. She shuddered but seemed reluctant to switch off; finally she did so and the reels clicked to a standstill.

‘What’s it sound like?’ said Datt. ‘It’s a girl sobbing and screaming.’

‘My God,’ said the maidservant.

‘Calm down,’ said Datt. ‘It’s for amateur theatricals. It’s just for amateur theatricals,’ he said to me.

‘I didn’t ask you,’ I said.

‘Well, I’m telling you.’ The servant woman turned the reel over and rethreaded it. I felt fully conscious now and I sat up so that I could see across the room. The girl Maria was standing by the door, she had her shoes in her hand and a man’s raincoat over her shoulders. She was staring blankly at the wall and looking miserable. There was a boy sitting near the gas fire. He was smoking a small cheroot, biting at the end which had become frayed like a rope end, so that each time he pulled it out of his mouth he twisted his face up to find the segments of leaf and discharge them on the tongue-tip. Datt and the old maidservant had dressed up in those old-fashioned-looking French medical gowns with high buttoned collars. Datt was very close to me and did a patent-medicine commercial while sorting through a trayful of instruments.

‘Has he had the LSD?’ asked Datt.

‘Yes,’ said the maid. ‘It should start working soon.’

‘You will answer any questions we ask,’ said Datt to me.

I knew he was right: a well-used barbiturate could nullify all my years of training and experience and make me as co-operatively garrulous as a tiny child. What the LSD would do was anyone’s guess.

What a way to be defeated and laid bare. I shuddered, Datt patted my arm.

The old woman was assisting him. ‘The Amytal,’ said Datt, ‘the ampoule, and the syringe.’

She broke the ampoule and filled the syringe. ‘We must work fast,’ said Datt. ‘It will be useless in thirty minutes; it has a short life. Bring him forward, Jules, so that she can block the vein. Dab of alcohol, Jules, no need to be inhuman.’

I felt hot breath on the back of my neck as Jules laughed dutifully at Datt’s little joke.

‘Block the vein now,’ said Datt. She used the arm muscle to compress the vein of the forearm and waited a moment while the veins rose. I watched the process with interest, the colours of the skin and the metal were shiny and unnaturally bright. Datt took the syringe and the old woman said, ‘The small vein on the back of the hand. If it clots we’ve still got plenty of patent ones left.’

‘A good thought,’ said Datt. He did a triple jab under the skin and searched for the vein, dragging at the plunger until the blood spurted back a rich gusher of red into the glass hypodermic. ‘Off,’ said Datt. ‘Off or he’ll bruise. It’s important to avoid that.’

She released the arm vein and Datt stared at his watch, putting the drug into the vein at a steady one cc per minute.

‘He’ll feel a great release in a moment, an orgastic response. Have the Megimide ready. I want him responding for at least fifteen minutes.’

M. Datt looked up at me. ‘Who are you?’ he asked in French. ‘Where are you, what day is it?’

I laughed. His damned needle was going into someone else’s arm, that was the only funny thing about it. I laughed again. I wanted to be absolutely sure about the arm. I watched the thing carefully. There was the needle in that patch of white skin but the arm didn’t fit on to my shoulder. Fancy him jabbing someone else. I was laughing more now so that Jules steadied me. I must have been jostling whoever was getting the injection because Datt had trouble holding the needle in.

‘Have the Megimide and the cylinder ready,’ said M. Datt, who had hairs – white hairs – in his nostrils. ‘Can’t be too careful. Maria, quickly, come closer, we’ll need you now, bring the boy closer; he’ll be the witness if we need one.’ M. Datt dropped something into the white enamel tray with a tremendous noise. I couldn’t see Maria now, but I smelled the perfume – I’d bet it was Ma Griffe, heavy and exotic, oh boy! It’s orange-coloured that smell. Orange-coloured with a sort of silky touch to it. ‘That’s good,’ said M. Datt, and I heard Maria say orange-coloured too. Everyone knows, I thought, everyone knows the colour of Ma Griffe perfume.

The huge glass orange fractured into a million prisms, each one a brilliant, like the Sainte Chapelle at high noon, and I slid through the coruscating light as a punt slides along a sleepy bywater, the white cloud low and the colours gleaming and rippling musically under me.

I looked at M. Datt’s face and I was frightened. His nose had grown enormous, not just large but enormous, larger than any nose could possibly be. I was frightened by what I saw because I knew that M. Datt’s face was the same as it had always been, and that it was my awareness that had distorted. Yet even knowing that the terrible disfigurement had happened inside my mind, not on M. Datt’s face, did not change the image; M. Datt’s nose had grown to a gigantic size.

‘What day is it?’ Maria was asking. I told her. ‘It’s just a gabble,’ she said. ‘Too fast to really understand.’ I listened but I could hear no one gabbling. Her eyes were soft and unblinking. She asked me my age, my date of birth and a lot of personal questions. I told her as much, and more, than she asked. The scar on my knee and the day my uncle planted the pennies in the tall tree. I wanted her to know everything about me. ‘When we die,’ my grandmother told me, ‘we shall all go to Heaven,’ she surveyed her world, ‘for surely this is Hell?’ ‘Old Mr Gardner had athlete’s foot, whose was the other foot?’ Recitation: ‘Let me like a soldier fall …’

‘A desire,’ said M. Datt’s voice, ‘to externalize, to confide.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed.

‘I’ll bring him up with the Megimide if he goes too far,’ said M. Datt. ‘He’s fine like that. Fine response. Fine response.’

Maria repeated everything I said, as though Datt could not hear it himself. She said each thing not once but twice. I said it, then she said it, then she said it again differently; sometimes very differently so that I corrected her, but she was indifferent to my corrections and spoke in that fine voice she had; a round reed-clear voice full of song and sorrow like an oboe at night.

Now and again there was the voice of Datt deep and distant, perhaps from the next room. They seemed to think and speak so slowly. I answered Maria leisurely but it was ages before the next question came. I tired of the long pauses eventually. I filled the gaps telling them anecdotes and interesting stuff I’d read. I felt I’d known Maria for years and I remember saying ‘transference’, and Maria said it too, and Datt seemed very pleased. I found it was quite easy to compose my answers in poetry – not all of it rhymed, mind you – but I phrased it carefully. I could squeeze those damned words like putty and hand them to Maria, but sometimes she dropped them on to the marble floor. They fell noiselessly, but the shadows of them reverberated around the distant walls and furniture. I laughed again, and wondered whose bare arm I was staring at. Mind you, that wrist was mine, I recognized the watch. Who’d torn that shirt? Maria kept saying something over and over, a question perhaps. Damned shirt cost me £3.10s and now they’d torn it. The torn fabric was exquisite, detailed and jewel-like. Datt’s voice said, ‘He’s going now: it’s very short duration, that’s the trouble with it.’

Maria said, ‘Something about a shirt, I can’t understand, it’s so fast.’

‘No matter,’ said Datt. ‘You’ve done a good job. Thank God you were here.’

I wondered why they were speaking in a foreign language. I had told them everything. I had betrayed my employers, my country, my department. They had opened me like a cheap watch, prodded the main spring and laughed at its simple construction. I had failed and failure closed over me like a darkroom blind coming down.

Dark. Maria’s voice said, ‘He’s gone,’ and I went, a white seagull gliding through black sky, while beneath me the even darker sea was welcoming and still. And deep, and deep and deep.
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Maria looked down at the Englishman. He was contorted and twitching, a pathetic sight. She felt inclined to cuddle him close. So it was as easy as that to discover a man’s most secret thoughts – a chemical reaction – extraordinary. He’d laid his soul bare to her under the influence of the Amytal and LSD, and now, in some odd way, she felt responsible – guilty almost – about his well-being. He shivered and she pulled the coat over him and tucked it around his neck. Looking around the damp walls of the dungeon she was in, she shivered too. She produced a compact and made basic changes to her make-up: the dramatic eye-shadow that suited last night would look terrible in the cold light of dawn. Like a cat, licking and washing in moments of anguish or distress. She removed all the make-up with a ball of cotton-wool, erasing the green eyes and deep red lips. She looked at herself and pulled that pursed face that she did only when she looked in a mirror. She looked awful without make-up, like a Dutch peasant; her jaw was beginning to go. She followed the jawbone with her finger, seeking out that tiny niche halfway along the line of it. That’s where the face goes, that niche becomes a gap and suddenly the chin and the jawbone separate and you have the face of an old woman.

She applied the moisture cream, the lightest of powder and the most natural of lipstick colours. The Englishman stirred and shivered; this time the shiver moved his whole body. He would become conscious soon. She hurried with her make-up, he mustn’t see her like this. She felt a strange physical thing about the Englishman. Had she spent over thirty years not understanding what physical attraction was? She had always thought that beauty and physical attraction were the same thing, but now she was unsure. This man was heavy and not young – late thirties, she’d guess – and his body was thick and uncared for. Jean-Paul was the epitome of masculine beauty: young, slim, careful about his weight and his hips, artfully tanned – all over, she remembered – particular about his hairdresser, ostentatious with his gold wristwatch and fine rings, his linen, precise and starched and white, like his smile.

Look at the Englishman: ill-fitting clothes rumpled and torn, plump face, hair moth-eaten, skin pale; look at that leather wristwatch strap and his terrible old-fashioned shoes – so English. Lace-up shoes. She remembered the lace-up shoes she had as a child. She hated them, it was the first manifestation of her claustrophobia, her hatred of those shoes. Although she hadn’t recognized it as such. Her mother tied the laces in knots, tight and restrictive. Maria had been extra careful with her son, he never wore laced shoes. Oh God, the Englishman was shaking like an epileptic now. She held his arms and smelled the ether and the sweat as she came close to him.

He would come awake quickly and completely. Men always did, they could snap awake and be speaking on the phone as though they had been up for hours. Man the hunter, she supposed, alert for danger; but they made no allowances. So many terrible rows with men began because she came awake slowly. The weight of his body excited her, she let it fall against her so that she took the weight of it. He’s a big ugly man, she thought. She said ‘ugly’ again and that word attracted her, so did ‘big’ and so did ‘man’. She said ‘big ugly man’ aloud.

I awoke but the nightmare continued. I was in the sort of dungeon that Walt Disney dreams up, and the woman was there saying ‘Big ugly man’ over and over. Thanks a lot, I thought, flattery will get you nowhere. I was shivering, and I came awake carefully; the woman was hugging me close, I must have been cold because I could feel the warmth of her. I’ll settle for this, I thought, but if the girl starts to fade I’ll close my eyes again, I need a dream.

It was a dungeon, that was the crazy thing. ‘It really is a dungeon,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Maria, ‘it is.’

‘What are you doing here then?’ I said. I could accept the idea of me being in a dungeon.

‘I’m taking you back,’ she said. ‘I tried to lift you out to the car but you were too heavy. How heavy are you?’

‘Never mind how heavy I am,’ I said. ‘What’s been going on?’

‘Datt was questioning you,’ she said. ‘We can leave now.’

‘I’ll show you who’s leaving,’ I said, deciding to seek out Datt and finish off the ashtray exercise. I jumped off the hard bench to push open the heavy door of the dungeon. It was as though I was descending a non-existent staircase and by the time I reached the door I was on the wet ground, my legs twitching uselessly and unable to bear my weight.

‘I didn’t think you’d get even this far,’ said Maria, coming across to me. I took her arm gratefully and helped myself upright by clawing at the door fixtures. Step by difficult step we inched through the cellar, past the rack, pincers and thumbscrews and the cold fireplace with the branding irons scattered around it. ‘Who lives here?’ I asked. ‘Frankenstein?’

‘Hush,’ said Maria. ‘Keep your strength for walking.’

‘I had a terrible dream,’ I said. It had been a dream of terrible betrayal and impending doom.

‘I know,’ said Maria. ‘Don’t think about it.’

The dawn sky was pale as though the leeches of my night had grown fat upon its blood. ‘Dawns should be red,’ I said to Maria.

‘You don’t look so good yourself,’ she said, and helped me into the car.

She drove a couple of blocks from the house and parked under the trees amid the dead motor cars that litter the city. She switched the heater on and the warm air suffused my limbs.

‘Do you live alone?’ she asked.

‘What’s that, a proposal?’

‘You aren’t fit enough to be left alone.’

‘Agreed,’ I said. I couldn’t shake off the coma of fear and Maria’s voice came to me as I had heard it in the nightmare.

‘I’ll take you to my place, it’s not far away,’ she said.

‘That’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’m sure its worth a detour.’

‘It’s worth a journey. Three-star food and drink,’ she said. ‘How about a croque monsieur and a baby?’5

‘The croque monsieur would be welcome,’ I agreed.

‘But having the baby together might well be the best part,’ she said.

She didn’t smile, she kicked the accelerator and the power surged through the car like the blood through my reviving limbs. She watched the road, flashing the lights at each intersection and flipping the needle around the clock at the clear stretches. She loved the car, caressing the wheel and agog with admiration for it; and like a clever lover she coaxed it into effortless perfomance. She came down the Champs for speed and along the north side of the Seine before cutting up through Les Halles. The last of the smart set had abandoned their onion soup and now the lorries were being unloaded. The fortes were working like looters, stacking the crates of vegetables and boxes of fish. The lorry-drivers had left their cabs to patronize the brothels that crowd the streets around the Square des Innocents. Tiny yellow doorways were full of painted whores and arguing men in bleu de travail. Maria drove carefully through the narrow streets.

‘You’ve seen this district before?’ she asked.

‘No,’ I said, because I had a feeling that she wanted me to say that. I had a feeling that she got some strange titillation from bringing me this way to her home. ‘Ten new francs,’ she said, nodding towards two girls standing outside a dingy café. ‘Perhaps seven if you argued.’

‘The two?’

‘Maybe twelve if you wanted the two. More for an exhibition.’

She turned to me. ‘You are shocked.’

‘I’m only shocked that you want me to be shocked,’ I said.

She bit her lip and turned on to the Sebastopol and speeded out of the district. It was three minutes before she spoke again. ‘You are good for me,’ she said.

I wasn’t sure she was right but I didn’t argue.

That early in the morning the street in which Maria lived was little different from any other street in Paris; the shutters were slammed tight and not a glint of glass or ruffle of curtain was visible anywhere. The walls were colourless and expressionless as though every house in the street was mourning a family death. The ancient crumbling streets of Paris were distinguished socially only by the motor cars parked along the gutters. Here the R4s, corrugated deux chevaux and dented Dauphines were outnumbered by shiny new Jags, Buicks and Mercs.

Inside, the carpets were deep, the hangings lush, the fittings shiny and the chairs soft. And there was that symbol of status and influence: a phone. I bathed in hot perfumed water and sipped aromatic broth, I was tucked into crisp sheets, my memories faded and I slept a long dreamless sleep.

When I awoke the radio was playing Françoise Hardy in the next room and Maria was sitting on the bed. She looked at me as I stirred. She had changed into a pink cotton dress and was wearing little or no make-up. Her hair was loose and combed to a simple parting in that messy way that takes a couple of hours of hairdressing expertise. Her face was kind but had the sort of wrinkles that come when you have smiled cynically about ten million times. Her mouth was small and slightly open like a doll, or like a woman expecting a kiss.

‘What time is it?’ I asked.

‘It’s past midnight,’ she said. ‘You’ve slept the clock round.’

‘Get this bed on the road. What’s wrong, have we run out of feathers?’

‘We ran out of bedclothes; they are all around you.’

‘Fill her up with bedclothes mister and if we forget to check the electric blanket you get a bolster free.’

‘I’m busy making coffee. I’ve no time to play your games.’

She made coffee and brought it. She waited for me to ask questions and then she answered deftly, telling me as much as she wished without seeming evasive.

‘I had a nightmare and awoke in a medieval dungeon.’

‘You did,’ said Maria.

‘You’d better tell me all about it,’ I said.

‘Datt was terrified that you were spying on him. He said you have documents he wants. He said you had been making inquiries so he had to know.’

‘What did he do to me?’

‘He injected you with Amytal and LSD (it’s the LSD that takes time to wear off). I questioned you. Then you went into a deep sleep and awoke in the cellars of the house. I brought you here.’

‘What did I say?’

‘Don’t worry. None of those people speak English. I’m the only one that does. Your secrets are safe with me. Datt usually thinks of everything, but he was disconcerted when you babbled away in English. I translated.’

So that was why I’d heard her say everything twice. ‘What did I say?’

‘Relax. It didn’t interest me but I satisfied Datt.’

I said, ‘And don’t think I don’t appreciate it, but why should you do that for me?’

‘Datt is a hateful man. I would never help him, and anyway, I took you to that house, I felt responsible for you.’

‘And …?’

‘If I had told him what you really said he would have undoubtedly used amphetamine on you, to discover more and more. Amphetamine is dangerous stuff, horrible. I wouldn’t have enjoyed watching that.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. I reached towards her, took her hand, and she lay down on the bed at my side. She did it without suspicion or arch looks, it was a friendly, rather than a sexual gesture. She lit a cigarette and gave me the packet and matches. ‘Light it yourself,’ she said. ‘It will give you something to do with your hands.’

‘What did I say?’ I asked casually. ‘What did I say that you didn’t translate into French for Datt?’

‘Nothing,’ Maria said immediately. ‘Not because you said nothing, but because I didn’t hear it. Understand? I’m not interested in what you are or how you earn your living. If you are doing something that’s illegal or dangerous, that’s your worry. Just for the moment I feel a little responsible for you, but I’ve nearly worked off that feeling. Tomorrow you can start telling your own lies and I’m sure you will do it remarkably well.’

‘Is that a brush-off?’

She turned to me. ‘No,’ she said. She leaned over and kissed me.

‘You smell delicious,’ I said. ‘What is it you’re wearing?’

‘Agony,’ she said. ‘It’s an expensive perfume, but there are few humans not attracted to it.’

I tried to decide whether she was geeing me up, but I couldn’t tell. She wasn’t the sort of girl who’d help you by smiling, either.

She got off the bed and smoothed her dress over her hips.

‘Do you like this dress?’ she asked.

‘It’s great,’ I said.

‘What sort of clothes do you like to see women in?’

‘Aprons,’ I said. ‘Fingers a-shine with those marks you get from handling hot dishes.’

‘Yes, I can imagine,’ she said. She stubbed out her cigarette.

‘I’ll help you if you want help but don’t ask too much, and remember that I am involved with these people and I have only one passport and it’s French.’

I wondered if that was a hint about what I’d revealed under the drugs, but I said nothing.

She looked at her wristwatch. ‘It’s very late,’ she said. She looked at me quizzically. ‘There’s only one bed and I need my sleep.’ I had been thinking of having a cigarette but I replaced them on the side table. I moved aside. ‘Share the bed,’ I invited, ‘but I can’t guarantee sleep.’

‘Don’t pull the Jean-Paul lover-boy stuff,’ she said, ‘it’s not your style.’ She grabbed at the cotton dress and pulled it over her head.

‘What is my style?’ I asked irritably.

‘Check with me in the morning,’ she said, and put the light out. She left only the radio on.
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I stayed in Maria’s flat but the next afternoon Maria went back to my rooms to feed Joe. She got back before the storm. She came in blowing on her hands and complaining of the cold.

‘Did you change the water and put the cuttlefish bone in?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘It’s good for his beak,’ I said.

‘I know,’ she said. She stood by the window looking out over the fast-darkening boulevard. ‘It’s primitive,’ she said without turning away from the window. ‘The sky gets dark and the wind begins to lift hats and boxes and finally dustbin lids, and you start to think this is the way the world will end.’

‘I think politicians have other plans for ending the world,’ I said.

‘The rain is beginning. Huge spots, like rain for giants. Imagine being an ant hit by a …’

The phone rang. ‘ … raindrop like that.’ Maria finished the sentence hurriedly and picked up the phone.

She picked it up as though it was a gun that might explode by accident. ‘Yes,’ she said suspiciously. ‘He’s here.’ She listened, nodding, and saying ‘yes’. ‘The walk will do him good,’ she said. ‘We’ll be there in about an hour.’ She pulled an agonized face at me. ‘Yes,’ she said to the phone again. ‘Well you must just whisper to him and then I won’t hear your little secrets, will I?’ There was a little gabble of electronic indignation, then Maria said, ‘We’ll get ready now or we’ll be late,’ and firmly replaced the receiver. ‘Byrd,’ she said. ‘Your countryman Mr Martin Langley Byrd craves a word with you at the Café Blanc.’ The noise of rain was like a vast crowd applauding frantically.

‘Byrd,’ I explained, ‘is the man who was with me at the art gallery. The art people think a lot of him.’

‘So he was telling me,’ said Maria.

‘Oh, he’s all right,’ I said. ‘An ex-naval officer who becomes a bohemian is bound to be a little odd.’

‘Jean-Paul likes him,’ said Maria, as though it was the epitome of accolades. I climbed into my newly washed underwear and wrinkled suit. Maria discovered a tiny mauve razor and I shaved millimetre by millimetre and swamped the cuts with cologne. We left Maria’s just as the rain shower ended. The concierge was picking up the potted plants that had been standing on the pavement.

‘You are not taking a raincoat?’ she asked Maria.

‘No,’ said Maria.

‘Perhaps you’ll only be out for a few minutes,’ said the concierge. She pushed her glasses against the bridge of her nose and peered at me.

‘Perhaps,’ said Maria, and took my arm to walk away.

‘It will rain again,’ called the concierge.

‘Yes,’ said Maria.

‘Heavily,’ called the concierge. She picked up another pot and prodded the earth in it.

Summer rain is cleaner than winter rain. Winter rain strikes hard upon the granite, but summer rain is sibilant soft upon the leaves. This rainstorm pounced hastily like an inexperienced lover, and then as suddenly was gone. The leaves drooped wistfully and the air gleamed with green reflections. It’s easy to forgive the summer rain; like first love, white lies or blarney, there’s no malignity in it.

Byrd and Jean-Paul were already seated at the café. Jean-Paul was as immaculate as a shop-window dummy but Byrd was excited and dishevelled. His hair was awry and his eyebrows almost non-existent, as though he’d been too near a water-heater blow-back. They had chosen a seat near the side screens and Byrd was wagging a finger and talking excitedly. Jean-Paul waved to us and folded his ear with his fingers. Maria laughed. Byrd was wondering if Jean-Paul was making a joke against him, but deciding he wasn’t, continued to speak.

‘Simplicity annoys them,’ Byrd said. ‘It’s just a rectangle, one of them complained, as though that was a criterion of art. Success annoys them. Even though I make almost no money out of my painting, that doesn’t prevent the critics who feel my work is bad from treating it like an indecent assault, as though I have deliberately chosen to do bad work in order to be obnoxious. They have no kindness, no compassion, you see, that’s why they call them critics – originally the word meant a captious fool; if they had compassion they would show it.’

‘How?’ asked Maria.

‘By painting. That’s what a painting is, a statement of love. Art is love, stricture is hate. It’s obvious, surely. You see, a critic is a man who admires painters (he wants to be one) but cares little for paintings (which is why he isn’t one). A painter, on the other hand, admires paintings, but doesn’t like painters.’ Byrd, having settled that problem, waved to a waiter. ‘Four grands crèmes and some matches,’ he ordered.

‘I want black coffee,’ said Maria.

‘I prefer black too,’ said Jean-Paul.

Byrd looked at me and made a little noise with his lips. ‘You want black coffee?’

‘White will suit me,’ I said. He nodded an appreciation of a fellow countryman’s loyalty. ‘Two crèmes – grands crèmes – and two small blacks,’ he ordered. The waiter arranged the beer mats, picked up some ancient checks and tore them in half. When he had gone Byrd leaned towards me. ‘I’m glad,’ he said – he looked around to see that the other two did not hear. They were talking to each other – ‘I’m glad you drink white coffee. It’s not good for the nerves, too much of this very strong stuff.’ He lowered his voice still more. ‘That’s why they are all so argumentative,’ he said in a whisper. When the coffees came Byrd arranged them on the table, apportioned the sugar, then took the check.

‘Let me pay,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘It was my invitation.’

‘Not on your life,’ said Byrd. ‘Leave this to me, Jean-Paul. I know how to handle this sort of thing, it’s my part of the ship.’

Maria and I looked at each other without expression. Jean-Paul was watching closely to discover our relationship.

Byrd relished the snobbery of certain French phrases. Whenever he changed from speaking French into English I knew it was solely because he intended to introduce a long slab of French into his speech and give a knowing nod and slant his face significantly, as if we two were the only people in the world who understood the French language.

‘Your inquiries about this house,’ said Byrd. He raised his forefinger. ‘Jean-Paul has remarkable news.’

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

‘Seems, my dear fellow, that there’s something of a mystery about your friend Datt and that house.’

‘He’s not a friend of mine,’ I said.

‘Quite quite,’ said Byrd testily. ‘The damned place is a brothel, what’s more …’

‘It’s not a brothel,’ said Jean-Paul as though he had explained this before. ‘It’s a maison de passe. It’s a house that people go to when they already have a girl with them.’

‘Orgies,’ said Byrd. ‘They have orgies there. Frightful goings on Jean-Paul tells me, drugs called LSD, pornographic films, sexual displays …’

Jean-Paul took over the narrative. ‘There are facilities for every manner of perversion. They have hidden cameras there and even a great mock torture-chamber where they put on shows …’

‘For masochists,’ said Byrd. ‘Chaps who are abnormal, you see.’

‘Of course he sees,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘Anyone who lives in Paris knows how widespread are such parties and exhibitions.’

‘I didn’t know,’ said Byrd. Jean-Paul said nothing. Maria offered her cigarettes around and said to Jean-Paul, ‘Where did Pierre’s horse come in yesterday?’

‘A friend of theirs with a horse,’ Byrd said to me.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Nowhere,’ said Jean-Paul.

‘Then I lost my hundred nouveaux,’ said Maria.

‘Foolish,’ said Byrd to me. He nodded.

‘My fault,’ said Jean-Paul.

‘That’s right,’ said Maria. ‘I didn’t give it a second look until you said it was a certainty.’

Byrd gave another of his conspiratorial glances over the shoulder.

‘You,’ he pointed to me as though he had just met me on a footpath in the jungle, ‘work for the German magazine Stern.’

‘I work for several German magazines,’ I admitted. ‘But not so loud, I don’t declare all of it for tax.’

‘You can rely upon me,’ said Byrd. ‘Mum’s the word.’

‘Mum’s the word,’ I said. I relished Byrd’s archaic vocabulary.

‘You see,’ said Byrd, ‘when Jean-Paul told me this fascinating stuff about the house on Avenue Foch I said that you would probably be able to advance him a little of the ready if you got a story out of it.’

‘I might,’ I agreed.

‘My word,’ said Byrd, ‘what with your salary from the travel agency and writing pieces for magazines you must be minting it. Absolutely minting it, eh?’

‘I do all right,’ I admitted.

‘All right, I should think you do. I don’t know where you stack it all if you are not declaring it for tax. What do you do, hide it under your bed?’

‘To tell you the truth,’ I said, ‘I’ve sewn it into the seat of my armchair.’

Byrd laughed. ‘Old Tastevin will be after you, tearing his furniture.’

‘It was his idea,’ I joked, and Byrd laughed again, for Tastevin had a reputation for being a skinflint.

‘Get you in there with a camera,’ mused Byrd. ‘Be a wonderful story. What’s more it would be a public service. Paris is rotten to the core you see. It’s time it was given a shaking up.’

‘It’s an idea,’ I agreed.

‘Would a thousand quid be too much?’ he asked.

‘Much too much,’ I said.

Byrd nodded. ‘I thought it might be. A hundred more like it eh?’

‘If it’s a good story with pictures I could get five hundred pounds out of it. I’d pay fifty for an introduction and guided tour with co-operation, but the last time I was there I was persona non grata.’

‘Precisely, old chap,’ said Byrd. ‘You were manhandled, I gather, by that fellow Datt. All a mistake, wasn’t it?’

‘It was from my point of view,’ I said. ‘I don’t know how Monsieur Datt feels about it.’

‘He probably feels désolé,’ said Byrd. I smiled at the idea.

‘But really,’ said Byrd, ‘Jean-Paul knows all about it. He could arrange for you to do your story, but meanwhile mum’s the word, eh? Say nothing to anyone about any aspect. Are we of one mind?’

‘Are you kidding me?’ I said. ‘Why would Datt agree to expose his own activities?’

‘You don’t understand the French, my boy.’

‘So everyone keeps telling me.’

‘But really. This house is owned and controlled by the Ministry of the Interior. They use it as a check and control on foreigners – especially diplomats – blackmail you might almost say. Bad business, shocking people, eh? Well they are. Some other French johnnies in government service – Loiseau is one – would like to see it closed down. Now do you see, my dear chap, now do you see?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But what’s in it for you?’

‘Don’t be offensive, old boy,’ said Byrd. ‘You asked me about the house. Jean-Paul is in urgent need of the ready; ergo, I arrange for you to make a mutually beneficial pact.’ He nodded. ‘Suppose we say fifty on account, and another thirty if it gets into print?’

A huge tourist bus crawled along the boulevard, the neon light flashing and dribbling down its glasswork. Inside, the tourists sat still and anxious, crouching close to their loudspeakers and staring at the wicked city.

‘Okay,’ I said. I was amazed that he was such an efficient bargain-maker.

‘In any magazine anywhere,’ Byrd continued. ‘With ten per cent of any subsequent syndication.’

I smiled. Byrd said, ‘Ah, you didn’t expect me to be adept at bargaining, did you?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘You’ve a lot to learn about me. Waiter,’ he called. ‘Four kirs.’ He turned to Jean-Paul and Maria. ‘We have concluded an agreement. A small celebration is now indicated.’

The white wine and cassis came. ‘You will pay,’ Byrd said to me, ‘and take it out of our down payment.’

‘Will we have a contract?’ asked Jean-Paul.

‘Certainly not,’ said Byrd. ‘An Englishman’s word is his bond. Surely you know that, Jean-Paul. The whole essence of a contract is that it’s mutually beneficial. If it isn’t, no paper in the world will save you. Besides,’ he whispered to me in English, ‘give him a piece of paper like that and he’ll be showing everyone; he’s like that. And that’s the last thing you want, eh?’

‘That’s right,’ I said. That’s right, I thought. My employment on a German magazine was a piece of fiction that the office in London had invented for the rare times when they had to instruct me by mail. No one could have known about it unless they had been reading my mail. If Loiseau had said it, I wouldn’t have been surprised, but Byrd …!

Byrd began to explain the theory of pigment to Jean-Paul in the shrill voice that he adopted whenever he talked art. I bought them another kir before Maria and I left to walk back to her place.

We picked our way through the dense traffic on the boulevard.

‘I don’t know how you can be so patient with them,’ Maria said. ‘That pompous Englishman Byrd and Jean-Paul holding his handkerchief to protect his suit from wine stains.’

‘I don’t know them well enough to dislike them,’ I explained.

‘Then don’t believe a word they say,’ said Maria.

‘Men were deceivers ever.’

‘You are a fool,’ said Maria. ‘I’m not talking about amours, I’m talking about the house on Avenue Foch; Byrd and Jean-Paul are two of Datt’s closest friends. Thick as thieves.’

‘Are they?’ I said. From the far side of the boulevard I looked back. The wiry little Byrd – as volatile as when we’d joined him – was still explaining the theory of pigment to Jean-Paul.

‘Comédiens,’ Maria pronounced. The word for ‘actor’ also means a phoney or impostor. I stood there a few minutes, looking. The big Café Blanc was the only brightly lit place on the whole tree-lined boulevard. The white coats of the waiters gleamed as they danced among the tables laden with coffee pots, citron pressé and soda siphons. The customers were also active, they waved their hands, nodded heads, called to waiters and to each other. They waved ten-franc notes and jangled coins. At least four of them kissed. It was as though the wide dark boulevard was a hushed auditorium, respecting and attentive, watching the drama unfold on the stage-like terrasse of the Café Blanc. Byrd leaned close to Jean-Paul. Jean-Paul laughed.
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We walked and talked and forgot the time. ‘Your place,’ I said finally to Maria. ‘You have central heating, the sink is firmly fixed to the wall, you don’t share the w.c. with eight other people and there are gramophone records I haven’t even read the labels on yet. Let’s go to your place.’

‘Very well,’ she said, ‘since you are so flattering about its advantages.’ I kissed her ear gently. She said, ‘But suppose the landlord throws you out?’

‘Are you having an affair with your landlord?’

She smiled and gave me a forceful blow that many French women conveniently believe is a sign of affection.

‘I’m not washing any more shirts,’ she said. ‘We’ll take a cab to your place and pick up some linen.’

We bargained with three taxi-drivers, exchanging their directional preferences with ours; finally one of them weakened and agreed to take us to the Petit Légionnaire.

I let myself into my room with Maria just behind me. Joey chirped politely when I switched on the light.

‘My God,’ said Maria, ‘someone’s turned you over.’

I picked up a heap of shirts that had landed in the fireplace.

‘Yes,’ I said. Everything from the drawers and cupboards had been tipped on to the floor. Letters and cheque stubs were scattered across the sofa and quite a few things were broken. I let the armful of shirts fall to the floor again, I didn’t know where to begin on it. Maria was more methodical, she began to sort through the clothes, folding them and putting trousers and jackets on the hangers. I picked up the phone and dialled the number Loiseau had given me.

‘Un sourire est différent d’un rire,’ I said. France is one place where the romance of espionage will never be lost, I thought. Loiseau said ‘Hello.’

‘Have you turned my place over, Loiseau?’ I said.

‘Are you finding the natives hostile?’ Loiseau asked.

‘Just answer the question,’ I said.

‘Why don’t you answer mine?’ said Loiseau.

‘It’s my jeton,’ I said. ‘If you want answers you buy your own call.’

‘If my boys had done it you wouldn’t have noticed.’

‘Don’t get blasé. Loiseau. The last time your boys did it – five weeks back – I did notice. Tell ’em if they must smoke, to open the windows; that cheap pipe tobacco makes the canary’s eyes water.’

‘But they are very tidy,’ said Loiseau. ‘They wouldn’t make a mess. If it’s a mess you are complaining of.’

‘I’m not complaining about anything,’ I said. ‘I’m just trying to get a straight answer to a simple question.’

‘It’s too much to ask of a policeman,’ said Loiseau. ‘But if there is anything damaged I’d send the bill to Datt.’

‘If anything gets damaged it’s likely to be Datt,’ I said.

‘You shouldn’t have said that to me,’ said Loiseau. ‘It was indiscreet, but bonne chance anyway.’

‘Thanks,’ I said and hung up.

‘So it wasn’t Loiseau?’ said Maria, who had been listening.

‘What makes you think that?’ I asked.

She shrugged. ‘The mess here. The police would have been careful. Besides, if Loiseau admitted that the police have searched your home other times why should he deny that they did it this time?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine,’ I said. ‘Perhaps Loiseau did it to set me at Datt’s throat.’

‘So you were deliberately indiscreet to let him think he’d succeeded?’

‘Perhaps.’ I looked into the torn seat of the armchair. The horse-hair stuffing had been ripped out and the case of documents that the courier had given me had disappeared. ‘Gone,’ said Maria.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Perhaps you did translate my confession correctly after all.’

‘It was an obvious place to look. In any case I was not the only person to know your “secret”: this evening you told Byrd that you kept your money there.’

‘That’s true, but was there time for anyone to act on that?’

‘It was two hours ago,’ said Maria. ‘He could have phoned. There was plenty of time.’

We began to sort out the mess. Fifteen minutes passed, then the phone rang. It was Jean-Paul.

‘I’m glad to catch you at home,’ he said. ‘Are you alone?’

I held a finger up to my lips to caution Maria. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m alone. What is it?’

‘There’s something I wanted to tell you without Byrd hearing.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Firstly. I have good connections in the underworld and the police. I am certain that you can expect a burglary within a day or so. Anything you treasure should be put into a bank vault for the time being.’

‘You’re too late,’ I said. ‘They were here.’

‘What a fool I am. I should have told you earlier this evening. It might have been in time.’

‘No matter,’ I said. ‘There was nothing here of value except the typewriter.’ I decided to solidify the freelance-writer image a little. ‘That’s the only essential thing. What else did you want to tell me?’

‘Well that policeman, Loiseau, is a friend of Byrd.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘Byrd was in the war with Loiseau’s brother.’

‘Right,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘Now Inspector Loiseau was asking Byrd about you earlier today. Byrd told Inspector Loiseau that …’

‘Well, come on.’

‘He told him you are a spy. A spy for the West Germans.’

‘Well that’s good family entertainment. Can I get invisible ink and cameras at a trade discount?’

‘You don’t know how serious such a remark can be in France today. Loiseau is forced to take notice of such a remark no matter how ridiculous it may seem. And it’s impossible for you to prove that it’s not true.’

‘Well thanks for telling me,’ I said. ‘What do you suggest I do about it?’

‘There is nothing you can do for the moment,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘But I shall try to find out anything else Byrd says of you, and remember that I have very influential friends among the police. Don’t trust Maria whatever you do.’

Maria’s ear went even closer to the receiver. ‘Why’s that?’ I asked. Jean-Paul chuckled maliciously. ‘She’s Loiseau’s ex-wife, that’s why. She too is on the payroll of the Sûreté.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘See you in court.’

Jean-Paul laughed at that remark – or perhaps he was still laughing at the one before.
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Maria applied her make-up with unhurried precision. She was by no means a cosmetics addict but this morning she was having lunch with Chief Inspector Loiseau. When you had lunch with an ex-husband you made quite sure that he realized what he had lost. The pale-gold English wool suit that she had bought in London. He’d always thought her a muddle-headed fool so she’d be as slick and businesslike as possible. And the new plain-front shoes; no jewellery. She finished the eyeliner and the mascara and began to apply the eye-shadow. Not too much; she had been wearing much too much the other evening at the art gallery. You have a perfect genius, she told herself severely, for getting yourself involved in situations where you are a minor factor instead of a major factor. She smudged the eye-shadow, cursed softly, removed it and began again. Will the Englishman appreciate the risk you are taking? Why not tell M. Datt the truth of what the Englishman said? The Englishman is interested only in his work, as Loiseau was interested only in his work. Loiseau’s love-making was efficient, just as his working day was. How can a woman compete with a man’s work? Work is abstract and intangible, hypnotic and lustful; a woman is no match for it. She remembered the nights she had tried to fight Loiseau’s work, to win him away from the police and its interminable paperwork and its relentless demands upon their time together. She remembered the last bitter argument about it. Loiseau had kissed her passionately in a way he had never done before and they had made love and she had clung to him, crying silently in the sudden release of tension, for at that moment she knew that they would separate and divorce, and she had been right.

Loiseau still owned a part of her, that’s why she had to keep seeing him. At first they had been arranging details of the legal separation, custody of the boy, then agreements about the house. Then Loiseau had asked her to do small tasks for the police department. She knew that he could not face the idea of losing her completely. They had become dispassionate and sincere, for she no longer feared losing him; they were like brother and sister now, and yet … she sighed. Perhaps it all could have been different; Loiseau still had an insolent confidence that made her pleased, almost proud, to be with him. He was a man, and that said everything there was to say about him. Men were unreasonable. Her work for the Sûreté had become quite important. She was pleased with the chance to show Loiseau how efficient and businesslike she could be, but Loiseau would never acknowledge it. Men were unreasonable. All men. She remembered a certain sexual mannerism of his, and smiled. All men set tasks and situations in which anything a woman thinks, says, or does will be wrong. Men demand that women should be inventive, shameless whores, and then reject them for not being motherly enough. They want them to attract their men friends and then they get jealous about it.

She powdered her lipstick to darken it and then pursed her lips and gave her face one final intent glare. Her eyes were good, the pupils were soft and the whites gleaming. She went to meet her ex-husband.
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Loiseau had been smoking too much and not getting enough sleep. He kept putting a finger around his metal wristwatch band; Maria remembered how she had dreaded those nervous mannerisms that always preceded a row. He gave her coffee and remembered the amount of sugar she liked. He remarked on her suit and her hair and liked the plain-fronted shoes. She knew that sooner or later he would mention the Englishman.

‘Those same people have always fascinated you,’ he said. ‘You are a gold-digger for brains, Maria. You are drawn irresistibly to men who think only of their work.’

‘Men like you,’ said Maria. Loiseau nodded.

He said, ‘He’ll just bring you trouble, that Englishman.’

‘I’m not interested in him,’ said Maria.

‘Don’t lie to me,’ said Loiseau cheerfully. ‘Reports from seven hundred policemen go across this desk each week. I also get reports from informers and your concierge is one of them.’

‘The bitch.’

‘It’s the system,’ said Loiseau. ‘We have to fight the criminal with his own weapons.’

‘Datt gave him an injection of something to question him.’

‘I know,’ said Loiseau.

‘It was awful,’ said Maria.

‘Yes, I’ve seen it done.’

‘It’s like a torture. A filthy business.’

‘Don’t lecture me,’ said Loiseau. ‘I don’t like Amytal injections and I don’t like Monsieur Datt or that clinic, but there’s nothing I can do about it.’ He sighed. ‘You know that, Maria.’ But Maria didn’t answer. ‘That house is safe from even my wide powers.’ He smiled as if the idea of him endangering anything was absurd. ‘You deliberately translated the Englishman’s confession incorrectly, Maria,’ Loiseau accused her.

Maria said nothing. Loiseau said, ‘You told Monsieur Datt that the Englishman is working under my orders. Be careful what you say or do with these people. They are dangerous – all of them are dangerous; your flashy boyfriend is the most dangerous of all.’

‘Jean-Paul you mean?’

‘The playboy of the Buttes Chaumont,’ said Loiseau sarcastically.

‘Don’t keep calling him my boyfriend,’ said Maria.

‘Come come, I know all about you,’ said Loiseau, using a phrase and a manner that he employed in interrogations. ‘You can’t resist these flashy little boys and the older you get the more vulnerable you become to them.’ Maria was determined not to show anger. She knew that Loiseau was watching her closely and she felt her cheeks flushing in embarrassment and anger.

‘He wants to work for me,’ said Loiseau.

‘He likes to feel important,’ explained Maria, ‘as a child does.’

‘You amaze me,’ said Loiseau, taking care to be unamazed. He stared at her in a way that a Frenchman stares at a pretty girl on the street. She knew that he fancied her sexually and it comforted her, not to frustrate him, but because to be able to interest him was an important part of their new relationship. She felt that in some ways this new feeling she had for him was more important than their marriage had been, for now they were friends, and friendship is less infirm and less fragile than love.

‘You mustn’t harm Jean-Paul because of me,’ said Maria.

‘I’m not interested in Drugstore cowboys,’ said Loiseau. ‘At least not until they are caught doing something illegal.’

Maria took out her cigarettes and lit one as slowly as she knew how. She felt all the old angers welling up inside her. This was the Loiseau she had divorced; this stern, unyielding man who thought that Jean-Paul was an effeminate gigolo merely because he took himself less seriously than Loiseau ever could. Loiseau had crushed her, had reduced her to a piece of furniture, to a dossier – the dossier on Maria; and now the dossier was passed over to someone else and Loiseau thought the man concerned would not handle it as competently as he himself had done. Long ago Loiseau had produced a cold feeling in her and now she felt it again. This same icy scorn was poured upon anyone who smiled or relaxed; self-indulgent, complacent, idle – these were Loiseau’s words for anyone without his self-flagellant attitude to work. Even the natural functions of her body seemed something against the law when she was near Loiseau. She remembered the lengths she went to to conceal the time of her periods in case he should call her to account for them, as though they were the mark of some ancient sin.

She looked up at him. He was still talking about Jean-Paul. How much had she missed – a word, a sentence, a lifetime? She didn’t care. Suddenly the room seemed cramped and the old claustrophobic feeling that made her unable to lock the bathroom door – in spite of Loiseau’s rages about it – made this room unbearably small. She wanted to leave.

‘I’ll open the door,’ she said. ‘I don’t want the smoke to bother you.’

‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘Sit down and relax.’

She felt she must open the door.

‘Your boyfriend Jean-Paul is a nasty little casserole,’6 said Loiseau, ‘and you might just as well face up to it. You accuse me of prying into other people’s lives: well perhaps that’s true, but do you know what I see in those lives? I see things that shock and appal me. That Jean-Paul. What is he but a toe-rag for Datt, running around like a filthy little pimp. He is the sort of man that makes me ashamed of being a Frenchman. He sits all day in the Drugstore and the other places that attract the foreigners. He holds a foreign newspaper pretending that he is reading it – although he speaks hardly a word of any foreign language – hoping to get into conversation with some pretty little girl secretary or better still a foreign girl who can speak French. Isn’t that a pathetic thing to see in the heart of the most civilized city in the world? This lout sitting there chewing Hollywood chewing-gum and looking at the pictures in Playboy. Speak to him about religion and he will tell you how he despises the Catholic Church. Yet every Sunday when he’s sitting there with his hamburger looking so transatlantique, he’s just come from Mass. He prefers foreign girls because he’s ashamed of the fact that his father is a metal-worker in a junk yard and foreign girls are less likely to notice his coarse manners and phoney voice.’

Maria had spent years hoping to make Loiseau jealous and now, years after their divorce had been finalized, she had succeeded. For some reason the success brought her no pleasure. It was not in keeping with Loiseau’s calm, cold, logical manner. Jealousy was weakness, and Loiseau had very few weaknesses.

Maria knew that she must open the door or faint. Although she knew this slight dizziness was claustrophobia she put out the half-smoked cigarette in the hope that it would make her feel better. She stubbed it out viciously. It made her feel better for about two minutes. Loiseau’s voice droned on. How she hated this office. The pictures of Loiseau’s life, photos of him in the army: slimmer and handsome, smiling at the photographer as if to say ‘This is the best time of our lives, no wives, no responsibility.’ The office actually smelled of Loiseau’s work; she remembered that brown card that wrapped the dossiers and the smell of the old files that had come up from the cellars after goodness knows how many years. They smelled of stale vinegar. It must have been something in the paper, or perhaps the fingerprint ink.

‘He’s a nasty piece of work, Maria,’ said Loiseau. ‘I’d even go so far as to say evil. He took three young German girls out to that damned cottage he has near Barbizon. He was with a couple of his so-called artist friends. They raped those girls, Maria, but I couldn’t get them to give evidence. He’s an evil fellow; we have too many like him in Paris.’

Maria shrugged, ‘The girls should not have gone there, they should have known what to expect. Girl tourists – they only come here to be raped; they think it’s romantic to be raped in Paris.’

‘Two of these girls were sixteen years old, Maria, they were children; the other only eighteen. They’d asked your boyfriend the way to their hotel and he offered them a lift there. Is this what has happened to our great and beautiful city, that a stranger can’t ask the way without risking assault?’

Outside the weather was cold. It was summer and yet the wind had an icy edge. Winter arrives earlier each year, thought Maria. Thirty-two years old, it’s August again but already the leaves die, fall and are discarded by the wind. Once August was hot midsummer, now August was the beginning of autumn. Soon all the seasons would merge, spring would not arrive and she would know the menopausal womb-winter that is half-life.

‘Yes,’ said Maria. ‘That’s what has happened.’ She shivered.


14

It was two days later when I saw M. Datt again. The courier was due to arrive any moment. He would probably be grumbling and asking for my report about the house on the Avenue Foch. It was a hard grey morning, a slight haze promising a scorching hot afternoon. In the Petit Légionnaire there was a pause in the business of the day, the last petit déjeuner had been served but it was still too early for lunch. Half a dozen customers were reading their newspapers or staring across the street watching the drivers argue about parking space. M. Datt and both the Tastevins were at their usual table, which was dotted with coffee pots, cups and tiny glasses of Calvados. Two taxi-drivers played ‘ping-foot’, swivelling the tiny wooden footballers to smack the ball across the green felt cabinet. M. Datt called to me as I came down for breakfast.

‘This is terribly late for a young man to wake,’ he called jovially. ‘Come and sit with us.’ I sat down, wondering why M. Datt had suddenly become so friendly. Behind me the ‘ping-foot’ players made a sudden volley. There was a clatter as the ball dropped through the goal-mouth and a mock cheer of triumph.

‘I owe you an apology,’ said M. Datt. ‘I wanted to wait a few days before delivering it so that you would find it in yourself to forgive me.’

‘That humble hat doesn’t fit,’ I said. ‘Go a size larger.’

M. Datt opened his mouth and rocked gently. ‘You have a fine sense of humour,’ he proclaimed once he had got himself under control.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘You are quite a joker yourself.’

M. Datt’s mouth puckered into a smile like a carelessly ironed shirt-collar. ‘Oh I see what you mean,’ he said suddenly and laughed. ‘Ha-ha-ha,’ he laughed. Madame Tastevin had spread the Monopoly board by now and dealt us the property cards to speed up the game. The courier was due to arrive, but getting closer to M. Datt was the way the book would do it.

‘Hotels on Lecourbe and Belleville,’ said Madame Tastevin.

‘That’s what you always do,’ said M. Datt. ‘Why don’t you buy railway stations instead?’

We threw the dice and the little wooden discs went trotting around the board, paying their rents and going to prison and taking their chances just like humans. ‘A voyage of destruction,’ Madame Tastevin said it was.

‘That’s what all life is,’ said M. Datt. ‘We start to die on the day we are born.’

My chance card said ‘Faites des réparations dans toutes vos maisons’ and I had to pay 2,500 francs on each of my houses. It almost knocked me out of the game but I scraped by. As I finished settling up I saw the courier cross the terrasse. It was the same man who had come last time. He took it very slow and stayed close to the wall. A coffee crème and a slow appraisal of the customers before contacting me. Professional. Sift the tails off and duck from trouble. He saw me but gave no sign of doing so.

‘More coffee for all of us,’ said Madame Tastevin. She watched the two waiters laying the tables for lunch, and now she called out to them, ‘That glass is smeary’, ‘Use the pink napkins, save the white ones for evening’, ‘Be sure there is enough terrine today. I’ll be angry if we run short.’ The waiters were keen that Madame shouldn’t get angry, they moved anxiously, patting the cloths and making microscopic adjustments to the placing of the cutlery. The taxi-drivers decided upon another game and there was a rattle of wooden balls as the coin went into the slot.

The courier had brought out a copy of L’Express and was reading it and sipping abstractedly at his coffee. Perhaps he’ll go away, I thought, perhaps I won’t have to listen to his endless official instructions. Madame Tastevin was in dire straits, she mortgaged three of her properties. On the cover of L’Express there was a picture of the American Ambassador to France shaking hands with a film star at a festival.

M. Datt said, ‘Can I smell a terrine cooking? What a good smell.’

Madame nodded and smiled. ‘When I was a girl all Paris was alive with smells; oil paint and horse sweat, dung and leaky gas lamps and everywhere the smell of superb French cooking. Ah!’ She threw the dice and moved. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘it smells of diesel, synthetic garlic, hamburgers and money.’

M. Datt said, ‘Your dice.’

‘Okay,’ I told him. ‘But I must go upstairs in a moment. I have so much work to do.’ I said it loud enough to encourage the courier to order a second coffee.

Landing on the Boul des Capucines destroyed Madame Tastevin.

‘I’m a scientist,’ said M. Datt, picking up the pieces of Madame Tastevin’s bankruptcy. ‘The scientific method is inevitable and true.’

‘True to what?’ I asked. ‘True to scientists, true to history, true to fate, true to what?’

‘True to itself,’ said Datt.

‘The most evasive truth of all,’ I said.

M. Datt turned to me, studied my face and wet his lips before beginning to talk. ‘We have begun in a bad … a silly way.’ Jean-Paul came into the café – he had been having lunch there every day lately. He waved airily to us and bought cigarettes at the counter.

‘But there are certain things that I don’t understand,’ Datt continued. ‘What are you doing carrying a case-load of atomic secrets?’

‘And what are you doing stealing it?’

Jean-Paul came across to the table, looked at both of us and sat down.

‘Retrieving,’ said Datt. ‘I retrieved it for you.’

‘Then let’s ask Jean-Paul to remove his gloves,’ I said.

Jean-Paul watched M. Datt anxiously. ‘He knows,’ said M. Datt. ‘Admit it, Jean-Paul.’

‘On account,’ I explained to Jean-Paul, ‘of how we began in a bad and silly way.’

‘I said that,’ said M. Datt to Jean-Paul. ‘I said we had started in a bad and silly way and now we want to handle things differently.’

I leaned across and peeled back the wrist of Jean-Paul’s cotton gloves. The flesh was stained violet with ‘nin’.7

‘Such an embarrassment for the boy,’ said M. Datt, smiling. Jean-Paul glowered at him.

‘Do you want to buy the documents?’ I asked.

M. Datt shrugged. ‘Perhaps. I will give you ten thousand new francs, but if you want more than that I would not be interested.’

‘I’ll need double that,’ I said.

‘And if I decline?’

‘You won’t get every second sheet, which I removed and deposited elsewhere.’

‘You are no fool,’ said M. Datt. ‘To tell you the truth the documents were so easy to get from you that I suspected their authenticity. I’m glad to find you are no fool.’

‘There are more documents,’ I said. ‘A higher percentage will be Xerox copies but you probably won’t mind that. The first batch had a high proportion of originals to persuade you of their 
authenticity, but it’s too risky to do that regularly.’

‘Whom do you work for?’

‘Never mind who I work for. Do you want them or not?’

M. Datt nodded, smiled grimly and said, ‘Agreed, my friend. Agreed.’ He waved an arm and called for coffee. ‘It’s just curiosity. Not that your documents are anything like my scientific interests. I shall use them merely to stimulate my mind. Then they will be destroyed. You can have them back …’ The courier finished his coffee and then went upstairs, trying to look as though he was going no farther than the toilets on the first floor.

I blew my nose noisily and then lit a cigarette. ‘I don’t care what you do with them, monsieur. My fingerprints are not on the documents and there is no way to connect them with me; do as you wish with them. I don’t know if these documents connect with your work. I don’t even know what your work is.’

‘My present work is scientific,’ explained Datt. ‘I run my clinic to investigate the patterns of human behaviour. I could make much more money elsewhere, my qualifications are good. I am an analyst. I am still a good doctor. I could lecture on several different subjects: upon oriental art, Buddhism or even Marxist theory. I am considered an authority on Existentialism and especially upon Existentialist psychology; but the work I am doing now is the work by which I will be known. The idea of being remembered after death becomes important as one gets old.’ He threw the dice and moved past Départ. ‘Give me my twenty thousand francs,’ he said.

‘What do you do at this clinic?’ I peeled off the toy money and passed it to him. He counted it and stacked it up.

‘People are blinded by the sexual nature of my work. They fail to see it in its true light. They think only of the sex activity.’ He sighed. ‘It’s natural, I suppose. My work is important merely because people cannot consider the subject objectively. I can; so I am one of the few men who can control such a project.’

‘You analyse the sexual activity?’

‘Yes,’ said Datt. ‘No one does anything they do not wish to do. We do employ girls but most of the people who go to the house go there as couples, and they leave in couples. I’ll buy two more houses.’

‘The same couples?’

‘Not always,’ said Datt. ‘But that is not necessarily a thing to be deplored. People are mentally in bondage, and their sexual activity is the cipher which can help to explain their problems. You’re not collecting your rent.’ He pushed it over to me.

‘You are sure that you are not rationalizing the ownership of a whorehouse?’

‘Come along there now and see,’ said Datt. ‘It is only a matter of time before you land upon my hotels in the Avenue de la République.’ He shuffled his property cards together. ‘And then you are no more.’

‘You mean the clinic is operating at noon?’

‘The human animal,’ said Datt, ‘is unique in that its sexual cycle continues unabated from puberty to death.’ He folded up the Monopoly board.

It was getting hotter now, the sort of day that gives rheumatism a jolt and expands the Eiffel Tower six inches. ‘Wait a moment,’ I said to Datt. ‘I’ll go up and shave. Five minutes?’

‘Very well,’ said Datt. ‘But there’s no real need to shave, you won’t be asked to participate.’ He smiled.

I hurried upstairs, the courier was waiting inside my room. ‘They bought it?’

‘Yes,’ I said. I repeated my conversation with M. Datt.

‘You’ve done well,’ he said.

‘Are you running me?’ I lathered my face carefully and began shaving.

‘No. Is that where they took it from, where the stuffing is leaking out?’

‘Yes. Then who is?’

‘You know I can’t answer that. You shouldn’t even ask me. Clever of them to think of looking there.’

‘I told them where it was. I’ve never asked before,’ I said, ‘but whoever is running me seems to know what these people do even before I know. It’s someone close, someone I know. Don’t keep poking at it. It’s only roughly stitched back.’

‘That at least is wrong,’ said the courier. ‘It’s no one you know or have ever met. How did you know who took the case?’

‘You’re lying. I told you not to keep poking at it. Nin; it colours your flesh. Jean-Paul’s hands were bright with it.’

‘What colour?’

‘You’ll be finding out,’ I said. ‘There’s plenty of nin still in there.’

‘Very funny.’

‘Well who told you to poke your stubby peasant fingers into my stuffing?’ I said. ‘Stop messing about and listen carefully. Datt is taking me to the clinic, follow me there.’

‘Very well,’ said the courier without enthusiasm. He wiped his hands on a large handkerchief.

‘Make sure I’m out again within the hour.’

‘What am I supposed to do if you are not out within the hour?’ he asked.

‘I’m damned if I know,’ I said. They never ask questions like that in films. ‘Surely you have some sort of emergency procedure arranged?’

‘No,’ said the courier. He spoke very quietly. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t. I just do the reports and pop them into the London dip mail secret tray. Sometimes it takes three days.’

‘Well this could be an emergency,’ I said. ‘Something should have been arranged beforehand.’ I rinsed off the last of the soap and parted my hair and straightened my tie.

‘I’ll follow you anyway,’ said the courier encouragingly. ‘It’s a fine morning for a walk.’

‘Good,’ I said. I had a feeling that if it had been raining he would have stayed in the café. I dabbed some lotion on my face and then went downstairs to M. Datt. Upon the great bundle of play-money he had left the waiter’s tip: one franc.

Summer was here again; the pavement was hot, the streets were dusty and the traffic cops were in white jackets and dark glasses. Already the tourists were everywhere, in two styles: beards, paper parcels and bleached jeans, or straw hats, cameras and cotton jackets. They were sitting on benches complaining loudly. ‘So he explained that it was one hundred new francs or it would be ten thousand old francs, and I said, “Gracious me I sure can understand why you people had that revolution.”’

Another tourist said, ‘But you don’t speak the language.’

A man replied, ‘I don’t have to speak the language to know what that waiter meant.’

As we walked I turned to watch them and caught sight of the courier strolling along about thirty yards behind us.

‘It will take me another five years to complete my work,’ said Datt. ‘The human mind and the human body; remarkable mechanisms but often ill-matched.’

‘Very interesting,’ I said. Datt was easily encouraged.

‘At present my researches are concerned with stimulating the registering of pain, or rather the excitement caused by someone pretending to have sudden physical pain. You perhaps remember that scream I had on the tape recorder. Such a sound can cause a remarkable mental change in a man if used in the right circumstances.’

‘The right circumstances being that film-set-style torture chamber where I was dumped after treatment.’

‘Exactly,’ said Datt. ‘You have hit it. Even if they can see that it’s a recording and even if we tell them that the girl was an actress, even then the excitement they get from it is not noticeably lessened. Curious, isn’t it?’

‘Very,’ I said.

The house on the Avenue Foch quivered in the heat of the morning. The trees before it moved sensuously as though anxious to savour the hot sun. The door was opened by a butler; we stepped inside the entrance hall. The marble was cold and the curve of the staircase twinkled where sunbeams prodded the rich colours of the carpeting. High above us the chandeliers clinked with the draught from the open door.

The only sound was a girl’s scream. I recognized it as the tape-recording that Datt mentioned. The screams were momentarily louder as a door opened and closed again somewhere on the first floor beyond the top of the staircase.

‘Who is up there?’ said Datt as he handed his umbrella and hat to the butler.

‘Monsieur Kuang-t’ien,’ said the butler.

‘A charming fellow,’ said Datt. ‘Major-domo of the Chinese Embassy here in Paris.’

Somewhere in the house a piano played Liszt, or perhaps it was a recording.

I looked towards the first floor. The screams continued, muffled by the door that had now closed again. Suddenly, moving noiselessly like a figure in a fantasy, a young girl ran along the first-floor balcony and came down the stairs, stumbling and clinging to the banister rail. She half-fell and half-ran, her mouth open in that sort of soundless scream that only nightmares produce. The girl was naked but her body was speckled with patches of bright wet blood. She must have been stabbed twenty, perhaps thirty times, and the blood had produced an intricate pattern of rivulets like a tight bodice of fine red lace. I remembered M. Kuang-t’ien’s poem: ‘If she is not a rose all white, then she must be redder than the red of blood.’

No one moved until Datt made a half-hearted attempt to grab her, but he was so slow that she avoided him effortlessly and ran through the door. I recognized her face now; it was the model that Byrd had painted, Annie.

‘Get after her.’ Datt called his staff into action with the calm precision of a liner captain pulling into a pier. ‘Go upstairs, grab Kuang-t’ien, disarm him, clean the knife and hide it. Put him under guard, then phone the Press Officer at the Chinese Embassy. Don’t tell him anything, but he must stay in his office until I call him to arrange a meeting. Albert, get on my personal phone and call the Ministry of the Interior. Tell them we’ll need some CRS policemen here. I don’t want the Police Municipale poking around too long. Jules, get my case and the drug box and have the transfusion apparatus ready; I’ll take a look at the girl.’ Datt turned, but stopped and said softly, ‘And Byrd, get Byrd here immediately; send a car for him.’

He hurried after the footmen and butler who were running across the lawn after the bleeding girl. She glanced over her shoulder and gained fresh energy from the closeness of the pursuit. She grabbed at the gatepost and swung out on to the hot dusty pavement of the Avenue Foch, her heart pumping the blood patches into shiny bulbous swellings that burst and dribbled into vertical stripes.

‘Look!’ I heard the voices of passers-by calling.

Someone else called ‘Hello darling’, and there was a laugh and a lot of wolf-whistles. They must have been the last thing the girl heard as she collapsed and died on the hot, dusty Parisian pavement under the trees in the Avenue Foch. A bewhiskered old crone carrying two baguettes came shuffling in her threadbare carpet-slippers. She pushed through the onlookers and leaned down close to the girl’s head. ‘Don’t worry chérie, I’m a nurse,’ she croaked. ‘All your injuries are small and superficial.’ She pushed the loaves of bread tighter under her armpit and tugged at her corset bottom. ‘Just superficial,’ she said again, ‘so don’t make so much fuss.’ She turned very slowly and went shuffling off down the street muttering to herself.

There were ten or twelve people around her by the time I reached the body. The butler arrived and threw a car blanket over her. One of the bystanders said ‘Tant pis’, and another said that the jolie pépée was well barricaded. His friend laughed.

A policeman is never far away in Paris and they came quickly, the blue-and-white corrugated van disgorging cops like a gambler fanning a deck of cards. Even before the van came to a halt the police were sorting through the bystanders, asking for papers, detaining some, prodding others away. The footmen had wrapped the girl’s body in the blanket and began to heave the sagging bundle towards the gates of the house.

‘Put it in the van,’ said Datt. One of the policemen said, ‘Take the body to the house.’ The two men carrying the dead girl stood undecided.

‘In the van,’ said Datt.

‘I get my orders from the Commissaire de Police,’ said the cop. ‘We are on the radio now.’ He nodded towards the van.

Datt was furious. He struck the policeman a blow on the arm. His voice was sibilant and salivatory. ‘Can’t you see that you are attracting attention, you fool? This is a political matter. The Ministry of the Interior are concerned. Put the body in the van. The radio will confirm my ruling.’ The policeman was impressed by Datt’s anger. Datt pointed at me. ‘This is one of the officers working with Chief Inspector Loiseau of the Sûreté. Is that good enough for you?’

‘Very well,’ said the policeman. He nodded to the two men, who pushed the body on to the floor of the police van. They closed the door.

‘Journalists may arrive,’ said Datt to the policeman. ‘Leave two of your men on guard here and make sure they know about article ten.’

‘Yes,’ said the policeman docilely.

‘Which way are you going?’ I asked the driver.

‘The meat goes to the Medico-Legal,’ he said.

‘Ride me to the Avenue de Marigny,’ I said. ‘I’m going back to my office.’

By now the policeman in charge of the vehicle was browbeaten by Datt’s fierce orders. He agreed to my riding in the van without a word of argument. At the corner of the Avenue de Marigny I stopped the van and got out. I needed a large brandy.
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I expected the courier from the Embassy to contact me again that same day but he didn’t return until the next morning. He put his document case on top of the wardrobe and sank into my best armchair.

He answered an unasked question. ‘It’s a whorehouse,’ he pronounced. ‘He calls it a clinic but it’s more like a whorehouse.’

‘Thanks for your help,’ I said.

‘Don’t get snotty – you wouldn’t want me telling you what to say in your reports.’

‘That’s true,’ I admitted.

‘Certainly it’s true. It’s a whorehouse that a lot of the Embassy people use. Not just our people – the Americans, etc., use it.’

I said, ‘Straighten me up. Is this just a case of one of our Embassy people getting some dirty pictures back from Datt? Or something like that?’

The courier stared at me. ‘I’m not allowed to talk about anything like that,’ he said.

‘Don’t give me that stuff,’ I said. ‘They killed that girl yesterday.’

‘In passion,’ explained the courier. ‘It was part of a kinky sex act.’

‘I don’t care if it was done as a publicity stunt,’ I said. ‘She’s dead and I want as much information as I can get to avoid trouble. It’s not just for my own skin; it’s in the interests of the department that I avoid trouble.’

The courier said nothing, but I could see he was weakening.

I said, ‘If I’m heading into that house again just to recover some pictures of a secretary on the job, I’ll come back and haunt you.’

‘Give me some coffee,’ said the courier, and I knew he had decided to tell me whatever he knew. I boiled the kettle and brewed up a pint of strong black coffee.

‘Kuang-t’ien,’ said the courier, ‘the man who knifed the girl: do you know who he is?’

‘Major-domo at the Chinese Embassy, Datt said.’

‘That’s his cover. His name is Kuang-t’ien, but he’s one of the top five men in the Chinese nuclear programme.’

‘He speaks damn good French.’

‘Of course he does. He was trained at the Laboratoire Curie, here in Paris. So was his boss, Chien San-chiang, who is head of the Atomic Energy Institute in Peking.’

‘You seem to know a lot about it,’ I said.

‘I was evaluating it this time last year.’

‘Tell me more about this man who mixes his sex with switchblades.’

He pulled his coffee towards his and stirred it thoughtfully. Finally he began.

‘Four years ago the U2 flights picked up the fourteen-acre gaseous diffusion plant taking hydro-electric power from the Yellow River not far from Lanchow. The experts had predicted that the Chinese would make their bombs as the Russians and French did, and as we did too: by producing plutonium in atomic reactors. But the Chinese didn’t; our people have been close. I’ve seen the photos. Very close. That plant proves that they are betting all or nothing on hydrogen. They are going full steam ahead on their hydrogen research programme. By concentrating on the light elements generally and by pushing the megaton instead of the kiloton bomb they could be the leading nuclear power in eight or ten years if their hydrogen research pays off. This man Kuang-t’ien is their best authority on hydrogen. See what I mean?’

I poured more coffee and thought about it. The courier got his case down and rummaged through it. ‘When you left the clinic yesterday did you go in the police van?’

‘Yes.’

‘Um. I thought you might have. Good stunt that. Well, I hung around for a little while, then when I realized that you’d gone I came back here. I hoped you’d come back, too.’

‘I had a drink,’ I said. ‘I put my mind in neutral for an hour.’

‘That’s unfortunate,’ said the courier. ‘Because while you were away you had a visitor. He asked for you at the counter, then hung around for nearly an hour, but when you didn’t come back he took a cab to the Hotel Lotti.’

‘What was he like?’

The courier smiled his mirthless smile and produced some ten-by-eight glossy pictures of a man drinking coffee in the afternoon sunlight. It wasn’t a good-quality photograph. The man was about fifty, dressed in a light-weight suit with a narrow-brimmed felt hat. His tie had a small monogram that was unreadable and his cufflinks were large and ornate. He had large black sunglasses which in one photo he had removed to polish. When he drank coffee he raised his little finger high and pursed his lips.

‘Ten out of ten,’ I said. ‘Good stuff: waiting till he took the glasses off. But you could use a better D and P man.’

‘They are just rough prints,’ said the courier. ‘The negs are half-frame but they are quite good.’

‘You are a regular secret agent,’ I said admiringly. ‘What did you do – shoot him in the ankle with the toe-cap gun, send out a signal to HQ on your tooth and play the whole thing back on your wristwatch?’

He rummaged through his papers again, then slapped a copy of L’Express upon the table top. Inside there was a photo of the US Ambassador greeting a group of American businessmen at Orly Airport. The courier looked up at me briefly.

‘Fifty per cent of this group of Americans work – or did work – for the Atomic Energy Commission. Most of the remainder are experts on atomic energy or some allied subject. Bertram: nuclear physics at MIT. Bestbridge: radiation sickness of 1961. Waldo: fall-out experiments and work at the Hiroshima hospital. Hudson: hydrogen research – now he works for the US Army.’ He marked Hudson’s face with his nail. It was the man he’d photographed.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘What are you trying to prove?’

‘Nothing. I’m just putting you in the picture. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’

‘I’m just juxtaposing a hydrogen expert from Peking with a hydrogen expert from the Pentagon. I’m wondering why they are both in the same city at the same time and especially why they both cross your path. It’s the sort of thing that makes me nervous.’ He gulped down the rest of his coffee.

‘You shouldn’t drink too much of that strong black coffee,’ I said. ‘It’ll be keeping you awake at night.’

The courier picked up his photos and copy of L’Express. ‘I’ve got a system for getting to sleep,’ he said. ‘I count reports I’ve filed.’

‘Watch resident agents jumping to conclusions,’ I said.

‘It’s not soporific.’ He got to his feet. ‘I’ve left the most important thing until last,’ he said.

‘Have you?’ I said, and wondered what was more important than the Chinese People’s Republic preparing for nuclear warfare.

‘The girl was ours.’

‘What girl was whose?’

‘The murdered girl was working for us, for the department.’

‘A floater?’

‘No. Permanent; warranty contract, the lot.’

‘Poor kid,’ I said. ‘Was she pumping Kuang-t’ien?’

‘It’s nothing that’s gone through the Embassy. They know nothing about her there.’

‘But you knew?’

‘Yes.’

‘You are playing both ends.’

‘Just like you.’

‘Not at all. I’m just London. The jobs I do for the Embassy are just favours. I can decline if I want to. What do London want me to do about this girl?’

He said, ‘She has an apartment on the left bank. Just check through her personal papers, her possessions. You know the sort of thing. It’s a long shot but you might find something. These are her keys – the department held duplicates for emergencies – small one for mail box, large ones front door and apartment door.’

‘You’re crazy. The police were probably turning it over within thirty minutes of her death.’

‘Of course they were. I’ve had the place under observation. That’s why I waited a bit before telling you. London is pretty certain that no one – not Loiseau nor Datt nor anyone – knew that the girl worked for us. It’s probable that they just made a routine search.’

‘If the girl was a permanent she wouldn’t leave anything lying around,’ I said.

‘Of course she wouldn’t. But there may be one or two little things that could embarrass us all …’ He looked around the grimy wallpaper of my room and pushed my ancient bedstead. It creaked.

‘Even the most careful employee is tempted to have something close at hand.’

‘That would be against orders.’

‘Safety comes above orders,’ he said. I shrugged my grudging agreement. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Now you see why they want you to go. Go and probe around there as though it’s your room and you’ve just been killed. You might find something where anyone else would fail. There’s an insurance of about thirty thousand new francs if you find someone who you think should get it.’ He wrote the address on a slip of paper and put it on the table. ‘I’ll be in touch,’ he said. ‘Thanks for the coffee, it was very good.’

‘If I start serving instant coffee,’ I said, ‘perhaps I’ll get a little less work.’
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The dead girl’s name was Annie Couzins. She was twenty-four and had lived in a new piece of speculative real estate not far from the Boul. Mich. The walls were close and the ceilings were low. What the accommodation agents described as a studio apartment was a cramped bed-sitting room. There were large cupboards containing a bath, a toilet and a clothes rack respectively. Most of the construction money had been devoted to an entrance hall lavished with plate glass, marble and bronze-coloured mirrors that made you look tanned and rested and slightly out of focus.

Had it been an old house or even a pretty one, then perhaps some memory of the dead girl would have remained there, but the room was empty, contemporary and pitiless. I examined the locks and hinges, probed the mattress and shoulder pads, rolled back the cheap carpet and put a knife blade between the floorboards. Nothing. Perfume, lingerie, bills, a postcard greeting from Nice, ‘… some of the swimsuits are divine …’, a book of dreams, six copies of Elle, laddered stockings, six medium-price dresses, eight and a half pairs of shoes, a good English wool overcoat, an expensive transistor radio tuned to France Musique, tin of Nescafé, tin of powdered milk, saccharine, a damaged handbag containing spilled powder and a broken mirror, a new saucepan. Nothing to show what she was, had been, feared, dreamed of or wanted.

The bell rang. There was a girl standing there. She may have been twenty-five but it was difficult to say. Big cities leave a mark. The eyes of city-dwellers scrutinize rather than see; they assess the value and the going-rate and try to separate the winners from the losers. That’s what this girl tried to do.

‘Are you from the police?’ she asked.

‘No. Are you?’

‘I’m Monique. I live next door in apartment number eleven.’

‘I’m Annie’s cousin, Pierre.’

‘You’ve got a funny accent. Are you a Belgian?’ She gave a little giggle as though being a Belgian was the funniest thing that could happen to anyone.

‘Half Belgian,’ I lied amiably.

‘I can usually tell. I’m very good with accents.’

‘You certainly are,’ I said admiringly. ‘Not many people detect that I’m half Belgian.’

‘Which half is Belgian?’

‘The front half.’

She giggled again. ‘Was your mother or your father Belgian, I mean.’

‘Mother. Father was a Parisian with a bicycle.’

She tried to peer into the flat over my shoulder. ‘I would invite you in for a cup of coffee,’ I said, ‘but I musn’t disturb anything.’

‘You’re hinting. You want me to invite you for coffee.’

‘Damned right I do.’ I eased the door closed. ‘I’ll be there in five minutes.’

I turned back to cover up my searching. I gave a last look to the ugly cramped little room. It was the way I’d go one day. There would be someone from the department making sure that I hadn’t left ‘one or two little things that could embarrass us all’. Goodbye, Annie, I thought. I didn’t know you but I know you now as well as anyone knows me. You won’t retire to a little tabac in Nice and get a monthly cheque from some phoney insurance company. No, you can be resident agent in hell, Annie, and your bosses will be sending directives from Heaven telling you to clarify your reports and reduce your expenses.

I went to apartment number eleven. Her room was like Annie’s: cheap gilt and film-star photos. A bath towel on the floor, ashtrays overflowing with red-marked butts, a plateful of garlic sausage that had curled up and died.

Monique had made the coffee by the time I got there. She’d poured boiling water on to milk powder and instant coffee and stirred it with a plastic spoon. She was a tough girl under the giggling exterior and she surveyed me carefully from behind fluttering eyelashes.

‘I thought you were a burglar,’ she said, ‘then I thought you were the police.’

‘And now?’

‘You’re Annie’s cousin Pierre. You’re anyone you want to be, from Charlemagne to Tin-Tin, it’s no business of mine, and you can’t hurt Annie.’

I took out my notecase and extracted a one-hundred-new-franc note. I put it on the low coffee table. She stared at me thinking it was some kind of sexual proposition.

‘Did you ever work with Annie at the clinic?’ I asked.

‘No.’

I placed another note down and repeated the question.

‘No,’ she said.

I put down a third note and watched her carefully. When she again said no I leaned forward and took her hand roughly. ‘Don’t no me,’ I said. ‘You think I came here without finding out first?’

She stared at me angrily. I kept hold of her hand. ‘Sometimes,’ she said grudgingly.

‘How many?’

‘Ten, perhaps twelve.’

‘That’s better,’ I said. I turned her hand over, pressed my fingers against the back of it to make her fingers open and slapped the three notes into her open palm. I let go of her and she leaned back out of reach, rubbing the back of her hand where I had held it. They were slim, bony hands with rosy knuckes that had known buckets of cold water and Marseilles soap. She didn’t like her hands. She put them inside things and behind them and hid them under her folded arms.

‘You bruised me,’ she complained.

‘Rub money on it.’

‘Ten, perhaps twelve, times,’ she admitted.

‘Tell me about the place. What went on there?’

‘You are from the police.’

‘I’ll do a deal with you, Monique. Slip me three hundred and I’ll tell you all about what I do.’

She smiled grimly. ‘Annie wanted an extra girl sometimes, just as a hostess … the money was useful.’

‘Did Annie have plenty of money?’

‘Plenty? I never knew anyone who had plenty. And even if they did it wouldn’t go very far in this town. She didn’t go to the bank in an armoured car if that’s what you mean.’ I didn’t say anything.

Monique continued, ‘She did all right but she was silly with it. She gave it to anyone who spun her a yarn. Her parents will miss her, so will Father Marconi; she was always giving to his collection for kids and missions and cripples. I told her over and over, she was silly with it. You’re not Annie’s cousin, but you throw too much money around to be the police.’

‘The men you met there. You were told to ask them things and to remember what they said.’

‘I didn’t go to bed with them …’

‘I don’t care if you took the anglais with them and dunked the gâteau sec, what were your instructions?’ She hesitated, and I placed five more one-hundred-franc notes on the table but kept my fingers on them.

‘Of course I made love to the men, just as Annie did, but they were all refined men. Men of taste and culture.’

‘Sure they were,’ I said. ‘Men of real taste and culture.’

‘It was done with tape recorders. There were two switches on the bedside lamps. I was told to get them talking about their work. So boring, men talking about their work, but are they ready to do it? My God they are.’

‘Did you ever handle the tapes?’

‘No, the recording machines were in some other part of the clinic.’ She eyed the money.

‘There’s more to it than that. Annie did more than that.’

‘Annie was a fool. Look where it got her. That’s where it will get me if I talk too much.’

‘I’m not interested in you,’ I said. ‘I’m only interested in Annie. What else did Annie do?’

‘She substituted the tapes. She changed them. Sometimes she made her own recordings.’

‘She took a machine into the house?’

‘Yes. It one of those little ones, about four hundred new francs they cost. She had it in her handbag. I found it there once when I was looking for her lipstick to borrow.’

‘What did Annie say about it?’

‘Nothing. I never told her. And I never opened her handbag again either. It was her business, nothing to do with me.’

‘The miniature recorder isn’t in her flat now.’

‘I didn’t pinch it.’

‘Then who do you think did?’

‘I told her not once. I told her a thousand times.’

‘What did you tell her?’

She pursed up her mouth in a gesture of contempt. ‘What do you think I told her, M. Annie’s cousin Pierre? I told her that to record conversations in such a house was a dangerous thing to do. In a house owned by people like those people.’

‘People like what people?’

‘In Paris one does not talk of such things, but it’s said that the Ministry of the Interior or the SDECE8 own the house to discover the indiscretions of foolish aliens.’ She gave a tough little sob, but recovered herself quickly.

‘You were fond of Annie?’

‘I never got on well with women until I got to know her. I was broke when I met her, at least I was down to only ten francs. I had run away from home. I was in the laundry asking them to split the order because I didn’t have enough to pay. The place where I lived had no running water. Annie lent me the money for the whole laundry bill – twenty francs – so that I had clean clothes while looking for a job. She gave me the first warm coat I ever had. She showed me how to put on my eyes. She listened to my stories and let me cry. She told me not to live the life that she had led, going from one man to another. She would have shared her last cigarette with a stranger. Yet she never asked me questions. Annie was an angel.’

‘It certainly sounds like it.’

‘Oh I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking that Annie and I were a couple of Lesbians.’

‘Some of my best lovers are Lesbians,’ I said.

Monique smiled. I thought she was going to cry all over me, but she sniffed and smiled. ‘I don’t know if we were or not,’ she said.

‘Does it matter?’

‘No, it doesn’t matter. Anything would be better than to have stayed in the place I was born. My parents are still there; it’s like living through a siege, besieged by the cost of necessities. They are careful how they use detergent, coffee is measured out. Rice, pasta and potatoes eke out tiny bits of meat. Bread is consumed, meat is revered and Kleenex tissues never afforded. Unnecessary lights are switched off immediately, they put on a sweater instead of the heating. In the same building families crowd into single rooms, rats chew enormous holes in the woodwork – there’s no food for them to chew on – and the w.c. is shared by three families and it usually doesn’t flush. The people who live at the top of the house have to walk down two flights to use a cold water tap. And yet in this same city I get taken out to dinner in three-star restaurants where the bill for two dinners would keep my parents for a year. At the Ritz a man friend of mine paid nine francs a day to them for looking after his dog. That’s just about half the pension my father gets for being blown up in the war. So when you people come snooping around here flashing your money and protecting the République Française’s rocket programme, atomic plants, supersonic bombers and nuclear submarines or whatever it is you’re protecting, don’t expect too much from my patriotism.’

She bit her lip and glared at me, daring me to contradict her, but I didn’t contradict. ‘It’s a lousy rotten town,’ I agreed.

‘And dangerous,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Paris is all of those things.’

She laughed. ‘Paris is like me, cousin Pierre; it’s no longer young, and too dependent upon visitors who bring money. Paris is a woman with a little too much alcohol in her veins. She talks a little too loud and thinks she is young and gay. But she has smiled too often at strange men and the words “I love you” trip too easily from her tongue. The ensemble is chic and the paint is generously applied, but look closely and you’ll see the cracks showing through.’

She got to her feet, groped along the bedside table for a match and lit her cigarette with a hand that trembled very slightly. She turned back to me. ‘I saw the girls I knew taking advantage of offers that came from rich men they could never possibly love. I despised the girls and wondered how they could bring themselves to go to bed with such unattractive men. Well, now I know.’ The smoke was getting in her eyes. ‘It was fear. Fear of being a woman instead of a girl, a woman whose looks are slipping away rapidly, leaving her alone and unwanted in this vicious town.’ She was crying now and I stepped closer to her and touched her arm. For a moment she seemed about to let her head fall upon my shoulder, but I felt her body tense and unyielding. I took a business card from my top pocket and put it on the bedside table next to a box of chocolates. She pulled away from me irritably. ‘Just phone if you want to talk more,’ I said.

‘You’re English,’ she said suddenly. It must have been something in my accent or syntax. I nodded.

‘It will be strictly business,’ she said. ‘Cash payments.’

‘You don’t have to be so tough on yourself,’ I said. She said nothing.

‘And thanks,’ I said.

‘Get stuffed,’ said Monique.
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First there came a small police van, its klaxon going. Co-operating with it was a blue-uniformed man on a motor-cycle. He kept his whistle in his mouth and blew repeatedly. Sometimes he was ahead of the van, sometimes behind it. He waved his right hand at the traffic as if by just the draught from it he could force the parked cars up on the pavement. The noise was deafening. The traffic ducked out of the way, some cars went willingly, some grudgingly, but after a couple of beeps on the whistle they crawled up on the stones, the pavement and over traffic islands like tortoises. Behind the van came the flying column: three long blue buses jammed with Garde Mobile men who stared at the cringing traffic with a bored look on their faces. At the rear of the column came a radio car. Loiseau watched them disappear down the Faubourg St Honoré. Soon the traffic began to move again. He turned away from the window and back to Maria. ‘Dangerous,’ pronounced Loiseau. ‘He’s playing a dangerous game. The girl is killed in his house, and Datt is pulling every political string he can find to prevent an investigation taking place. He’ll regret it.’ He got to his feet and walked across the room.

‘Sit down, darling,’ said Maria. ‘You are just wasting calories in getting annoyed.’

‘I’m not Datt’s boy,’ said Loiseau.

‘And no one will imagine that you are,’ said Maria. She wondered why Loiseau saw everything as a threat to his prestige.

‘The girl is entitled to an investigation,’ explained Loiseau. ‘That’s why I became a policeman. I believe in equality before the law. And now they are trying to tie my hands. It makes me furious.’

‘Don’t shout,’ said Maria. ‘What sort of effect do you imagine that has upon the people that work for you, hearing you shouting?’

‘You are right,’ said Loiseau. Maria loved him. It was when he capitulated so readily like that that she loved him so intensely. She wanted to care for him and advise him and make him the most successful policeman in the whole world. Maria said, ‘You are the finest policeman in the whole world.’

He smiled. ‘You mean with your help I could be.’ Maria shook her head. ‘Don’t argue,’ said Loiseau. ‘I know the workings of your mind by now.’

Maria smiled too. He did know. That was the awful thing about their marriage. They knew each other too well. To know all is to forgive nothing.

‘She was one of my girls,’ said Loiseau. Maria was surprised. Of course Loiseau had girls, he was no monk, but it surprised her to hear him talk like that to her. ‘One of them?’ She deliberately made her voice mocking.

‘Don’t be so bloody arch, Maria. I can’t stand you raising one eyebrow and adopting that patronizing tone. One of my girls.’ He said it slowly to make it easy for her to understand. He was so pompous that Maria almost giggled. ‘One of my girls, working for me as an informant.’

‘Don’t all the tarts do that?’

‘She wasn’t a tart, she was a highly intelligent girl giving us first-class information.’

‘Admit it, darling,’ Maria cooed, ‘you were a tiny bit infatuated with her.’ She raised an eyebrow quizzically.

‘You stupid cow,’ said Loiseau. ‘What’s the good of treating you like an intelligent human.’ Maria was shocked by the rusty-edged hatred that cut her. She had made a kind, almost loving remark. Of course the girl had fascinated Loiseau and had in turn been fascinated by him. The fact that it was true was proved by Loiseau’s anger. But did his anger have to be so bitter? Did he have to wound her to know if blood flowed through her veins?

Maria got to her feet. ‘I’ll go,’ she said. She remembered Loiseau once saying that Mozart was the only person who understood him. She had long since decided that that at least was true.

‘You said you wanted to ask me something.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘Of course it matters. Sit down and tell me.’

She shook her head. ‘Another time.’

‘Do you have to treat me like a monster, just because I won’t play your womanly games?’

‘No,’ she said.

There was no need for Maria to feel sorry for Loiseau. He didn’t feel sorry for himself and seldom for anyone else. He had pulled the mechanism of their marriage apart and now looked at it as if it were a broken toy, wondering why it didn’t work. Poor Loiseau. My poor, poor, darling Loiseau. I at least can build again, but you don’t know what you did that killed us.

‘You’re crying, Maria. Forgive me. I’m so sorry.’

‘I’m not crying and you’re not sorry.’ She smiled at him. ‘Perhaps that’s always been our problem.’

Loiseau shook his head but it wasn’t a convincing denial.

Maria walked back towards the Faubourg St Honoré. Jean-Paul was at the wheel of her car.

‘He made you cry,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘The rotten swine.’

‘I made myself cry,’ said Maria.

Jean-Paul put his arm around her and held her tight. It was all over between her and Jean-Paul, but feeling his arm around her was like a shot of cognac. She stopped feeling sorry for herself and studied her make-up.

‘You look magnificent,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘I would like to take you away and make love to you.’

There was a time when that would have affected her, but she had long since decided that Jean-Paul seldom wanted to make love to anyone, although he did it often enough, heaven knows. But it was a good thing to hear when you have just argued with an ex-husband. She smiled at Jean-Paul and he took her hand in his large tanned one and turned it around like a bronze sculpture on a turntable. Then he released it and grabbed at the controls of the car. He wasn’t as good a driver as Maria was, but she preferred to be his passenger rather than drive herself. She lolled back and pretended that Jean-Paul was the capable tanned he-man that he looked. She watched the pedestrians, and intercepted the envious glances. They were a perfect picture of modern Paris: the flashy automobile, Jean-Paul’s relaxed good looks and expensive clothes, her own well-cared-for appearance – for she was as sexy now as she had ever been. She leaned her head close upon Jean-Paul’s shoulder. She could smell his after-shave perfume and the rich animal smell of the leather seats. Jean-Paul changed gear as they roared across the Place de la Concorde. She felt his arm muscles ripple against her cheek.

‘Did you ask him?’ asked Jean-Paul.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t. He wasn’t in the right mood.’

‘He’s never in the right mood, Maria. And he’s never going to be. Loiseau knows what you want to ask him and he precipitates situations so that you never will ask him.’

‘Loiseau isn’t like that,’ said Maria. She had never thought of that. Loiseau was clever and subtle; perhaps it was true.

‘Look,’ said Jean-Paul, ‘during the last year that house on the Avenue Foch has held exhibitions, orgies, with perversions, blue movies and everything, but has never had any trouble from the police. Even when a girl dies there, there is still little or no trouble. Why? Because it has the protection of the French Government. Why does it have protection? Because the activities at the house are filmed and photographed for official dossiers.’

‘I’m not sure you’re right. Datt implies that, but I’m not sure.’

‘Well I am sure,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘I’ll bet you that those films and photos are in the possession of the Ministry of the Interior, Loiseau probably sees every one of them. They probably have a private showing once a week. Loiseau probably saw that film of you and me within twenty-four hours of its being taken.’

‘Do you think so?’ said Maria. A flash of 
fear rose inside her, radiating panic like a two-kilowatt electric fire. Jean-Paul’s large cool hand gripped her shoulder. She wished he would grip her harder. She wanted him to hurt her so that her sins would be expiated and erased by the pain. She thought of Loiseau seeing the film in the company of other policemen. Please God it hadn’t happened. Please please God. She thought she had agonized over every aspect of her foolishness, but this was a new and most terrible one.

‘But why would they keep the films?’ Maria asked, although she knew the answer.

‘Datt selects the people who use that house. Datt is a psychiatrist, a genius …’

‘… an evil genius.’

‘Perhaps an evil genius,’ said Jean-Paul objectively. ‘Perhaps an evil genius, but by gathering a select circle of people – people of great influence, of prestige and diplomatic power – Datt can compile remarkable assessments and predictions about their behaviour in everything they do. Many major shifts of French Government policy have been decided by Datt’s insights and analysis of sexual behaviour.’

‘It’s vile,’ said Maria.

‘It’s the world in our time.’

‘It’s France in our time,’ Maria corrected. ‘Foul man.’

‘He’s not foul,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘He is not responsible for what those people do. He doesn’t even encourage them. As far as Datt is concerned his guests could behave with impeccable decorum; he would be just as happy to record and analyse their attitudes.’

‘Voyeur.’

‘He’s not even a voyeur. That’s the odd thing. That’s what makes him of such great importance to the Ministry. And that’s why your ex-husband could do nothing to retrieve that film even if he wished to.’

‘And what about you?’ asked Maria casually.

‘Be reasonable,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘It’s true I do little jobs for Datt but I am not his confidant. I’ve no idea of what happens to the film …’

‘They burn them sometimes,’ Maria remembered. ‘And often they are taken away by the people concerned.’

‘You have never heard of duplicate prints?’

Maria’s hopes sank. ‘Why didn’t you ask for that piece of film of us?’

‘Because you said let them keep it. Let them show it every Friday night, you said.’

‘I was drunk,’ said Maria. ‘It was a joke.’

‘It’s a joke for which we are both paying dearly.’

Maria snorted. ‘You love the idea of people seeing the film. It’s just the image you love to project. The great lover …’ She bit her tongue. She had almost added that the film was his sole documentary proof of heterosexuality, but she closed her eyes. ‘Loiseau could get the film back,’ she said. She was sure, sure, sure that Loiseau hadn’t seen that piece of film, but the memory of the fear remained.

‘Loiseau could get it,’ she said desperately, wanting Jean-Paul to agree on this one, very small point.

‘But he won’t,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘He won’t because I’m involved and your ex-husband hates me with a deep and illogical loathing. The trouble is that I can understand why he does. I’m no good for you, Maria. You would probably have managed the whole thing excellently except that Loiseau is jealous of your relationship with me. Perhaps we should cease to see each other for a few months.’

‘I’m sure we should.’

‘But I couldn’t bear it, Maria.’

‘Why the hell not? We don’t love each other. I am only a suitable companion and you have so many other women you’d never even notice my absence.’ She despised herself even before she’d completed the sentenee. Jean-Paul detected her motive immediately, of course, and responded.

‘My darling little Maria.’ He touched her leg lightly and sexlessly. ‘You are different from the others. The others are just stupid little tarts that amuse me as decorations. They are not women. You are the only real woman I know. You are the woman I love, Maria.’

‘Monsieur Datt himself,’ said Maria, ‘he could get the film.’ Jean-Paul pulled into the side of the road and double parked.

‘We’ve played this game long enough, Maria,’ he said.

‘What game?’ asked Maria. Behind them a taxi-driver swore bitterly as he realized they were not going to move.

‘The how-much-you-hate-Datt game,’ said Jean-Paul.

‘I do hate him.’

‘He’s your father, Maria.’

‘He’s not my father, that’s just a stupid story that he told you for some purpose of his own.’

‘Then where is your father?’

‘He was killed in 1940 in Bouillon, Belgium, during the fighting with the Germans. He was killed in an air raid.’

‘He would have been about the same age as Datt.’

‘So would a million men,’ said Maria. ‘It’s such a stupid lie that it’s not worth arguing about. Datt hoped I’d swallow that story but now even he no longer speaks of it. It’s a stupid lie.’

Jean-Paul smiled uncertainly. ‘Why?’

‘Oh Jean-Paul. Why. You know how his evil little mind works. I was married to an important man in the Sûreté. Can’t you see how convenient it would be to have me thinking he was my father? A sort of insurance, that’s why.’

Jean-Paul was tired of this argument. ‘Then he’s not your father. But I still think you should co-operate.’

‘Co-operate how?’

‘Tell him a few snippets of information.’

‘Could he get the film if it was really worth while?’

‘I can ask him.’ He smiled. ‘Now you are being sensible, my love,’ he said. Maria nodded as the car moved forward into the traffic. Jean-Paul planted a brief kiss on her forehead. A taxi-driver saw him do it and tooted a small illegal toot on the horn. Jean-Paul kissed Maria’s forehead again a little more ardently. The great Arc de Triomphe loomed over them as they roared around the Étoile like soapsuds round the kitchen sink. A hundred tyres screamed an argument about centrifugal force, then they were into the Grande Armée. The traffic had stopped at the traffic lights. A man danced nimbly between the cars, collecting money and whipping newspapers from window to window like a fan dancer. As the traffic lights changed the cars slid forward. Maria opened her paper; the ink was still wet and it smudged under her thumb. ‘American tourist disappears,’ the headline said. There was a photograph of Hudson, the American hydrogen-research man. The newspaper said he was a frozen foods executive named Parks, which was the story the US Embassy had given out. Neither the face nor either name meant anything to Maria.

‘Anything in the paper?’ asked Jean-Paul. He was fighting a duel with a Mini-Cooper. ‘No,’ said Maria. She rubbed the newsprint on her thumb. ‘There never is at this time of year. The English call it the silly season.’
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Les Chiens is everything that delights the yeh yeh set. It’s dark, hot, and squirming like a tin of live bait. The music is ear-splitting and the drink remarkably expensive even for Paris. I sat in a corner with Byrd.

‘Not my sort of place at all,’ Byrd said. ‘But in a curious way I like it.’

A girl in gold crochet pyjamas squeezed past our table, leaned over and kissed my ear. ‘Chéri,’ she said. ‘Long time no see,’ and thereby exhausted her entire English vocabulary.

‘Dash me,’ said Byrd. ‘You can see right through it, dash me.’

The girl patted Byrd’s shoulder affectionately and moved on.

‘You do have some remarkable friends,’ said Byrd. He had ceased to criticize me and begun to regard me as a social curiosity well worth observing.

‘A journalist must have contacts,’ I explained.

‘My goodness yes,’ said Byrd.

The music stopped suddenly. Byrd mopped his face with a red silk handkerchief. ‘It’s like a stokehold,’ he said. The club was strangely quiet.

‘Were you an engineer officer?’

‘I did gunnery school when I was on lieutenants’ list. Finished a Commander; might have made Captain if there’d been a little war, Rear-Admiral if there’d been another big one. Didn’t fancy waiting. Twenty-seven years of sea duty is enough. Right through the hostilities and out the other side, more ships than I care to remember.’

‘You must miss it.’

‘Never. Why should I? Running a ship is just like running a small factory; just as exciting at times and just as dull for the most part. Never miss it a bit. Never think about it, to tell you the truth.’

‘Don’t you miss the sea, or the movement, or the weather?’

‘Good grief, laddie, you’ve got a nasty touch of the Joseph Conrads. Ships, especially cruisers, are large metal factories, rather prone to pitch in bad weather. Nothing good about that, old boy – damned inconvenient, that’s the truth of it! The Navy was just a job of work for me, and it suited me fine. Nothing against the Navy mind, not at all, owe it an awful lot, no doubt of it, but it was just a job like any other; no magic to being a sailor.’ There was a plonking sound as someone tapped the amplifier and put on another record. ‘Painting is the only true magic,’ said Byrd. ‘Translating three dimensions into two – or if you are a master, four.’ He nodded suddenly, the loud music started. The clientele, who had been stiff and anxious during the silence, smiled and relaxed, for they no longer faced the strain of conversing together.

On a staircase a wedge of people were embracing and laughing like advertising photos. At the bar a couple of English photographers were talking in cockney and an English writer was explaining James Bond.

A waiter put four glasses full of ice cubes and a half-bottle of Johnnie Walker on the table before us. ‘What’s this?’ I asked.

The waiter turned away without answering. Two Frenchmen at the bar began to argue with the English writer and a bar stool fell over. The noise wasn’t loud enough for anyone to notice. On the dance floor a girl in a shiny plastic suit was swearing at a man who had burned a hole in it with his cigarette. I heard the English writer behind me say, ‘But I have always immensely adored violence. His violence is his humanity. Unless you understand that you understand nothing.’ He wrinkled his nose and smiled. One of the Frenchmen replied, ‘He suffers in translation.’ The photographer was clicking his fingers in time to the music.

‘Don’t we all?’ said the English writer, and looked around.

Byrd said, ‘Shocking noise.’

‘Don’t listen,’ I said.

‘What?’ said Byrd.

The English writer was saying ‘… a violent Everyman in a violent but humdrum …’ he paused, ‘but humdrum world.’ He nodded agreement to himself. ‘Let me remind you of Baudelaire. There’s a sonnet that begins …’

‘So this bird wants to get out of the car …’ one of the photographers was saying.

‘Speak a little more quietly,’ said the English writer. ‘I’m going to recite a sonnet.’

‘Belt up,’ said the photographer over his shoulder. ‘This bird wanted to get out of the car …’

‘Baudelaire,’ said the writer. ‘Violent, macabre and symbolic.’

‘You leave bollicks out of this,’ said the photographer, and his friend laughed. The writer put a hand on his shoulder and said, ‘Look my friend …’ The photographer planted a right jab into his solar plexus without spilling the drink he was holding. The writer folded up like a deckchair and hit the floor. A waiter grabbed towards the photographer but stumbled over the English writer’s inert body.

‘Look here,’ said Byrd, and a passing waiter turned so fast that the half-bottle of whisky and the four glasses of ice were knocked over. Someone aimed a blow at the photographer’s head. Byrd got to his feet saying quietly and reasonably, ‘You spilled the drink on the floor. Dash me, you’d better pay for it. Only thing to do. Damned rowdies.’ The waiter pushed Byrd violently and he fell back and disappeared among the densely packed dancers. Two or three people began to punch each other. A wild blow took me in the small of the back, but the attacker had moved on. I got both shoulder-blades rested against the nearest piece of wall and braced the sole of my right foot for leverage. One of the photographers came my way, but he kept going and wound up grappling with a waiter. There was a scuffle going on at the top of the staircase, and then violence travelled through the place like a flash flood. Everyone was punching everyone, girls were screaming and the music seemed to be even louder than before. A man hurried a girl along the corridor past me. ‘It’s those English that make the trouble,’ he complained.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘You look English.’

‘No, I’m Belgian,’ I said. He hurried after the girl. When I got near the emergency exit a waiter was barring the way. Behind me the screaming, grunting and breaking noises continued unabated. Someone had switched the music to top volume.

‘I’m coming through,’ I said to the waiter.

‘No,’ he said. ‘No one leaves.’

A small man moved quickly alongside me. I flinched away from what I expected would be a blow upon my shoulder but it was a pat of encouragement. The man stepped forward and felled the waiter with two nasty karate cuts. ‘They are all damned rude,’ he said, stepping over the prostrate waiter. ‘Especially waiters. If they showed a little good manners their customers might behave better.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Come along,’ said Byrd. ‘Don’t moon around. Stay close to the wall. Watch the rear. You!’ he shouted to a man with a ripped evening suit who was trying to open the emergency doors. ‘Pull the top bolt, man, ease the mortice at the same time. Don’t hang around, don’t want to have to disable too many of them, this is my painting hand.’

We emerged into a dark side-street. Maria’s car was drawn up close to the exit. ‘Get in,’ she called.

‘Were you inside?’ I asked her.

She nodded. ‘I was waiting for Jean-Paul.’

‘Well, you two get along,’ said Byrd.

‘What about Jean-Paul?’ Maria said to me.

‘You two get along,’ said Byrd. ‘He’ll be quite safe.’

‘Can’t we give you a lift?’ asked Maria.

‘I’d better go back and see if Jean-Paul is all right,’ said Byrd.

‘You’ll get killed,’ said Maria.

‘Can’t leave Jean-Paul in there,’ explained Byrd. ‘Close ranks, Jean-Paul’s got to stop hanging around in these sort of places and get to bed early. The morning light is the only light to paint in. I wish I could make him understand that.’

Byrd hurried back towards the club. ‘He’ll get killed,’ said Maria.

‘I don’t think so,’ I said. We got into Maria’s E-type.

Hurrying along the street came two men in raincoats and felt hats.

‘They are from the PJ crime squad,’ said Maria. One of the men signalled to her. She wound the window down. He leaned down and touched his hat in salute. ‘I’m looking for Byrd,’ he said to Maria.

‘Why?’ I asked, but Maria had already told them he was the man who had just left us.

‘Police judiciaire. I’m arresting him for the murder of Annie Couzins,’ he said. ‘I’ve got sworn statements from witnesses.’

‘Oh God,’ said Maria. ‘I’m sure he’s not guilty, he’s not the violent type.’

I looked back to the door but Byrd had disappeared inside. The two policemen followed. Maria revved the motor and we bumped off the pavement, skimmed past a moto and purred into the Boul. St Germain.

The sky was starry and the air was warm. The visitors had spread through Paris by now and they strolled around entranced, in love, jilted, gay, suicidal, inspired, bellicose, defeated; in clean cotton St Trop, wine-stained Shetland, bearded, bald, bespectacled, bronzed. Acned little girls in bumbag trousers, lithe Danes, fleshy Greeks, nouveauriche communists, illiterate writers, would-be directors – Paris had them all that summer; and Paris can keep them.

‘You didn’t exactly inspire me with admiration,’ said Maria.

‘How was that?’

‘You didn’t exactly spring to the aid of the ladies.’

‘I didn’t exactly know which ones were ladies,’ I said.

‘All you did was to save your own skin.’

‘It’s the only one I’ve got left,’ I explained. ‘I used the others for lampshades.’ The blow I’d had in my kidneys hurt like hell. I’m getting too old for that sort of thing.

‘Your funny time is running out,’ said Maria.

‘Don’t be aggressive,’ I said. ‘It’s not the right mood for asking favours.’

‘How did you know I was going to ask a favour?’.

‘I can read the entrails, Maria. When you mistranslated my reactions to the injections that Datt gave me you were saving me up for something.’

‘Do you think I was?’ she smiled. ‘Perhaps I just salvaged you to take home to bed with me.’

‘No, it was more than that. You are having some sort of trouble with Datt and you think – probably wrongly – that I can do something about it.’

‘What makes you think so?’ The streets were quieter at the other end of St Germain. We passed the bomb-scarred façade of the War Ministry and raced a cab over the river. The Place de la Concorde was a great concrete field, floodlit like a film set.

‘There’s something in the way you speak of him. Also that night when he injected me you always moved around to keep my body between you and him. I think you had already decided to use me as a bulwark against him.’

‘Teach Yourself Psychiatry, volume three.’

‘Volume five. The one with the Do-It-Yourself Brain Surgery Kit.’

‘Loiseau wants to see you tonight. He said it’s something you’ll enjoy helping him with.’

‘What’s he doing – disembowelling himself?’ I said.

She nodded. ‘Avenue Foch. Meet him at the corner at midnight.’ She pulled up outside the Café Blanc.

‘Come and have coffee,’ I suggested.

‘No. I must get home,’ she said. I got out of the car and she drove away. Jean-Paul was sitting on the terrace drinking a Coca-Cola. He waved and I walked over to him. ‘Were you in Les Chiens this evening?’ I asked.

‘Haven’t been there for a week,’ he said. ‘I was going tonight but I changed my mind.’

‘There was a bagarre. Byrd was there.’

Jean-Paul pulled a face but didn’t seem interested. I ordered a drink and sat down. Jean-Paul stared at me.
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Jean-Paul stared at the Englishman and wondered why he had sought him out. It was more than a coincidence. Jean-Paul didn’t trust him. He thought he had seen Maria’s car in the traffic just before the Englishman sat down. What had they both been plotting? Jean-Paul knew that no woman could be trusted. They consumed one, devoured one, sapped one’s strength and confidence and gave no reassurance in return. The very nature of women made them his … was ‘enemy’ too strong a word? He decided that ‘enemy’ wasn’t too strong a word. They took away his manhood and yet demanded more and more physical love. ‘Insatiable’ was the only word for them. The other conclusion was not worth considering – that his sexual prowess was under par. No. Women were hot and lustful and, if he was truthful with himself, evil. His life was an endless struggle to quench the lustful fires of the women he met. And if he ever failed they would mock him and humiliate him. Women were waiting to humiliate him.

‘Have you seen Maria lately?’ Jean-Paul asked.

‘A moment ago. She gave me a lift here.’

Jean-Paul smiled but did not comment. So that was it. At least the Englishman had not dared to lie to him. He must have read his eyes. He was in no mood to be trifled with.

‘How’s the painting going?’ I asked. ‘Were the critics kind to your friend’s show the other day?’

‘Critics,’ said Jean-Paul, ‘find it quite impossible to separate modem painting from teenage pregnancy, juvenile delinquency and the increase in crimes of violence. They think that by supporting the dull repetitious, representational type of painting that is out of date and unoriginal, they are also supporting loyalty to the flag, discipline, a sense of fair play and responsible use of world supremacy.’

I grinned. ‘And what about those people that like modem painting?’

‘People who buy modern paintings are very often interested only in gaining admittance to the world of the young artists. They are often wealthy vulgarians who, terrified of being thought old and square, prove that they are both by falling prey to quick-witted opportunists who paint modem – very modern – paintings. Provided that they keep on buying pictures they will continue to be invited to bohemian parties.’

‘There are no genuine painters?’

‘Not many,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘Tell me, are English and American exactly the same language, exactly the same?’

‘Yes,’ I said. Jean-Paul looked at me. 

‘Maria is very taken with you.’ I said nothing. ‘I despise all women.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they despise each other. They treat each other with a cruelty that no man would inflict upon another man. They never have a woman friend who they can be sure won’t betray them.’

‘That sounds like a good reason for men to be kind to them,’ I said.

Jean-Paul smiled. He felt sure it was not meant seriously.

‘The police have arrested Byrd for murder,’ I said.

Jean-Paul was not surprised. ‘I have always thought of him as a killer.’

I was shocked.

‘They all are,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘They are all killers for their work. Byrd, Loiseau, Datt, even you, my friend, are killers if work demands.’

‘What are you talking about? Whom did Loiseau kill?’

‘He killed Maria. Or do you think she was always like she is now – treacherous and confused, and constantly in fear of all of you?’

‘But you are not a killer?’

‘No,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘Whatever faults I have I am not a killer, unless you mean …’ He paused before carefully pronouncing the English word, ‘a “lady-killer”’

Jean-Paul smiled and put on his dark glasses.
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I got to the Avenue Foch at midnight.

At the corner of a narrow alley behind the houses were four shiny motor-cycles and four policemen in crash helmets, goggles and short black leather coats. They stood there impassively as only policemen stand, not waiting for anything to happen, not glancing at their watches or talking, just standing looking as though they were the only people with a right to be there. Beyond the policemen there was Loiseau’s dark-green DS 19, and behind that red barriers and floodlights marked the section of the road that was being evacuated. There were more policemen standing near the barriers. I noticed that they were not traffic policemen but young, tough-looking cops with fidgety hands that continually tapped pistol holsters, belts and batons to make sure that everything was ready.

Inside the barriers twenty thick-shouldered men were bent over road-rippers. The sound was deafening, like machine-guns firing long bursts. The generator trucks played a steady drone. Near to me the ripper operator lifted the handles and prised the point into a sunsoft area of tar. He fired a volley and the metal buried its point deep, and with a sigh a chunk of paving fell back into the excavated area. The operator ordered another man to take over, and turned towards us mopping his sweaty head with a blue handkerchief. Under the overalls he wore a clean shirt and a silk tie. It was Loiseau.

Hard work,’ he said.

‘You are going into the cellars?’

‘Not the cellars of Datt’s place,’ Loiseau said to me. ‘We’re punching a hole in these cellars two doors away, then we’ll mousehole through into Datt’s cellars.’

‘Why didn’t you ask these people?’ I pointed at the house behind which the roadwork was going on. ‘Why not just ask them to let you through?’

‘I don’t work that way. As soon as I ask a favour I show my hand. I hate the idea of you knowing what we are doing. I may want to deny it tomorrow.’ He mopped his brow again. ‘In fact I’m damned sure I will be denying it tomorrow.’ Behind him the road-ripper exploded into action and the chiselled dust shone golden in the beams of the big lights, like illustrations for a fairy story, but from the damp soil came that sour aroma of death and bacteria that clings around a bombarded city.

‘Come along,’ said Loiseau. We passed three huge Berliot buses full of policemen. Most were dozing with their képis pulled forward over their eyes; a couple were eating crusty sandwiches and a few were smoking. They didn’t look at us as we passed by. They sat, muscles slack, eyes unseeing and minds unthinking, as experienced combat troops rest between battles.

Loiseau walked towards a fourth bus; the windows were of dark-blue glass and from its coachwork a thick cable curved towards the ground and snaked away into a manhole cover in the road. He ushered me up the steps past a sentry. Inside the bus was a brightly lit command centre. Two policemen sat operating radio and teleprinter links. At the back of the bus a large rack of MAT 49 sub-machine guns was guarded by a man who kept his silver-braided cap on to prove he was an officer.

Loiseau sat down behind a desk, produced a bottle of Calvados and two glasses. He poured a generous measure and pushed one across the desk to me. Loiseau sniffed at his own drink and sipped it tentatively. He drank a mouthful and turned to me. ‘We hit some old pavé just under the surface. The city engineer’s department didn’t know it was there. That’s what slowed us down, otherwise we’d be into the cellars by now, all ready for you.’

‘All ready for me,’ I repeated.

‘Yes,’ said Loiseau. ‘I want you to be the first into the house.’

‘Why?’

‘Lots of reasons. You know the layout there, you know what Datt looks like. You don’t look too much like a cop – especially when you open your mouth – and you can look after yourself. And if something’s going to happen to the first man in I’d rather it wasn’t one of my boys. It takes a long time to train one of my boys.’ He allowed himself a grim little smile.

‘What’s the real reason?’

Loiseau made a motion with the flattened hand. He dropped it between us like a shutter or screen. ‘I want you to make a phone call from inside the house. A clear call for the police that the operator at the Prefecture will enter in the log. We’ll be right behind you, of course, it’s just a matter of keeping the record straight.’

‘Crooked, you mean,’ I said. ‘It’s just a matter of keeping the record crooked.’

‘That depends where you are sitting,’ said Loiseau.

‘From where I’m sitting, I don’t feel much inclined to upset the Prefecture. The Renseignements généraux are there in that building and they include dossiers on us foreigners. When I make that phone call it will be entered on to my file and next time I ask for my carte de séjour they will want to deport me for immoral acts and goodness knows what else. I’ll never get another alien’s permit.’

‘Do what all other foreigners do,’ said Loiseau. ‘Take a second-class return ticket to Brussels every ninety days. There are foreigners who have lived here for twenty years who still do that rather than hang around for five hours at the Prefecture for a carte de séjour.’ He held his flat hand high as though shielding his eyes from the glare of the sun.

‘Very funny,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry,’ Loiseau said. ‘I couldn’t risk your telling the whole Prefecture that the Sûreté had enlisted you for a job.’ He smiled. ‘Just do a good job for me and I’ll make sure you have no trouble with the Prefecture.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘And what if there is someone waiting for me at the other side of the mousehole? What if I have one of Datt’s guard dogs leap at my throat, jaws open wide? What happens then?’

Loiseau sucked his breath in mock terror. He paused. ‘Then you get torn to pieces,’ he said and laughed, and dropped his hand down abruptly like a guillotine.

‘What do you expect to find there?’ I asked. ‘Here you are with dozens of cops and noise and lights – do you think they won’t get nervous in the house?’

‘You think they will?’ Loiseau asked seriously.

‘Some will,’ I told him. ‘At least a few of the most sophisticated ones will suspect that something’s happening.’

‘Sophisticated ones?’

‘Come along, Loiseau,’ I said irritably. ‘There must be quite a lot of people close enough to your department to know the danger signals.’

He nodded and stared at me.

‘So that’s it,’ I said. ‘You were ordered to do it like this. Your department couldn’t issue a warning to its associates but it could at least warn them by handling things noisily.’

‘Darwin called it natural selection,’ said Loiseau. ‘The brightest ones will get away. You can probably guess my reaction, but at least I shall have the place closed down and may catch a few of the less imaginative clients. A little more Calvados.’ He poured it.

I didn’t agree to go, but Loiseau knew I would. The wrong side of Loiseau could be a very uncomfortable place to reside in Paris.

It was another half-hour before they had broken into the cellars under the alley and then it took twenty minutes more to mousehole through into Datt’s house. The final few demolitions had to be done brick by brick with a couple of men from a burglar-alarm company tapping around for wiring.

I had changed into police overalls before going through the final breakthrough. We were standing in the cellar of Datt’s next-door neighbour under the temporary lights that Loiseau’s men had slung out from the electric mains. The bare bulb was close to Loiseau’s face, his skin was wrinkled and grey with brick dust through which little rivers of perspiration were shining bright pink.

‘My assistant will be right behind you as far as you need cover. If the dogs go for you he will use the shotgun, but only if you are in real danger, for it will alert the whole house.’

Loiseau’s assistant nodded at me. His circular spectacle lenses flashed in the light of the bare bulb and reflected in them I could see two tiny Loiseaus and a few hundred glinting bottles of wine that were stacked behind me. He broke the breach of the shotgun and checked the cartridges even though he had only loaded the gun five minutes before.

‘Once you are into the house, give my assistant your overalls. Make sure you are unarmed and have no compromising papers on you, because once we come in you might well be taken into custody with the others and it’s always possible that one of my more zealous officers might search you. So if there’s anything in your pockets that would embarrass you …’

‘There’s a miniaturized radio transmitter inside my denture.’

‘Get rid of it.’

‘It was a joke.’

Loiseau grunted and said, ‘The switchboard at the Prefecture is being held open from now on’ – he checked his watch to be sure he was telling the truth – ‘so you’ll get through very quickly.’

‘You told the Prefecture?’ I asked. I knew that there was bitter rivalry between the two departments. It seemed unlikely that Loiseau would have confided in them.

‘Let’s say I have friends in the Signals Division,’ said Loiseau. ‘Your call will be monitored by us here in the command vehicle on our loop line.’9

‘I understand,’ I said.

‘Final wall going now,’ a voice called softly from the next cellar. Loiseau smacked me lightly on the back and I climbed through the small hole that his men had made in the wall. ‘Take this,’ he said. It was a silver pen, thick and clumsily made. ‘It’s a gas gun,’ explained Loiseau. ‘Use it at four metres or less but not closer than one, or it might damage the eyes. Pull the bolt back like this and let it go. The recess is the locking slot; that puts it on safety. But I don’t think you’d better keep it on safety.’

‘No,’ I said, ‘I’d hate it to be on safety.’ I stepped into the cellar and picked my way upstairs.

The door at the top of the service flight was disguised as a piece of panelling. Loiseau’s assistant followed me. He was supposed to have remained behind in the cellars but it wasn’t my job to reinforce Loiseau’s discipline. And anyway I could use a man with a shotgun.

I stepped out through the door.

One of my childhood books had a photo of a fly’s eye magnified fifteen thousand times. The enormous glass chandelier looked like that eye, glinting and clinking and unwinking above the great formal staircase. I walked across the mirror-like wooden floor feeling that the chandelier was watching me. I opened the tall gilded door and peered in. The wrestling ring had disappeared and so had the metal chairs; the salon was like the carefully arranged rooms of a museum: perfect yet lifeless. Every light in the place was shining bright, the mirrors repeated the nudes and nymphs of the gilded stucco and the painted panels.

I guessed that Loiseau’s men were moving up through the mouseholed cellars but I didn’t use the phone that was in the alcove in the hall. Instead I walked across the hall and up the stairs. The rooms that M. Datt used as offices – where I had been injected – were locked. I walked down the corridor trying the doors. They were all bedrooms. Most of them were unlocked; all of them were unoccupied. Most of the rooms were lavishly rococo with huge four-poster beds under brilliant silk canopies and four or five angled mirrors.

‘You’d better phone,’ said Loiseau’s assistant.

‘Once I phone the Prefecture will have this raid on record. I think we should find out a little more first.’

‘I think …’

‘Don’t tell me what you think or I’ll remind you that you’re supposed to have stayed down behind the wainscoting.’

‘Okay,’ he said. We both tiptoed up the small staircase that joined the first floor to the second. Loiseau’s men must be fretting by now. At the top of the flight of steps I put my head round the corner carefully. I put my head everywhere carefully, but I needn’t have been so cautious, the house was empty. ‘Get Loiseau up here,’ I said.

Loiseau’s men went all through the house, tapping panelling and trying to find secret doors. There were no documents or films. At first there seemed to be no secrets of any kind except that the whole place was a kind of secret: the strange cells with the awful torture instruments, rooms made like lush train compartments or Rolls Royce cars, and all kinds of bizarre environments for sexual intercourse, even beds.

The peep-holes and the closed-circuit TV were all designed for M. Datt and his ‘scientific methods’. I wondered what strange records he had amassed and where he had taken them, for M. Datt was nowhere to be found. Loiseau swore horribly. ‘Someone,’ he said, ‘must have told Monsieur Datt that we were coming.’

Loiseau had been in the house about ten minutes when he called his assistant. He called long and loud from two floors above. When we arrived he was crouched over a black metal device rather like an Egyptian mummy. It was the size and very roughly the shape of a human body. Loiseau had put cotton gloves on and he touched the object briefly.

‘The diagram of the Couzins girl,’ he demanded from his assistant.

It was obtained from somewhere, a paper pattern of Annie Couzins’s body marked in neat red ink to show the stab wounds, with the dimensions and depth written near each in tiny careful handwriting.

Loiseau opened the black metal case. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘Just what I thought.’ Inside the case, which was just large enough to hold a person, knife points were positioned exactly as indicated on the police diagram. Loiseau gave a lot of orders and suddenly the room was full of men with tape-measures, white powder and camera equipment. Loiseau stood back out of their way. ‘Iron maidens I think they call them,’ he said. ‘I seem to have read about them in some old schoolboy magazines.’

‘What made her get into the damn thing?’ I said.

‘You are naïve,’ said Loiseau. ‘When I was a young officer we had so many deaths from knife wounds in brothels that we put a policeman on the door in each one. Every customer was searched. Any weapons he carried were chalked for identity. When the men left they got them back. I’ll guarantee that not one got by that cop on the door but still the girls got stabbed, fatally sometimes.’

‘How did it happen?’

‘The girls – the prostitutes – smuggled them in. You’ll never understand women.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Nor shall I,’ said Loiseau.
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Saturday was sunny, the light bouncing and sparkling as it does only in impressionist paintings and Paris. The boulevard had been fitted with wall-to-wall sunshine and out of it came the smell of good bread and black tobacco. Even Loiseau was smiling. He came galloping up my stairs at 8.30 A.M. I was surprised; he had never visited me before, at least not when I was at home.

‘Don’t knock, come in.’ The radio was playing classical music from one of the pirate radio ships. I turned it off.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Loiseau.

‘Everyone’s at home to a policeman,’ I said, ‘in this country.’

‘Don’t be angry,’ said Loiseau. ‘I didn’t know you would be in a silk dressing-gown, feeding your canary. It’s very Noël Coward. If I described this scene as typically English, people would accuse me of exaggerating. You were talking to that canary,’ said Loiseau. ‘You were talking to it.’

‘I try out all my jokes on Joe,’ I said. ‘But don’t stand on ceremony, carry on ripping the place apart. What are you looking for this time?’

‘I’ve said I’m sorry. What more can I do?’

‘You could get out of my decrepit but very expensive apartment and stay out of my life. And you could stop putting your stubby peasant finger into my supply of coffee beans.’

‘I was hoping you’d offer me some. You have this very light roast that is very rare in France.’

‘I have a lot of things that are very rare in France.’

‘Like the freedom to tell a policeman to “scram”?’

‘Like that.’

‘Well, don’t exercise that freedom until we have had coffee together, even if you let me buy some downstairs.’

‘Oh boy! Now I know you are on the tap. A cop is really on the make when he wants to pick up the bill for a cup of coffee.’

‘I’ve had good news this morning.’

‘They are restoring public executions.’

‘On the contrary,’ said Loiseau, letting my remark roll off him. ‘There has been a small power struggle among the people from whom I take my orders and at present Datt’s friends are on the losing side. I have been authorized to find Datt and his film collection by any means I think fit.’

‘When does the armoured column leave? What’s the plan – helicopters and flame-throwers and the one that burns brightest must have been carrying the tin of film?’

‘You are too hard on the police methods in France. You think we could work with bobbies in pointed helmets carrying a wooden stick, but let me tell you, my friend, we wouldn’t last two minutes with such methods. I remember the gangs when I was just a child – my father was a policeman – and most of all I remember Corsica. There were bandits; organized, armed and almost in control of the island. They murdered gendarmes with impunity. They killed policemen and boasted of it openly in the bars. Finally we had to get rough; we sent in a few platoons of the Republican Guard and waged a minor war. Rough, perhaps, but there was no other way. The entire income from all the Paris brothels was at stake. They fought and used every dirty trick they knew. It was war.’

‘But you won the war.’

‘It was the very last war we won,’ Loiseau said bitterly. ‘Since then we’ve fought in Lebanon, Syria, Indo-China, Madagascar, Tunisia, Morocco, Suez and Algeria. Yes, that war in Corsica was the last one we won.’

‘Okay. So much for your problems; how do I fit into your plans?’

‘Just as I told you before; you are a foreigner and no one would think you were a policeman, you speak excellent French and you can look after yourself. What’s more you would not be the sort of man who would reveal where your instructions came from, not even under pressure.’

‘It sounds as though you think Datt still has a kick or two left in him.’

‘They have a kick or two left in them even when they are suspended in space with a rope around the neck. I never underestimate the people I’m dealing with, because they are usually killers when it comes to the finale. Any time I overlook that, it will be one of my policemen who takes the bullet in the head, not me. So I don’t overlook it, which means I have a tough, loyal, confident body of men under my command.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So I locate Datt. What then?’

‘We can’t have another fiasco like last time. Now Datt will be more than ever prepared. I want all his records. I want them because they are a constant threat to a lot of people, including stupid people in the Government of my country. I want that film because I loathe blackmail and I loathe blackmailers – they are the filthiest section of the criminal cesspit.’

‘But so far there’s been no blackmail, has there?’

‘I’m not standing around waiting for the obvious to happen. I want that stuff destroyed. I don’t want to hear that it was destroyed. I want to destroy it myself.’

‘Suppose I don’t want anything to do with it?’

Loiseau splayed out his hands. ‘One,’ he said, grabbing one pudgy finger, ‘you are already involved. Two,’ he grabbed the next finger, ‘you are employed by some sort of British government department from what I can understand. They will be very angry if you turn down this chance of seeing the outcome of this affair.’

I suppose my expression changed.

‘Oh, it’s my business to know these things,’ said Loiseau. ‘Three. Maria has decided that you are trustworthy and in spite of her occasional lapses I have great regard for her judgement. She is, after all, an employee of the Sûreté.’

Loiseau grabbed his fourth digit but said nothing. He smiled. In most people a smile or a laugh can be a sign of embarrassment, a plea to break the tension. Loiseau’s smile was a calm, deliberate smile. ‘You are waiting for me to threaten you with what will happen if you don’t help me.’ He shrugged and smiled again. ‘Then you would turn my previous words about blackmail upon me and feel at ease in declining to help. But I won’t. You are free to do as you wish in this matter. I am a very unthreatening type.’

‘For a cop,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ agreed Loiseau, ‘a very unthreatening type for a cop.’ It was true.

‘Okay,’ I said after a long pause. ‘But don’t mistake my motives. Just to keep the record straight, I’m very fond of Maria.’

‘Can you really believe that would annoy me? You are so incredibly Victorian in these matters: so determined to play the game and keep a stiff upper lip aand have the record straight. We do not do things that way in France; another man’s wife is fair game for all. Smoothness of tongue and nimbleness of foot are the trump cards; nobleness of mind is the joker.’

‘I prefer my way.’

Loiseau looked at me and smiled his slow, nerveless smile. ‘So do I,’ he said.

‘Loiseau,’ I said, watching him carefully, ‘this clinic of Datt’s: is it run by your Ministry?’

‘Don’t you start that too. He’s got half Paris thinking he’s running that place for us.’ The coffee was still hot. Loiseau got a bowl out of the cupboard and poured himself some. ‘He’s not connected with us,’ said Loiseau. ‘He’s a criminal, a criminal with good connections but still just a criminal.’

‘Loiseau,’ I said, ‘you can’t hold Byrd for the murder of the girl.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because he didn’t do it, that’s why not. I was at the clinic that day. I stood in the hall and watched the girl run through and die. I heard Datt say, “Get Byrd here.” It was a frame-up.’

Loiseau reached for his hat. ‘Good coffee,’ he said.

‘It was a frame-up. Byrd is innocent.’

‘So you say. But suppose Byrd had done the murder and Datt said that just for you to overhear? Suppose I told you that we know that Byrd was there? That would put this fellow Kuang in the clear, eh?’

‘It might,’ I said, ‘if I heard Byrd admit it. Will you arrange for me to see Byrd? That’s my condition for helping you.’ I expected Loiseau to protest but he nodded. ‘Agreed,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why you worry about him. He’s a criminal type if ever I saw one.’ I didn’t answer because I had a nasty idea that Loiseau was right.

‘Very well,’ said Loiseau. ‘The bird market at eleven A.M. tomorrow.’

‘It’s Sunday tomorrow,’ I said.

‘All the better, the Palais de Justice is quieter on Sunday.’ He smiled again. ‘Good coffee.’

‘That’s what they all say,’ I said.
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A considerable portion of that large island in the Seine is occupied by the law in one shape or another. There’s the Prefecture and the courts, Municipal and Judicial police offices, cells for remand prisoners and a police canteen. On a weekday the stairs are crammed with black-gowned lawyers clutching plastic briefcases and scurrying like disturbed cockroaches. But on Sunday the Palais de Justice is silent. The prisoners sleep late and the offices are empty. The only movement is the thin stream of tourists who respectfully peer at the high vaulting of the Sainte Chapelle, clicking and wondering at its unparalleled beauty. Outside in the Place Louis Lépine a few hundred caged birds twitter in the sunshine and in the trees are wild birds attracted by the spilled seed and commotion. There are sprigs of millet, cuttlebone and bright new wooden cages, bells to ring, swings to swing on and mirrors to peck at. Old men run their shrivelled hands through the seeds, sniff them, discuss them and hold them up to the light as though they were fine vintage Burgundies.

The bird market was busy by the time I got there to meet Loiseau. I parked the car opposite the gates of the Palais de Justice and strolled through the market. The clock was striking eleven with a dull dented sound. Loiseau was standing in front of some cages marked ‘Caille reproductrice’. He waved as he saw me. ‘Just a moment,’ he said. He picked up a box marked ‘vitamine phospate’. He read the label: ‘Biscuits pour oiseaux’. ‘I’ll have that too,’ said Loiseau.

The woman behind the table said, ‘The mélange saxon is very good, it’s the most expensive, but it’s the best.’

‘Just half a litre,’ said Loiseau.

She weighed the seed, wrapped it carefully and tied the package. Loiseau said, ‘I didn’t see him.’

‘Why?’ I walked with him through the market.

‘He’s been moved. I can’t find out who authorized the move or where he’s gone to. The clerk in the records office said Lyon but that can’t be true.’ Loiseau stopped in front of an old pram full of green millet.

‘Why?’

Loiseau didn’t answer immediately. He picked up a sprig of millet and sniffed at it. ‘He’s been moved. Some top-level instructions. Perhaps they intend to bring him before some juge d’instruction who will do as he’s told. Or maybe they’ll keep him out of the way while they finish the enquêtes officieuses.’10

‘You don’t think they’ve moved him away to get him quietly sentenced?’

Loiseau waved to the old woman behind the stall. She shuffled slowly towards us.

‘I talk to you like an adult,’ Loiseau said. ‘You don’t really expect me to answer that, do you? A sprig.’ He turned and stared at me. ‘Better make it two sprigs,’ he said to the woman. ‘My friend’s canary wasn’t looking so healthy last time I saw it.’

‘Joe’s all right,’ I said. ‘You leave him alone.’

‘Suit yourself,’ said Loiseau. ‘But if he gets much thinner he’ll be climbing out between the bars of that cage.’

I let him have the last word. He paid for the millet and walked between the cliffs of new empty cages, trying the bars and tapping the wooden panels. There were caged birds of all kinds in the market. They were given seed, millet, water and cuttlefish bone for their beaks. Their claws were kept trimmed and they were safe from all birds of prey. But it was the birds in the trees that were singing.
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I got back to my apartment about twelve o’clock. At twelve thirty-five the phone rang. It was Monique, Annie’s neighbour. ‘You’d better come quickly,’ she said.

‘Why?’

‘I’m not allowed to say on the phone. There’s a fellow sitting here. He won’t tell me anything much. He was asking for Annie, he won’t tell me anything. Will you come now?’

‘Okay,’ I said.


24

It was lunchtime. Monique was wearing an ostrich-feather-trimmed négligé when she opened the door. ‘The English have got off the boat,’ she said and giggled. ‘You’d better come in, the old girl will be straining her earholes to hear, if we stand here talking.’ She opened the door and showed me into the cramped room. There was bamboo furniture and tables, a plastic-topped dressing-table with four swivel mirrors and lots of perfume and cosmetic garnishes. The bed was unmade and a candlewick bedspread had been rolled up under the pillows. A copy of Salut les Copains was in sections and arranged around the deep warm indentation. She went across to the windows and pushed the shutters. They opened with a loud clatter. The sunlight streamed into the room and made everything look dusty. On the table there was a piece of pink wrapping paper; she took a hard-boiled egg from it, rapped open the shell and bit into it.

‘I hate summer,’ she said. ‘Pimples and parks and open cars that make your hair tangled and rotten cold food that looks like left-overs. And the sun trying to make you feel guilty about being indoors. I like being indoors. I like being in bed; it’s no sin, is it, being in bed?’

‘Just give me the chance to find out. Where is he?’

‘I hate summer.’

‘So shake hands with Père Noël,’ I offered. ‘Where is he?’

‘I’m taking a shower. You sit down and wait. You are all questions.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Questions.’

‘I don’t know how you think of all these questions. You must be clever.’

‘I am,’ I said.

‘Honestly, I wouldn’t know where to start. The only questions I ever ask are “Are you married?” and “What will you do if I get pregnant?” Even then I never get told the truth.’

‘That’s the trouble with questions. You’d better stick to answers.’

‘Oh, I know all the answers.’

‘Then you must have been asked all the questions.’

‘I have,’ she agreed.

She slipped out of the négligé and stood naked for one millionth of a second before disappearing into the bathroom. The look in her eyes was mocking and not a little cruel.

There was a lot of splashing and ohh-ing from the bathroom until she finally reappeared in a cotton dress and canvas tennis shoes, no stockings.

‘Water was cold,’ she said briefly. She walked right through the room and opened her front door. I watched her lean over the balustrade.

‘The water’s stone cold, you stupid cow,’ she shrieked down the stair-well. From somewhere below the voice of the old harridan said, ‘It’s not supposed to supply ten people for each apartment, you filthy little whore.’

‘I have something men want, not like you, you old hag.’

‘And you give it to them,’ the harridan cackled back. ‘The more the merrier.’

‘Poof!’ shouted Monique, and narrowing her eyes and aiming carefully she spat over the stair-well. The harridan must have anticipated it, for I heard her cackle triumphantly.

Monique returned to me. ‘How am I expected to keep clean when the water is cold? Always cold.’

‘Did Annie complain about the water?’

‘Ceaselessly, but she didn’t have the manner that brings results. I get angry. If she doesn’t give me hot water I shall drive her into her grave, the dried-up old bitch. I’m leaving here anyway,’ she said.

‘Where are you going?’ I asked.

‘I’m moving in with my regular. Montmartre. It’s an awful district, but it’s larger than this, and anyway he wants me.’

‘What’s he do for a living?’

‘He does the clubs, he’s – don’t laugh – he’s a conjurer. It’s a clever trick he does: he takes a singing canary in a large cage and makes it disappear. It looks fantastic. Do you know how he does it?’

‘No.’

‘The cage folds up. That’s easy, it’s a trick cage. But the bird gets crushed. Then when he makes it reappear it’s just another canary that looks the same. It’s an easy trick really, it’s just that no one in the audience suspects that he would kill the bird each time in order to do the trick.’

‘But you guessed.’

‘Yes. I guessed the first time I saw it done. He thought I was clever to guess but as I said, “How much does a canary cost? Three francs, four at the very most.” It’s clever though, isn’t it, you’ve got to admit it’s clever.’

‘It’s clever,’ I said, ‘but I like canaries better than I like conjurers.’

‘Silly.’ Monique laughed disbelievingly. ‘“The incredible Count Szell” he calls himself.’

‘So you’ll be a countess?’

‘It’s his stage name, silly.’ She picked up a pot of face cream. ‘I’ll just be another stupid woman who lives with a married man.’

She rubbed cream into her face.

‘Where is he?’ I finally asked. ‘Where’s this fellow that you said was sitting here?’ I was prepared to hear that she’d invented the whole thing.

‘In the café on the corner. He’ll be all right there. He’s reading his American newspapers. He’s all right.’

‘I’ll go and talk to him.’

‘Wait for me.’ She wiped the cream away with a tissue and turned and smiled. ‘Am I all right?’

‘You’re all right,’ I told her.
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The café was on the Boul. Mich., the very heart of the left bank. Outside in the bright sun sat the students; hirsute and earnest, they have come from Munich and Los Angeles sure that Hemingway and Lautrec are still alive and that some day in some left bank café they will find them. But all they ever find are other young men who look exactly like themselves, and it’s with this sad discovery that they finally return to Bavaria or California and become salesmen or executives. Meanwhile here they sat in the hot seat of culture, where businessmen became poets, poets became alcoholics, alcoholics became philosophers and philosophers realized how much better it was to be businessmen.

Hudson. I’ve got a good memory for faces. I saw Hudson as soon as we turned the corner. He was sitting alone at a café table holding his paper in front of his face while studying the patrons with interest. I called to him.

‘Jack Percival,’ I called. ‘What a great surprise.’

The American hydrogen research man looked surprised, but he played along very well for an amateur. We sat down with him. My back hurt from the rough-house in the discothèque. It took a long time to get served because the rear of the café was full of men with tightly wadded newspapers trying to pick themselves a winner instead of eating. Finally I got the waiter’s attention. ‘Three grands crèmes,’ I said. Hudson said nothing else until the coffees arrived.

‘What about this young lady?’ Hudson asked. He dropped sugar cubes into his coffee as though he was suffering from shock. ‘Can I talk?’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘There are no secrets between Monique and me.’ I leaned across to her and lowered my voice. ‘This is very confidential, Monique,’ I said. She nodded and looked pleased. ‘There is a small plastic bead company with its offices in Grenoble. Some of the holders of ordinary shares have sold their holdings out to a company that this gentleman and I more or less control. Now at the next shareholders’ meeting we shall …’

‘Give over,’ said Monique. ‘I can’t stand business talk.’

‘Well run along then,’ I said, granting her her freedom with an understanding smile.

‘Could you buy me some cigarettes?’ she asked.

I got two packets from the waiter and wrapped a hundred-franc note round them. She trotted off down the street with them like a dog with a nice juicy bone.

‘It’s not about your bead factory,’ he said.

‘There is no bead factory,’ I explained.

‘Oh!’ He laughed nervously. ‘I was supposed to have contacted Annie Couzins,’ he said.

‘She’s dead.’

‘I found that out for myself.’

‘From Monique?’

‘You are T. Davis?’ he asked suddenly.

‘With bells on,’ I said and passed my resident’s card to him.

An untidy man with a constantly smiling face walked from table to table winding up toys and putting them on the tables. He put them down everywhere until each table had its twitching mechanical figures bouncing through the knives, table mats and ashtrays. Hudson picked up the convulsive little violin player. ‘What’s this for?’

‘It’s on sale,’ I said.

He nodded and put it down. ‘Everything is,’ he said.

He returned my resident’s card to me.

‘It looks all right,’ he agreed. ‘Anyway I can’t go back to the Embassy, they told me that most expressly, so I’ll have to put myself in your hands. I’m out of my depth to tell you the truth.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘I’m an authority on hydrogen bombs and I know quite a bit about all the work on the nuclear programme. My instructions are to put certain information about fall-out dangers at the disposal of a Monsieur Datt. I understand he is connected with the Red Chinese Government.’

‘And why are you to do this?’

‘I thought you’d know. It’s such a mess. That poor girl being dead. Such a tragedy. I did meet her once. So young, such a tragic business. I thought they would have told you all about it. You were the only other name they gave me, apart from her I mean. I’m acting on US Government orders, of course.’

‘Why would the US Government want you to give away fall-out data?’ I asked him. He sat back in the cane chair till it creaked like elderly arthritic joints. He pulled an ashtray near him.

‘It all began with the Bikini Atoll nuclear tests,’ he began. ‘The Atomic Energy Commission were taking a lot of criticism about the dangers of fall-out, the biological result upon wildlife and plants. The AEC needed those tests and did a lot of follow-through testing on the sites, trying to prove that the dangers were not anything like as great as many alarmists were saying. I have to tell you that those alarmists were damn nearly right. A dirty bomb of about twenty-five megatons would put down about 15,000 square miles of lethal radio-activity. To survive that, you would have to stay underground for months, some say even a year or more.

‘Now if we were involved in a war with Red China, and I dread the thought of such a thing, then we would have to use the nuclear fall-out as a weapon, because only ten per cent of the Chinese population live in large – quarter-million size – towns. In the USA more than half the population live in the large towns. China with its dispersed population can only be knocked out by fall-out …’ He paused. ‘But knocked out it can be. Our experts say that about half a billion people live on one-fifth of China’s land area. The prevailing wind is westerly. Four hundred bombs would kill fifty million by direct heat-blast effect, one hundred million would be seriously injured though they wouldn’t need hospitalization, but three hundred and fifty million would die by windborne fall-out.

‘The AEC minimized the fall-out effects in their follow-through reports on the tests (Bikini, etc.). Now the more militant of the Chinese soldier-scientists are using the US reports to prove that China can survive a nuclear war. We couldn’t withdraw those reports, or say that they were untrue – not even slightly untrue – so I’m here to leak the correct information to the Chinese scientists. The whole operation began nearly eight months ago. It took a long time getting this girl Annie Couzins into position.’

‘In the clinic near to Datt.’

‘Exactly. The original plan was that she should introduce me to this man Datt and say I was an American scientist with a conscience.’

‘That’s a piece of CIA thinking if ever I heard one?’

‘You think it’s an extinct species?’

‘It doesn’t matter what I think, but it’s not a line that Datt will buy easily.’

‘If you are going to start changing the plan now …’

‘The plan changed when the girl was killed. It’s a mess; the only way I can handle it is my way.’

‘Very well,’ said Hudson. He sat silent for a moment.

Behind me a man with a rucksack said, ‘Florence. We hated Florence.’

‘We hated Trieste,’ said a girl.

‘Yes,’ said the man with the rucksack, ‘my friend hated Trieste last year.’

‘My contact here doesn’t know why you are in Paris,’ I said suddenly. I tried to throw Hudson, but he took it calmly.

‘I hope he doesn’t,’ said Hudson. ‘It’s all supposed to be top secret. I hated to come to you about it but I’ve no other contact here.’

‘You’re at the Lotti Hotel.’

‘How did you know?’

‘It’s stamped across your Tribune in big blue letters.’

He nodded. I said, ‘You’ll go to the Hotel Ministère right away. Don’t get your baggage from the Lotti. Buy a toothbrush or whatever you want on the way back now.’ I expected to encounter opposition to this idea but Hudson welcomed the game.

‘I get you,’ he said. ‘What name shall I use?’

‘Let’s make it Potter,’ I said. He nodded. ‘Be ready to move out at a moment’s notice. And Hudson, don’t telephone or write any letters; you know what I mean. Because I could become awfully suspicious of you.’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘I’ll put you in a cab,’ I said, getting up to leave.

‘Do that, their Métro drives me crazy.’

I walked up the street with him towards the cab-rank. Suddenly he dived into an optician’s. I followed.

‘Ask him if I can look at some spectacles,’ he said.

‘Show him some spectacles,’ I told the optician. He put a case full of tortoiseshell frames on the counter.

‘He’ll need a test,’ said the optician. ‘Unless he has his prescription he’ll need a test.’

‘You’ll need a test or a prescription,’ I told Hudson.

He had sorted out a frame he liked. ‘Plain glass,’ he demanded.

‘What would I keep plain glass around for?’ said the optician.

‘What would he keep plain glass for?’ I said to Hudson.

‘The weakest possible, then,’ said Hudson.

‘The weakest possible,’ I said to the optician. He fixed the lenses in in a moment or so. Hudson put the glasses on and we resumed our walk towards the taxi. He peered around him myopically and was a little unsteady.

‘Disguise,’ said Hudson.

‘I thought perhaps it was,’ I said.

‘I would have made a good spy,’ said Hudson. ‘I’ve often thought that.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Well, there’s your cab. I’ll be in touch. Check out of the Lotti into the Ministère. I’ve written the name down on my card, they know me there. Try not to attract attention. Stay inside.’

‘Where’s the cab?’ said Hudson.

‘If you’ll take off those bloody glasses,’ I said, ‘you might be able to see.’
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I went round to Maria’s in a hurry. When she opened the door she was wearing riding breeches and a roll-neck pullover. ‘I was about to go out,’ she said.

‘I need to see Datt,’ I said.

‘Why do you tell me that?’

I pushed past her and closed the door behind us. ‘Where is he?’

She gave me a twitchy little ironical smile while she thought of something crushing to say. I grabbed her arm and let my fingertips bite. ‘Don’t fool with me, Maria. I’m not in the mood. Believe me I would hit you.’

‘I’ve no doubt about it.’

‘You told Datt about Loiseau’s raid on the place in the Avenue Foch. You have no loyalties, no allegiance, none to the Sûreté, none to Loiseau. You just give away information as though it was toys out of a bran tub.’

‘I thought you were going to say I gave it away as I did my sexual favours,’ she smiled again.

‘Perhaps I was.’

‘Did you remember that I kept your secret without giving it away? No one knows what you truly said when Datt gave you the injection.’

‘No one knows yet. I suspect that you are saving it up for something special.’

She swung her hand at me but I moved out of range. She stood for a moment, her face twitching with fury.

‘You ungrateful bastard,’ she said. ‘You’re the first real bastard I’ve ever met.’

I nodded. ‘There’s not many of us around. Ungrateful for what?’ I asked her. ‘Ungrateful for your loyalty? Was that what your motive was: loyalty?’

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ she admitted quietly. ‘I have no loyalty to anyone. A woman on her own becomes awfully hard. Datt is the only one who understands that. Somehow I didn’t want Loiseau to arrest him.’ She looked up. For that and many reasons.’

‘Tell me one of the other reasons.’

‘Datt is a senior man in the SDECE, and that’s one reason. If Loiseau clashed with him, Loiseau could only lose.’

‘Why do you think Datt is an SDECE man?’

‘Many people know. Loiseau won’t believe it but it’s true.’

‘Loiseau won’t believe it because he has got too much sense. I’ve checked up on Datt. He’s never had anything to do with any French intelligence unit. But he knew how useful it was to let people think so.’

She shrugged. ‘I know it’s true,’ she said. ‘Datt works for the SDECE.’

I took her shoulders. ‘Look, Maria. Can’t you get it through your head that he’s a phoney? He has no psychiatry diploma, has never been anything to do with the French Government except that he pulls strings among his friends and persuades even people like you who work for the Sûreté that he’s a highly placed agent of SDEGE.’

‘And what do you want?’ she asked.

‘I want you to help me find Datt.’

‘Help,’ she said. ‘That’s a new attitude. You come bursting in here making your demands. If you’d come in here asking for help I might have been more sympathetic. What is it you want with Datt?’

‘I want Kuang; he killed the girl at the clinic that day. I want to find him.’

‘It’s not your job to find him.’

‘You are right. It’s Loiseau’s job, but he is holding Byrd for it and he’ll keep on holding him.’

‘Loiseau wouldn’t hold an innocent man. Poof, you don’t know what a fuss he makes about the sanctity of the law and that sort of thing.’

‘I am a British agent,’ I said. ‘You know that already so I’m not telling you anything new. Byrd is too.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘No, I’m not. I’d be the last person to be told anyway. He’s not someone whom I would contact officially. It’s just my guess. I think Loiseau has been instructed to hold Byrd for the murder – with or without evidence – so Byrd is doomed unless I push Kuang right into Loiseau’s arms.’

Maria nodded.

‘Your mother lives in Flanders. Datt will be at his house near by, right?’ Maria nodded. ‘I want you to take an American out to your mother’s house and wait there till I phone.’

‘She hasn’t got a phone.’

‘Now, now, Maria,’ I said. ‘I checked up on your mother: she has a phone. Also I phoned my people here in Paris. They will be bringing some papers to your mother’s house. They’ll be needed for crossing the border. No matter what I say don’t come over to Datt’s without them.’

Maria nodded. ‘I’ll help. I’ll help you pin that awful Kuang. I hate him.’

‘And Datt, do you hate him too?’

She looked at me searchingly. ‘Sometimes, but in a different way,’ she said. ‘You see, I’m his illegitimate daughter. Perhaps you checked up on that too?’
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The road was straight. It cared nothing for geography, geology or history. The oil-slicked highway dared children and divided neighbours. It speared small villages through their hearts and laid them open. It was logical that it should be so straight, and yet it was obsessive too. Carefully lettered signs – the names of villages and the times of Holy Mass – and then the dusty clutter of houses flicked past with seldom any sign of life. At Le Chateau I turned off the main road and picked my way through the small country roads. I saw the sign Plaisir ahead and slowed. This was the place I wanted.

The main street of the village was like something out of Zane Grey, heavy with the dust of passing vehicles. None of them stopped. The street was wide enough for four lanes of cars, but there was very little traffic. Plaisir was on the main road to nowhere. Perhaps a traveller who had taken the wrong road at St Quentin might pass through Plaisir trying to get back on the Paris-Brussels road. Some years back when they were building the autoroute, heavy lorries had passed through, but none of them had stopped at Plaisir.

Today it was hot; scorching hot. Four mangy dogs had scavenged enough food and now were asleep in the centre of the roadway. Every house was shuttered tight, grey and dusty in the cruel biting midday light that gave them only a narrow rim of shadow.

I stopped the car near to a petrol pump, an ancient, handle-operated instrument bolted uncertainly on to a concrete pillar. I got out and thumped upon the garage doors, but there was no response. The only other vehicle in sight was an old tractor parked a few yards ahead. On the other side of the street a horse stood, tethered to a piece of rusty farm machinery, flicking its tail against the flies. I touched the engine of the tractor: it was still warm. I hammered the garage doors again, but the only movement was the horse’s tail. I walked down the silent street, the stones hot against my shoes. One of the dogs, its left ear missing, scratched itself awake and crawled into the shade of the tractor. It growled dutifully at me as I passed, then subsided into sleep. A cat’s eyes peered through a window full of aspidistra plants. Above the window, faintly discernible in the weathered woodwork, I read the word ‘café’. The door was stiff and opened noisily. I went in.

There were half a dozen people standing at the bar. They weren’t talking and I had the feeling that they had been watching me since I left the car. They stared at me.

‘A red wine,’ I said. The old woman behind the bar looked at me without blinking. She didn’t move.

‘And a cheese sandwich,’ I added. She gave it another minute before slowly reaching for a wine bottle, rinsing a glass and pouring me a drink, all without moving her feet. I turned around to face the room. The men were mostly farm workers, their boots heavy with soil and their faces engraved with ancient dirt. In the corner a table was occupied by three men in suits and white shirts. Although it was long past lunchtime they had napkins tucked into their collars and were putting forkfuls of cheese into their mouths, honing their knives across the bread chunks and pouring draughts of red wine into their throats after it. They continued to eat. They were the only people in the room not looking at me except for a muscular man seated at the back of the room, his feet propped upon a chair, placing the cards of his patience game with quiet confidence. I watched him peel each card loose from the pack, stare at it with the superior impartiality of a computer and place it face up on the marble table-top. I watched him play for a minute or so, but he didn’t look up.

It was a dark room; the only light entering it filtered through the jungle of plants in the window. On the marble-topped tables there were drip-mats advertising aperitifs; the mats had been used many times. The bar was brown with varnish and above the rows of bottles was an old clock that had ticked its last at 3.37 on some long-forgotten day. There were old calendars on the walls, a broken chair had been piled neatly under the window and the floor-boards squealed with each change of weight. In spite of the heat of the day three men had drawn their chairs close to a dead stove in the centre of the room. The body of the stove had cracked, and from it cold ash had spilled on to the floor. One of the men tapped his pipe against the stove. More ash poured out like the sands of time.

‘I’m looking for Monsieur Datt,’ I said to the whole room. ‘Which is his house?’

There was not even a change of expression. Outside I heard the sudden yelp of a frightened dog. From the corner came the regular click of playing cards striking the marble. There was no other sound.

I said, ‘I have important news for him. I know he lives somewhere in the village.’ I moved my eyes from face to face searching for a flicker of comprehension; there was none. Outside the dogs began to fight. It was a ragged, vicious sound: low growls and sudden shrieks of pain.

‘This is Plaisir?’ I asked. There was no answer. I turned to the woman behind the bar. ‘Is this the village of Plaisir?’ She half smiled.

‘Another carafe of red,’ called one of the men in white shirts.

The woman behind the bar reached for a litre bottle of wine, poured a carafe of it and pushed it down the counter. The man who had asked for it walked across to the counter, his napkin stuck in his collar, a fork still in his hand. He seized the carafe by the neck and returned to his seat. He poured a glass of wine for himself and took a large gulp. With the wine still in his mouth he leaned back in his chair, raised his eyes to mine and let the wine trickle into his throat. The dogs began fighting again.

‘They are getting vicious,’ said the man. ‘Perhaps we should do away with one of them.’

‘Do away with them all,’ I said. He nodded.

I finished my drink. ‘Three francs,’ said the woman.

‘What about a cheese sandwich?’

‘We sell only wine.’

I put three new francs on the counter-top. The man finished his patience game and collected the dog-eared cards together. He drank his glass of red wine and carried the empty glass and the greasy pack of cards to the counter. He put them both down and laid two twenty-old-franc pieces on top, then he wiped his hands on the front of his work jacket and stared at me for a moment. His eyes were quick and alert. He turned towards the door.

‘Are you going to tell me how to get to Monsieur Datt’s house?’ I asked the woman again.

‘We only sell wine,’ she said, scooping up the coins. I walked out into the hot midday sun. The man who had been playing patience walked slowly across to the tractor. He was a tall man, better nourished and more alert than the local inhabitants, perhaps thirty years old, walking like a horseman. When he reached the petrol pump, he whistled softly. The door opened immediately and an attendant came out.

‘Ten litres.’

The attendant nodded. He inserted the nozzle of the pump into the tank of the tractor, unlocked the handle and then rocked it to pump the spirit out. I watched them close to, but neither looked round. When the needle read ten litres, he stopped pumping and replaced the nozzle. ‘See you tomorrow,’ said the tall man. He did not pay. He threw a leg over the tractor seat and started the motor. There was an ear-splitting racket as it started. He let in the clutch too quickly and the big wheels slid in the dust for an instant before biting into the pavé and roaring away, leaving a trail of blue smoke. The one-eared dog awoke again as the sound and the hot sun hit it and went bounding up the road barking and snapping at the tractor wheels. That awoke the other dogs and they, too, began to bark. The tall man leaned over his saddle like an apache scout and caught the dog under its only ear with a wooden stick. It sang a descant of pain and retired from the chase. The other dogs too lost heart, their energy sapped by the heat. The barking ended raggedly.

‘I’m thinking of driving to the Datt house,’ I said to the pump attendant. He stared after the tractor. ‘He’ll never learn,’ he said. The dog limped back into the shade of the petrol pump. The attendant turned to face me. ‘Some dogs are like that,’ he said. ‘They never learn.’

‘If I drive to the Datt house I’ll need twenty litres of the best.’

‘Only one kind,’ said the man.

‘I’ll need twenty litres if you’ll be kind enough to direct me to the Datt place.’

‘You’d better fill her up,’ said the man. He raised his eyes to mine for the first time. ‘You’re going to need to come back, aren’t you?’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘And check the oil and water.’ I took a ten-franc note from my pocket. ‘That’s for you,’ I said. ‘For your trouble.’

‘I’ll look at the battery too,’ he said.

‘I’ll commend you to the tourist board,’ I said. He nodded. He took the pump nozzle and filled the tank, he opened up the rad cap with a cloth and then rubbed the battery. ‘Everything’s okay,’ he said. I paid him for the petrol.

‘Are you going to check the tyres?’

He kicked one of them. ‘They’ll do you. It’s only down the road. Last house before the church. They are waiting for you.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, trying not to look surprised. Down the long straight road I watched the bus come, trailed by a cloud of dust. It stopped in the street outside the café. The customers came out to watch. The driver climbed on to the roof of the bus and got some boxes and cases down. One woman had a live chicken, another a birdcage. They straightened their clothes and stretched their limbs.

‘More visitors,’ I said.

He stared at me and we both looked towards the bus. The passengers finished stretching themselves and got back aboard again. The bus drove away, leaving just four boxes and a birdcage in the street. I glanced towards the café and there was a movement of eyes. It may have been the cat watching the fluttering of the caged bird; it was that sort of cat.
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The house was the last one in the street, if you call endless railings and walls a street. I stopped outside the gates; there was no name or bell pull. Beyond the house a small child attending two tethered goats stared at me for a moment and ran away. Near to the house was a copse and half concealed in it a large grey square concrete block: one of the Wehrmacht’s indestructible contributions to European architecture.

A nimble little woman rushed to the gates and tugged them open. The house was tall and narrow and not particularly beautiful, but it was artfully placed in about twenty acres of ground. To the right, the kitchen garden sloped down to two large glasshouses. Beyond the house there was a tiny park where statues hid behind trees like grey stone children playing tag, and in between, there were orderly rows of fruit trees and an enclosure where laundry could just be glimpsed flapping in the breeze.

I drove slowly past a grimy swimming pool where a beach ball and some ice-cream wrappers floated. Tiny flies flickered close to the surface of the water. Around the rim of the pool there was some garden furniture: armchairs, stools and a table with a torn parasol. The woman puffed along with me. I recognized her now as the woman who had injected me. I parked in a paved yard, and she opened the side door of the house and ushered me through a large airy kitchen. She snapped a gas tap en passant, flipped open a drawer, dragged out a white apron and tied it around her without slowing her walk. The floor of the main hall was stone flags, the walls were white-washed and upon them were a few swords, shields and ancient banners. There was little furniture: an oak chest, some forbidding chairs, and tables bearing large vases full of freshly-cut flowers. Opening off the hall there was a billiard room. The lights were on and the brightly coloured balls lay transfixed upon the green baize like a pop-art tableau.

The little woman hurried ahead of me opening doors, waving me through, sorting amongst a bundle of large keys, locking each door and then darting around me and hurrying on ahead. Finally, she showed me into the lounge. It was soft and florid after the stark austerity of the rest of the house. There were four sofas with huge floral patterns, plants, knick-knacks, antique cases full of antique plates. Silver-framed photos, a couple of bizarre modern paintings in primary colours and a kidney-shaped bar trimmed in golden tin and plastic. Behind the bar were bottles of drink and arranged along the bar-top some bartender’s implements: strainers, shakers and ice-buckets.

‘I’m delighted to see you,’ said Monsieur Datt.

‘That’s good.’

He smiled engagingly. ‘How did you find me?’

‘A little bird told me.’

‘Damn those birds,’ said Datt, still smiling. ‘But no matter, the shooting season begins soon, doesn’t it?’

‘You could be right.’

‘Why not sit down and let me get you a drink. It’s damned hot, I’ve never known such weather.’

‘Don’t get ideas,’ I said. ‘My boys will come on in if I disappear for too long.’

‘Such crude ideas you have. And yet I suppose the very vulgarity of your mind is its dynamic. But have no fear, you’ll not have drugged food or any of that nonsense. On the contrary, I hope to prove to you how very wrong your whole notion of me is.’ He reached towards a bevy of cut-glass decanters. ‘What about Scotch whisky?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘You’re right.’ He walked across to the window. I followed him.

‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Nothing at all. We are both ascetics.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ I said. ‘I like a bit of self-indulgence now and again.’

The windows overlooked a courtyard, its ivy-covered walls punctuated by the strict geometry of white shutters. There was a dovecote and white doves marched and counter-marched across the cobbles.

There was a hoot at the gate, then into the courtyard drove a large Citroën ambulance. ‘Clinique de Paradis’ it said along the side under the big red cross. It was very dusty as though it had made a long journey. Out of the driver’s seat climbed Jean-Paul; he tooted the horn.

‘It’s my ambulance,’ said Datt.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘Jean-Paul driving.’

‘He’s a good boy,’ said Datt.

‘Let me tell you what I want,’ I said hurriedly.

Datt made a movement with his hand. ‘I know why you are here. There is no need to explain anything.’ He eased himself back into his armchair.

‘How do you know I’ve not come to kill you?’ I asked.

‘My dear man. There is no question of violence, for many reasons.’

‘For instance?’

‘Firstly you are not a man to use gratuitous violence. You would only employ violent means when you could see the course of action that the violence made available to you. Secondly, we are evenly matched, you and I. Weight for weight we are evenly matched.’

‘So are a swordfish and an angler, but one is sitting strapped into an armchair and the other is being dragged through the ocean with a hook in his mouth.’

‘Which am I?’

‘That’s what I am here to discover.’

‘Then begin, sir.’

‘Get Kuang.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean get Kuang. K.U.A.N.G. Get him here.’

Datt changed his mind about the drink; he poured himself a glass of wine and sipped it. ‘I won’t deny he’s here,’ he said finally.

‘Then why not get him?’

He pressed a buzzer and the maid came in. ‘Get Monsieur Kuang,’ he said.

The old woman went away quietly and came back with Kuang. He was wearing grey flannel trousers, open-neck shirt and a pair of dirty white tennis shoes. He poured himself a large Perrier water from the bar and sat down in an armchair with his feet sprawled sideways over the arm. ‘Well?’ he said to me.

‘I’m bringing you an American hydrogen expert to talk to.’

Kuang seemed unsurprised. ‘Petty, Barnes, Bertram or Hudson?’

‘Hudson.’

‘Excellent, he’s a top man.’

‘I don’t like it,’ said Datt.

‘You don’t have to like it,’ I said. ‘If Kuang and Hudson want to talk a little it’s nothing to do with you.’ I turned to Kuang. ‘How long will you want with him?’

‘Two hours,’ said Kuang. ‘Three at the most, less if he has written stuff with him.’

‘I believe he will have,’ I said. ‘He’s all prepared.’

‘I don’t like it,’ Datt complained.

‘Be quiet,’ said Kuang. He turned to me. ‘Are you working for the Americans?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m acting for them, just this one operation.’

Kuang nodded. ‘That makes sense; they wouldn’t want to expose one of their regular men.’

I bit my lip in anger. Hudson had, of course, been acting on American instructions, not on his own initiative. It was a plan to expose me so that the CIA could keep their own men covered. Clever bastards. Well, I’d grin and bear it and try to get something out of it.

‘That’s right,’ I agreed.

‘So you are not bargaining?’

‘I’m not getting paid,’ I said, ‘if that’s what you mean.’

‘How much do you want?’ asked Kuang wearily. ‘But don’t get big ideas.’

‘We’ll sort it out after you’ve seen Hudson.’

‘A most remarkable display of faith,’ said Kuang. ‘Did Datt pay you for the incomplete set of documents you let us have?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Now that our cards are on the table I take it you don’t really want payment.’

‘That’s right,’ I said.

‘Good,’ said Kuang. He hooked his legs off the arm of the chair and reached for some ice from the silver bucket. Before pouring himself a whisky he pushed the telephone across to me.

Maria was waiting near the phone when I called her. ‘Bring Hudson here,’ I said. ‘You know the way.’

‘Yes,’ said Maria. ‘I know the way.’
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Kuang went out to get ready for Hudson. I sat down again in a hard chair. Datt noticed me wince.

‘You have a pain in the spine?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I did it in a discothèque.’

‘Those modem dances are too strenuous for me,’ said Datt.

‘This one was too strenuous for me,’ I said. ‘My partner had brass knuckles.’

Datt knelt down at my feet, took off my shoe and probed at my heel with his powerful fingers. He felt my ankle bone and tut-tutted as though it had been designed all wrong. Suddenly he plunged his fingers hard into my heel. ‘Ahh,’ he said, but the word was drowned by my shout of pain. Kuang opened the door and looked at us.

‘Are you all right?’ Kuang asked.

‘He’s got a muscular contraction,’ said Datt. ‘It’s acupuncture,’ he explained to me. ‘I’ll soon get rid of that pain in your back.’

‘Ouch,’ I said. ‘Don’t do it if it’s going to make me lame for life.’

Kuang retreated back to his room. Datt inspected my foot again and pronounced it ready.

‘It should get rid of your pain,’ he said. ‘Rest for half an hour in the chair.’

‘It is a bit better,’ I admitted.

‘Don’t be surprised,’ said Datt, ‘the Chinese have practised these arts for centuries; it is a simple matter, a muscular pain.’

‘You practise acupuncture?’ I asked.

‘Not really, but I have always been interested,’ said Datt. ‘The body and the mind. The interaction of two opposing forces: body and mind, emotion and reason, the duality of nature. My ambition has always been to discover something new about man himself.’ He settled back into his chair. ‘You are simple. I do not say that as a criticism but rather in admiration. Simplicity is the most sought-after quality in both art and nature, but your simplicity encourages you to see the world around you in black-and-white terms. You do not approve of my inquiry into human thoughts and actions. Your puritan origin, your Anglo-Saxon breeding make it sinful to inquire too deeply into ourselves.’

‘But you don’t inquire into yourself, you inquire into other people.’

He leaned back and smiled. ‘My dear man, the reason I collect information, compile dossiers and films and recordings and probe the personal secrets of a wide range of important men, is twofold. Primarily because important men control the fate of the world and I like to feel that in my small way I influence such men. Secondly, I have devoted my life to the study of mankind. I love people; I have no illusions about them, it’s true, but that makes it much easier to love them. I am ceaselessly amazed and devoted to the strange convoluted workings of their devious minds, their rationalizations and the predictability of their weaknesses and failings. That’s why I became so interested in the sexual aspect of my studies. At one time I thought I understood my friends best when I watched them gambling: their avarice, kindness, and fear were so much in evidence when they gambled. I was a young man at the time. I lived in Hanoi and I saw the same men every day in the same clubs. I liked them enormously. It’s important that you believe that.’ He looked up at me.

I shrugged. ‘I believe it.’

‘I liked them very much and I wished to understand them better. For me, gambling could never hold any fascination: dull, repetitive and trivial. But it did unleash the deepest emotions. I got more from seeing their reactions to the game than from playing. So I began to keep dossiers on all my friends. There was no malign intent; on the contrary, it was expressly in order to understand and like them better that I did it.’

‘And did you like them better?’

‘In some ways. There were disillusions, of course, but a man’s failings are so much more attractive than his successes – any woman will tell you that. Soon it occurred to me that alcohol was providing more information to the dossiers than gambling. Gambling showed me the hostilities and fears, but drink showed me the weaknesses. It was when a man felt sorry for himself that one saw the gaps in the armour. See how a man gets drunk and you will know him – I have told so many young girls that: see your man getting drunk and you will know him. Does he want to pull the blankets over his head or go out into the street and start a riot? Does he want to be caressed or to commit rape? Does he find everything humorous, or threatening? Does he feel the world is secretly mocking him, or does he throw his arms around a stranger’s shoulders and shout that he loves everyone?’

‘Yes. It’s a good indication.’

‘But there were even better ways to reach deep into the subconscious, and now I wanted not only to understand people but also to try planting ideas into their heads. If only I could have a man with the frailty and vulnerability of drunkenness but without the blurriness and loss of memory that drink brought, then I would have a chance of really improving my dossiers. How I envied the women who had access to my friends in their most vulnerable – post-coital triste – condition. Sex, I decided, was the key to man’s drives and post-sex was his most vulnerable state. That’s how my methods evolved.’

I relaxed now that Datt had become totally involved in his story. I suppose he had been sitting out here in this house, inactive and musing about his life and what had led to this moment of supreme power that he was now enjoying so much. He was unstoppable, as so many reserved men are once explanations start burbling out of them.

‘Eight hundred dossiers I have now, and many of them are analyses that a psychiatrist would be proud of.’

‘Are you qualified to practise psychiatry?’ I asked.

‘Is anyone qualified to practise it?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Precisely,’ said Datt. ‘Well, I am a little better able than most men. I know what can be done, because I have done it. Done it eight hundred times. Without a staff it would never have developed at the same rate. Perhaps the quality would have been higher had I done it all myself, but the girls were a vital part of the operation.’

‘The girls actually compiled the dossiers?’

‘Maria might have been able to if she’d worked with me longer. The girl that died – Annie Couzins – was intelligent enough, but she was not temperamentally suited to the work. At one time I would work only with girls with qualifications in law or engineering or accountancy, but to find girls thus qualified and also sexually alluring is difficult. I wanted girls who would understand. With the more stupid girls I had to use recording machines, but the girls who understood produced the real results.’

‘The girls didn’t hide the fact that they understood?’

‘At first. I thought – as you do now – that men would be afraid and suspicious of a woman who was clever, but they aren’t, you see. On the contrary, men like clever women. Why does a husband complain “my wife doesn’t understand me” when he goes running off with another woman? Why, because what he needs isn’t sex, it’s someone to talk to.’

‘Can’t he talk to the people he works with?’

‘He can, but he’s frightened of them. The people he works with are after his job, on the watch for weakness.’

‘Just as your girls are.’

‘Exactly, but he does not understand that.’

‘Eventually he does, surely?’

‘By then he no longer cares – the therapeutic aspect of the relationship is clear to him.’

‘You blackmail him into co-operating?’

Datt shrugged. ‘I might have done had it ever proved necessary, but it never has. By the time a man has been studied by me and the girls for six months he needs us.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You don’t understand,’ said Datt patiently, ‘because you persist in regarding me as some malign monster feeding on the blood of my victims.’ Datt held up his hands. ‘What I did for these men was helpful to them. I worked day and night, endless sessions to help them understand themselves: their motives, their aspirations, their weaknesses and strengths. The girls too were intelligent enough to be helpful, and reassuring. All the people that I have studied become better personalities.’

‘Will become,’ I corrected. ‘That’s the promise you hold out to them.’

‘In some cases, not all.’

‘But you have tried to increase their dependency upon you. You have used your skills to make these people think they need you.’

‘You are splitting hairs. All psychiatrists must do that. That’s what the word “transference” means.’

‘But you have a hold over them. These films and records: they demonstrate the type of power you want.’

‘They demonstrate nothing. The films, etc. are nothing to me. I am a scientist, not a blackmailer. I have merely used the sexual activities of my patients as a short cut to understanding the sort of disorders they are likely to have. A man reveals so much when he is in bed with a woman; it’s this important element of release. It’s common to all the activities of the subject. He finds release in talking to me, which gives him freedom in his sexual appetites. Greater and more varied sexual activity releases in turn a need to talk at greater length.’

‘So he talks to you.’

‘Of course he does. He grows more and more free, and more and more confident.’

‘But you are the only person he can boast to.’

‘Not boast exactly, talk. He wishes to share this new, stronger, better life that he has created.’

‘That you have created for him.’

‘Some subjects have been kind enough to say that they lived at only ten per cent of their potential until they came to my clinic.’ M. Datt smiled complacently. ‘It’s vital and important work showing men the power they have within their own minds if they merely take courage enough to use it.’

‘You sound like one of those small ads from the back pages of skin magazines. The sort that’s sandwiched between acne cream and peeping-tom binoculars.’

‘Honi soit qui mal y pense. I know what I am doing.’

I said, ‘I really believe you do, but I don’t like it.’

‘Mind you,’ he said urgently, ‘don’t think for one moment I’m a Freudian. I’m not. Everyone thinks I’m a Freudian because of this emphasis on sex. I’m not.’

‘You’ll publish your results?’ I asked.

‘The conclusions possibly, but not the case histories.’

‘It’s the case histories that are the important factor,’ I said.

‘To some people,’ said Datt. ‘That’s why I have to guard them so carefully!’

‘Loiseau tried to get them.’

‘But he was a few minutes too late.’ Datt poured himself another small glass of wine, measured its clarity and drank a little. ‘Many men covet my dossiers but I guard them carefully. This whole neighbourhood is under surveillance. I knew about you as soon as you stopped for fuel in the village.’

The old woman knocked discreetly and entered. ‘A car with Paris plates – it sounds like Madame Loiseau – coming through the village.’

Datt nodded. ‘Tell Robert I want the Belgian plates on the ambulance and the documents must be ready. Jean-Paul can help him. No, on second thoughts don’t tell Jean-Paul to help him. I believe they don’t get along too well.’ The old woman said nothing. ‘Yes, well that’s all.’

Datt walked across to the window and as he did so there was the sound of tyres crunching on the gravel.

‘It’s Maria’s car,’ said Datt.

‘And your backyard Mafia didn’t stop it?’

‘They are not there to stop people,’ explained Datt. ‘They are not collecting entrance money, they are there for my protection.’

‘Did Kuang tell you that?’ I said. ‘Perhaps those guards are there to stop you getting out.’

‘Poof,’ said Datt, but I knew I had planted a seed in his mind. ‘I wish she’d brought the boy with her.’

I said, ‘It’s Kuang who’s in charge. He didn’t ask you before agreeing to my bringing Hudson here.’

‘We have our areas of authority,’ said Datt. ‘Everything concerning data of a technical kind – of the kind that Hudson can provide – is Kuang’s province.’ Suddenly he flushed with anger. ‘Why should I explain such things to you?’

‘I thought you were explaining them to yourself,’ I said.

Datt changed the subject abruptly. ‘Do you think Maria told Loiseau where I am?’

‘I’m sure she didn’t,’ I said. ‘She has a lot of explaining to do the next time she sees Loiseau. She has to explain why she warned you about his raid on the clinic.’

‘That’s true,’ said Datt. ‘A clever man, Loiseau. At one time I thought you were his assistant.’

‘And now?’

‘Now I think you are his victim, or soon will be.’

I said nothing. Datt said, ‘Whoever you work for, you run alone. Loiseau has no reason to like you. He’s jealous of your success with Maria – she adores you, of course. Loiseau pretends he’s after me, but you are his real enemy. Loiseau is in trouble with his department, he might have decided that you could be the scapegoat. He visited me a couple of weeks ago, wanted me to sign a document concerning you. A tissue of lies, but cleverly riddled with half-truths that could prove bad for you. It needed only my signature. I refused.’

‘Why didn’t you sign?’

M. Datt sat down opposite me and looked me straight in the eye. ‘Not because I like you particularly. I hardly know you. It was because I had given you that injection when I first suspected that you were an agent provocateur sent by Loiseau. If I treat a person he becomes my patient. I become responsible for him. It is my proud boast that if one of my patients committed even a murder he could come to me and tell me; in confidence. That’s my relationship with Kuang. I must have that sort of relationship with my patients – Loiseau refuses to understand that. I must have it.’ He stood up suddenly and said, ‘A drink – and now I insist. What shall it be?’

The door opened and Maria came in, followed by Hudson and Jean-Paul. Maria was smiling, but her eyes were narrow and tense. Her old roll-neck pullover and riding breeches were stained with mud and wine. She looked tough and elegant and rich. She came into the room quietly and aware, like a cat sniffing, and moving stealthily, on the watch for the slightest sign of things hostile or alien. She handed me the packet of documents: three passports, one for me, one for Hudson, one for Kuang. There were some other papers inside, money and some cards and envelopes that would prove I was someone else. I put them in my pocket without looking at them.

‘I wish you’d brought the boy,’ said M. Datt to Maria. She didn’t answer. ‘What will you drink, my good friends? An aperitif perhaps?’ He called to the woman in the white apron, ‘We shall be seven to dinner but Mr Hudson and Mr Kuang will dine separately in the library. And take Mr Hudson into the library now,’ he added. ‘Mr Kuang is waiting there.’

‘And leave the door ajar,’ I said affably.

‘And leave the door ajar,’ said M. Datt.

Hudson smiled and gripped his briefcase tight under his arm. He looked at Maria and Jean-Paul, nodded and withdrew without answering. I got up and walked across to the window, wondering if the woman in the white apron was sitting in at dinner with us, but then I saw the dented tractor parked close behind Maria’s car. The tractor driver was here. With all that room to spare the tractor needn’t have boxed both cars tight against the wall.
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‘Read the greatest thinkers of the eighteenth century,’ M. Datt was saying, ‘and you’ll understand what the Frenchman still thinks about women.’ The soup course was finished and the little woman – dressed now in a maid’s formal uniform – collected the dishes. ‘Don’t stack them,’ M. Datt whispered loudly to her. ‘That’s how they get broken. Make two journeys; a well-trained maid never stacks plates.’ He poured a glass of white wine for each of us. ‘Diderot thought they were merely courtesans, Montesquieu said they were pretty children. For Rousseau they existed only as an adjunct to man’s pleasure and for Voltaire they didn’t exist at all.’ He pulled the side of smoked salmon towards him and sharpened the long knife.

Jean-Paul smiled knowingly. He was more nervous than usual. He patted the white starched cuff that artfully revealed the Cartier watch and fingered the small disc of adhesive plaster that covered a razor nick on his chin.

Maria said, ‘France is a land where men command and women obey. “Elle me plait” is the greatest compliment a woman can expect from men; they mean she obeys. How can anyone call Paris a woman’s city? Only a prostitute can have a serious career there. It took two world wars to give Frenchwomen the vote.’

Datt nodded. He removed the bones and the salmon’s smoke-hard surface with two long sweeps of the knife. He brushed oil over the fish and began to slice it, serving Maria first. Maria smiled at him.

Just as an expensive suit wrinkles in a different way from a cheap one, so did the wrinkles in Maria’s face add to her beauty rather than detract from it. I stared at her, trying to understand her better. Was she treacherous, or was she exploited, or was she, like most of us, both?

‘It’s all very well for you, Maria,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘You are a woman with wealth, position, intelligence,’ he pause, ‘and beauty …’

‘I’m glad you added beauty,’ she said, still smiling.

Jean-Paul looked towards M. Datt and me. ‘That illustrates my point. Even Maria would sooner have beauty than brains. When I was eighteen – ten years ago – I wanted to give the women I loved the things I wanted for myself: respect, admiration, good food, conversation, wit and even knowledge. But women despise those things. Passion is what they want, intensity of emotion. The same trite words of admiration repeated over and over again. They don’t want good food – women have poor palates – and witty conversation worries them. What’s worse it diverts attention away from them. Women want men who are masterful enough to give them confidence, but not cunning enough to outwit them. They want men with plenty of faults so that they can forgive them. They want men who have trouble with the little things in life; women excel at little things. They remember little things too; there is no occasion in their lives, from confirmation to eightieth birthday, when they can’t recall every stitch they wore.’ He looked accusingly at Maria.

Maria laughed. ‘That part of your tirade at least is true.’

M. Datt said, ‘What did you wear at your confirmation?’

‘White silk, high-waisted dress, plain-front white silk shoes and cotton gloves that I hated.’ She reeled it off.

‘Very good,’ said M. Datt and laughed. ‘Although I must say, Jean-Paul, you are far too hard on women. Take that girl Annie who worked for me. Her academic standards were tremendous …’

‘Of course,’ said Maria, ‘women leaving university have such trouble getting a job that anyone enlightened enough to employ them is able to demand very high qualifications.’

‘Exactly,’ said M. Datt. ‘Most of the girls I’ve ever used in my research were brilliant. What’s more they were deeply involved in the research tasks. Just imagine that the situation had required men employees to involve themselves sexually with patients. In spite of paying lip-service to promiscuity men would have given me all sorts of puritanical reasons why they couldn’t do it. These girls understood that it was a vital part of their relationship with patients. One girl was a mathematical genius and yet such beauty. Truly remarkable.’

Jean-Paul said, ‘Where is this mathematical genius now? I would dearly appreciate her advice. Perhaps I could improve my technique with women.’

‘You couldn’t,’ said Maria. She spoke clinically, with no emotion showing. ‘Your technique is all too perfect. You flatter women to saturation point when you first meet them. Then, when you decide the time is right, you begin to undermine their confidence in themselves. You point out their shortcomings rather cleverly and sympathetically until they think that you must be the only man who would deign to be with them. You destroy women by erosion because you hate them.’

‘No,’ Jean-Paul said. ‘I love women. I love all women too much to reject so many by marrying one.’ He laughed.

‘Jean-Paul feels it is his duty to make himself available to every girl from fifteen to fifty,’ said Maria quietly.

‘Then you’ll soon be outside my range of activity,’ said Jean-Paul.

The candles had burned low and now their light came through the straw-coloured wine and shone golden on face and ceiling.

Maria sipped at her wine. No one spoke. She placed the glass on the table and then brought her eyes up to Jean-Paul’s. ‘I’m sorry for you, Jean-Paul,’ she said.

The maid brought the fish course to the table and served it: sole Dieppoise, the sauce dense with shrimps and speckled with parsley and mushroom, the bland smell of the fish echoed by the hot butter. The maid retired, conscious that her presence had interrupted the conversation. Maria drank a little more wine and as she put the glass down she looked at Jean-Paul.

He didn’t smile. When she spoke her voice was mellow and any trace of bitterness had been removed by the pause.

‘When I say I’m sorry for you, Jean-Paul, with your endless succession of lovers, you may laugh at me. But let me tell you this: the shortness of your relationships with women is due to a lack of flexibility in you. You are not able to adapt, change, improve, enjoy new things each day. Your demands are constant and growing narrower. Everyone else must adapt to you, never the other way about.

‘Marriages break up for this same reason – my marriage did and it was at least half my fault: two people become so set in their ways that they become vegetables. The antithesis of this feeling is to be in love. I fell in love with you, Jean-Paul. Being in love is to drink in new ideas, new feelings, smells, tastes, new dances – even the air seems to be different in flavour. That’s why infidelity is such a shock. A wife set in the dull, lifeless pattern of marriage is suddenly liberated by love, and her husband is terrified to see the change take place, for just as I felt ten years younger, so I saw my husband as ten years older.’

Jean-Paul said, ‘And that’s how you now see me?’

‘Exactly. It’s laughable how I once worried that you were younger than me. You’re not younger than me at all. You are an old fogey. Now I no longer love you I can see that. You are an old fogey of twenty-eight and I am a young girl of thiry-two.’

‘You bitch.’

‘My poor little one. Don’t be angry. Think of what I tell you. Open your mind. Open your mind and you will discover what you want so much: how to be eternally a young man.’

Jean-Paul looked at her. He wasn’t as angry as I would have expected. ‘Perhaps I am a shallow and vain fool,’ he said. ‘But when I met you, Maria, I truly loved you. It didn’t last more than a week, but for me it was real. It was the only time in my life that I truly believed myself capable of something worthwhile. You were older than me but I liked that. I wanted you to show me the way out of the stupid labyrinth life I led. You are highly intelligent and you, I thought, could show me the solid good reasons for living. But you failed me, Maria. Like all women you are weak-willed and indecisive. You can be loyal only for a moment to whoever is near to you. You have never made one objective decision in your life. You have never really wanted to be strong and free. You have never done one decisive thing that you truly believed in. You are a puppet, Maria, with many puppeteers, and they quarrel over who shall operate you.’ His final words were sharp and bitter and he stared hard at Datt.

‘Children,’ Datt admonished. ‘Just as we were all getting along so well together.’

Jean-Paul smiled a tight, film-star smile. ‘Turn off your charm,’ he said to Datt. ‘You always patronize me.’

‘If I’ve done something to give offence …’ said Datt. He didn’t finish the sentence but looked around at his guests, raising his eyebrows to show how difficult it was to even imagine such a possibility.

‘You think you can switch me on and off as you please,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘You think you can treat me like a child; well you can’t. Without me you would be in big trouble now. If I had not brought you the information about Loiseau’s raid upon your clinic you would be in prison now.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Datt, ‘and perhaps not.’

‘Oh I know what you want people to believe,’ said Jean-Paul. ‘I know you like people to think you are mixed up with the SDECE and secret departments of the Government, but we know better. I saved you. Twice. Once with Annie, once with Maria.’

‘Maria saved me,’ said Datt, ‘if anyone did.’

‘Your precious daughter,’ said Jean-Paul, ‘is good for only one thing.’ He smiled. ‘And what’s more she hates you. She said you were foul and evil; that’s how much she wanted to save you before I persuaded her to help.’

‘Did you say that about me?’ Datt asked Maria, and even as she was about to reply he held up his hand. ‘No, don’t answer. I have no right to ask you such a question. We all say things in anger that later we regret.’ He smiled at Jean-Paul. ‘Relax, my good friend, and have another glass of wine.’

Datt filled Jean-Paul’s glass but Jean-Paul didn’t pick it up. Datt pointed the neck of the bottle at it. ‘Drink.’ He picked up the glass and held it to Jean-Paul. ‘Drink and say that these black thoughts are not your truly considered opinion of old Datt who has done so much for you.’

Jean-Paul brought the flat of his hand round in an angry sweeping gesture. Perhaps he didn’t like to be told that he owed Datt anything. He sent the full glass flying across the room and swept the bottle out of Datt’s hands. It slid across the table, felling the glasses like ninepins and flooding the cold blond liquid across the linen and cutlery. Datt stood up, awkwardly dabbing at his waistcoat with a table napkin. Jean-Paul stood up too. The only sound was of the wine, still chug-chugging out of the bottle.

‘Salaud!’ said Datt. ‘You attack me in my own home! You casse-pieds! You insult me in front of my guests and assault me when I offer you wine!’ He dabbed at himself and threw the wet napkin across the table as a sign that the meal would not continue. The cutlery jangled mournfully. ‘You will learn,’ said Datt. ‘You will learn here and now.’

Jean-Paul finally understood the hornet’s nest he had aroused in Datt’s brain. His face was set and defiant, but you didn’t have to be an amateur psychologist to know that if he could set the clock back ten minutes he’d rewrite his script.

‘Don’t touch me,’ Jean-Paul said. ‘I have villainous friends just as you do, and my friends and I can destroy you, Datt. I know all about you, the girl Annie Couzins and why she had to be killed. There are a few things you don’t know about that story. There are a few more things that the police would like to know too. Touch me, you fat old swine, and you’ll die as surely as the girl did.’ He looked around at us all. His forehead was moist with exertion and anxiety. He managed a grim smile. ‘Just touch me, just you try …!’

Datt said nothing, nor did any one of us. Jean-Paul gabbled on until his steam ran out. ‘You need me,’ he finally said to Datt, but Datt didn’t need him any more and there was no one in the room who didn’t know it.

‘Robert!’ shouted Datt. I don’t know if Robert was standing in the sideboard or in a crack in the floor, but he certainly came in fast. Robert was the tractor driver who had slapped the one-eared dog. He was as tall and broad as Jean-Paul but there the resemblance ended: Robert was teak against Jean-Paul’s papier-mâché.

Right behind Robert was the woman in the white apron. Now that they were standing side by side you could see a family resemblance: Robert was clearly the woman’s son. He walked forward and stood before Datt like a man waiting to be given a medal. The old woman stood in the doorway with a 12-bore shotgun held steady in her fists. It was a battered old relic, the butt was scorched and stained and there was a patch of rust around the muzzle as though it had been propped in a puddle. It was just the sort of thing that might be kept around the hall of a country house for dealing with rats and rabbits: an ill-finished mass-production job without styling or finish. It wasn’t at all the sort of gun I’d want to be shot with. That’s why I remained very, very still.

Datt nodded towards me, and Robert moved in and brushed me lightly but efficiently. ‘Nothing,’ he said. Robert walked over to Jean-Paul. In Jean-Paul’s suit he found a 6.35 Mauser automatic. He sniffed it and opened it, spilled the bullets out into his hand and passed the gun, magazine and bullets to Datt. Datt handled them as though they were some kind of virus. He reluctantly dropped them into his pocket.

‘Take him away, Robert,’ said Datt. ‘He makes too much noise in here. I can’t bear people shouting.’ Robert nodded and turned upon Jean-Paul. He made a movement of his chin and a clicking noise of the sort that encourages horses. Jean-Paul buttoned his jacket carefully and walked to the door.

‘We’ll have the meat course now,’ Datt said to the woman.

She smiled with more deference than humour and withdrew backwards, muzzle last.

‘Take him out, Robert,’ repeated Datt.

‘Maybe you think you don’t,’ said Jean-Paul earnestly, ‘but you’ll find …’ His words were lost as Robert pulled him gently through the door and closed it.

‘What are you going to do to him?’ asked Maria.

‘Nothing, my dear,’ said Datt. ‘But he’s become more and more tiresome. He must be taught a lesson. We must frighten him, it’s for the good of all of us.’

‘You’re going to kill him,’ said Maria.

‘No, my dear.’ He stood near the fireplace, and smiled reassuringly.

‘You are, I can feel it in the atmosphere.’

Datt turned his back on us. He toyed with the clock on the mantelpiece. He found the key for it and began to wind it up. It was a noisy ratchet.

Maria turned to me. ‘Are they going to kill him?’ she asked.

‘I think they are,’ I said.

She went across to Datt and grabbed his arm. ‘You mustn’t,’ she said. ‘It’s too horrible. Please don’t. Please father, please don’t, if you love me.’ Datt put his arm around her paternally but said nothing.

‘He’s a wonderful person,’ Maria said. She was speaking of Jean-Paul. ‘He would never betray you. Tell him,’ she asked me, ‘he must not kill Jean-Paul.’

‘You mustn’t kill him,’ I said.

‘You must make it more convincing than that,’ said Datt. He patted Maria. ‘If our friend here can tell us a way to guarantee his silence, some other way, then perhaps I’ll agree.’

He waited but I said nothing. ‘Exactly,’ said Datt.

‘But I love him,’ said Maria.

‘That can make no difference,’ said Datt. ‘I’m not a plenipotentiary from God, I’ve got no halos or citations to distribute. He stands in the way – not of me but of what I believe in: he stands in the way because he is spiteful and stupid. I do believe, Maria, that even if it were you I’d still do the same.’

Maria stopped being a suppliant. She had that icy calm that women take on just before using their nails.

‘I love him,’ said Maria. That meant that he should never be punished for anything except infidelity. She looked at me. ‘It’s your fault for bringing me here.’

Datt heaved a sigh and left the room.

‘And your fault that he’s in danger,’ she said.

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘blame me if you want to. On my colour soul the stains don’t show.’

‘Can’t you stop them?’ she said.

‘No,’ I told her, ‘it’s not that sort of film.’

Her face contorted as though cigar smoke was getting in her eyes. It went squashy and she began to sob. She didn’t cry. She didn’t do that mascara-respecting display of grief that winkles tear-drops out of the eyes with the corner of a tiny lace handkerchief while watching the whole thing in a well-placed mirror. She sobbed and her face collapsed. The mouth sagged, and the flesh puckered and wrinkled like blow-torched paintwork. Ugly sight, and ugly sound.

‘He’ll die,’ she said in a strange little voice.

I don’t know what happened next. I don’t know whether Maria began to move before the sound of the shot or after. Just as I don’t know whether Jean-Paul had really lunged at Robert, as Robert later told us. But I was right behind Maria as she opened the door. A .45 is a big pistol. The first shot had hit the dresser, ripping a hole in the carpentry and smashing half a dozen plates. They were still falling as the second shot fired. I heard Datt shouting about his plates and saw Jean-Paul spinning drunkenly like an exhausted whipping top. He fell against the dresser, supporting himself on his hand, and stared at me pop-eyed with hate and grimacing with pain, his cheeks bulging as though he was looking for a place to vomit. He grabbed at his white shirt and tugged it out of his trousers. He wrenched it so hard that the buttons popped and pinged away across the room. He had a great bundle of shirt in his hand now and he stuffed it into his mouth like a conjurer doing a trick called ‘how to swallow my white shirt’. Or how to swallow my pink-dotted shirt. How to swallow my pink shirt, my red, and finally dark-red shirt. But he never did the trick. The cloth fell away from his mouth and his blood poured over his chin, painting his teeth pink and dribbling down his neck and ruining his shirt. He knelt upon the ground as if to pray but his face sank to the floor and he died without a word, his ear flat against the ground, as if listening for hoof-beats pursuing him to another world.

He was dead. It’s difficult to wound a man with a .45. You either miss them or blow them in half.

The legacy the dead leave us are life-size effigies that only slightly resemble their former owners. Jean-Paul’s bloody body only slightly resembled him: its thin lips pressed together and the small circular plaster just visible on the chin.

Robert was stupefied. He was staring at the gun in horror. I stepped over to him and grabbed the gun away from him. I said, ‘You should be ashamed,’ and Datt repeated that.

The door opened suddenly and Hudson and Kuang stepped into the kitchen. They looked down at the body of Jean-Paul. He was a mess of blood and guts. No one spoke, they were waiting for me. I remembered that I was the one holding the gun. ‘I’m taking Kuang and Hudson and I’m leaving,’ I said. Through the open door to the hall I could see into the library, its table covered with their scientific documents: photos, maps and withered plants with large labels on them.

‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Datt.

‘I have to return Hudson intact because that’s part of the deal. The information he’s given Kuang has to be got back to the Chinese Government or else it wasn’t much good delivering it. So I must take Kuang too.’

‘I think he’s right,’ said Kuang. ‘It makes sense, what he says.’

‘How do you know what makes sense?’ said Datt. ‘I’m arranging your movements, not this fool; how can we trust him? He admits this task is for the Americans.’

‘It makes sense,’ said Kuang again. ‘Hudson’s information is genuine. I can tell: it fills out what I learnt from that incomplete set of papers you passed to me last week. If the Americans want me to have the information, then they must want it to be taken back home.’

‘Can’t you see that they might want to capture you for interrogation?’ said Datt.

‘Rubbish!’ I interrupted. ‘I could have arranged that at any time in Paris without risking Hudson out here in the middle of nowhere.’

‘They are probably waiting down the road,’ said Datt. ‘You could be dead and buried in five minutes. Out here in the middle of the country no one would hear, no one would see the diggings.’

‘I’ll take that chance,’ said Kuang. ‘If he can get Hudson into France on false papers, he can get me out.’

I watched Hudson, fearful that he would say I’d done no such thing for him, but he nodded sagely and Kuang seemed reassured.

‘Come with us,’ said Hudson, and Kuang nodded agreement. The two scientists seemed to be the only ones in the room with any mutual trust.

I was reluctant to leave Maria but she just waved her hand and said she’d be all right. She couldn’t take her eyes off Jean-Paul’s body.

‘Cover him, Robert,’ said Datt.

Robert took a table-cloth from a drawer and covered the body. ‘Go,’ Maria called again to me, and then she began to sob. Datt put his arm around her and pulled her close. Hudson and Kuang collected their data together and then, still waving the gun around, I showed them out and followed.

As we went across the hall the old woman emerged carrying a heavily laden tray. She said, ‘There’s still the poulet sauté chasseur.’

‘Vive le sport,’ I said.
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From the garage we took the camionette – a tiny grey corrugated-metal van – because the roads of France are full of them. I had to change gear constantly for the small motor, and the tiny headlights did no more than probe the hedgerows. It was a cold night and I envied the warm grim-faced occupants of the big Mercs and Citroëns that roared past us with just a tiny peep of the horn, to tell us they had done so.

Kuang seemed perfectly content to rely upon my skill to get him out of France. He leaned well back in the hard upright seat, folded his arms and closed his eyes as though performing some oriental contemplative ritual. Now and again he spoke. Usually it was a request for a cigarette.

The frontier was little more than a formality. The Paris office had done us proud: three good British passports – although the photo of Hudson was a bit dodgy – over twenty-five pounds in small notes (Belgian and French), and some bills and receipts to correspond to each passport. I breathed more easily after we were through. I’d done a deal with Loiseau so he’d guaranteed no trouble, but I still breathed more easily after we’d gone through.

Hudson lay flat upon some old blankets in the rear. Soon he began to snore. Kuang spoke.

‘Are we going to an hotel or are you going to blow one of your agents to shelter me?’

‘This is Belgium,’ I said. ‘Going to an hotel is like going to a police station.’

‘What will happen to him?’

‘The agent?’ I hesitated. ‘He’ll be pensioned off. It’s bad luck but he was the next due to be blown.’

‘Age?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘And you have someone better in the area?’

‘You know we can’t talk about that,’ I said.

‘I’m not interested professionally,’ said Kuang. ‘I’m a scientist. What the British do in France or Belgium is nothing to do with me, but if we are blowing this man I owe him his job.’

‘You owe him nothing,’ I said. ‘What the hell do you think this is? He’ll be blown because it’s his job. Just as I’m conducting you because that’s my job. I’m doing it as a favour. You owe no one anything, so forget it. As far as I’m concerned you are a parcel.’

Kuang inhaled deeply on his cigarette, then removed it from his mouth with his long delicate fingers and stubbed it into the ashtray. I imagined him killing Annie Couzins. Passion or politics? He rubbed the tobacco shreds from his fingertips like a pianist practising trills.

As we passed through the tightly shuttered villages the rough pavé hammered the suspension and bright-eyed cats glared into our lights and fled. One a little slower than the others had been squashed as flat as an ink blot. Each successive set of wheels contributed a new pattern to the little tragedy that morning would reveal.

I had the camionette going at its top speed. The needles were still and the loud noise of the motor held a constant note. Everything was unchanging except a brief fusillade of loose gravel or the sudden smell of tar or the beep of a faster car.

‘We are near to Ypres,’ said Kuang.

‘This was the Ypres salient,’ I said. Hudson asked for a cigarette. He must have been awake for some time. ‘Ypres,’ said Hudson as he lit the cigarette, ‘was that the site of a World War One battle?’

‘One of the biggest,’ I said. ‘There’s scarcely an Englishman that didn’t have a relative die here. Perhaps a piece of Britain died here too.’

Hudson looked out of the rear windows of the van. ‘It’s quite a place to die,’ he said.
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Across the Ypres salient the dawn sky was black and getting lower and blacker like a Bulldog Drummond ceiling. It’s a grim region, like a vast ill-lit military depot that goes on for miles. Across country go the roads: narrow slabs of concrete not much wider than a garden path, and you have the feeling that to go off the edge is to go into bottomless mud. It’s easy to go around in circles and even easier to imagine that you are. Every few yards there are the beady-eyed green-and-white notices that point the way to military cemeteries where regiments of Blanco-white headstones parade. Death pervades the topsoil but untidy little farms go on operating, planting their cabbages right up to ‘Private of the West Riding – Known only to God’. The living cows and dead soldiers share the land and there are no quarrels. Now in the hedges evergreen plants were laden with tiny red berries as though the ground was sweating blood. I stopped the car. Ahead was Passchendaele, a gentle upward slope.

‘Which way were your soldiers facing?’ Kuang said.

‘Up the slope,’ I said. ‘They advanced up the slope, sixty pounds on their backs and machine guns down their throats.’

Kuang opened the window and threw his cigarette butt on to the road. There was an icy gust of wind.

‘It’s cold,’ said Kuang. ‘When the wind drops it will rain.’

Hudson leaned close to the window again. ‘Oh boy,’ he said, ‘trench warfare here,’ and shook his head when no word came. ‘For them it must have seemed like for ever.’

‘For a lot of them it was for ever,’ I said. ‘They are still here.’

‘In Hiroshima even more died,’ said Kuang.

‘I don’t measure death by numbers,’ I said.

‘Then it’s a pity you were so careful not to use your atom bomb on the Germans or Italians,’ said Kuang.

I started the motor again to get some heat in the car, but Kuang got out and stamped around on the concrete roadway. He did not seem to mind the cold wind and rain. He picked up a chunk of the shiny, clay-heavy soil peculiar to this region, studied it and then broke it up and threw it aimlessly across the field of cabbages.

‘Are we expecting to rendezvous with another car?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘You must have been very confident that I would come with you.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I was. It was logical.’

Kuang nodded. ‘Can I have another cigarette?’ I gave him one.

‘We’re early,’ complained Hudson. ‘That’s a sure way to attract attention.’

‘Hudson fancies his chances as a secret agent,’ I said to Kuang.

‘I don’t take to your sarcasm,’ said Hudson.

‘Well that’s real old-fashioned bad luck, Hudson,’ I said, ‘because you are stuck with it.’

Grey clouds rushed across the salient. Here and there old windmills – static in spite of the wind – stood across the skyline, like crosses waiting for someone to be nailed upon them. Over the hill came a car with its headlights on.

They were thirty minutes late. Two men in a Renault 16, a man and his son. They didn’t introduce themselves, in fact they didn’t seem keen to show their faces at all. The older man got out of the car and came across to me. He spat upon the road and cleared his throat.

‘You two get into the other car. The American stays in this one. Don’t speak to the boy.’ He smiled and gave a short, croaky, mirthless laugh. ‘In fact don’t speak to me even. There’s a large-scale map in the dashboard. Make sure that’s what you want.’ He gripped my arm as he said it. ‘The boy will take the camionette and dump it somewhere near the Dutch border. The American stays in this car. Someone will meet them at the other end. It’s all arranged.’

Hudson said to me, ‘Going with you is one thing, but taking off into the blue with this kid is another. I think I can find my own way …’

‘Don’t think about it,’ I told him. ‘We just follow the directions on the label. Hold your nose and swallow.’ Hudson nodded.

We got out of the car and the boy came across, slowly detouring around us as though his father had told him to keep his face averted. The Renault was nice and warm inside. I felt in the glove compartment and found not only a map but a pistol.

‘No prints,’ I called to the Fleming. ‘Make sure there’s nothing else, no sweet wrappers or handkerchiefs.’

‘Yes,’ said the man. ‘And none of those special cigarettes that are made specially for me in one of those exclusive shops in Jermyn Street.’ He smiled sarcastically. ‘He knows all that.’ His accent was so thick as to be almost unintelligible. I guessed that normally he spoke Flemish and the French was not natural to him. The man spat again in the roadway before climbing into the driver’s seat alongside us. ‘He’s a good boy,’ the man said. ‘He knows what to do.’ By the time he got the Renault started the camionette was out of sight.

I’d reached the worrying stage of the journey. ‘Did you take notes?’ I asked Kuang suddenly. He looked at me without answering. ‘Be sensible,’ I said. ‘I must know if you are carrying anything that would need to be destroyed. I know there’s the box of stuff Hudson gave you.’ I drummed upon it. ‘Is there anything else?’

‘A small notebook taped to my leg. It’s a thin book. I could be searched and they would not find it.’

I nodded. It was something more to worry about.

The car moved at high speed over the narrow concrete lanes. Soon we turned on to the wider main road that led north to Ostend. We had left the over-fertilized salient behind us. The fearful names: Tyne Cot, St Julien, Poelcapelle, Westerhoek and Pilckem faded behind us as they had faded from memory, for fifty years had passed and the women who had wept for the countless dead were also dead. Time and TV, frozen food and transistor radios had healed the wounds and filled the places that once seemed unfillable.

‘What’s happening?’ I said to the driver. He was the sort of man who had to be questioned or else he would offer no information.

‘His people,’ he jerked his head towards Kuang, ‘want him in Ostend. Twenty-three hundred hours tonight at the harbour. I’ll show you on the city plan.’

‘Harbour? What’s happening? Is he going aboard a boat tonight?’

‘They don’t tell me things like that,’ said the man. ‘I’m just conducting you to my place to see your case officer, then on to Ostend to see his case officer. It’s all so bloody boring. My wife thinks I get paid because it’s dangerous but I’m always telling her: I get paid because it’s so bloody boring. Tired?’ I nodded. ‘We’ll make good time, that’s one advantage, there’s not much traffic about at this time of morning. There’s not much commercial traffic if you avoid the inter-city routes.’

‘It’s quiet,’ I said. Now and again small flocks of birds darted across the sky, their eyes seeking food in the hard morning light, their bodies weakened by the cold night air.

‘Very few police,’ said the man, ‘The cars keep to the main roads. It will rain soon and the cyclists don’t move much when it’s raining. It’ll be the first rain for two weeks.’

‘Stop worrying,’ I said. ‘Your boy will be all right.’

‘He knows what to do,’ the man agreed.
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The Fleming owned an hotel not far from Ostend. The car turned into a covered alley that led to a cobbled courtyard. A couple of hens squawked as we parked and a dog howled. ‘It’s difficult,’ said the man, ‘to do anything clandestine around here.’

He was a small broad man with a sallow skin that would always look dirty no matter what he did to it. The bridge of his nose was large and formed a straight line with his forehead, like the nose metal of a medieval helmet. His mouth was small and he held his lips tight to conceal his bad teeth. Around his mouth were scars of the sort that you get when thrown through a windscreen. He smiled to show me it was a joke rather than an apology, and the scars made a pattern around his mouth like a tightened hairnet.

The door from the side entrance of the hotel opened and a woman in a black dress and white apron stared at us.

‘They have come,’ said the man.

‘So I see,’ she said. ‘No luggage?’

‘No luggage,’ said the man. She seemed to need some explanation, as though we were a man and girl trying to book a double room.

‘They need to rest, ma jolie môme,’ said the man. She was no one’s pretty child, but the compliment appeased her for a moment.

‘Room four,’ she said.

‘The police have been?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘They won’t be back until night,’ said the man to us. ‘Perhaps not then even. They check the book. It’s for the taxes more than to find criminals.’

‘Don’t use all the hot water,’ said the woman. We followed her through the yellow peeling side door into the hotel entrance hall. There was a counter made of carelessly painted hardboard and a rack with eight keys hanging from it. The lino had the large square pattern that’s supposed to look like inlaid marble; it curled at the edges and something hot had indented a perfect circle near the door.

‘Name?’ said the woman grimly as though she was about to enter us in the register.

‘Don’t ask,’ said the man. ‘And they won’t ask our name.’ He smiled as though he had made a joke and looked anxiously at his wife, hoping that she would join in. She shrugged and reached behind her for the key. She put it down on the counter very gently so she could not be accused of anger.

‘They’ll need two keys, Sybil.’

She scowled at him. ‘They’ll pay for the rooms,’ he said.

‘We’ll pay,’ I said. Outside the rain began. It bombarded the window and rattled the door as though anxious to get in.

She slammed the second key down upon the counter. ‘You should have taken it and dumped it,’ said the woman angrily. ‘Rik could have driven these two back here.’

‘This is the important stage,’ said the man.

‘You lazy pig,’ said the woman. ‘If the alarm is out for the car and Rik gets stopped driving it, then we’ll see which is the important stage.’

The man didn’t answer, nor did he look at me. He picked up the keys and led the way up the creaky staircase. ‘Mind the handrail,’ he said. ‘It’s not fixed properly yet.’

‘Nothing is,’ called the woman after us. ‘The whole place is only half-built.’

He showed us into our rooms. They were cramped and rather sad, shining with yellow plastic and smelling of quick-drying paint. Through the wall I heard Kuang swish back the curtain, put his jacket on a hanger and hang it up. There was the sudden chug-chug of the water pipe as he filled the wash-basin. The man was still behind me, hanging on as if waiting for something. I put my finger to my eye and then pointed towards Kuang’s room; the man nodded. ‘I’ll have the car ready by twenty-two hundred hours. Ostend isn’t far from here.’

‘Good,’ I said. I hoped he would go but he stayed there.

‘We used to live in Ostend,’ he said. ‘My wife would like to go back there. There was life there. The country is too quiet for her.’ He fiddled with the broken bolt on the door. It had been painted over but not repaired. He held the pieces together, then let them swing apart.

I stared out of the window; it faced south-west, the way we had come. The rain continued and there were puddles in the roadway and the fields were muddy and windswept. Sudden gusts had knocked over the pots of flowers under the crucifix and the water running down the gutters was bright red with the soil it carried from somewhere out of sight.

‘I couldn’t let the boy bring you,’ the man said. ‘I’m conducting you. I couldn’t let someone else do that, not even family.’ He rubbed his face hard as if he hoped to stimulate his thought. ‘The other was less important to the success of the job. This part is vital.’ He looked out of the window. ‘We needed this rain,’ he said, anxious to have my agreement.

‘You did right,’ I said.

He nodded obsequiously, as if I’d given him a ten-pound tip, then smiled and backed towards the door. ‘I know I did,’ he said.
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My case officer arrived about 11 A.M.; there were cooking smells. A large black Humber pulled into the courtyard and stopped. Byrd got out. ‘Wait,’ he said to the driver. Byrd was wearing a short Harris tweed overcoat and a matching cap. His boots were muddy and his trouser-bottoms tucked up to avoid being soiled. He clumped upstairs to my room, dismissing the Fleming with only a grunt.

‘You’re my case officer?’

‘That’s the ticket.’ He took off his cap and put it on the bed. His hair stood up in a point. He lit his pipe. ‘Damned good to see you,’ he said. His eyes were bright and his mouth firm, like a brush salesman sizing up a prospect.

‘You’ve been making a fool of me,’ I complained.

‘Come, come, trim your yards, old boy. No question of that. No question of that at all. Thought you did well actually. Loiseau said you put in quite a plea for me.’ He smiled again briefly, caught sight of himself in the mirror over the wash-basin and pushed his disarranged hair into place.

‘I told him you didn’t kill the girl, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Ah well.’ He looked embarrassed. ‘Damned nice of you.’ He took the pipe from his mouth and searched around his teeth with his tongue. ‘Damned nice, but to tell you the truth, old boy, I did.’

I must have looked surprised.

‘Shocking business of course, but she’d opened us right up. Every damned one of us. They got to her.’

‘With money?’

‘No, not money; a man.’ He put the pipe into the ashtray. ‘She was vulnerable to men. Jean-Paul had her eating out of his hand. That’s why they aren’t suited to this sort of work, bless them. Men were deceivers ever, eh? Gels get themselves involved, what? Still, who are we to complain about that, wouldn’t want them any other way myself.’

I didn’t speak, so Byrd went on.

‘At first the whole plan was to frame Kuang as some sort of oriental Jack-the-Ripper. To give us a chance to hold him, talk to him, sentence him if necessary. But the plans changed. Plans often do, that’s what gives us so much trouble, eh?’

‘Jean-Paul won’t give you any more trouble; he’s dead.’

‘So I hear.’

‘Did you arrange that too?’ I asked.

‘Come, come, don’t be bitter. Still, I know just how you feel. I muffed it, I’ll admit. I intended it to be quick and clean and painless, but it’s too late now to be sentimental or bitter.’

‘Bitter,’ I said. ‘If you really killed the girl, how come you got out of prison?’

‘Set-up job. French police. Gave me a chance to disappear, talk to the Belgians. Very co-operative. So they should be, with this damned boat these Chinese chappies have got anchored three miles out. Can’t touch them legally, you see. Pirate radio station; think what it could do if the balloon went up. Doesn’t bear thinking of.’

‘No. I see. What will happen?’

‘Government level now, old chap. Out of the hands of blokes like you and me.’

He went to the window and stared across the mud and cabbage stumps. White mist was rolling across the flat ground like a gas attack.

‘Look at that light,’ said Byrd. ‘Look at it. It’s positively ethereal and yet you could pick it up and rap it. Doesn’t it make you ache to pick up a paintbrush?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Well it does me. First of all a painter is interested in form, that’s all they talk about at first. But everything is the light falling on it – no light and there’s no form, as I’m always saying; light’s the only thing a painter should worry about. All the great painters knew that: Francesca, El Greco, Van Gogh.’ He stopped looking at the mist and turned back towards me glowing with pleasure. ‘Or Turner. Turner most of all, take Turner any day …’ He stopped talking but he didn’t stop looking at me. I asked him no question but he heard it just the same. ‘Painting is my life,’ he said. ‘I’d do anything just to have enough money to go on painting. It consumes me. Perhaps you wouldn’t understand what art can do to a person.’

‘I think I’m just beginning to,’ I said.

Byrd stared me out. ‘Glad to hear it, old boy.’ He took a brown envelope out of his case and put it on the table.

‘You want me to take Kuang up to the ship?’

‘Yes, stick to the plan. Kuang is here and we’d like him out on the boat. Datt will try to get on the boat, we’d like him here, but that’s less important. Get Kuang to Ostend. Rendezvous with his case chappie – Major Chan – hand him over.’

‘And the girl, Maria?’

‘Datt’s daughter – illegitimate – divided loyalties. Obsessed about these films of her and Jean-Paul. Do anything to get them back. Datt will use that factor, mark my words. He’ll use her to transport the rest of his stuff.’ He ripped open the brown envelope.

‘And you’ll try to stop her?’

‘Not me, old boy. Not my part of the ship those dossiers, not yours either. Kuang to Ostend, forget everything else. Kuang out to the ship, then we’ll give you a spot of leave.’ He counted out some Belgian money and gave me a Belgian press card, an identity card, a letter of credit and two phone numbers to ring in case of trouble. ‘Sign here,’ he said. I signed the receipts.

‘Loiseau’s pigeon, those dossiers,’ he said. ‘Leave all that to him. Good fellow, Loiseau.’

Byrd kept moving like a flyweight in the first round. He picked up the receipts, blew on them and waved them to dry the ink.

‘You used me, Byrd,’ I said. ‘You sent Hudson to me, complete with prefabricated hard-luck story. You didn’t care about blowing a hole in me as long as the overall plan was okay.’

‘London decided,’ Byrd corrected me gently.

‘All eight million of ’em?’

‘Our department heads,’ he said patiently. ‘I personally opposed it.’

‘All over the world people are personally opposing things they think are bad, but they do them anyway because a corporate decision can take the blame.’

Byrd had half turned towards the window to see the mist.

I said, ‘The Nuremberg trials were held to decide that whether you work for Coca-Cola, Murder Inc. or the Wehrmacht General Staff, you remain responsible for your own actions.’

‘I must have missed that part of the Nuremberg trials,’ said Byrd unconcernedly. He put the receipts away in his wallet, picked up his hat and pipe and walked past me towards the door.

‘Well let me jog your memory,’ I said as he came level and I grabbed at his chest and tapped him gently with my right. It didn’t hurt him but it spoiled his dignity and he backed away from me, smoothing his coat and pulling at the knot of his tie which had disappeared under his shirt collar.

Byrd had killed, perhaps many times. It leaves a blemish in the eyeballs and Byrd had it. He passed his right hand round the back of his collar. I expected a throwing knife or a cheese-wire to come out, but he was merely straightening his shirt.

‘You were too cynical,’ said Byrd. ‘I should have expected you to crack.’ He stared at me. ‘Cynics are disappointed romantics; they keep looking for someone to admire and can never find anyone. You’ll grow out of it.’

‘I don’t want to grow out of it,’ I said.

Byrd smiled grimly. He explored the skin where my hand had struck him. When he spoke it was through his fingers. ‘Nor did any of us,’ he said. He nodded and left.
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I found it difficult to get to sleep after Byrd had gone and yet I was too comfortable to make a move. I listened to the articulated trucks speeding through the village: a crunch of changing gears as they reached the corner, a hiss of brakes at the crossroads, and an ascending note as they saw the road clear and accelerated. Lastly, there was a splash as they hit the puddle near the ‘Drive carefully because of our children’ sign. Every few minutes another came down the highway, a sinister alien force that never stopped and seemed not friendly towards the inhabitants. I looked at my watch. Five thirty. The hotel was still but the rain hit the window lightly. The wind seemed to have dropped but the fine rain continued relentlessly, like a long-distance runner just getting his second breath. I stayed awake for a long time thinking about them all. Suddenly I heard a soft footstep in the corridor. There was a pause and then I saw the door knob revolve silently. ‘Are you asleep?’ Kuang called softly. I wondered if my conversation with Byrd had awakened him, the walls were so thin. He came in.

‘I would like a cigarette. I can’t sleep. I have been downstairs but no one is about. There is no machine either.’ I gave him a pack of Players. He opened it and lit one. He seemed in no hurry to go. ‘I can’t sleep,’ he said. He sat down in the plastic-covered easy chair and watched the rain on the window. Across the shiny landscape nothing moved. We sat silent a long time, then I said, ‘How did you first meet Datt?’

He seemed glad to talk. ‘Vietnam, 1954. Vietnam was a mess in those days. The French colons were still there but they’d begun to realize the inevitability of losing. No matter how much practice they get the French are not good at losing. You British are skilled at losing. In India you showed that you knew a thing or two about the realities of compromise that the French will never learn. They knew they were going and they got more and more vicious, more and more demented. They were determined to leave nothing; not a hospital blanket nor a kind word.

‘By the early ’fifties Vietnam was China’s Spain. The issues were clear, and for us party members it was an honour to go there. It meant that the party thought highly of us. I had grown up in Paris. I speak perfect French. I could move about freely. I was working for an old man named de Bois. He was pure Vietnamese. Most party members had acquired Vietnamese names no matter what their origins, but de Bois couldn’t bother with such niceties. That’s the sort of man he was. A member since he was a child. Communist party adviser; purely political, nothing to do with the military. I was his secretary – it was something of an honour; he used me as a messenger boy. I’m a scientist, I haven’t got the right sort of mind for soldiering, but it was an honour.

‘Datt was living in a small town. I was told to contact him. We wanted to make contact with the Buddhists in that region. They were well organized and we were told at that time that they were sympathetic to us. Later the war became more defined (the Vietcong versus the Americans’ puppets), but then the whole country was a mess of different factions, and we were trying to organize them. The only thing that they had in common was that they were anti-colonial – anti-French-colonial, that is: the French had done our work for us. Datt was a sort of soft-minded liberal, but he had influence with the Buddhists – he was something of a Buddhist scholar and they respected him for his learning – and more important, as far as we were concerned, he wasn’t a Catholic.

‘So I took my bicycle and cycled sixty kilometres to see Datt, but in the town it was not good to be seen with a rifle, so two miles from the town where Datt was to be found I stopped in a small village. It was so small, that village, that it had no name. Isn’t it extraordinary that a village can be so small as to be without a name? I stopped and deposited my rifle with one of the young men of the village. He was one of us: a Communist, in so far as a man who lives in a village without a name can be a Communist. His sister was with him. A short girl – her skin bronze, almost red – she smiled constantly and hid behind her brother, peering out from behind him to study my features. Han Chinese11 faces were uncommon around there then. I gave him the rifle – an old one left over from the Japanese invasion; I never did fire a shot from it. They both waved as I cycled away.

‘I found Datt.

‘He gave me cheroots and brandy and a long lecture on the history of democratic government. Then we found that we used to live near each other in Paris and we talked about that for a while. I wanted him to come back and see de Bois. It had been a long journey for me, but I knew Datt had an old car and that meant that if I could get him to return with me I’d get a ride back too. Besides I was tired of arguing with him, I wanted to let old de Bois have a go, they were more evenly matched. My training had been scientific, I wasn’t much good at the sort of arguing that Datt was offering me.

‘He came. We put the cycle in the back of his old Packard and drove west. It was a clear moonlit night and soon we came to the village that was too small even to have a name.

‘“I know this village,” said Datt. “Sometimes I walk out as far as this. There are pheasants.”

‘I told him that walking this far from the town was dangerous. He smiled and said there could be no danger to a man of goodwill.

‘I knew that something was wrong as soon as we stopped, for usually someone will run out and stare, if not smile. There was no sound. There was the usual smell of sour garbage and woodsmoke that all the villages have, but no sound. Even the stream was silent, and beyond the village the rice paddy shone in the moonlight like spilled milk. Not a dog, not a hen. Everyone had gone. There were only men from the Sûreté there. The rifle had been found; an informer, an enemy, the chief – who knows who found it. The smiling girl was there, dead, her nude body covered with the tiny burns that a lighted cigarette end can inflict. Two men beckoned Datt. He got out of the car. They didn’t worry very much about me; they knocked me about with a pistol, but they kicked Datt. They kicked him and kicked him and kicked him. Then they rested and smoked Gauloises, and then they kicked him some more. They were both French, neither was more than twenty years old, and even then Datt wasn’t young; but they kicked him mercilessly. He was screaming. I don’t think they thought that either of us was Viet Minh. They’d waited for a few hours for someone to claim that rifle, and when we stopped nearby they grabbed us. They didn’t even want to know whether we’d come for the rifle. They kicked him and then they urinated over him and then they laughed and they lit more cigarettes and got into their Citroën car and drove away.

‘I wasn’t hurt much. I’d lived all my life with the wrong-coloured skin. I knew a few things about how to be kicked without getting hurt, but Datt didn’t. I got him back in the car – he’d lost a lot of blood and he was a heavy man, even then he was heavy. “Which way do you want me to drive?” I said. There was a hospital back in the town and I would have taken him to it. Datt said, “Take me to Comrade de Bois.” I’d said “comrade” all the time I’d spoken with Datt, but that was perhaps the first time Datt had used the word. A kick in the belly can show a man where his comrades are. Datt was badly hurt.’

‘He seems to have recovered now,’ I said, ‘apart from the limp.’

‘He’s recovered now, apart from the limp,’ said Kuang. ‘And apart from the fact that he can have no relationships with women.’

Kuang examined me carefully and waited for me to answer.

‘It explains a lot,’ I said.

‘Does it?’ said Kuang said mockingly.

‘No,’ I said. ‘What right does he have to identify thuggery with capitalism?’ Kuang didn’t answer. The ash was long on his cigarette and he walked across the room to tap it into the wash-basin. I said, ‘Why should he feel free to probe and pry into the lives of people and put the results at your disposal?’

‘You fool,’ said Kuang. He leaned against the wash-basin smiling at me. ‘My grandfather was born in 1878. In that year thirteen million Chinese died in the famine. My second brother was born in 1928. In that year five million Chinese people died in the famine. We lost twenty million dead in the Sino–Japanese war and the Long March meant the Nationalists killed two and a half million. But we are well over seven hundred million and increasing at the rate of fourteen or fifteen million a year. We are not a country or a party, we are a whole civilization, unified and moving forward at a speed that has never before been equalled in world history. Compare our industrial growth with India’s. We are unstoppable.’ I waited for him to go on, but he didn’t.

‘So what?’ I said.

‘So we don’t need to set up clinics to study your foolishness and frailty. We are not interested in your minor psychological failings. Datt’s amusing pastime is of no interest to my people.’

‘Then why did you encourage him?’

‘We have done no such thing. He financed the whole business himself. We have never aided him, or ordered him, nor have we taken from him any of his records. It doesn’t interest us. He has been a good friend to us but no European can be very close to our problems.’

‘You just used him to make trouble for us.’

‘That I will admit. We didn’t stop him making trouble. Why should we? Perhaps we have used him rather heartlessly, but a revolution must use everyone so.’ He returned my pack of cigarettes.

‘Keep the pack,’ I said.

‘You are very kind,’ he said. ‘There are ten left in it.’

‘They won’t go far among seven hundred million of you,’ I said.

‘That’s true,’ he said, and lit another.
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I was awakened at nine thirty. It was la patronne. ‘There is time for a bath and a meal,’ she said. ‘My husband prefers to leave early, sometimes the policeman calls in for a drink. It would be best if you were not here then.’

I supposed she noticed me look towards the other room. ‘Your colleague is awake,’ she said. ‘The bathroom is at the end of the corridor. I have put soap there and there is plenty of hot water at this time of night.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. She went out without answering.

We ate most of the meal in silence. There was a plate of smoked ham, trout meunière and an open tart filled with rice pudding. The Fleming sat across the table and munched bread and drank a glass of wine to keep us company through the meal.

‘I’m conducting tonight.’

‘Good,’ I said. Kuang nodded.

‘You’ve no objection?’ he asked me. He didn’t want to show Kuang that I was senior man, so he put it as though it was a choice between friends.

‘It will suit me,’ I said. ‘Me too,’ said Kuang.

‘I’ve got a couple of scarves for you, and two heavy woollen sweaters. We are meeting his case officer right on the quayside. You are probably going out by boat.’

‘Not me,’ I said. ‘I’ll be coming straight back.’

‘No,’ said the man. ‘Operations were quite clear about that.’ He rubbed his face in order to remember more clearly. ‘You will come under his case officer, Major Chan, just as he takes orders from me at this moment.’

Kuang stared impassively. The man said, ‘I suppose they’ll need you if they run into a coastguard or fisheries protection vessel or something unexpected. It’s just for territorial waters. You’ll soon know if their case officer tries something.’

‘That sounds like going into a refrigerator to check that the light goes out,’ I said.

‘They must have worked something out,’ said the man. ‘London must …’ He stopped and rubbed his face again.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘He knows we are London.’

‘London seemed to think it’s okay.’

‘That’s really put my mind at rest,’ I said.

The man chuckled. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘yes,’ and rubbed his face until his eye watered. ‘I suppose I’m blown now,’ he said.

‘I’m afraid so,’ I agreed. ‘This will be the last job you’ll do for us.’

He nodded. ‘I’ll miss the money,’ he said sadly. ‘Just when we could most do with it too.’
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Maria kept thinking about Jean-Paul’s death. It had thrown her off balance, and now she had to think lopsidedly, like a man carrying a heavy suitcase; she had to compensate constantly for the distress in her head.

‘What a terrible waste,’ she said loudly.

Ever since she was a little girl Maria had had the habit of speaking to herself. Many times she had been embarrassed by someone coming close to her and hearing her babbling on about her trivial troubles and wishes. Her mother had never minded. It doesn’t matter, she had said, if you speak to yourself, it’s what you say that matters. She tried to stand back and see herself in the present dilemma. Ridiculous, she pronounced, all her life had been something of a pantomime but driving a loaded ambulance across northern France was more than she could have bargained for even in her most imaginative moments. An ambulance loaded with eight hundred dossiers and sex films; it made her want to laugh, almost. Almost.

The road curved and she felt the wheels start to slide and corrected for it, but one of the boxes tumbled and brought another box down with it. She reached behind her and steadied the pile of tins. The metal boxes that were stacked along the neatly made bed jangled gently together, but none of them fell. She enjoyed driving, but there was no fun in thrashing this heavy old blood-wagon over the ill-kept back roads of northern France. She must avoid the main roads; she knew – almost instinctively – which ones would be patrolled. She knew the way the road patrols would obey Loiseau’s order to intercept Datt, Datt’s dossiers, tapes and films, Maria, Kuang or the Englishman, or any permutation of those that they might come across. Her fingers groped along the dashboard for the third time. She switched on the wipers, cursed, switched them off, touched the choke and then the lighter. Somewhere there must be a switch that would extinguish that damned orange light that was reflecting the piled-up cases, boxes and tins in her windscreen. It was dangerous to drive with that reflection in the screen but she didn’t want to stop. She could spare the time easily but she didn’t want to stop. Didn’t want to stop until she had completed the whole business. Then she could stop, then she could rest, then perhaps she could be reunited with Loiseau again. She shook her head. She wasn’t at all sure she wanted to be reunited with Loiseau again. It was all very well thinking of him now in the abstract like this. Thinking of him surrounded by dirty dishes and with holes in his socks, thinking of him sad and lonely. But if she faced the grim truth he wasn’t sad or lonely; he was self-contained, relentless and distressingly complacent about being alone. It was unnatural, but then so was being a policeman unnatural.

She remembered the first time she’d met Loiseau. A village in Périgord. She was wearing a terrible pink cotton dress that a friend had sold her. She went back there again years later, You hope that the ghost of him will accompany you there and that some witchcraft will reach out to him and he will come back to you and you will be madly in love, each with the other, as you were once before. But when you get there you are a stranger; the people, the waitress, the music, the dances, all of them are new and you are unremembered.

Heavy damned car; the suspension and steering were coarse like a lorry’s. It had been ill treated, she imagined, the tyres were balding. When she entered the tiny villages the ambulance slid on the pavé stones. The villages were old and grey with just one or two brightly painted signs advertising beer or friture. In one village there were bright flashes of a welding torch as the village smith worked late into the night. Behind her, Maria heard the toot, toot, toot of a fast car. She pulled over to the right and a blue Land-Rover roared past, flashing its headlights and tooting imperious thanks. The blue rooftop light flashed spookily over the dark landscape, then disappeared. Maria slowed down; she hadn’t expected any police patrols on this road and she was suddenly aware of the beating of her heart. She reached for a cigarette in the deep soft pockets of her suede coat, but as she brought the packet up to her face they spilled across her lap. She rescued one and put it in her mouth. She was going slowly now, and only half her attention was on the road. The lighter flared and trembled, and as she doused the flame, more flames grew across the horizon. There were six or seven of them, small flaring pots like something marking an unknown warrior’s tomb. The surface of the road was black and shiny like a deep lake, and yet it couldn’t be water, for it hadn’t rained for a week. She fancied that the water would swallow the ambulance up if she didn’t stop. But she didn’t stop. Her front wheels splashed. She imagined the black water closing above her, and shivered. It made her feel claustrophobic. She lowered the window and recoiled at the overwhelming smell of vin rouge. Beyond the flares there were lamps flaring and a line of headlights. Farther still were men around a small building that had been built across the road. She thought at first that it was a customs control hut, but then she saw that it wasn’t a building at all. It was a huge wine tanker tipped on to its side and askew across the road, the wine gushing from the split seams. The front part of the vehicle hung over the ditch. Lights flashed behind shattered glass as men tried to extricate the driver. She slowed up. A policeman beckoned her into the side of the road, nodding frantically.

‘You made good time,’ the policeman said. ‘There’s four dead and one injured. He’s complaining, but I think he’s only scratched.’

Another policeman hurried over. ‘Back up against the car and we’ll lift him in.’

At first Maria was going to drive off but she managed to calm down a little. She took a drag on the cigarette. ‘There’ll be another ambulance,’ she said. She wanted to get that in before the real ambulance appeared.

‘Why’s that?’ said the policeman. ‘How many casualties did they say on the phone?’

‘Six,’ lied Maria.

‘No,’ said the policeman. ‘Just one injured, four dead. The car driver injured, the four in the tanker died instantly. Two truck-drivers and two hitch-hikers.’

Alongside the road the policemen were placing shoes, a broken radio, maps, clothes and a canvas bag, all in an impeccably straight line.

Maria got out of the car. ‘Let me see the hitch-hikers,’ she said.

‘Dead,’ said the policeman. ‘I know a dead ’un, believe me.’

‘Let me see them,’ said Maria. She looked up the dark road, fearful that the lights of an ambulance would appear.

The policeman walked over to a heap in the centre of the road. There from under a tarpaulin that police patrols carry especially for this purpose stuck four sets of feet. He lifted the edge of the tarpaulin. Maria stared down, ready to see the mangled remains of the Englishman and Kuang, but they were youths in beards and denim. One of them had a fixed grin across his face. She drew on the cigarette fiercely. ‘I told you,’ said the policeman. ‘Dead.’

‘I’ll leave the injured man for the second ambulance,’ said Maria.

‘And have him ride with four stiffs? Not on your life,’ said the policeman. ‘You take him.’ The red wine was still gurgling into the roadway and there was a sound of tearing metal as the hydraulic jacks tore the cab open to release the driver’s body.

‘Look,’ said Maria desperately. ‘It’s my early shift. I can get away if I don’t have to book a casualty in. The other ambulance won’t mind.’

‘You’re a nice little darling,’ said the policeman. ‘You don’t believe in work at all.’

‘Please.’ Maria fluttered her eyelids at him.

‘No I wouldn’t darling and that’s a fact,’ said the policeman. ‘You are taking the injured one with you. The stiffs I won’t insist upon and if you say there’s another ambulance coming then I’ll wait here. But not with the injured one I won’t.’ He handed her a little bundle. ‘His personal effects. His passport’s in there, don’t lose it now.’

‘No, I don’t parle,’ said a loud English voice. ‘And let me down, I can toddle myself, thanks.’

The policeman who had tried to carry the boy released him and watched as he climbed carefully through the ambulance rear doors. The other policeman had entered the ambulance before him and cleared the tins off the bed. ‘Full of junk,’ said the policeman. He picked up a film tin and looked at it.

‘It’s hospital records,’ said Maria. ‘Patients transferred. Documents on film. I’m taking them to the other hospitals in the morning.’

The English tourist – a tall boy in a black woollen shirt and pink linen trousers – stretched full length on the bed. ‘That’s just the job,’ he said appreciatively. The policeman locked the rear doors carefully. Maria heard him say, ‘We’ll leave the stiffs where they are. The other ambulance will find them. We’ll get up to the road blocks. Everything is happening tonight. Accident, road blocks, contraband search and the next thing you know we’ll be asked to do a couple of hours’ extra duty.’

‘Let the ambulance get away,’ said the second policeman. ‘We don’t want her to report us leaving the scene before the second ambulance arrived.’

‘That lazy bitch,’ said the first policeman. He slammed his fist against the roof of the ambulance and called loudly, ‘Right, off you go.’

Maria turned around in her seat and looked for the switch for the interior light. She found it and switched off the orange lamp. The policeman leered in through the window. ‘Don’t work too hard,’ he said.

‘Policeman,’ said Maria. She said it as if it was a dirty word and the policeman flinched. He was surprised at the depth of her hatred.

He spoke softly and angrily. ‘The trouble with you people from hospitals,’ he said, ‘you think you’re the only normal people left alive.’

Maria could think of no answer. She drove forward. From behind her the voice of the Englishman said, ‘I’m sorry to be causing you all this trouble.’ He said it in English hoping that the tone of his voice would convey his meaning.

‘It’s all right,’ said Maria.

‘You speak English!’ said the man. ‘That’s wonderful.’

‘Is your leg hurting you?’ She tried to make it as professional and clinical as she knew how.

‘It’s nothing. I did it running down the road to find a telephone. It’s hilarious really: those four dead and me unscratched except for a strained knee running down the road.’

‘Your car?’

‘That’s done for. Cheap car, Ford Anglia. Crankcase sticking through the rear axle the last I saw of it. Done for. It wasn’t the lorry driver’s fault. Poor sod. It wasn’t my fault either, except that I was going too fast. I always drive too fast, everyone tells me that. But I couldn’t have avoided this lot. He was right in the centre of the road. You do that in a heavy truck on these high camber roads. I don’t blame him. I hope he doesn’t blame me too much either.’

Maria didn’t answer; she hoped he’d go to sleep so she could think about this new situation.

‘Can you close the window?’ he asked. She rolled it up a little, but kept it a trifle open. The tension of her claustrophobia returned and she knocked the window handle with her elbow, hoping to open it a little more without the boy’s noticing.

‘You were a bit sharp with the policeman,’ said the boy. Maria grunted an affirmative.

‘Why?’ asked the boy. ‘Don’t you like policemen?’

‘I married one.’

‘Go on,’ said the boy. He thought about it. ‘I never got married. I lived with a girl for a couple of years …’ He stopped.

‘What happened?’ said Maria. She didn’t care. Her worries were all upon the road ahead. How many road blocks were out tonight? How thoroughly would they examine papers and cargoes?

‘She chucked me,’ said the boy.

‘Chucked?’

‘Rejected me. What about you?’

‘I suppose mine chucked me,’ said Maria.

‘And you became an ambulance driver,’ said the boy with the terrible simplicity of youth.

‘Yes,’ said Maria and laughed aloud.

‘You all right?’ asked the boy anxiously.

‘I’m all right,’ said Maria. ‘But the nearest hospital that’s any good is across the border in Belgium. You lie back and groan and behave like an emergency when we get to the frontier. Understand?’

Maria deliberately drove eastward, cutting around the Forêt de St Michel through Watigny and Signy-le-Petit. She’d cross the border at Riezes.

‘Suppose they are all closed down at the frontier?’ asked the boy.

‘Leave it with me,’ said Maria. She cut back through a narrow lane, offering thanks that it hadn’t begun to rain. In this part of the world the mud could be impassable after half an hour’s rain.

‘You certainly know your way around,’ said the boy. ‘Do you live near here?’

‘My mother still does.’

‘Not your father?’

‘Yes, he does too,’ said Maria. She laughed.

‘Are you all right?’ the boy asked again.

‘You’re the casualty,’ said Maria. ‘Lie down and sleep.’

‘I’m sorry to be a bother,’ said the boy.

Pardon me for breathing, thought Maria; the English were always apologizing.
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Already the brief butterfly summer of the big hotels is almost gone. Some of the shutters are locked and the waiters are scanning the ads for winter resort jobs. The road snakes past the golf club and military hospital. Huge white dunes, shining in the moonlight like alabaster temples, lean against the grey Wehrmacht gun emplacements. Between the points of sand and the cubes of concrete nightjars swoop open-mouthed upon the moths and insects. The red glow of Ostend is nearer now and yellow trams rattle alongside the motor road and over the bridge by the Royal Yacht Club where white yachts – sails neatly rolled and tied – sleep bobbing on the grey water like seagulls.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I thought they would be earlier than this.’

‘A policeman gets used to standing around,’ Loiseau answered. He moved back across the cobbles and scrubby grass, stepping carefully over the rusty railway lines and around the shapeless debris and abandoned cables. When I was sure he was out of sight I walked back along the quai. Below me the sea made soft noises like a bathful of serpents, and the joints of four ancient fishing boats creaked. I walked over to Kuang. ‘He’s late,’ I said. Kuang said nothing. Behind him, farther along the quai, a freighter was being loaded by a huge travelling crane. Light spilled across the waterfront from the spotlights on the cranes. Could their man have caught sight of Loiseau and been frightened away? It was fifteen minutes later than rendezvous. The standard control procedure was to wait only four minutes, then come back twenty-four hours later; but I hung on. Control procedures were invented by diligent men in clean shirts and warm offices. I stayed. Kuang seemed to notice the passage of time – or more accurately perhaps he revelled in it. He stood patiently. He hadn’t stamped his feet, breathed into his hands or smoked a cigarette. When I neared him he didn’t raise a quizzical eyebrow, remark about the cold or even look at his watch. He stared across the water, glanced at me to be sure I was not about to speak again, and then resumed his pose.

‘We’ll give him ten more minutes,’ I said. Kuang looked at me. I walked back down the quayside.

The yellow headlight turned off the main road a trifle too fast and there was a crunch as the edge of an offside wing touched one of the oil drums piled outside the Fina station. The lights kept coming, main beams. Kuang was illuminated as bright as a snowman and there was only a couple of foot of space between him and the wire fence around the sand heap. Kuang leapt across the path of the car. His coat flapped across the headlight, momentarily eclipsing its beam. There was a scream as the brakes slammed on and the engine stalled. Suddenly it was quiet. The sea splashed greedily against the jetty. Kuang was sucking his thumb as I got down from the oil drum. It was an ambulance that had so nearly run us down.

Out of the ambulance stepped Maria.

‘What’s going on?’ I said.

‘I’m Major Chan,’ said Maria.

‘You are?’ Kuang said. He obviously didn’t believe her.

‘You’re Major Chan, case officer for Kuang here?’ I said.

‘For the purposes that we are all interested in, I am,’ she said.

‘What sort of answer is that?’ I asked.

‘Whatever sort of answer it is,’ said Maria, ‘it’s going to have to do.’

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘He’s all yours.’

‘I won’t go with her,’ said Kuang. ‘She tried to run me down. You saw her.’

‘I know her well enough to know that she could have tried a lot harder,’ I said.

‘You didn’t show that sort of confidence a couple of minutes ago,’ said Maria. ‘Scrambling out of the way when you thought I was going to run you down.’

‘What’s confidence?’ I said. ‘Smiling as you fall off a cliff to prove that you’ve jumped?’

‘That’s what it is,’ said Maria and she leaned forward and gave me a tiny kiss, but I refused to be placated. ‘Where’s your contact?’

‘This is it,’ said Maria, playing for time. I grabbed her arm and clutched it tight. ‘Don’t play for time,’ I told her. ‘You said you’re the case officer. So take Kuang and start to run him.’ She looked at me blankly. I shook her.

‘They should be here,’ she said. ‘A boat.’ She pointed along the jetty. We stared into the darkness. A small boat moved into the pool of light cast by the loading freighter. It turned towards us.

‘They will want to load the boxes from the ambulance.’

‘Hold it,’ I told her. ‘Take your payment first.’

‘How did you know?’

‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘You bring Datt’s dossiers as far as this, using your ingenuity, your knowledge of police methods and routes, and if the worst comes to the worst you use your influence with your ex-husband. For what? In return Datt will give you your own dossier and film, etc. Am I right?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Then let them worry about loading.’ The motor boat was closer now. It was a high-speed launch; four men in pea-jackets stood in the stern. They stared towards us but didn’t wave or call. As the boat got to the stone steps, one man jumped ashore. He took the rope and made it fast to a jetty ring. ‘The boxes,’ I called to them. ‘Your papers are here.’

‘Load first,’ said the sailor who had jumped ashore.

‘Give me the boxes,’ I said. The sailors looked at me and at Kuang. One of the men in the boat made a motion with his hand and the others took two tin boxes, adorned with red seals, from the bottom of the boat and passed them to the first man, who carried them up the steps to us.

‘Help me with the boxes,’ said Maria to the Chinese sailor.

I still had hold of her arm. ‘Get back into the ambulance and lock the doors from inside,’ I said.

‘You said I should start …’

I pushed her roughly towards the driver’s door.

I didn’t take my eyes off Maria but on the periphery of my vision to the right I could see a man edging along the side of the ambulance towards me. He kept one hand flat against the side of the vehicle, dabbing at the large scarlet cross as if testing to see if the paint was wet. I let him come to within arm’s length and still without swivelling my head I flicked out my hands so that my fingertips lashed his face, causing him to blink and pull back. I leaned a few inches towards him while sweeping my hand back the way it had come, slapping him not very hard across the side of the cheek.

‘Give over,’ he shouted in English. ‘What the hell are you on?’

‘Get back in the ambulance,’ Maria called to him. ‘He’s harmless,’ she said. ‘A motor accident on the road. That’s how I got through the blocks so easily.’

‘You said Ostend hospital,’ said the boy.

‘Stay out of this, sonny,’ I said. ‘You are in danger even if you keep your mouth shut. Open it and you’re dead.’

‘I’m the case officer,’ she insisted.

‘You are what?’ I said. I smiled one of my reassuring smiles, but I see now that to Maria it must have seemed like mockery. ‘You are a child, Maria, you’ve no idea of what this is all about. Get into the ambulance,’ I told her. ‘Your ex-husband is waiting down the jetty. If you have this cart-load of documents with you when he arrests you things might go easier for you.’

‘Did you hear him?’ Maria said to the sailor and Kuang. ‘Take the documents, and take me with you – he’s betrayed us all to the police.’ Her voice was quiet but the note of hysteria was only one modulation away.

The sailor remained impassive and Kuang didn’t even look towards her.

‘Did you hear him?’ she said desperately. No one spoke. A rowboat was moving out around the far side of the Yacht Club. The flutter of dripping blades skidding upon the surface and the gasp of oars biting into the water was a lonely rhythm, like a woman’s sobs, each followed by the sharp intake of breath.

I said, ‘You don’t know what it’s all about. This man’s job is to bring Kuang back to their ship. He’s also instructed to take me. As well as that he’ll try to take the documents. But he doesn’t change plans because you shout news about Loiseau waiting to arrest you. In fact, that’s a good reason for leaving right away because their big command is to stay out of trouble. This business doesn’t work like that.’

I signalled Kuang to go down to the motor boat and the sailor steadied him on the slimy metal ladder. I punched Maria lightly on the arm. ‘I’ll knock you unconscious, Maria, if that’s the way you insist I do it.’ I smiled but I meant it.

‘I can’t face Loiseau. Not with that case I can’t face him.’ She opened the driver’s door and got into the seat. She would rather face Datt than Loiseau. She shivered. The boy said, ‘I feel I’m making a lot of trouble for you. I’m sorry.’

‘Just don’t say you’re sorry once again,’ I heard Maria say.

‘Get in,’ I called to the sailor. ‘The police will be here any moment. There’s no time to load boxes.’ He was at the foot of the ladder and I had my heavy shoes on. He shrugged and stepped into the boat. I untied the rope and someone started the motor. There was a bright flurry of water and the boat moved quickly, zigzagging through the water as the helmsman got the feel of the rudder.

At the end of the bridge there was a flashlight moving. I wondered if the whistles were going. I couldn’t hear anything above the sound of the outboard motor. The flashlight was reflected suddenly in the driver’s door of the ambulance. The boat lurched violently as we left the harbour and entered the open sea. I looked at the Chinese sailor at the helm. He didn’t seem frightened, but then how would he look if he did? I looked back. The figures on the quay were tiny and indistinct. I looked at my watch: it was 2.10 A.M. The Incredible Count Szell had just killed another canary, they cost only three francs, four at the most.
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Three miles out from Ostend the water was still and a layer of mist hugged it; a bleak bottomless cauldron of broth cooling in the cold morning air. Out of the mist appeared M. Datt’s ship. It was a scruffy vessel of about 10,000 tons, an old cargo boat, its rear derrick broken. One of the bridge wings had been mangled in some long-forgotten mishap and the grey hull, scabby and peeling, had long brown rusty stains dribbling from the hawse pipes down the anchor fleets. It had been at anchor a long time out here in the Straits of Dover. The most unusual feature of the ship was a mainmast about three times taller than usual and the words ‘Radio Janine’ newly painted in ten-foot-high white letters along the hull.

The engines were silent, the ship still, but the current sucked around the draught figures on the stem and the anchor chain groaned as the ship tugged like a bored child upon its mother’s hand. There was no movement on deck, but I saw a flash of glass from the wheelhouse as we came close. Bolted to the hull-side there was an ugly metal accommodation ladder, rather like a fire-escape. At water level the steps ended in a wide platform complete with stanchion and guest warp to which we made fast. M. Datt waved us aboard.

As we went up the metal stairs Datt called to us, ‘Where are they?’ No one answered, no one even looked up at him. ‘Where are the packets of documents – my work? Where is it?’

‘There’s just me,’ I said.

‘I told you …’ Datt shouted to one of the sailors.

‘It was not possible,’ Kuang told him. ‘The police were right behind us. We were lucky to get away.’

‘The dossiers were the important thing,’ said Datt. ‘Didn’t you even wait for the girl?’ No one spoke. ‘Well didn’t you?’

‘The police almost certainly got her,’ Kuang said. ‘It was a close thing.’

‘And my documents?’ said Datt.

‘These things happen,’ said Kuang, showing little or no concern.

‘Poor Maria,’ said Datt. ‘My daughter.’

‘You care only about your dossiers,’ said Kuang calmly. ‘You do not care for the girl.’

‘I care for you all,’ said Datt. ‘I care even for the Englishman here. I care for you all.’

‘You are a fool,’ said Kuang.

‘I will report this when we are in Peking.’

‘How can you?’ asked Kuang. ‘You will tell them that you gave the documents to the girl and put my safety into her hands because you were not brave enough to perform your duties as conducting officer. You let the girl masquerade as Major Chan while you made a quick getaway, alone and unencumbered. You gave her access to the code greeting and I can only guess what other secrets, and then you have the effrontery to complain that your stupid researches are not delivered safely to you aboard the ship here.’ Kuang smiled.

Datt turned away from us and walked forward. Inside, the ship was in better condition and well lit. There was the constant hum of the generators and from some far part of the ship came the sound of a metal door slamming. He kicked a vent and smacked a deck light which miraculously lit. A man leaned over the bridge wing and looked down on us, but Datt waved him back to work. He walked up the lower bridge ladder and I followed him, but Kuang remained at the foot of it. ‘I am hungry,’ Kuang said. ‘I have heard enough. I’m going below to eat.’

‘Very well,’ said Datt without looking back. He opened the door of what had once been the captain’s cabin and waved me to precede him. His cabin was warm and comfortable. The small bed was dented where someone had been lying. On the writing table there were a heap of papers, some envelopes, a tall pile of gramophone records and a vacuum flask. Datt, opened a cupboard above the desk and reached down two cups. He poured hot coffee from the flask and then two brandies into tulip glasses. I put two heaps of sugar into my coffee and poured the brandy after it, then I downed the hot mixture and felt it doing wonders for my arteries.

Datt offered me his cigarettes. He said, ‘A mistake. A silly mistake. Do you ever make silly mistakes?’

I said, ‘It’s one of my very few creative activities.’ I waved away his cigarettes.

‘Droll,’ said Datt. ‘I felt sure that Loiseau would not act against me. I had influence and a hold on his wife. I felt sure he wouldn’t act against me.’

‘Was that your sole reason for involving Maria?’

‘To tell you the truth: yes.’

‘Then I’m sorry you guessed wrong. It would have been better to have left Maria out of this.’

‘My work was almost done. These things don’t last for ever.’ He brightened. ‘But within a year we’ll do the same operation again.’

I said, ‘Another psychological investigation with hidden cameras and recorders, and available women for influential Western men? Another large house with all the trimmings in a fashionable part of Paris?’

Datt nodded. ‘Or a fashionable part of Buenos Aires, or Tokyo, or Washington, or London.’

‘I don’t think you are a true Marxist at all,’ I said. ‘You merely relish the downfall of the West. A Marxist at least comforts himself with the idea of the proletariat joining hands across national frontiers, but you Chinese Communists relish aggressive nationalism just at a time when the world was becoming mature enough to reject it.’

‘I relish nothing. I just record,’ said Datt. ‘But it could be said that the things of Western Europe that you are most anxious to preserve are better served by supporting the real, uncompromising power of Chinese communism than by allowing the West to splinter into internecine warrior states. France, for example, is travelling very nicely down that path; what will she preserve in the West if her atom bombs are launched? We will conquer, we will preserve. Only we can create a truly world order based upon seven hundred million true believers.’

‘That’s really 1984,’ I said. ‘Your whole set-up is Orwellian.’

‘Orwell,’ said Datt, ‘was a naïve simpleton. A middle-class weakling terrified by the realities of social revolution. He was a man of little talent and would have remained unknown had the reactionary press not seen in him a powerful weapon of propaganda. They made him a guru, a pundit, a seer. But their efforts will rebound upon them, for Orwell in the long run will be the greatest ally the Communist movement ever had. He warned the bourgeoisie to watch for militancy, organization, fanaticism and thought-planning, while all the time the seeds of their destruction are being sown by their own inadequacy, apathy, aimless violence and trivial titillation. Their destruction is in good hands: their own. The rebuilding will be ours. My own writings will be the basis of our control of Europe and America. Our control will rest upon the satisfaction of their own basest appetites. Eventually a new sort of European man will evolve.’

‘History,’ I said. ‘That’s always the alibi.’

‘Progress is only possible if we learn from history.’

‘Don’t believe it. Progress is man’s indifference to the lessons of history.’

‘You are cynical as well as ignorant,’ said Datt as though making a discovery. ‘Get to know yourself, that’s my advice. Get to know yourself.’

‘I know enough awful people already,’ I said.

‘You feel sorry for the people who came to my clinic. That’s because you really feel sorry for yourself. But these people do not deserve your sympathy. Rationalization is their destruction. Rationalization is the aspirin of mental health and, as with aspirin, an overdose can be fatal.

‘They enslave themselves by dipping deeper and deeper into the tube of taboos. And yet each stage of their journey is described as greater freedom.’ He laughed grimly. ‘Permissiveness is slavery. But so has history always been. Your jaded, overfed section of the world is comparable to the ancient city states of the Middle East. Outside the gates the hard nomads waited their chance to plunder the rich, decadent city-dwellers. And in their turn the nomads would conquer, settle into the newly-conquered city and grow soft, and new hard eyes watched from the barren stony desert until their time was ripe. So the hard, strong, ambitious, idealistic peoples of China see the over-ripe conditions of Europe and the USA. They sniff the air and upon it floats the aroma of garbage cans overfilled, idle hands and warped minds seeking diversions bizarre and perverted, they smell violence, stemming not from hunger, but from boredom, they smell the corruption of government and the acrid flash of fascism. They sniff, my friend: you!’

I said nothing, and waited while Datt sipped at his coffee and brandy. He looked up. ‘Take off your coat.’

‘I’m not staying.’

‘Not staying?’ He chuckled. ‘Where are you going?’

‘Back to Ostend,’ I said. ‘And you are going with me.’

‘More violence?’ He raised his hands in mock surrender.

I shook my head. ‘You know you’ve got to go back,’ I said. ‘Or are you going to leave all your dossiers back there on the quayside less than four miles away?’

‘You’ll give them to me?’

‘I’m promising nothing,’ I told him, ‘but I know that you have to go back there. There is no alternative.’ I poured myself more coffee and gestured to him with the pot. ‘Yes,’ he said absent-mindedly. ‘More.’

‘You are not the sort of man that leaves a part of himself behind. I know you, Monsieur Datt. You could bear to have your documents on the way to China and yourself in the hands of Loiseau, but the converse you cannot bear.’

‘You expect me to go back there and give myself up to Loiseau?’

‘I know you will,’ I said. ‘Or live the rest of your life regretting it. You will recall all your work and records and you will relive this moment a million times. Of course you must return with me. Loiseau is a human being and human activities are your speciality. You have friends in high places, it will be hard to convict you of any crime on the statute book …’

‘That is very little protection in France.’

‘Ostend is in Belgium,’ I said. ‘Belgium doesn’t recognize Peking, Loiseau operates there only on sufferance. Loiseau too will be amenable to any debating skill you can muster. Loiseau fears a political scandal that would involve taking a man forcibly from a foreign country …’

‘You are glib. Too glib,’ said Datt. ‘The risk remains too great.’

‘Just as you wish,’ I said. I drank the rest of my coffee and turned away from him.

‘I’d be a fool to go back for the documents. Loiseau can’t touch me here.’ He walked across to the barometer and tapped it. ‘It’s going up.’ I said nothing.

He said, ‘It was my idea to make my control centre a pirate radio boat. We are not open to inspection nor even under the jurisdiction of any government in the world. We are, in effect, a nation unto ourselves on this boat, just as all the other pirate radio ships are.’

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘You’re safe here.’ I stood up. ‘I should have said nothing,’ I said. ‘It is not my concern. My job is done.’ I buttoned my coat tight and blessed the man from Ostend for providing the thick extra sweater.

‘You despise me?’ said Datt. There was an angry note in his voice.

I stepped towards him and took his hand in mine. ‘I don’t,’ I said anxiously. ‘Your judgement is as valid as mine. Better, for only you are in a position to evaluate your work and your freedom.’ I gripped his hand tight in a stereotyped gesture of reassurance.

He said, ‘My work is of immense value. A breakthrough you might almost say. Some of the studies seemed to have …’ Now he was anxious to convince me of the importance of his work.

But I released his hand carefully. I nodded, smiled and turned away. ‘I must go. I have brought Kuang here, my job is done. Perhaps one of your sailors would take me back to Ostend.’

Datt nodded. I turned away, tired of my game and wondering whether I really wanted to take this sick old man and deliver him to the mercies of the French Government. They say a man’s resolution shows in the set of his shoulders. Perhaps Datt saw my indifference in mine. ‘Wait,’ he called. ‘I will take you.’

‘Good,’ I said. ‘It will give you time to think.’

Datt looked around the cabin feverishly. He wet his lips and smoothed his hair with the flat of his hand. He flicked through a bundle of papers, stuffed two of them in his pocket, and gathered up a few possessions.

They were strange things that Datt took with him: an engraved paperweight, a half-bottle of brandy, a cheap notebook and finally an old fountain pen which he inspected, wiped and carefully capped before pushing it into his waistcoat pocket. ‘I’ll take you back,’ he said. ‘Do you think Loiseau will let me just look through my stuff?’

‘I can’t answer for Loiseau,’ I said. ‘But I know he fought for months to get permission to raid your house on the Avenue Foch. He submitted report after report proving beyond all normal need that you were a threat to the security of France. Do you know what answer he got? They told him that you were an X., an ancien X. You were a Polytechnic man, one of the ruling class, the elite of France. You could tutoyer his Minister, call half the Cabinet cher camarade. You were a privileged person, inviolate and arrogant with him and his men. But he persisted, he showed them finally what you were, Monsieur Datt. And now perhaps he’ll want them to pay their bill. I’d say Loiseau might see the advantage in letting a little of your poison into their bloodstream. He might decide to give them something to remember the next time they are about to obstruct him and lecture him, and ask him for the fiftieth time if he isn’t mistaken. Permit you to retain the dossiers and tapes?’ I smiled. ‘He might well insist upon it.’

Datt nodded, cranked the handle of an ancient wall phone and spoke some rapid Chinese dialect into it. I noticed his large white fingers, like the roots of some plant that had never been exposed to sunlight.

He said, ‘You are right, no doubt about it. I must be where my research is. I should never have parted company from it.’

He pottered about absent-mindedly. He picked up his Monopoly board. ‘You must reassure me on one thing,’ he said. He put the board down, again. ‘The girl. You’ll see that the girl’s all right?’

‘She’ll be all right.’

‘You’ll attend to it? I’ve treated her badly.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘I threatened her, you know. I threatened her about her file. About her pictures. I shouldn’t have done that really but I cared for my work. It’s not a crime, is it, caring about your work?’

‘Depends upon the work.’

‘Mind you,’ said Datt, ‘I have given her money. I gave her the car too.’

‘It’s easy to give away things you don’t need,’ I said. ‘And rich people who give away money need to be quite sure they’re not trying to buy something.’

‘I’ve treated her badly.’ He nodded to himself. ‘And there’s the boy, my grandson.’

I hurried down the iron steps. I wanted to get away from the boat before Kuang saw what was happening, and yet I doubt if Kuang would have stopped us; with Datt out of the way the only report going back would be Kuang’s.

‘You’ve done me a favour,’ Datt pronounced as he started up the outboard motor.

‘That’s right,’ I said.
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The Englishman had told her to lock the ambulance door. She tried to, but as her finger hovered over the catch, the nausea of fear broke over her. She imagined just for a moment the agony of being imprisoned. She shuddered and pushed the thought aside. She tried again, but it was no use, and while she was still trying to push the lock the English boy with the injured knee leaned across her and locked the door. She wound the window down, urgently trying to still the claustrophobia. She leaned forward with her eyes closed and pressed her head against the cold windscreen. What had she done? It had seemed so right when Datt had put it to her: if she took the main bulk of the documents and tapes up to the rendezvous for him, then he would be waiting there with her own film and dossier. A fair exchange, he had said. She touched the locks of the case that had come from the boat. She supposed that her documents were inside, but suddenly she didn’t care. Fine rain beaded the windscreen with little lenses. The motor boat was repeated a thousand times upside down.

‘Are you all right?’ the boy asked. ‘You don’t look well.’

She didn’t answer.

‘Look here,’ he said, ‘I wish you’d tell me what all this is about. I know I’ve given you a lot of trouble and all that, you see …’

‘Stay here in the car,’ Maria said. ‘Don’t touch anything and don’t let anyone else touch anything. Promise?’

‘Very well. I promise.’

She unlocked the door with a sigh of relief and got out into the cold salty air. The car was on the very brink of the waterside and she stepped carefully across the worn stones. Along the whole quayside men were appearing out of doorways and warehouse entrances. Not ordinary men but men in berets and anklets. They moved quietly and most of them were carrying automatic rifles. A group of them near to her stepped under the wharfside lights and she saw the glitter of the paratroop badges. Maria was frightened of the men. She stopped near the rear doors of the ambulance and looked back; the boy stared at her across the metal boxes and film tins. He smiled and nodded to reassure her that he wouldn’t touch anything. Why did she care whether he touched anything? One man broke away from the group of paratroops near her. He was in civilian clothes, a thigh-length black leather coat and an old-fashioned trilby hat. He had taken only one step when she recognized Loiseau.

‘Maria, is it you?’

‘Yes, it’s me.’

He hurried towards her, but when he was a pace away stopped. She had expected him to embrace her. She wanted to hang on to him and feel his hand slapping her awkwardly on the back, which was his inadequate attempt to staunch miseries of various kinds.

‘There are a lot of people here,’ she said. ‘Bif?’

‘Yes, the army,’ said Loiseau. ‘A paratroop battalion. The Belgians gave me full co-operation.’

Maria resented that. It was his way of saying that she had never given him full co-operation. ‘Just to take me into custody,’ she said, ‘a Whole battalion of Belgian paratroops? You must have exaggerated.’

‘There is a ship out there. There is no telling how many men are aboard. Datt might have decided to take the documents by force.’

He was anxious to justify himself, like a little boy seeking an advance on his pocket money. She smiled and repeated, ‘You must have exaggerated.’

‘I did,’ said Loiseau. He did not smile, for distorting truth was nothing to be proud of. But in this case he was anxious that there should be no mistakes. He would rather look a fool for over-preparation than be found inadequate. They stood there staring at each other for several minutes.

‘The documents are in the ambulance?’ Loiseau asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The film of me is there too.’

‘What about the tape of the Englishman? The questioning that you translated when he was drugged?’

‘That’s there too, it’s a green tin; number B fourteen.’ She touched his arm. ‘What will you do with the Englishman’s tape?’ She could not ask about her own.

‘Destroy it,’ said Loiseau. ‘Nothing has come of it, and I’ve no reason to harm him.’

‘And that’s part of your agreement with him,’ she accused.

Loiseau nodded.

‘And my tape?’

‘I will destroy that too.’

‘Doesn’t that go against your principles? Isn’t destruction of evidence the cardinal sin for a policeman?’

‘There is no rule book that can be consulted in these matters whatever the Church and the politicians and the lawyers tell us. Police forces, governments and armies are just groups of men. Each man must do as his conscience dictates. A man doesn’t obey without question or he’s not a man any more.’

Maria gripped his arm with both hands, and pretended just for a moment that she would never have to let go.

‘Lieutenant,’ Loiseau called along the wharf. One of the paratroops slammed to attention and doubled along the waterfront. ‘I’ll have to take you into custody,’ Loiseau said quietly to Maria.

‘My documents are on the front seat of the ambulance,’ she told him hurriedly before the lieutenant reached them.

‘Lieutenant,’ Loiseau said, ‘I want you to take the boxes out of the ambulance and bring them along to the shed. By the way, you had better take an inventory of the tins and boxes; mark them with chalk. Keep an armed guard on the whole operation. There might be an attempt to recover them.’

The lieutenant saluted Loiseau warmly and gave Maria a passing glance of curiosity.

‘Come along, Maria,’ said Loiseau. He turned and walked towards the shed.

Maria patted her hair and followed him.

It was a wooden hut that had been put up for the duration of World War Two. A long, badly lit corridor ran the whole length of the hut, and the rest was divided into four small, uncomfortable offices. Maria repaired her make-up for the third time. She decided to do one eye at a time and get them really right.

‘How much longer?’ she asked. Her voice was distorted as she held her face taut to paint the line over her right eye.

‘Another hour,’ said Loiseau. There was a knock at the door and the paratroop lieutenant came in. He looked briefly at Maria and then saluted Loiseau.

‘We’re having a little trouble, sir, getting the boxes out of the ambulance.’

‘Trouble?’ said Loiseau.

‘There’s some madman with an injured leg. He’s roaring and raging and punching the soldiers who are trying to unload the vehicle.’

‘Can’t you deal with it?’

‘Of course I can deal with it,’ said the paratroop officer. Loiseau detected a note of irritation in his voice. ‘It’s just that I don’t know who the little squirt is.’

‘I picked him up on the road,’ said Maria. ‘He was injured in a road crash. I told him to look after the documents when I got out of the car. I didn’t mean … he’s nothing to do with … he’s just a casualty.’

‘Just a casualty,’ Loiseau repeated to the lieutenant. The lieutenant smiled. ‘Get him along to the hospital,’ said Loiseau.

‘The hospital,’ repeated Maria. ‘Everything in its proper place.’

‘Very good sir,’ said the lieutenant. He saluted with an extra display of energy to show that he disregarded the sarcasm of the woman. He gave the woman a disapproving look as he turned about and left.

‘You have another convert,’ said Maria. She chuckled as she surveyed her painted eye, twisting her face slightly so that the unpainted eye was not visible in the mirror. She tilted her head high to keep her chin line. She heard the soldiers piling the boxes in the corridor. ‘I’m hungry,’ she said after a while.

‘I can send out,’ said Loiseau. ‘The soldiers have a lorry full of coffee and sausages and some awful fried things.’

‘Coffee and sausage.’

‘Go and get two sweet coffees and some sausage sandwiches,’ Loiseau said to the young sentry.

‘The corporal has gone for his coffee,’ said the soldier.

‘That’s all right,’ said Loiseau. ‘I’ll look after the boxes.’

‘He’ll look after the boxes,’ Maria said flatly to the mirror.

The soldier looked at her, but Loiseau nodded and the soldier turned to get the coffee. ‘You can leave your gun with me,’ Loiseau said. ‘You’ll not be able to carry the coffee with that slung round your neck and I don’t want guns left lying around in the corridor.’

‘I’ll manage the coffee and the gun,’ said the soldier. He said it defiantly, then he slung the strap of the gun around his neck to prove it was possible. ‘You’re a good soldier,’ said Loiseau.

‘It won’t take a moment,’ said the soldier.

Loiseau swung around in the swivel chair, drummed his fingers on the rickety desk and then swivelled back the other way. He leaned close to the window. The condensation was heavy on it and he wiped a peephole clear so that he could see the waterfront. He had promised the Englishman that he would wait. He wished he hadn’t: it spoiled his schedule and also it gave this awkward time of hanging about here with Maria. He couldn’t have her held in the local police station, obviously she had to wait here with him; it was unavoidable, and yet it was a bad situation. He had been in no position to argue with the Englishman. The Englishman had offered him all the documents as well as the Red Chinese conducting officer. What’s more he had said that if Loiseau would wait here he would bring Datt off the ship and deliver him to the quayside. Loiseau snorted. There was no good reason for Datt to leave the pirate radio ship. He was safe out there beyond the three-mile limit and he knew it. All the other pirate radio ships were out there and safe. Datt had only to tune in to other ships to confirm it.

‘Have you got a cold?’ Maria asked him, still inspecting her painted eye.

‘No.’

‘It sounds like it. Your nose is stuffed up. You know that’s always the first sign with those colds you get. It’s having the bedroom window open, I’ve told you about that hundreds of times.’

‘And I wish you’d stop telling me.’

‘Just as you like.’ She scrubbed around in the tin of eye black and spat into it. She had smudged the left eye and now she wiped it clean so that she looked curiously lopsided: one eye dramatically painted and the other white and naked. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Really sorry.’

‘It will be all right,’ said Loiseau. ‘Somehow I will find a way.’

‘I love you,’ she said.

‘Perhaps.’ His face was grey and his eyes deep sunk the way they always were when he had missed a lot of sleep.

They had occupied the same place in her mind, Loiseau and her father, but now she suddenly saw Loiseau as he really was. He was no superman, he was middle-aged and fallible and unrelaxingly hard upon himself. Maria put the eye-black tin down and walked across to the window near Loiseau.

‘I love you,’ she said again.

‘I know you do,’ said Loiseau. ‘And I am a lucky man.’

‘Please help me,’ said Maria, and Loiseau was amazed, for he could never have imagined her asking for help, and Maria was amazed, for she could not imagine herself asking for help.

Loiseau put his nose close to the window. It was hard to see through it because of the reflections and condensation. Again he rubbed a clear place to look through.

‘I will help you,’ said Loiseau.

She cleared her own little portion of glass and peered along the waterfront. ‘He’s a damn long time with that coffee,’ said Loiseau.

‘There’s the Englishman,’ said Maria, ‘and Datt.’

‘Well I’m damned,’ said Loiseau. ‘He’s brought him.’

Datt’s voice echoed down the corridor as the hut door swung open. ‘This is it,’ he said excitedly. ‘All my documents. Colour seals denote year, index letters code names.’ He tapped the boxes proudly. ‘Where is Loiseau?’ he asked the Englishman as he walked slowly down the rank of stacked tins and boxes, stroking them as he read the code letters.

‘The second door,’ said the Englishman, easing his way past the boxes.

Maria knew exactly what she had to do. Jean-Paul said she’d never made one real decision in her life. It was not hysteria, nor heightened emotion. Her father stood in the doorway, tins of documents in his arms, nursing them as though they were a newly-born child. He smiled the smile she remembered from her childhood. His body was poised like that of a tightrope walker about to step off the platform. This time his powers of persuasion and manipulation were about to be tried to the utmost, but she had no doubt that he would succeed. Not even Loiseau was proof against the smooth cool method of Datt, her puppet-master. She knew Datt’s mind and could predict the weapons he would use: he would use the fact that he was her father and the grandfather of Loiseau’s child. He would use the hold he had over so many important people. He would use everything he had and he would win.

Datt smiled and extended a hand. ‘Chief Inspector Loiseau,’ he said. ‘I think I can be of immeasurable help to you – and to France.’

She had her handbag open now. No one looked at her.

Loiseau motioned towards a chair. The Englishman moved aside and glanced quickly around the room. Her hand was around the butt by now, the safety catch slid down noiselessly. She let go of her handbag and it sat upon the gun like a tea cosy.

‘The ship’s position,’ said Datt, ‘is clearly marked upon this chart. It seemed my duty to pretend to help them.’

‘Just a moment,’ said Loiseau wearily.

The Englishman saw what was happening. He punched towards the handbag. And then Datt realized, just as the pistol went off. She pulled the trigger again as fast as she could. Loiseau grabbed her by the neck and the Englishman punched her arm. She dropped the bag. Datt was through the door fumbling with the lock to prevent them from chasing him. He couldn’t operate the lock and ran down the corridor. There was the sound of the outer door opening. Maria wrenched herself free and ran after Datt, the gun still in her hand. Everyone was shouting. Behind her she heard Loiseau call, ‘Lieutenant, stop that man.’

The soldier with the tray of coffee may have heard Loiseau’s shout or he may have seen Maria or the Englishman brandishing a pistol. Whatever it was that prompted him, he threw the tray of coffee aside. He swung the rifle around his neck like a hula-hoop. The stock slammed into his hand and a burst of fire echoed across the waterfront almost simultaneously with the sound of the coffee cups smashing. From all over the waterfront shots were fired; Maria’s bullets must have made very little difference.

You can recognize a head shot by a high-velocity weapon; a cloud of blood particles appeared like vapour in the air above him as Datt and his armful of tapes, film and papers was punched off the waterfront like a golf ball.

‘There,’ called Loiseau. The high-power lamps operated by the soldiers probed the spreading tangle of recording tapes and films that covered the water like a Sargasso Sea. A great bubble of air rose to the surface and a cluster of pornographic photos slid apart and drifted away. Datt was in there amongst it and for a moment it looked as though he was still alive as he turned in the water very slowly and laboriously, his stiff arm clawing out through the air like a swimmer doing the crawl. For a moment it seemed as if he stared at us. The tapes caught in his fingers and the soldiers flinched. ‘He’s turning over, that’s all,’ said Loiseau. ‘Men float face down, women face up. Get the hook under his collar. He’s not a ghost man, just a corpse, a criminal corpse.’

A soldier tried to reach him with a fixed bayonet, but the lieutenant stopped him. ‘They’ll say we did it, if the body is full of bayonet wounds. They’ll say we tortured him.’ Loiseau turned to me and passed me a small reel of tape in a tin. ‘This is yours,’ he said. ‘Your confession, I believe, although I haven’t played it.’

‘Thanks,’ I said.

‘That was the agreement,’ said Loiseau.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘that was the agreement.’

Datt’s body floated deeper now, even more entangled in the endless tape and film.

Maria had hidden the gun, or perhaps she’d thrown it away. Loiseau didn’t look at her. He was concerned with the body of Datt – too concerned with it, in fact, to be convincing.

I said, ‘Is that your ambulance, Maria?’ She nodded; Loiseau was listening but he didn’t turn round.

‘That’s a silly place to leave it. It’s a terrible obstruction; you’ll have to move it.’ I turned to the Belgian para officer. ‘Let her move it,’ I said.

Loiseau nodded.

‘How far?’ said the officer. He had a mind like Loiseau’s. Perhaps Loiseau read my thoughts. He grinned.

‘It’s all right,’ said Loiseau. ‘The woman can go.’ The lieutenant was relieved to get a direct order. ‘Yes sir,’ he said and saluted Loiseau gravely. He walked towards the ambulance.

Maria touched Loiseau’s arm. ‘I’ll go to my mother’s. I’ll go to the boy,’ she said. He nodded. Her face looked strange, for only one eye was made up. She smiled and followed the officer.

‘Why did you do that?’ Loiseau asked.

‘I couldn’t risk you doing it,’ I said. ‘You’d never forgive yourself.’

It was light now. The sea had taken on a dawn-fresh sparkle and the birds began to think about food. Along the shore herring gulls probed for tiny shellfish left by the tide. They carried them high above the dunes and dropped them upon the concrete blockhouses. Some fell to safety in the sand, some hit the ancient gun emplacements and cracked open, some fell on to the concrete but did not crack; these last were retrieved by the herring gulls and then dropped again and again. The tops of the blockhouses were covered in tiny fragments of shell, for eventually each shell cracked. Very high, one bird flew purposefully and alone on a course as straight as a light beam. Farther along the shore, in and out of the dunes, a hedgehog wandered aimlessly sniffing and scratching at the colourless grass and watching the gulls at their game. The hedgehog would fly higher and stronger than any of the birds, if only he knew how.


Footnotes

1 Politically mixed but communist-dominated underground anti-Nazi organization.

2 France has a particularly complex police system. The Sûreté Nationale is the police system for all France that operates directly for the Minister of the Interior in the Ministry at rue des Saussaies. At Quai des Orfèvres there is the Prefecture which does the same job for Paris. There is also the Gendarmerie – recognized by their khaki coats in summer – who police the whole of France under the orders of the Army Ministry and are, in effect, soldiers. As well as this there are special groups – Gardes Mobiles and CRS (Compagnie Républicaine de Sécurité) companies – which are highly mobile and have violent striking power. Loiseau worked for the first-named, the Sûreté Nationale, who as well as all standard police work also attend to counter-espionage, economic espionage (unions and potential strikes etc.), frontier policing and gaming. The sixty CRS units are also controlled by one of the directorates (Public Security) of the Sûreté Nationale.

3 An old building on a prison site adjacent to Mazas Square near Austerlitz Station. It is used as a mortuary.

4 Senior police officers in France are assigned their own private lines.

5 baby: a small whisky.

6 Informer.

7 Ninhydrine: a colour reagent, reddish-black powder. Hands become violet because of amino acid in the skin. It takes three days before it comes off. Washing makes it worse.

8 Service de Documentation Extérieure et Contre-Espionage.

9 Paris police have their own telephone system independent of the public one.

10 Under French Law the Prefect of Paris Police can arrest, interrogate, inquire, search, confiscate letters in the post, without any other authority than his own. His only obligation is to inform the Public Prosecutor and bring the prisoner before a magistrate within twenty-four hours. Note that the magistrate is part of the law machine and not a separate functionary as he is in Britain.

When he is brought before the magistrate – juge d’instruction – the police explain that the man is suspected and the magistrate directs the building up of evidence. (In Britain, of course, the man is not brought before a magistrate until after the police have built up their case.)

Inquiries prior to the appearance before a juge d’instruction are called enquêtes officieuses (informal inquiries). In law the latter give no power to search or demand statements but in practice few citizens argue about this technicality when faced with the police.

11 A Chinese description to differentiate pure Chinese from various minority groups in China or even Vietnamese etc. Ninety-five per cent of China’s population are Han Chinese.
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‘But war’s a game, which, were their subjects wise, Kings would not play at.’

William Cowper, 1731–1800
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Cover designer’s note

Documents from the Cold War period in which Spy Story is set were invariably produced on a manual typewriter. It was therefore an obvious choice, to me, to use the typewriter keys to spell out the book’s title. An unintentional bonus is that their circular shape is reminiscent of portholes, which suits the nautical element of the story.

Extending that theme further, I have included silhouettes of a pair of nuclear submarines, whose dark outlines look as though they have come straight out of a wartime spotter’s guide. A map of the war games area depicted in the book fills the submarines, which sail through a red sea that leaves no doubt in the reader’s mind that Communist USSR looms large in this story.

On each front cover of this latest quartet, I have placed a photograph of the eyes of the bespectacled unnamed spy, in this instance overlaid with a submarine periscope’s graticule. Is our hero in the sights of a Soviet submariner? Or is he inside one of the vessels and spying on us?

Readers who have been faithfully building their collection of these reissues will by now have become familiar with my use of a linking motif on the spines of the books. Being the final foursome in the entire series of reissues, and books in which violence is never too far away, I thought it a good idea to ‘go out with a bang’, as it were. This quartet’s spines accordingly display a different handgun, as mentioned in each of the books’ texts. The example here is a Russian Tokarev TT pistol, developed in the 1920s and still popular with Soviet military police forty years later.

Another recurring feature in this quartet, to be found within each back cover’s photographic montage, is a pair of ‘our hero’s’ glasses, which look suspiciously like those worn by ‘Harry Palmer’ in The Ipcress File and other outings … 

Also featured in the montage is a King George Vl Coronation mug, souvenir of a simpler time, which becomes the receptacle for the hero’s glasses. Completing the contents of the mug is a Savoy Hotel matchbox and a rubber stamp, the latter perhaps the archetypal symbol of dull bureaucracy so railed against by our hero. In front of this, a packet of Players cigarettes props up an arctic Soviet submariner’s badge. 

A quarter-inch magnetic tape suggests that surveillance of some form is taking place, though of whom and why remains to be discovered. This tape’s secrets are in actual fact a recording of a Radio Luxembourg commercial that I produced with Mick Jagger, promoting one of The Rolling Stones records. A lead toy submarine completes the arrangement, with all items sitting on a copy of a Pravda newspaper.

Arnold Schwartzman OBE RDI

Hollywood 2012


Introduction

I don’t know how or when I became interested in the history of military uniforms but I remember why. It was because John Edgcombe, manager of the Times Bookshop, told me that collectors of model soldiers were the most expert and dedicated group of military enthusiasts he had ever come across. We met on the third Friday of each month in the Tudor Room of Caxton Hall, London SW1. And my first visit there was a revelation. I didn’t know what model soldiers were until I saw these amazing figures, painted with the skill and detail that I had hitherto associated only with the sort of fine miniature paintings on display in museums. 

Copies of The Bulletin, the monthly newsletter of The British Model Soldiers Society, alongside those of the associated Military Historical Society (Saturday afternoons at the Imperial War Museum), still fill a shelf in my library and they go back to January 1959. I have never discarded them because they provide a wealth of information not available elsewhere. I never collected or painted model soldiers but I enjoyed those evenings and it was a member of that group who invited me to a naval war game session. 

I expected to see a complicated desk game, perhaps something like three-dimensional chess, which was going through a fashionable phase about that time. In the event I went to one of those grim Victorian-period school buildings that are still to be found in south London. It was Saturday morning and the war gamers had taken over the whole premises for the weekend: ‘war doesn’t stop when it gets dark,’ it was explained to me.

One classroom was occupied by the staff of battle group Red. Another held the staff of battle group Blue. A ‘sentry’ was at the door to ensure that a trip to the toilets did not include a chance to glimpse the gymnasium. For on the floor of the gymnasium model ships, drawn up into two battle fleets, were arranged and constantly moved by monitors. Isolated in the upstairs classrooms, the staffs would only be given information that could come from the crow’s nest of their tallest warship.

The staffs were all at sea but for us spectators, standing around the gymnasium, the whole picture was provided. On the stage a row of chairs gave half a dozen ‘referees’ a place to supervise, observe and declare damage or sinking as the engagement progressed.

I was captivated. This was serious stuff and there were not many smiles or jokes. This was war and I had no doubt that many of those involved in this game knew what the real thing was like. I must have been an incongruous figure at these gatherings. I never painted a toy soldier or participated in any of the war games; younger than most of the others, all I did was ask questions. Fortunately most people enjoy answering reasonably sensible questions that test their expertise so I was accepted. Many years later it was that elaborate war game that provided the starting place and background to a book, and it was naval combat that was in my mind.

I am not in a minority as far as my interest in submarines is concerned. Starting with Jules Verne, there have been dozens of books and movies about the men who brave the claustrophobic tin tubes. Submarines have interested me ever since childhood when I discovered that submarines that carried aircraft really did exist. In the Second World War the Japanese navy had many of them. In September 1942 the submarine I-25 launched a seaplane that dropped incendiary bombs on a forest in Oregon and returned safely back to its submarine.

A more bizarre type of submarine was the steam-driven K Class that the Royal Navy used in the First World War. The difficulties and dangers of reconciling diving under water with the capricious machinery of steam engines surprised no one but the men in the Admiralty; and these submarines were a tragic disaster for those assigned to them.

When in January 1955 the submarine USS Nautilus was underway on nuclear power for the first time, it was a triumph for Admiral Hyman Rickover, one of the most important and prescient men of his century. The conversion of ships and civilian power supply to nuclear energy was largely due to him. In 1959 the USS George Washington, a nuclear-powered (and nuclear missile-equipped) submarine, was launched it was followed by the first nuclear-powered warship and the first nuclear-powered merchant ship in that same year. The following year, 1960, the first nuclear-powered aircraft carrier was launched. The coming of the nuclear-powered submarine completely changed naval warfare, and this joined the nuclear-powered aircraft carrier as the major strategic weapon. In this book I have attempted to give a glimpse of what life was like in the nuclear submarines during the Cold War that sometimes became hot, and when some submarines did not return from patrol

But above all, this is a book depicting the ‘great outdoors’. I have always admired those writers who have a deep and lifelong obsession with nature. I had very little experience of the countryside when I was a child. I grew up in central London so the trips to Wales and to Cornwall, on which my father took us, were exciting expeditions. As a footloose teenager I would frequently splurge on a cheap overnight railway ticket to the Scottish highlands and the region of the great lochs. From that time onwards the rough country that Scotland and Ireland provides was my first choice when on walking holiday. In the 1950s, with an equally foolish fellow-student, I hitchhiked to Edinburgh to be there for New Year’s Eve. Short of money, we pitched a two-man tent each night and more than once awoke to find ourselves buried under a snowdrift. My travelling companion – Bob Hyde – had done his military service in the RAF mountain rescue service so he was rather hardier than I proved to be, but I persevered. In December, northern England becomes dark early. We learned how to pitch our tent in darkness and brewed tea using a tiny Primus stove. One morning we were awoken by the cheers and jeers of young girls. We climbed out of our tent to find we had pitched on the well-kept front lawn of a girl’s boarding school

We had allowed for a week on the road and as the holiday approached traffic became infrequent. One of our early morning lifts was on a lorry, and when we were dropped off at a smart hotel for a hot breakfast the waiter was polite and welcoming. It was only later that day that we realised that the lorry had been carrying boxes of herring and that we both stank of stale fish. I so admired the sang froid of that waiter. 

With good luck and good lifts we arrived at Edinburgh’s YMCA in the early evening just in time for New Year’s Eve. But after three flights of stairs carrying my heavy rucksack I dropped down on my bunk, my eyes closed and by the time I awoke it was morning and a New Year. I was an urban creature who had to learn what life was like when devoid of city comforts. It was only as an adult that I came with my family to live in rural areas and saw it season by season at its best and at its worst. Some of my experiences in harsh winter informed the scenes in this book, Spy Story.

Len Deighton, 2012
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RULES. ALL GAMES. STUDIES CENTRE. LONDON

Forty-three days without a night: six pale-blue fluorescent weeks without a sniff of air, sky, or a view of the stars. I drank in a cautious half-lungful of salty mist and smelled the iodine and seaborne putrefaction that seaside landladies call ozone.

HMS Viking, a deep water anchorage in western Scotland, is no place to celebrate a return to the real world. The uninhabited islands, a mile or more out in the Sound, were almost swallowed by sea mist. Overhead, dark clouds raced across the water to dash themselves upon the sharp granite peaks of Great Hamish. Then, in threads, they tumbled down the hillside, trailing through the stones and walls that had once been a Highland croft.

There were four submarines alongside the one from which I emerged. Out at the anchorage were more of them. The lash of the westerly wind made them huddle close to the mother ships and their crooning generators. The yellow deck lights were visible through the grey mist, and so were the flocks of gulls that screamed and wheeled and shrieked as they fell upon the kitchen garbage.

The wind brought gusts of rain, whipping up crested waves that awoke the subs. Underfoot I felt the great black hull strain against its moorings. The brow tilted. Stepping from the edge of each horizontal fin to the next was easier if I didn’t look down.

Now the next hull groaned, as the same wave sucked and gurgled at its bow. The forecast had been reasonably right for once: overcast, low cloud, drizzle and wind westering. The rain scratched at the slop-coloured sea and crept into my sleeves, boots and collar. My rubber shoe slipped but I recovered my balance. I shook the water off my face and cursed pointlessly.

‘Steady on,’ said Ferdy Foxwell behind me, but I cursed again and built his name into one of the inversions.

‘At least the navy is on time,’ said Ferdy. There was an orange-coloured Ford on the jetty. The door opened and a slim man got out. He was wearing a Burberry and a tweed hat but I knew he’d be the British naval officer from the police office. He bent his head against the rain. The armed USN sentry at the end of the gangway poked his head out of his shelter to check the pass. I recognized the officer as Frazer, a lieutenant. He made his way along the slippery walk towards us, stepping across the gaps with commendable agility.

‘Let me take that.’ He extended a hand, and then smiled in embarrassment as he noticed that the shiny metal case was padlocked to a shoulder-chain under my coat.

‘Help Mr Foxwell,’ I said. ‘He never fastens his.’

‘Neither would you if you had any sense,’ puffed Foxwell. The man squeezed past me and I had a chance to look down at the oily scum, and smell the diesel, and decide that Ferdy Foxwell was right. When I reached the brow – the horizontal fin – of the next submarine I rested the box and looked back. The young officer was bowed under the weight of Ferdy’s case, and Ferdy was stretching his arms to balance his two hundred pounds of compact flab, teetering along the gangway like a circus elephant balancing on a tub. Six weeks was a long time to spend in a metal tube, no matter about sun lamps and cycling gear. I picked up the case loaded with spools and tape recordings, and remembered how I sprinted across these brows on the outward journey.

A red Pontiac station wagon came along the jetty, slowed at the torpedo store and rolled carefully over the double ramps. It continued along the front until turning off at the paint shop. It disappeared down between the long lines of huts. The curved huts were shiny in the rain. Now there was no human movement, and the buildings looked as old as the black granite hills that shone rain-wet above them.

‘Are you all right?’ Frazer asked.

I shouldered the wet case as I started down the companionway to the jetty. The hatch in the sentry hut slid open an inch or two. I could hear the radio inside playing Bach. ‘OK, buddy,’ said the sailor. He slammed the hatch shut as a gust of wind hammered the hut with rain.

There was a panel van behind the Ford. A bad-tempered Admiralty policeman grumbled that we were two hours late and about how the Americans couldn’t make tea. He scowled as he signed for the cases and locked them in the safe in the van. Ferdy shot him in the back of the head with a nicotine-stained finger. Frazer saw the gesture and permitted himself a thin smile.

‘Perhaps a tot?’ said Frazer.

‘I wish I had your job,’ said Ferdy Foxwell.

Frazer nodded. I suppose we all said that to him.

There was the clang of a steel door. I looked at the nuclear submarine that had taken us to the Arctic and back. We civilians were always permitted to leave first. Now there was a deck party assembling forward of the conning tower, or what I’d learned to call a sail. They faced several more hours of work before the sub’s second crew arrived and took her to sea again.

‘Where is everyone?’

‘Asleep, I shouldn’t wonder,’ said Frazer.

‘Asleep?’

‘A Russian sub came down through the North Channel and into the Irish Sea on Wednesday morning … big panic – hunter killers, sonar buoys, County Class destroyers, you name it. Yards of teleprinter. Seventy-two hours of red alert. We were only stood-down last night. You missed the pantomime.’

‘They were frightened it was going to put guns ashore in Ulster?’ Ferdy asked.

‘Who knows what?’ said Frazer. ‘There were two Russian intelligence trawlers and a destroyer off Malin Head, too. You can see they’d be worried.’

‘So?’

‘We stopped Class A Radio traffic for five and a half hours.’

‘And the sub?’

‘They tracked it out past Wexford yesterday afternoon. Looks like they were just taking our pulse.’ He smiled as he unlocked the door of his car. It was well cared for, and all dressed up in black vinyl, Lamborghini-style rear-window slats, and even a spoiler.

‘They’re tricky bastards!’ said Ferdy resignedly. He blew on his hands to warm them. ‘Who said something about splicing that damned mainbrace?’

Frazer got into the driver’s seat and twisted round to unlock the rear doors. ‘It might have been me,’ he said.

I reached under my oilskin coat and found a dry handkerchief to polish the rain off my spectacles. Frazer started the car.

Ferdy Foxwell said, ‘Never mind the dollars and the cinnamon toast and grain-fed steaks … six weeks without a drink: it’s positively unnatural.’

Frazer said, ‘Not all the skippers are as bad as Fireball.’

Ferdy Foxwell settled back into the rear seat of the car. He was a huge man, well over six feet tall and broad enough to carry it. He was in his early fifties but still had enough brown wavy hair to visit a smart barber once a month. But his hair was no more an advert for the barber than were his rumpled suits for his Savile Row tailor, or his curious inability to spell for the famous public school to which he’d also sent his two sons. ‘A drink,’ said Ferdy. He smiled. His crooked, gapped teeth needed only gold wire to complete the image of a mischievous child.

The Admiralty van containing our tapes went at the regulation fifteen miles an hour. We followed at the same pace, all the way to the exit. It was a double compound, with a large check-point at each gate, and the wire twenty feet tall. Newcomers were always told that HMS Viking had been a prison camp during the war but they were wrong, it had been an experimental torpedo testing unit. But it would have done, it would have done.

The dog handlers were drinking hot coffee in the guard tower and the dogs were howling like werewolves. The sentry waved us through. We turned on to the coast road and went down past the housing, the Officers Club and cinema. The streets were empty but the coffee-shop car park was full. The lights of the housing were lost in a flurry of sea mist that rolled in upon us. The Admiralty van continued along the coast road to the airport. We took the high road, climbing steeply up the narrow road that leads to the moors and the pass over the Hamish.

Defoliated by Iron Age farmers, the land is now good for nothing but a few black-faced sheep. This ancient tilted edge of Scotland has only a scattering of poor soil upon the hard granite that does not weather. I felt the wheels hesitate on an ice patch, and ahead of us the higher ground was grey with last week’s snow. Only the red grouse can survive outdoors on this sort of moorland, sheltering under the heather and feeding upon its shoots, moving gently all the time so that the snow does not bury them.

From here the valley formed an enormous stadium, roofed by the hurrying black clouds. Halfway up its steep far side there was a huddle of grey stone cottages smudged with smoke from open fires. One of them was a cramped little pub.

‘We’ll stop for a drink at The Bonnet?’

‘You’ll not get me past it,’ I said.

‘My God, it’s cold,’ said Ferdy, and rubbed the condensation from the window to see how far it was to the pub.

‘There’s the one I’m going to get next year,’ said Frazer. A large light-blue BMW was on the road behind us. It had a left-hand drive. ‘Second-hand,’ Frazer added apologetically. ‘It shouldn’t cost me more than a new one of these. My next door neighbour has one. Says he’ll never buy another English car.’

Cars, politics or climate, for a Scotsman they were English if bad, British if good. Perhaps he sensed my thoughts. He smiled. ‘It’s the electrics,’ he said.

I could hear it now, just a faint burr of the Highlands. It would make sense for the navy to use a local man for this kind of job. Strangers could still find a barrier of silence once the cities were left behind.

Frazer took the hairpin bends with exaggerated care. On one of the turns he stopped, and reversed, to pull tight enough to avoid the snow-banked ditch. But the blue BMW stuck with us, following patiently. Following more patiently than was natural for a man who drives such a car.

Frazer glanced in his mirror again. ‘I think we should,’ he said, voicing our unspoken thoughts, and Ferdy wrote down the registration number in his crocodile-covered note pad. It was a Düsseldorf registration, and even while Ferdy was writing it, the BMW gave a toot and started to overtake.

Whatever was the extent of his intention, he’d chosen his moment well. The BMW squeezed past us in a spray of powdery snow from the drift on our left, and Frazer’s nervous reaction was to swerve away from the flash of light blue and the hard stare of the bearded man in the passenger seat.

The road was downhill and the ice was still hard and shiny up here on the top of the Hamish. Frazer fought the wheel as we swung round – as slowly as a boat at anchor – and slid almost broadside down the narrow mountain road.

We gathered speed. Frazer pumped the brake pedal, trying vainly to snatch at the road. I could see only the sheer drop, down where a clump of firs were waiting to catch us a thousand feet below.

‘Bastards, bastards,’ mumbled Frazer. Ferdy, flung off-balance, grabbed at the seat back, the roof and the sun visor, so as not to grab at Frazer and kill us all.

There was a thump as the rear wheel struck some stones at the road edge, and the tyres for a moment gripped enough to make the differential whine. Frazer was into bottom gear by now, and at the next patch of stones the car whimpered and ceded to his brake pedal enough for him to narrow the angle at which we were sliding. The road was more steeply downhill and the low gear had not slowed us enough to take the steep bend ahead. Frazer hit the horn in two loud blasts before we hit the banked snow that had collected around the edge of the hairpin, like piped icing round a birthday cake. We stopped with a bang of hollow steel, and the car rocked on its suspension.

‘My God,’ said Ferdy. For a moment we sat still. Praying, sighing or swearing according to inclination.

‘I hope you’re not going to do that every time someone tries to overtake,’ I said.

‘Just foreign registrations,’ said Frazer.

Frazer started the engine again. Gently he let in the clutch and the car waddled out of the drift. He took the middle of the road, and at no more than twenty-five miles an hour we went all the way down to the bridge and up the next climb all the way to The Bonnet.

He pulled into the yard there. There was a crunch of gravel and a soft splintering of ice. The BMW was already parked but none of us remarked upon the way its driver had nearly killed us.

‘I’m not sure I’d enjoy it,’ said Frazer, talking of the voyage but studying our faces as if to see the effect the near-accident had had on us. ‘I’m a destroyer man myself … like to keep my head above water.’

I would have described Frazer as an office-boy, but if he wanted to play Long John Silver it was all right by me.

‘Peace time,’ pronounced Ferdy, ‘a submarine trip north is no different to trailing Russians round the Med in an intelligence trawler.’

‘In winter the Med’s a damned site rougher,’ I said.

‘You’re right,’ said Ferdy. ‘As sick as a dog, I was, and I could see that Russian cruiser as steady as a rock all the time.’

‘Your second trip, wasn’t it?’ asked Frazer.

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, you chaps never do more than one a year. It’s over and done with, eh?’

‘Are you buying?’ Ferdy Foxwell asked him.

‘Then it’ll be small ones,’ said Frazer. The wind bit into us as we stepped from the car but there was a fine view. The hills at the other end of the valley obscured the anchorage, but to each side of the summit I could see the Sound and the mist-shrouded islands that continued all the way to the grey Atlantic breakers. The wind sang in the car aerial and tugged at the chimney smoke. We were high enough to be entangled in the fast moving underside of the storm clouds. Ferdy coughed as the cold wet air entered his lungs.

‘All that air-conditioned living,’ said Frazer. ‘You’d better take your briefcase – security and all that, you know.’

‘It’s only dirty underwear,’ said Ferdy. He coughed again. Frazer went around the car testing each door-lock and the boot too. For a moment he looked down at his hand to see if it shook. It did, and he pushed it into the pocket of his trench-coat.

I walked across to the BMW and looked inside it. There was a short oilskin coat, a battered rucksack and a stout walking-stick: a walker’s equipment.

It was a tiny cottage. One bar; a front parlour except for the warped little counter and flap scorched by cigarettes and whittled with the doodles of shepherds’ knives. On the whitewashed walls there was a rusty Highlander’s dirk, an engraving of a ship in full sail, a brightly shone ship’s bell and a piece of German submarine surrendered in May 1945. The landlord was a shaggy-haired giant, complete with kilt and beer-stained shirt.

There were two customers already drinking, but they had taken the bench near the window so we could stand around the open peat fire and slap our hands together and make self-congratulatory noises about its warmth.

The beer was good: dark and not too sweet, and not crystal clear like the swill that the brewers extol on TV. The Bonnet’s had flavour, like a slice of wheat loaf. Frazer knew the landlord well but, with the formality that Highland men demand, he called him Mr MacGregor. ‘We’ll have another fall of snow before the day’s through, Mr MacGregor.’

‘Is it south you’re heading, Mr Frazer?’

‘Aye.’

‘The high road is awful bad already. The oil delivery could not get through that way: he made the journey by the road along the Firth. It never freezes there. It’s a wicked long journey for the boy.’ He prodded the peat fire with a poker and encouraged the smoke to turn to flame.

‘You are busy?’ asked Frazer.

‘Travellers. People walk, even in winter. I don’t understand it.’ He made no attempt to lower his voice. He nodded impassively at the two customers by the window. They were looking at large-scale walker’s maps, measuring distances with a tiny wheeled instrument that they rolled along the footpaths.

‘Travellers, walkers and spies,’ said Frazer. The wind banged on the tiny window panes.

‘Ahh, spies,’ said the landlord. He came as near as I’d ever seen him to laughing: the two men in the window seat looked like some inept casting director’s idea of Russian spies. They had black overcoats and dark tweed hats. Both wore coloured silk scarves knotted at their throats and one man had a closely trimmed grizzled beard.

‘We’ll have the other half, Landlord,’ said Ferdy.

With infinite care the landlord drew three more pints of his special. In the silence I heard one of the other men say, ‘In our own good time.’ His voice was soft but his accent had the hard spiky consonants of the English Midlands. In the context of our remarks the sentence hung in the air like the peaty smoke from the fireplace. What in their own good time, I wondered.

‘Well, what’s been happening out here in the real world?’ said Ferdy.

‘Nothing much,’ said Frazer. ‘Looks like the German reunification talks are going ahead, the papers are full of it. Another car workers’ strike. The Arabs put a bomb in the Tokyo Stock Exchange but it was defused, and Aeroflot has started running its own jumbos into New York.’

‘We get all the big news,’ said Ferdy. ‘And American home-town stuff. I could tell you more about the climate, local politics and football scores of the American heartland than any other Englishman you could find. Do you know that a woman in Portland, Maine, has given birth to sextuplets?’

It had begun to snow. Frazer looked at his watch. ‘We mustn’t miss the plane,’ he said.

‘There’s time for one from this man’s stone bottle,’ said Ferdy.

‘The stone bottle?’ said MacGregor.

‘Come along, you hairy bastard,’ said Ferdy. ‘You know what I’m talking about.’

MacGregor’s face was unchanging. It would have been easy to believe him deeply offended, but Ferdy knew him better than that. Without taking his eyes from Ferdy, MacGregor took a packet of Rothmans from his pocket. He lit one and tossed the packet on to the counter.

MacGregor went into his back parlour and reappeared with a jar from which he poured a generous measure. ‘You’ve a good palate – for a Sassenach.’

‘No one would want the factory stuff after this, Mac,’ said Ferdy. MacGregor and Frazer exchanged glances.

‘Aye, I get my hands on a little of the real thing now and again.’

‘Come along, MacGregor,’ said Ferdy. ‘You’re among friends. You think we haven’t smelled the barley and the peat fire?’

MacGregor gave a ghost of a smile but would admit to nothing. Ferdy took his malt whisky and tasted it with care and concentration.

‘The same?’ asked MacGregor.

‘It’s improved,’ said Ferdy.

Frazer came away from the fireplace and took his seat at the counter. MacGregor moved the malt whisky towards him. ‘It will help you endure the cruel blows of the west wind,’ he said.

So he must have rationalized many such drinks up here on the bare slopes of the Grampians’ very end. A desolate place: in summer the heather grew bright with flowers, and so tall that a hill walker needed a long blade to clear a lane through it. I turned an inch or two. The strangers in the corner no longer spoke together. Their faces were turned to watch the snow falling but I had a feeling that they were watching us.

MacGregor took three more thimble-sized glasses, and, with more care than was necessary, filled each to the brim. While we watched him I saw Frazer reach out for the packet of cigarettes that the landlord had left on the counter. He helped himself. There was an intimacy to such a liberty.

‘Can I buy a bottle?’ asked Ferdy.

‘You can not,’ said MacGregor.

I sipped it. It was a soft smoky flavour of the sort that one smelled as much as tasted.

Frazer poured his whisky into the beer and drank it down. ‘You damned heathen,’ said the landlord. ‘And I’m giving you the twelve-year-old malt too.’

‘It all ends up in the same place, Mr MacGregor.’

‘You damned barbarian,’ he growled, relishing the r’s rasp. ‘You’ve ruined my ale and my whisky too.’

I realized it was a joke between them, one that they had shared before. I knew that Lieutenant Frazer was from RN security. I wondered if the landlord was a part of it too. It would be a fine place from which to keep an eye on strangers who came to look at the atomic submarines at the anchorage.

And then I was sure that this was so, for Frazer picked up the packet of cigarettes from which he’d been helping himself. The change of ownership had been a gradual one but I was sure that something more than cigarettes was changing hands.
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The London flight was delayed.

Ferdy bought a newspaper and I read the departures board four times. Then we drifted through that perfumed limbo of stale air that is ruled by yawning girls with Cartier watches, and naval officers with plastic briefcases. We tried to recognize melodies amongst the rhythms that are specially designed to be without melody, and we tried to recognize words among the announcements, until finally the miracle of heavier-than-air flight was once again mastered.

As we climbed into the grey cotton wool, we had this big brother voice saying he was our captain and on account of how late we were there was no catering aboard but we could buy cigarette lighters with the name of the airline on them, and if we looked down to our left side we could have seen Birmingham, if it hadn’t been covered in cloud.

It was early evening by the time I got to London. The sky looked bruised and the cloud no higher than the high-rise offices where all the lights burned. The drivers were ill-tempered and the rain unceasing.

We arrived at the Studies Centre in Hampstead just as the day staff were due to leave. The tapes had come on a military flight and were waiting for me. There is a security seal when tapes are due, so we unloaded to the disapproving stares of the clock-watchers in the Evaluation Block. It was tempting to use the overnight facilities at the Centre: the bathwater always ran and the kitchen could always find a hot meal, but Marjorie was waiting. I signed out directly.

I should have had more sense than to expect my car to sit in the open through six weeks of London winter and be ready to start when I needed it. It groaned miserably as it heaved at the thick cold oil and coughed at the puny spark. I pummelled the starter until the air was choked with fumes, and then counted to one hundred in an attempt to keep my hands off her long enough to dry the points. At the third bout she fired. I hit the pedal and there was a staccato of backfire and judder of one-sided torque from the oldest plugs. Finally they too joined the song and I nudged her slowly out into the evening traffic of Frognal.

If the traffic had been moving faster I would probably have reached home without difficulty, but the sort of jams you get on a wet winter’s evening in London gives the coup de grâce to old bangers like mine. I was just a block away from my old place in Earl’s Court when she died. I opened her up and tried to decide where to put the Band-aid, but all I saw were raindrops sizzling on the hot block. Soon the raindrops no longer sizzled and I became aware of the passing traffic. Big expensive all-weather tyres were filling my shoes with dirty water. I got back into the car and stared at an old packet of cigarettes, but I’d given them up for six weeks and this time I was determined to make it stick. I buttoned up and walked down the street as far as the phone box. Someone had cut the hand-piece off and taken it home. Not one empty cab had passed in half an hour. I tried to decide between walking the rest of the way home and lying down in the middle of the road. It was then that I remembered that I still had the door-key of the old flat.

The Studies Centre was turning my lease over the following month. Possibly the phone was still connected. It was two minutes’ walk.

I rang the doorbell. There was no answer. I gave it an extra couple of minutes, remembering how often I’d failed to hear it from the kitchen at the back. Then I used the old key and let myself in. The lights still worked. I’d always liked number eighteen. In some ways it’s more to my taste than the oil-fired slab of speculator’s bad taste that I’d exchanged it for, but I’m not the sort of fellow who gives aesthetics precedence over wall-to-wall synthetic wool and Georgian-style double-glazing.

The flat wasn’t the way I’d left it. I mean, the floor wasn’t covered with Private Eye and Rolling Stone, with strategically placed carrier bags brimming with garbage. It was exactly the way it was when the lady next door came in to clean it three times a week. The furniture wasn’t bad, not bad for a furnished place, I mean. I sat down in the best armchair and used the phone. It worked. I dialled the number of the local mini-cab company and was put up for auction. ‘Anyone do a Gloucester Road to Fulham?’ Then, ‘Will anyone do a Gloucester Road to Fulham with twenty-five pence on the clock?’ Finally some knight of the road deigned to do a Gloucester Road to Fulham with seventy-five pence on the clock if I’d wait half an hour. I knew that meant forty-five minutes. I said yes and wondered if I’d still be a non-smoker had I slipped that pack into my overcoat.

If I hadn’t been so tired I would have noticed what was funny about the place the moment I walked in. But I was tired. I could hardly keep my eyes open. I’d been sitting in the armchair for five minutes or more when I noticed the photo. At first there was nothing strange about it, except how I came to leave it behind. It was only when I got my mind functioning that I realized that it wasn’t my photo. The frame was the same as the one I’d bought in Selfridges Christmas Sale in 1967. Inside was almost the same photo: me in tweed jacket, machine washable at number five trousers, cor-blimey hat and two-tone shoes, one of them resting on the chromium of an Alfa Spider convertible. But it wasn’t me. Everything else was the same – right down to the number plates – but the man was older than me and heavier. Mind you, I had to peer closely. We both had no moustache, no beard, no sideboards and an out-of-focus face, but it wasn’t me, I swear it.

I didn’t get alarmed about it. You know how crazy things can sound, and then along comes a logical, rational explanation – usually supplied by a woman very close to you. So I didn’t suddenly panic, I just started to turn the whole place over systematically. And then I could scream and panic in my own good, leisurely, non-neurotic way.

What was this bastard doing with all the same clothes that I had? Different sizes and some slight changes, but I’m telling you my entire wardrobe. And a photo of Mr Nothing and Mason: that creepy kid who does the weather print-outs for the war-games. Now I was alarmed. It was the same with everything in the flat. My neck-ties. My chinaware. My bottled Guinness. My Leak hi-fi, and my Mozart piano concertos played by my Ingrid Haebler. And by his bed – covered with the same dark green Witney that I have on my bed – in a silver frame: my Mum and Dad. My Mum and Dad in the garden. The photo I took at their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary.

I sat myself down on my sofa and gave myself a talking-to. Look, I said to myself, you know what this is, it’s one of those complicated jokes that rich people play on each other in TV plays for which writers can think of no ending. But I haven’t got any friends rich and stupid enough to want to print me in duplicate just to puzzle me. I mean, I puzzle pretty easily, I don’t need this kind of hoop-la.

I went into the bedroom and opened the wardrobe to go through the clothes again. I told myself that these were not my clothes, for I couldn’t be positive they were. I mean, I don’t have the sort of clothes that I can be quite sure that no one else has, but the combination of Brooks Brothers, Marks and Sparks and Turnbull and Asser can’t be in everyone’s wardrobe. Especially when they are five years out of fashion.

But had I not been rummaging through the wardrobe I would never have noticed the tie rack had been moved. And so I wouldn’t have seen the crude carpentry done to the inside, or the piece that had been inserted to make a new wooden panel in the back of it.

I rapped it. It was hollow. The thin plywood panel slid easily to one side. Behind it there was a door.

The door was stiff, but by pushing the rackful of clothes aside I put a little extra pressure on it. After the first couple of inches it moved easily. I stepped through the wardrobe into a dark room. Alice through the looking-glass. I sniffed. The air smelled clean with a faint odour of disinfectant. I struck a match. It was a box room. By the light of the match I found the light switch. The room had been furnished as a small office: a desk, easy chair, typewriter and polished lino. The walls were newly painted white. Upon them there was a coloured illustration of Von Guericke’s air thermoscope given as a calendar by a manufacturer of surgical instruments in Munich, a cheap mirror, and a blank day-by-day chart, stuck to the wall with surgical tape. In the drawers of the desk there was a ream of blank white paper, a packet of paper clips, and two white nylon jackets packed in transparent laundry packets.

The door from the office also opened easily. By now I was well into the next apartment. Adjoining the hall there was a large room – corresponding to my sitting-room – lit by half a dozen overhead lights fitted behind frosted glass. The windows were fitted with light-tight wooden screens, like those used for photographic dark rooms. This room was also painted white. It was spotlessly clean, walls, floor and ceiling, shining and dustless. There was a new stainless-steel sink in one corner. In the centre of the room there was a table fitted with a crisply laundered cotton cover. Over it there was a transparent plastic one. The sort from which it’s easy to wipe spilled blood. It was a curious table, with many levers to elevate, tilt and adjust it. Rather like one of the simpler types of operating table. The large apparatus alongside it was beyond any medical guess I could make. Pipes, dials and straps, it was an expensive device. Although I could not recognize it, I knew that I’d seen such a device before, but I could not dredge it up from the sludge of my memory.

To this room there was also a door. Very gently, I tried the handle, but it was locked. As I stood, bent forward at the door, I heard a voice. By leaning closer I could hear what was being said ‘… and then the next week you’ll do the middle shift, and so on. They don’t seem to know when it will start.’

The reply – a woman’s voice – was almost inaudible. Then the man close to me said, ‘Certainly, if the senior staff prefer one shift we can change the rota and make it permanent.’

Again there was the murmur of the woman’s voice, and the sound of running water, splashing as if someone was washing their hands.

The man said, ‘How right you are; like the bloody secret service if you ask me. Was my grandmother born in the United Kingdom. Bloody sauce! I put “yes” to everything.’

When I switched off the light the conversation suddenly stopped. I waited in the darkness, not moving. The light from the tiny office was still on. If this door was opened they would be certain to see me. There was the sound of a towel machine and then of a match striking. Then the conversation continued, but more distantly. I tiptoed across the room very very slowly. I closed the second door and looked at the alterations to the wardrobe while retreating through it. This false door behind the wardrobe puzzled me even more than the curious little operating theatre. If a man was to construct a secret chamber with all the complications of securing the lease to his next door apartment, if he secretly removed large sections of brickwork, if he constructed a sliding door and fitted it into the back of a built-in wardrobe, would such a man not go all the way, and make it extremely difficult to detect? This doorway was something that even the rawest recruit to the Customs service would find in a perfunctory look round. It made no sense.

The phone rang. I picked it up. ‘Your cab is outside now, sir.’

There are not many taxi services that say ‘sir’ nowadays. That should have aroused my suspicions, but I was tired.

I went downstairs. On the first-floor landing outside the caretaker’s flat there were two men.

‘Pardon me, sir,’ said one of the men. I thought at first they were waiting for the caretaker, but as I tried to pass one of them stood in the way. The other spoke again. ‘There have been a lot of break-ins here lately, sir.’

‘So?’

‘We’re from the security company who look after this block.’ It was the taller of the two men who’d spoken. He was wearing a short suede overcoat with a sheepskin lining. The sort of coat a man needed if he spent a lot of time in doorways. ‘Are you a tenant here, sir?’ he said.

‘Yes,’ I said.

The taller man buttoned the collar of his coat. It seemed like an excuse to keep his hands near my throat. ‘Would you mind producing some identification, sir?’

I counted ten, but before I was past five the shorter of the men had pressed the caretaker’s buzzer. ‘What is it now?’

‘This one of your tenants?’ said the tall man.

‘I’m from number eighteen,’ I prompted.

‘Never seen him before,’ said the man.

‘You’re not the caretaker,’ I said. ‘Charlie Short is the caretaker.’

‘Charlie Short used to come over here now and again to give me a break for a couple of hours …’

‘Don’t give me that,’ I said. ‘Charlie is the caretaker. I’ve never seen you before.’

‘A bloody con man,’ said the man from the caretaker’s flat.

‘I’ve lived here for five years,’ I protested.

‘Get on,’ said the man. ‘Never seen him before.’ He smiled as if amused at my gall. ‘The gentleman in number eighteen has lived here for five years but he’s much older than this bloke – bigger, taller – this one would pass for him in a crowd, but not in this light.’

‘I don’t know what you’re up to …’ I said. ‘I can prove …’ Unreasonably my anger centred on the man who said he was the caretaker. One of the security men took my arm. ‘Now then, sir, we don’t want any rough stuff, do we?’

‘I’m going back to “War and Peace”,’ said the man. He closed the door forcefully enough to discourage further interruption.

‘I never had that Albert figured for a reader,’ said the taller man.

‘On the telly, he means,’ said the other one. ‘So –’ he turned to me, ‘you’d better come and identify yourself properly.’

‘That’s not the caretaker,’ I said.

‘I’m afraid you’re wrong, sir.’

‘I’m not wrong.’

‘It won’t take more than ten minutes, sir.’

I walked down the flight of stairs that led to the street. Outside there was my taxi. Screw them all. I opened the cab door and had one foot on the ledge when I saw the third man. He was sitting well back in the far corner of the rear seat. I froze. ‘Do get in, sir,’ he said. It should have been a mini-cab, this was a taxi. I didn’t like it at all.

One of my hands was in my pocket. I stood upright and pointed a finger through my coat. ‘Come out,’ I said with a suitable hint of menace. ‘Come out very slowly.’ He didn’t move.

‘Don’t be silly, sir. We know you are not armed.’

I extended my free hand and flipped the fingers up to beckon him. The seated man sighed. ‘There are three of us, sir. Either we all get in as we are, or we all get in bruised, but either way we all get in.’

I glanced to one side. There was another man standing beside the doorway. The driver hadn’t moved.

‘We won’t delay you long, sir,’ said the seated man.

I got into the cab. ‘What is this?’ I asked.

‘You know that flat is no longer yours, sir.’ He shook his head. The driver checked that the door was closed and drove off with us, along Cromwell Road. The man said, ‘Whatever made you trespass there, at this time of night? It’s brought all three of us out of a bridge game.’ The taller man was sitting on the jump seat. He unbuttoned his sheepskin coat.

‘That really reassures me,’ I told them. ‘Cops playing poker might frame you. Cops playing pontoon might beat you to death. But who could get worried about cops who play bridge?’

‘You should know better,’ said the tall man mildly. ‘You know how security has tightened since last year.’

‘You people talk to me like we are all related. I’ve never seen you before. You don’t work with me. Who the hell are you, dial-a-cop?’

‘You can’t be that naïve, sir.’

‘You mean the phone has always been tapped?’

‘Monitored.’

‘Every call?’

‘That’s an empty flat, sir.’

‘You mean – “Anyone do a Gloucester Road to Fulham with fifty pence on the clock” was your people?’

‘Barry was so near to winning the rubber,’ said the second man.

‘I just went in to use the phone.’

‘And I believe you,’ said the cop.

The cab stopped. It was dark. We had driven across Hammersmith Bridge and were in some godforsaken hole in Barnes. On the left there was a large piece of open common, and the wind howled through the trees and buffeted the cab so that it rocked gently. There was very little traffic, but in the distance lights, and sometimes a double-decker bus, moved through the trees. I guessed that that might be Upper Richmond Road.

‘What are we waiting for?’

‘We won’t delay you long, sir. Cigarette?’

‘No, thanks,’ I said.

A black Ford Executive came past, drew in and parked ahead of us. Two men got out and walked back. The man with the sheepskin coat wound down the window. A man from the other car put a flashlight beam on my face. ‘Yes, that’s him.’

‘Is that you, Mason?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Mason was the one who did the weather print-outs and got himself photographed with strangers wearing my clothes.

‘Are you in on this, then?’ I said.

‘In on what?’ said Mason.

‘Don’t bullshit me, you little creep,’ I said.

‘Yes, that’s him,’ said Mason. He switched off the light.

‘Well, we knew it was,’ said the first cop.

‘Oh, sure,’ I said. ‘Or else I would have got you with only twenty-five pence on the clock.’ How could I have been so stupid. On that phone if you dialled TIM you’d hear the tick of the Chief Commissioner’s watch.

‘We’d better get you home,’ said the cop. ‘And thank you, Mr Mason.’

Mason let the driver open the door of the Executive for him as if to the manner born. That little bastard would wind up running the Centre, that much was clear.

They took me all the way home. ‘Next time,’ said the cop, ‘get car-pool transport. You’re entitled to it after a trip, you know that.’

‘You couldn’t get one of your people to collect my Mini Clubman – between games of bridge, I mean.’

‘I’ll report it stolen. The local bobbies will pick it up.’

‘I bet sometimes you wish you weren’t so honest,’ I said.

‘Goodnight, sir.’ It was still pouring with rain. I got out of the cab. They’d left me on the wrong side of the street. U-turns were forbidden.
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I let myself into the flat as quietly as possible. Marjorie turned up the heating whenever I was away, and now the stale air, heavy with fresh paint and unseasoned timber smells, hit me like a secondhand hangover. It would be a long time before I’d get used to living here.

‘Is that you, darling?’

‘Yes, love.’ I prodded at the pile of mail, pushing the unsealed buff envelopes aside until there remained only a postcard from a ski resort, Cross and Cockade magazine and a secondhand book about the Battle of Moscow. On the silver-plated toast rack – a place kept for urgent messages – there was a torn piece of hospital notepaper with ‘Please go to Colonel Schlegel’s home on Sunday. He’ll meet the ten o’clock train’ written on it in Marjorie’s neat handwriting. I’d have gone Monday except that Sunday was underlined three times, in the red pencil she used for diagrams.

‘Darling!’

‘I’m coming.’ I went into the sitting-room. When I was away she seldom went in there: a quick bout with the frying pan and a briefcase full of post-graduate medical studies on the bedside table was her routine. But now she’d got it all tidied and ready for my return: matches near the ashtray and slippers by the fireplace. There was even a big bunch of mixed flowers, arranged with fern and placed in a jug amid her copies of House and Garden on the side table.

‘I missed you, Marj.’

‘Hello, sailor.’

We embraced. The lingering smell of bacon I’d encountered in the hall was now a taste on her lips. She ran a hand through my hair to ruffle it. ‘It won’t come loose,’ I said. ‘They knit them into the scalp.’

‘Silly.’

‘Sorry I’m late.’

She turned her head and smiled shyly. She was like a little girl: her large green eyes and small white face, lost somewhere under that dishevelled black hair.

‘I made a stew but it’s a bit dried up.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘You haven’t noticed the flowers.’

‘Are you working in the mortuary again?’

‘Bastard,’ she said, but she kissed me softly.

In the corner, the box was keeping up its bombardment of superficial hysteria: British Equity outwits fat German extras shouting Schweinhund.

‘The flowers were from my mother. To wish me many happy returns.’

‘You’re not rerunning that twenty-ninth birthday again this year?’

She hit me in the ribs with the side of the hand and knew enough anatomy to make it hurt.

‘Take it easy,’ I gasped. ‘I’m only joking.’

‘Well, you save your lousy jokes for the boys on the submarine.’

But she put her arms round me and grabbed me tight. And she kissed me and stroked my face, trying to read her fortune in my eyes.

I kissed her again. It was more like the real thing this time.

‘I was beginning to wonder,’ she said, but the words were lost in my mouth.

There was a pot of coffee clipped into an electric contraption that kept it warm for hours. I poured some into Marjorie’s cup and sipped it. It tasted like iron filings with a dash of quinine. I pulled a face.

‘I’ll make more.’

‘No.’ I grabbed her arm. She made me neurotic with all this tender loving care. ‘Sit down, for God’s sake sit down.’ I reached over and took a piece of the chocolate bar she’d been eating. ‘I don’t want anything to eat or drink.’

The heroes on the box got the keys to a secret new aeroplane from this piggy-eyed Gestapo man, and this fat short-sighted sentry kept stamping and giving the Heil Hitler salute. The two English cats Heil Hitlered back, but they exchanged knowing smiles as they got in the plane.

‘I don’t know why I’m watching it,’ said Marjorie.

‘Seeing these films makes you wonder why we took six years to win that damned war,’ I said.

‘Take off your overcoat.’

‘I’m OK.’

‘Have you been drinking, darling?’ She smiled. She’d never seen me drunk but she was always suspecting I might be.

‘No.’

‘You’re shivering.’

I wanted to tell her about the flat and the photographs of the man who wasn’t me, but I knew she’d be sceptical. She was a doctor: they’re all like that. ‘Did the car give you trouble?’ she asked finally. She wanted only to be quite certain I wasn’t going to confess to another woman.

‘The plugs. Same as last time.’

‘Perhaps you should get the new one now, instead of waiting.’

‘Sure. And a sixty-foot ocean racer. Did you see Jack while I was away?’

‘He took me to lunch.’

‘Good old Jack.’

‘At the Savoy Grill.’

I nodded. Her estranged husband was a fashionable young paediatrician. The Savoy Grill was his works canteen. ‘Did you talk about the divorce?’

‘I told him I wanted no money.’

‘That pleased him, I’ll bet.’

‘Jack’s not like that.’

‘What is he like, Marjorie?’

She didn’t answer. We’d got as close as this to fighting about him before, but she was sensible enough to recognize male insecurity for what it was. She leaned forward and kissed my cheek. ‘You’re tired,’ she said.

‘I missed you, Marj.’

‘Did you really, darling?’

I nodded. On the table alongside her there was a pile of books: Pregnancy and Anaemia, Puerperal Anaemia, Bennett, Achresthic Anaemia, Wilkinson, A Clinical Study, by Schmidt and History of a Case of Anaemia, by Combe. Tucked under the books there was a bundle of loose-leaf pages, crammed with Marjorie’s tiny writing. I broke the chocolate bar lying next to the books and put a piece of it into Marjorie’s mouth.

‘The Los Angeles people came back to me. Now there’s a car and a house and a sabbatical fifth year.’

‘I wasn’t …’

‘Now don’t be tempted into lying. I know how your mind works.’

‘I’m pretty tired, Marj.’

‘Well, we’ll have to talk about things some time.’ It was the doctor speaking.

‘Yes.’

‘Lunch Thursday?’

‘Great,’ I said.

‘Sounds like it.’

‘Sensational, wonderful, I can’t wait.’

‘Sometimes I wonder how we got this far.’

I didn’t answer. I wondered too. She wanted me to admit that I couldn’t live without her. And I had the nasty feeling that as soon as I did that, she’d up and leave me. So we continued as we were: in love but determined not to admit it. Or worse: declaring our love in such a way that the other could not be sure.

‘Strangers on a train,’ said Marjorie.

‘What?’

‘We are – strangers on a train.’

I pulled a face, as if I didn’t understand what she was getting at. She pushed her hair back but it fell forward again. She pulled a clip from it and fastened it. It was a nervous movement, designed more to occupy her than to change her hair.

‘I’m sorry, love.’ I leaned forward and kissed her gently. ‘I’m really sorry. We’ll talk about it.’

‘On Thursday …’ she smiled, knowing that I’d promise anything to avoid the sort of discussion that she had in mind. ‘Your coat is wet. You’d better hang it up, it will wrinkle and need cleaning.’

‘Now, if you like. We’ll talk now, if that’s what you want.’

She shook her head. ‘We’re on our way to different destinations. That’s what I mean. When you get to where you’re going, you’ll get out. I know you. I know you too well.’

‘It’s you who gets offers … fantastic salaries from Los Angeles research institutes, reads up anaemia, and sends polite refusals that ensure an even better offer eventually comes.’

‘I know,’ she admitted, and kissed me in a distant and preoccupied way. ‘But I love you, darling. I mean really …’ She gave an attractive little laugh. ‘You make me feel someone. The way you just take it for granted that I could go to America and do that damned job …’ She shrugged. ‘Sometimes I wish you weren’t so damned encouraging. I wish you were bossy, even. There are times when I wish you’d insist I stayed at home and did the washing-up.’

Well, you can’t make women happy, that’s a kind of fundamental law of the universe. You try and make them happy and they’ll never forgive you for revealing to them that they can’t be.

‘So do the washing-up,’ I said. I put my arm round her. The wool dress was thin. I could feel that her skin was hot beneath it. Perhaps she was running a fever, or perhaps it was passion. Or perhaps I was just the icy cold bastard that she so often accused me of being.

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like a bacon sandwich?’

I shook my head. ‘Marjorie,’ I said, ‘do you remember the caretaker at number eighteen?’ I walked across to the TV and switched it off.

‘No. Should I?’

‘Be serious for a moment … Charlie the caretaker. Charlie Short … moustache, cockney accent – always making jokes about the landlords.’

‘No.’

‘Think for a moment.’

‘No need to shout.’

‘Can’t you remember the dinner party … he climbed in the window to let you in when you’d lost your key?’

‘That must have been one of your other girls,’ said Marjorie archly.

I smiled but said nothing.

‘You don’t look very well,’ said Marjorie. ‘Did anything happen on the trip?’

‘No.’

‘I worry about you. You look pretty done in.’

‘Is that a professional opinion, Doctor?’

She screwed her face up, like a little girl playing doctors and nurses. ‘Yes, it is, honestly, darling.’

‘The diagnosis?’

‘Well it’s not anaemia.’ She laughed. She was very beautiful. Even more beautiful when she laughed.

‘And what do you usually prescribe for men in my condition, Doc?’

‘Bed,’ she said. ‘Definitely bed.’ She laughed and undid my tie.

‘You’re shaking.’ She said it with some alarm. I was shaking. The trip, the journey home, the weather, that damned number eighteen where I was now in mass production, had all got to me suddenly, but how do you explain that? I mean, how do you explain it to a doctor?
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You might think you know your boss, but you don’t. Not unless you’ve seen him at home on Sunday.

There are only three trains to Little Omber on Sunday. The one I caught was almost empty except for a couple of Saturday-night revellers, three couples taking babies to show Mums, two priests going to the seminary and half a dozen soldiers connecting with the express.

Little Omber is only thirty-five miles from central London but it is remote, and rural in a genteel way: frozen fish fingers, and picture-window housing-estates for the young executive.

I waited at the deserted railway station. I hardly knew Charles Schlegel the third, Colonel US Marine Corps Wing (retired), so I was expecting anything from a psychedelic Mini to a chauffeured Rover. He’d taken over the Studies Centre only ten days before I’d gone off on my last sea trip, and our acquaintance had been limited to a Charles Atlas handshake and a blurred glimpse of a pin-striped Savile Row three piece, and a Royal Aero Club tie. But that didn’t mean that he hadn’t already scared the shit out of half the staff, from the switchboard matron to the night door-keeper. There was a rumour that he’d been put in to find an excuse for closing the Centre down, in support of which he was authoritatively quoted as saying we were ‘an antediluvian charity, providing retired limey admirals with a chance to win on the War Games Table the battles they’d screwed up in real life’.

We all resented that remark because it was gratuitous, discourteous and a reflection on all of us. And we wondered how he’d found out.

Bright red export model XKE – well, why didn’t I guess. He came out of it like an Olympics hurdler and grasped my hand firmly and held my elbow, too, so that I couldn’t shake myself free. ‘It must have got in early,’ he said resentfully. He consulted a large multi-faced wristwatch of the sort that can time high-speed races under water. He was wearing charcoal trousers, hand-made brogues, a bright-red woollen shirt that exactly matched his car, and a shiny green flying jacket, with lots of Mickey Mouse on sleeves and chest.

‘I screwed up your Sunday,’ he said. I nodded. He was short and thickset, with that puffed-chest stance that small athletes have. The red shirt, and the way he cocked his head to one side, made him look like a gigantic and predatory robin redbreast. He strutted around the car and opened the door for me, smiling as he did so. He wasn’t about to apologize.

‘Come on up to the house for a sandwich.’

‘I have to get back,’ I argued without conviction.

‘Just a sandwich.’

‘Yes, sir.’

He let in the clutch, and heel-and-toed like a rally driver. He gave the car the same sort of attention that I suppose he’d given his F-4 or his B-52 or his desk, or whatever it was he flew before they unleashed him onto us. ‘I’m glad it was you,’ he said. ‘You know why I say that?’

‘Man management?’

He gave me a little you’ll-find-out-buddy smile.

‘I’m glad it was you,’ he explained slowly and patiently, ‘because I haven’t had a chance of a pow-wow with you or Foxwell, on account of the mission.’

I nodded. I liked the glad-it-was-you stuff. You’d have thought the message said anyone who’d like a free train ride to Little Omber this Sunday could go.

‘Goddamned imbecile,’ he muttered as he overtook a Sunday driver tooling down the white line, chatting with his kids in the back seat.

Close to Schlegel, I could see that the sun-lamp tan was there to disguise the complicated surgery he’d had on his jaw. What from a distance might look like the legacy of acne was a pattern of tiny scars that gave one side of his face the permanent hint of a scowl. Sometimes his face puckered enough to bare his teeth in a curious lopsided humourless smile. He did one now. ‘I can imagine,’ he said. ‘Yank trouble-shooter, hundred missions in Nam. They probably are saying I’m a hatchet man.’ He paused. ‘Are they saying that?’

‘I’ve heard it whispered.’

‘What else?’

‘They are saying that you are taking the staff aside one by one and giving them a working over.’ They weren’t saying that – as far as I knew – but I wanted to get his reaction.

‘Like this?’

‘Let’s wait and see.’

‘Huh.’ He did that crooked smile again. He slowed to go through the village. This was really home-counties stuff: six shops and five of them selling real estate. It was the kind of authentic English village that only Germans, Americans and real-estate men can afford. At the far end of the village there were four locals in their Sunday clothes. They turned to watch us pass. Schlegel gave them a stiff-armed salutation like the ones in that old English war film. They nodded and smiled. He turned off the road at a plastic sign that said ‘Golden Acre Cottage. Schlegel’ in ye olde English lettering. He gunned the motor up the steep track and fired gravel and soft earth from the deep-tread tyres.

‘Nice place,’ I said, but Schlegel seemed to read my thoughts. He said, ‘When they cut my orders they said I must be within easy access of NATO/ASW down the road at Longford Magna. Your government won’t let us Yanks buy a place to live – by law, by law! And half the county is owned by the same English lord who’s got his finger in my eye.’ He slammed on the brakes and we slid to a halt inches short of his front door. ‘A goddamn lord!’

‘You haven’t started Chas off about the landlord, I hope,’ said a woman from the doorway.

‘This is my bride, Helen. There are two daughters and a son around the house someplace.’

He’d parked outside a large thatched cottage, with black cruck-frame timbers and freshly whitened plaster. Placed on the front lawn there was a very old single-furrow plough and over the front door there was a farming implement that I didn’t recognize. The daughters arrived before I was even half out of the car. Slim, fresh-faced, clad in jeans and brightly coloured lambswool sweaters, it was difficult to tell wife from teenage daughters.

‘What a wonderful thatching job,’ I said.

‘Plastic,’ said Schlegel. ‘Real thatch harbours vermin. Plastic is cleaner, quicker and longer lasting.’

Mrs Schlegel said, ‘Gee, Chas, you should have told me. I was only doing BLTs for lunch.’

‘BLTs, Helen! You want to send him into a state of shock? These Brits strike into roast beef with all the trimmings for Sunday lunch.’

‘A bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwich will be fine, Mrs Schlegel.’

‘Helen, call me Helen. I sure hope Chas hasn’t been too rude about our English landlord.’

The Southern United States – its climate and terrain so suitable for training infantry and aviators – has played a part in moulding the character of American military men. And it is there that so disproportionately many of them met their wives. But Mrs Schlegel was no Southern belle. She was a New Englander, with all the crisp assurance of that canny breed.

‘He’d have to be a lot ruder before he could hope to offend me … er … Helen.’ The sitting-room had a big log fire perfuming the centrally heated air.

‘A drink?’

‘Anything.’

‘Chuck made a jug of Bloody Marys before going to meet you.’ She was no longer young, but you could have prised that snub nose and freckled face out of a Coke commercial. The teenager’s grin, the torn jeans and relaxed hands-in-pocket stance made me happy to be there.

‘That sounds just right,’ I said.

‘You Englishmen … that cute accent. That really gets to me. Do you know that?’ she asked her husband.

‘We’ll go into the den, Helen. He’s brought me some junk from the office.’

‘Take the drinks with you,’ said Mrs Schlegel. She poured them from a huge frosted glass jug. I sipped at mine and coughed.

‘Chas likes them strong,’ said Mrs Schlegel. At that moment a small child came through the sitting-room. He wore a Che Guevara sweatshirt, and, with arms outstretched, dumped small clods of garden earth upon the carpet while emitting a steady high-pitched scream.

‘Chuckie!’ said Mrs Schlegel mildly. She turned to me. ‘I suppose here in Britain any mother would beat the daylights out of a child for doing that.’

‘No, I believe there are still a few who don’t,’ I told her. We could hear the scream continue out into the garden and around the back of the house.

‘We’ll be up in the den,’ said Schlegel. He’d downed half of his drink and now he poured himself more and added some to my glass too. I followed him through the room. There were black timber beams across the ceiling, each one decorated with horse brasses and bridle fittings. I hit my head on the lowest one.

We went up a narrow wooden staircase that creaked at each step. Off the passage at the top of it there was a small box room with a ‘Do not disturb’ label from the Istanbul Hilton. He pushed the door open with his elbow. The screaming child came nearer. Once inside Schlegel bolted the door.

He sat down heavily, and sighed. He had a rubbery face, well suited to his habit of pummelling it with his hands, pushing at his cheeks, bending his nose and then baring his teeth, as if to be sure that all the muscles were in working order. ‘I hate lords,’ he said. He fixed me with an unwinking stare.

‘Don’t look at me,’ I said.

‘Aw, I don’t mean that,’ he said. ‘Hell, no one would take you for a lord.’

‘Oh well,’ I said, trying to sound indifferent.

From Schlegel’s den there was a view of the surrounding country. A clump of poplar trees were bare, except for bunches of mistletoe, and the birds that rested there before coming down to join in the feast of holly berries. The gate to the next field was open, and the cart tracks shone with ice all the way round the side of the hill over which the steeple of Little Omber church could be seen. Its bell began striking twelve. Schlegel looked at his watch. ‘Now that damned village clock is fast too,’ he said.

I smiled. That was the essence of Schlegel, as I was to find out.

‘Bring good stuff this time?’

‘I’ll let you know when we see the analysis.’

‘Can’t you tell when you’re out there monitoring it?’

‘One trip last year they found the Russians working a new Northern Fleet frequency. The monitor leader got permission to change the cruise route to get cross-bearings. They brought in forty-three fixed-position Russian radio stations. There was talk of some kind of citation.’

‘And … ?’ said Schlegel.

‘Buoys. Meteorological stations, some of them unmanned.’

‘But it wasn’t you.’

‘I’ve always been on the cautious side.’

‘It’s not a word you’d want on your fitness report in the Marine Corps.’

‘But I’m not in the Marine Corps,’ I said.

‘And neither am I any longer – is that what you were about to say?’

‘I wasn’t going to say anything, Colonel.’

‘Drink up. If your new stuff is anything like the analysis I’ve been reading, I want to War Game the results and submit them for next summer’s NATO exercises.’

‘It’s been suggested before.’

‘It’s a hardy annual, I know that. But I think I might do it.’

If he was expecting a round of applause he was disappointed.

He said, ‘You’ll see some dough pumped into the Centre if they agree to that one.’

‘Well, that’s just fine for the controller of finance.’

‘And for the Studies Director, you mean?’

‘If we ever use the stuff we’re picking up on these trips as a basis for NATO fleet exercises, you’ll see the Russians really light up and say tilt.’

‘How?’ He bit into a cigar and offered them. I shook my head.

‘How? For starters the C-in-C will recognize the NATO movements as their alert scheme, and he’ll guess that these sub trips must be collecting! He’ll hammer the First Deputy who will get the War Soviet into a froth … bad news, Colonel.’

‘You mean this is all something we should be at pains to avoid.’

‘Then you are reading me correctly,’ I said. ‘They’ll know for certain that we have subs on the ocean floor outside Archangel, they’ll surmise about the Amderma and Dikson patrols. And then maybe they’ll guess what we are doing in the River Ob. Bad news, Colonel.’

‘Listen, sweetheart, you think they don’t already know?’ He lit the cigar. ‘You think those babies aren’t sitting on Norfolk, Virginia, taping our signals traffic from under our water?’

‘Colonel, I think they are sitting outside Norfolk. For all I know they are up the Thames as far as Stratford, and sending liberty crews ashore to see Ann Hathaway’s cottage. But so far, both sides have kept stumm about these operations. You base NATO exercises on a real Russian Fleet alert, and Russian Northern Fleet are going to get roasted. And the price they’ll have to pay for returning life to normal will be nailing one of our pig-boats.’

‘And you like it cosy?’

‘We’re getting the material, Colonel. We don’t have to rub their noses in it.’

‘No point in getting into a hassle about something like this, son. The decision will be made far above this level of command.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘You think I’ve come into the Centre to build an empire? …’ He waved a hand. ‘Oh, sure. Don’t deny it, I can read you like a book. That’s what riles Foxwell too. But you couldn’t be more wrong. This wasn’t an assignment I wanted, feller.’ The athletic Marine Colonel sagged enough to show me the tired old puppeteer who was working the strings and the smiles. ‘But now I’m here I’m going to hack it, and you’d just better believe.’

‘Well, at least we both hate lords.’

He leaned forward and slapped my arm. ‘There you go, kid!’ He smiled. It was the hard, strained sort of grimace that a man might assume when squinting into the glare of an icy landscape. Liking him might prove difficult, but at least he was no charmer.

He swivelled in his chair and clattered the ice cubes in the jug, using a plastic swizzle stick with a bunny design on the end. ‘How did you get into the Studies, anyway?’ he asked me, while giving all his attention to pouring drinks.

‘I knew Foxwell,’ I said. ‘I saw him in a pub at a time when I was looking for a job.’

‘Now straighten up, son,’ said Schlegel. ‘No one looks for a job any more. You were taking a year off to do a thesis and considering a lot of rather good offers.’

‘Those offers would have to have been damn near the bread line to make Studies Centre the best of them.’

‘But you’ve got your Master’s and all those other qualifications: maths and economics; potent mixture!’

‘Not potent enough at the time.’

‘But Foxwell fixed it?’

‘He knows a lot of people.’

‘That’s what I hear.’ He gave me another fixed stare. Foxwell and Schlegel! That was going to be an inevitable clash of wills. No prizes for who was going to buckle at the knees. And what with all this lord-hating stuff … Ferdy wasn’t a lord, but he’d no doubt do for Schlegel’s all-time hate parade until a real lord came by in a golden coach. ‘And Ferdy fixed it?’

‘He told Planning that I’d had enough computer experience to keep my hand from getting jammed in the input. And then he told me enough to make it sound good.’

‘A regular Mr Fixit.’ There was no admiration in his voice.

‘I’ve earned my keep,’ I said.

‘I didn’t mean that,’ said Schlegel. He gave me the big Grade A – approved by the Department of Health – smile. It wasn’t reassuring.

From the next room there came the shouts of children above the noise of the TV. There was a patter of tiny feet as someone screamed through the house, slammed the kitchen door twice and then started throwing the dustbin lids at the compost heap. Schlegel rubbed his face. ‘When you and Ferdy do those historical studies, who operates the computer?’

‘We don’t have the historical studies out on the War Table, with a dozen plotters, and talk-on, and all the visual display units lit up.’

‘No?’

‘A lot of it is simple sums that we can do more quickly on the machine than by hand.’

‘You use the computer as an adding machine?’

‘No, that’s overstating it. I write a low-level symbolic programme carefully. Then we run it with variations of data, and analyse the output in Ferdy’s office. There’s not much computer time.’

‘You write the programme?’

I nodded, and sank some of my drink.

Schlegel said, ‘How many people in the Studies Group can write a programme and all the rest?’

‘By all the rest, you mean, get what you want out of storage into the arithmetic, process it and bring it out of the output?’

‘That’s what I mean.’

‘Not many. The policy has always been …’

‘Oh, I know what the policy has been, and my being here is the result of it.’ He stood up. ‘Would it surprise you to hear that I can’t work the damn thing?’

‘It would surprise me to hear that you can. Directors are not usually chosen because they can work the computer.’

‘That’s what I mean. OK, well I need someone who knows what goes on in the Group and who can operate the hardware. What would you say if I asked you to be a PA for me?’

‘Less work, more money?’

‘Don’t give me that stuff. Not when you go in to do Ferdy’s historical stuff for free nearly every Saturday. More money maybe, but not much.’

Mrs Schlegel tapped on the door and was admitted. She’d changed into a shirt-waist dress and English shoes and a necklace. Her dark hair was tied back in a tail. Schlegel gave a soft low whistle. ‘Now there’s a tribute, feller. And don’t bet a million dollars that my daughters are not also in skirts and fancy clothes.’

‘They are,’ said Helen Schlegel. She smiled. She was carrying a tray loaded with bacon, lettuce and tomato toasted sandwiches, and coffee in a large silver vacuum jug. ‘I’m sorry it’s only sandwiches,’ she said again.

‘Don’t believe her,’ said Schlegel. ‘Without you here we would have got only peanut butter and stale crackers.’

‘Chas!’ She turned to me. ‘Those have a lot of English mustard. Chas likes them like that.’

I nodded. It came as no surprise.

‘He’s going to be my new PA,’ said Schlegel.

‘He must be out of his mind,’ said Mrs Schlegel. ‘Cream?’

‘There’s a lot more money in it,’ I said hurriedly. ‘Yes, please. Yes, two sugars.’

‘I’d want the keys to the mint,’ said Mrs Schlegel.

‘And she thinks I’ve got them,’ explained Schlegel. He bit into a sandwich. ‘Hey, that’s good, Helen. Is this bacon from the guy in the village?’

‘I’m too embarrassed to go there any more.’ She left. It was clearly not a subject she wanted to pursue.

‘He needed telling,’ said Schlegel. He turned to me. ‘Yes, clear up what you are doing in the Blue Suite Staff Room …’ He picked a piece of bacon out of his teeth and threw it into an ashtray. ‘I’ll bet she did get it from that bastard in the village,’ he said. ‘And meanwhile we’ll put a coat of paint on that office where the tapes used to be stored. Choose some furniture. Your secretary can stay where she is for the time being. OK?’

‘OK.’

‘This history stuff with Foxwell, you say it’s low-level symbolic. So why do we use autocode for our day to day stuff?’

I got the idea. My job as Schlegel’s assistant was to prime him for explosions in all departments. I said, ‘It makes much more work when we programme the machine language for the historical studies but it keeps the machine time down. It saves a lot of money that way.’

‘Great.’

‘Also with the historical stuff we nearly always run the same battle with varying data to see what might have happened if … you know the kind of thing.’

‘But tell me.’

‘The Battle of Britain that we’re doing now … First we run the whole battle through – Reavley Rules …’

‘What’s that?’

‘Ground scale determines the time between moves. No extension of move time. We played it through three times using the historical data of the battle. We usually do repeats to see if the outcome of a battle was more or less inevitable or whether it was due to some combination of accidents, or freak weather, or whatever.’

‘What kind of changed facts did you programme into the battle?’ said Schlegel.

‘So far we’ve only done fuel loads. During the battle the Germans had long-range drop tanks for the single-seat fighters, but didn’t use them. Once you programme double fuel loads for the fighters, there are many permutations for the bombing attacks. We can vary the route to come in over the North Sea. We can double the range, bringing more cities under attack and so thinning the defences. We can keep to the routes and attacks actually used, but extend fighter escort time over the target by nearly an hour. When you have that many variations to run, it’s worth bringing it right the way down, because machine time can be reduced to a quarter of autocode time.’

‘But if you were running it only once?’

‘We seldom do that. Once or twice we’ve played out a battle like a chess game but Ferdy always wins. So I’ve lost enthusiasm.’

‘Sure,’ said Schlegel, and nodded in affirmation of my good sense.

There was a silence in the house, and the countryside was still. The clouds had rolled back to reveal a large patch of clear blue sky. Sunlight showed up the dust of winter on the austere metal desk at which Schlegel sat. On the wall behind it there was a collection of framed photographs and documents recording Schlegel’s service career. Here was a cocky crew-cut trainee in a Stearman biplane on some sunny American airfield in World War Two; a smiling fighter pilot with two swastikas newly painted alongside the cockpit; a captain hosed-down after some final tropical-island mission; and a hollow-cheeked survivor being assisted out of a helicopter. There were half a dozen group photos, too: Marine flyers with Schlegel moving ever closer to the centre chair.

While I was looking at his photos there was the distant roar of a formation of F-4s. We saw them as dots upon the blue sky as they headed north.

Schlegel guessed that they were going to the bombing range near King’s Lynn. ‘They’ll turn north-west,’ he said, and no sooner had he spoken the words than the formation changed direction. I turned back to the sandwiches rather than encourage him. ‘Told you,’ he said.

‘Ferdy didn’t want to give anyone the excuse to say that the machine time was costing too much.’

‘So I hear, but this historical stuff … is it worth any machine time?’

I didn’t react to the provocation. A man doesn’t give up his spare time working at something he believes not worth continuing. I said, ‘You’re the boss, that’s what you’ll have to decide.’

‘I’m going to find out what it’s costing. We can’t go on eating our heads off at the public trough.’

‘Strategic Studies is a trust, Colonel Schlegel. Under its terms, historical studies were a part of its purpose. We don’t have to show a profit at the end of the year.’

He pinched his nose as a pilot might to relieve sinus pressure. ‘Have another sandwich, kid. And then I’ll run you down to the station for the two twenty-seven.’

‘Foxwell is a historian, Colonel, he’s given quite a few years to this historical research. If it was cancelled now it would have a bad effect on the whole Studies Group.’

‘In your opinion?’

‘In my opinion.’

‘Well, I’ll bear that in mind when I see what it’s costing. Now how about that sandwich.’

‘No mayonnaise this time,’ I said.

Schlegel got up and turned his back on me as he stared out of the window after the fading echoes of the Phantoms. ‘I’d better level with you, son,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Your screening’s not through, but I can block in the plan. The trustees have relinquished control of the Studies Centre, although they will still be on the masthead of the Studies Centre journal and mentioned in the annual accounts. From now on, control is through me from the same naval warfare committee that runs the USN TACWAR Analysis, your British Navy’s Undersea Warfare Staff School and NATO Group-North at Hamburg.’

‘I see.’

‘Oh, you’ll be able to carry on with the historical games, if that’s what you want, but gone are the days of the horse and buggy – and you’d better be sure Foxwell knows it.’

‘I’m sure it will become evident, Colonel.’

‘You’re damn right it will,’ said Schlegel. He consulted his watch. ‘Maybe we’d better get your coat – remember that damn station is running fast.’
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Ferdy Foxwell had this solid fuel stove in his office. He was some kind of fire freak, because he’d bribed five successive porters to bring him coal from next door without a chit. I thought the porters changed over just to make him go through the bribe business all over again, but Ferdy said that was just my nasty mind.

Anyway, he had this stove and I liked to go into his office in the winter time because I was a fire freak, too, in a small way of business.

When I entered I found Ferdy reading Red Star, the Soviet Defence Review, designed by Smersh to kill by boredom.

‘There are one hundred and twenty military academies in Russia,’ said Ferdy. ‘And that’s not counting technical staff colleges.’ He turned the page and folded it into a small wad again, turning it in his hands as he read down the column. He looked up as he got to the end. ‘Is Schlegel Irish?’

‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘One of the Boston O’Schlegels.’

‘I thought he must be,’ Ferdy said.

‘That last programme failed, Ferdy. They’d set the bloody label twice. When one of the boys corrected it, it read-in but then stopped. The intermediate print-out is on its way.’

‘Ummm.’

‘Someone will have to stay tonight.’

‘What for?’

‘If we don’t finish today, we won’t have machine time again until Thursday. Unless you know some way of fiddling the computer charges.’

Our programmes were written in FORTRAN (Formula Translation Language) and fed into the computer on tape together with a ‘processor tape’, that translates it into instructions of a sort the machine can comply with. By means of the FORTRAN, certain common errors (like the double printed label that was Ferdy’s fault) were programmed to respond on the print-out. On this tear-off sheet the machine had written: ‘I’m only a bloody machine but I know how to print a label once only.’

I thought Ferdy would laugh, and I pushed the sheet across the desk to him, half expecting that he would pin it up on his board. He looked at the machine’s message, screwed it into a ball and tossed it in the direction of his waste-basket.

‘Bomber bloody Schlegel will have to hear about it, I suppose.’

‘He looks at the sheets every day.’

‘Only because you take them up to him.’

I shrugged. Ferdy had no need to do these programmes personally, but since he’d done this one it was his error and a stupid one. There was no way to hide it from Schlegel.

There was no real need for a clash to come between Ferdy and the boss, yet it seemed to have an inevitability that they had both recognized already. Foxwell regarded my job as Schlegel’s personal assistant as blacklegging; Schlegel was convinced that I spent half my working hours covering up for the incompetence of my cronies.

Ferdy dropped the wadded journal into his out-tray and sighed. He’d not been reading it, he’d been waiting for me to come back from the computer. He got to his feet with a lot of creaking and groaning. ‘Fancy a drink?’

‘At the Lighthouse?’

‘Wherever you like.’

Ferdy was usually more imperious in his invitations. I interpreted it as a plea. I said, ‘As long as I’m not too late home.’

It was a cold evening. The Lighthouse was crowded: regulars mostly, some medical students and a Welsh Rugby club that had been infiltrated by hard-drinking Australians. ‘I knew he’d turn out a bastard,’ said Ferdy, pulling a cashmere scarf tight around his throat. The drinks came and he pushed a pound across the counter. ‘Have one with us, Landlord.’

‘Thank you, Mr Foxwell, a small bitter,’ said the barman. Characteristically, Ferdy chose a sheltered piece of bar counter under one of the huge sherry casks that formed one wall.

‘You’re the only one who can run the Russian desk, Ferdy,’ I told him. ‘Why don’t you talk to Schlegel tomorrow? Tell him that if he doesn’t give you the two girls and your programmer back you’ll do something drastic.’

‘Drastic?’ said Ferdy. ‘You mean the old karate chop: zap! Pow! Wallop!’

‘Well he couldn’t get anyone else for weeks, Ferdy. And they couldn’t leave the desk unmanned, could they? Hell, you don’t need the money anyway. I don’t know why you’ve stuck it as long as this.’

‘Zap, pow, wallop, Schlegel,’ said Ferdy experimentally. ‘No, I don’t think that’s my style.’

‘More my style, you mean?’

‘I didn’t say that, old chap.’

Ferdy twisted up his face and gave an impression of Schlegel. ‘And cut out this zap, pow, wallop crap, Foxwell. You show me a good loser and I’ll show you a loser.’ He let a trace of Schlegel’s suppressed Southern drawl creep in at the end. I dreaded to think what Ferdy did to imitate me when I wasn’t around.

I said, ‘You should get some of your titled relatives down to your place one weekend …’

‘And invite Schlegel and his “bride”. You know I had considered even that …’

‘Big heads think the same.’

‘But it’s a bit feeble, isn’t it?’

‘You know your relatives better than I do.’

‘Yes, well, not even my bloody titled relatives deserve a weekend of Schlegel. Drink up, old lad, he’s bringing some more.’

Ferdy had ordered more drinks by raising an eyebrow at a garrulous barman that he treated like an old family retainer. I paid for them, and Ferdy laid into his brandy and soda as though he didn’t want to risk it being knocked over. ‘What’s the difference,’ he said, after draining it. ‘It’s obvious the bloody Yanks are going to close us.’

‘You’re wrong there,’ I told him.

‘Time will tell,’ he said portentously.

‘No need to wait. I can tell you that they are pumping a couple of million into the Studies Group over the next six months. We’re going to have five hours a day computer time, including Saturdays and Sundays.’

‘You can’t be serious.’

But Ferdy knew that I was in a position to tell him. ‘Scenarios,’ I said. Instead of the studies, we were going to do projections forward: strategic guesses on what might happen in the future.

Ferdy is only a few inches taller than me but he is able to make me feel like a dwarf when he leans forward to murmur in my earhole. ‘We’d need all the American data – the real hard stuff,’ he said.

‘I think we’re going to get it, Ferdy.’

‘That’s pretty high-powered. Scenarios would be top level security. Joint Chiefs level! I mean we’d be running alive with Gestapo! … plastic credit cards with our photos, and Schlegel looking at our bank balances.’

‘Don’t quote me, but …’ I shrugged.

Ferdy tucked into his brandy and soda. ‘OK,’ Ferdy muttered, ‘industrial action it is then.’

As if on cue Schlegel came into the saloon bar. I saw him look round for us. Systematically he checked everyone along the counter and then came through into the public bar. ‘I’m glad I found you,’ he said. He smiled to indicate that he’d overlook the fact that it was still office hours.

‘Brandy and soda for me,’ said Ferdy. ‘And this is a Barley Wine.’

‘OK,’ said Schlegel; he waved his hand to indicate that he’d understood. ‘Can you do the Red Admiral tomorrow for some visiting firemen from CINCLANT?’

‘Zap, pow, wallop,’ said Ferdy.

‘How’s that again?’ said Schlegel, cupping his ear.

‘Bit short notice,’ said Ferdy. He shuffled his feet and bit his lip as if trying to work out the difficulties involved, although we all knew that he’d have to do it if Schlegel asked.

‘So was Pearl Harbor,’ said Schlegel. ‘All I’m asking for is a simple ASW run-through, to show these idiots how we work.’

‘Anti-Submarine Warfare run-through,’ said Ferdy patiently, as though encountering the expression for the very first time. It was easy to understand why Schlegel got angry.

‘Anti-Submarine Warfare run-through,’ said Schlegel, without concealing the self-restraint. He spoke as if to a small child. ‘With you acting as the C-in-C of the Russian Northern Fleet and these NATO people running the Blue Suite to fight you.’

‘Which game?’

‘The North Cape Tactical Game, but if it escalates we’ll let it go.’

‘Very well,’ said Ferdy, after stretching his silence to breaking point.

‘Great!’ said Schlegel, with enough enthusiasm to make some of the Welsh Rugby club stop singing.

He looked at the two of us and gave a big smile. ‘There’ll be Admiral Cassidy and Admiral Findlater: top brass from CINCLANT. Well, I’ve got a lot to do before they arrive.’ He looked around the pub as if to check on our associates. ‘Don’t be late in the morning.’

Ferdy watched him all the way to the door. ‘Well at least we know how to get rid of the bastard,’ said Ferdy. ‘Ask him to buy a round of drinks.’

‘Give it a rest, Ferdy.’

‘Oh, don’t think I don’t see what’s going on. You come out and buy me a drink and soften me up for him.’

‘OK, Ferdy,’ I said. ‘You have it your way.’ Just for a minute I was about to blow my top, the way I would have done in the old days. But I had to admit, I was Schlegel’s assistant, and it could have looked like that. I said, ‘Just four beats to the bar, Ferdy. Remember?’

‘Sorry,’ said Ferdy, ‘but it’s been a bloody awful week.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘I’m sure they are watching the house again.’

‘Who?’

‘Our burglary last May; could be the same people.’

‘Oh, burglars.’

‘Oh yes, I know you all think I go on about it.’

‘No, Ferdy.’

‘You wait until you’ve been burgled. It’s not so damned funny.’

‘I never said it was.’

‘Last night there was a taxi outside the house. Driver just sat there – nearly three hours.’

‘A taxi?’

‘Say it was waiting for a fare. Ask me if the meter was on – it was on. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t a burglar. What’s a cab doing out there in the mews at three o’clock in the morning?’

It was a good moment to tell Ferdy about my visit to number eighteen. I’d have to tell someone sooner or later and so far I’d not even told Marjorie. It was then that I remembered that I’d not seen Mason – the one who’d identified me – in the office lately. ‘Do you remember that little creep named Mason? Did the weather printouts. Had that tiny dog in his office some days, the one that crapped in the hall and that Italian admiral trod in it.’

‘Mason, his name was.’

‘That’s what I said: Mason.’

‘He’s gone,’ said Ferdy. ‘Doubled his salary, they say. Got a job with some German computer company … Hamburg or somewhere … good riddance if you ask me.’

‘How long ago?’

‘While we were on the trip. A month or so. You didn’t lend him any money did you?’

‘No.’

‘That’s good, because I know he went off only giving personnel twenty-four hours’ notice. Personnel were furious about it.’

‘They would be,’ I said.

‘He came to us from Customs and Excise,’ said Ferdy, as if that explained everything.

The best way was probably to mention the number eighteen business to Ferdy like this, over a drink. What was the alternative: suspect everyone – paranoia, madness, sudden death, and into the big King Lear scene.

‘Ferdy,’ I said.

‘Yes.’

I looked at him for a full minute but didn’t speak. Confiding is not one of my personality traits: it’s being an only child, perhaps. That’s Marjorie’s theory, anyway. ‘Brandy and soda, wasn’t it, Ferdy?’

‘That’s it, brandy and soda.’ He sighed. ‘You wouldn’t want to come back while I look at that programme again?’

I nodded. I’d already told Marjorie that I’d have to stay. ‘It will be quicker if both of us do it.’

When I finally left the Centre I didn’t drive directly home. I went over to Earl’s Court and cruised past my old flat. At the end of the road I parked and thought about it for a minute or two. For a moment I wished I had confided in Ferdy and perhaps brought him here with me, but it was too late now.

I walked back on the other side of the street. It was a fine night. Above the crooked rooftops there was a pattern of stars. The crisp polar air that had driven away the low clouds made the traffic noises, and my footsteps, abnormally loud. I trod warily, moving past each of the parked cars as if looking for my own. I need not have been so cautious. I saw them fifty yards ahead and long before they might have seen me. It was an orange Ford: black vinyl top, rear-window slats and that absurd spoiling device to stop the rear wheels lifting at speeds above Mach One. Frazer. There were undoubtedly others like it, but this was Frazer’s car. The long whip aerial and finally the silhouetted triangle of the Admiralty permit on the windscreen confirmed it. It would be just like Frazer to want a mileage allowance instead of using a car from their pool.

There was a girl with him. They were smoking and talking, but they were situated perfectly to watch the entrance to number eighteen.

They say that on his deathbed, Voltaire, asked to renounce the devil, said, ‘This is no time to be making new enemies.’ That’s how I felt about Frazer, and whoever and whatever was behind him. I turned the ignition key and thought about home.

I wanted the end of the live concert on Radio 3 but got the news on Radio 4. On Monday the car workers would strike for a thirty-five per cent wage increase, and a six-week paid holiday. The Russians had announced the six-man team that would go to Copenhagen for the German reunification talks. Two of the Russian team were women, including its leader, who was in the running for chairman of the whole circus. (A proposal energetically supported by Women’s Liberation, who planned to march to Westminster on Sunday afternoon.) There’d been a fire in a Finsbury Park hairdresser’s, and a stick-up in a pay-office in Epsom. The weather forecast was frost, overcast skies and rain following. And I’d missed the best part of the concert.
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The Studies Centre – now STUCEN LONDON – is a particularly appalling example of Gothic revival, that in anywhere but Hampstead would have been too conspicuous to house secrets.

‘Caledonia’, for such was deeply incised on its portals, was built by a nineteenth-century ironmaster to celebrate the Royal Navy’s decision to reinforce the wooden walls of England with ironclads.

It was a three-storey maroon and mustard monolith, with turrets, domes and slots for bowmen. The main staircase would not have cramped Busby Berkeley, and the marine life depicted in mosaics in the hall might well have made Disney feel quite proud.

The smell of cheap metal-polish and warm machine-oil penetrated even to Ferdy’s stove-heated den, and the carbolic that they used to swab down the hall was probably what was killing the winter lettuce that I was trying to grow in the conservatory.

But it was probably the ballroom – with its glazed dome roof – that attracted the men who chose Caledonia as the Studies Centre. Most of its panelling was intact. And, although it had suffered under a decade or two of military footwear, the inlaid sprung floor would still have supported a light fantastic or two. The minstrels’ gallery had been extended and glass-faced to make a long Control Room – or ‘god box’ – from which the Director and his staff could look down upon the War Table.

The Table took up most of the ballroom. It was well over seven yards wide and at least twelve yards long. In the bottom left-hand corner there was the tiny Jan Mayen Island. The North Pole was halfway up the left of the table, the right showed the ragged northern coast of the Soviet Union, from the Laptev Sea and the New Siberian Islands right the way down to Murmansk and a slice of Norway.

The whole Table could be folded away and replaced by other latitudes, but this was our bread and butter. Sections of the Table hinged to give access to plotters who couldn’t reach far enough across Lapland to find the Barents Sea. But conveniently close to the bottom edge of the board there was the almost land-locked White Sea which sheltered Archangel, where Soviet Undersea Warfare Command had built a large underground control centre, and a powerful series of transmitters to control the Northern Fleet submarines.

Only a few hundred miles away was the Northern Fleet’s HQ at Murmansk, and farther along the Kola Fjord was Poliarnyi. Ice free almost all the year round, from here came the Russian Navy’s Tupolev 16s: the gigantic ‘Badgers’, noses full of guidance radar, slung with intelligence pods and Kennel air-breathers under each wing, so bedecked with missiles and gear that they’d had to extend the runway by five hundred metres to get them into the air. These were the boys that came sniffing into Hamish Sound and down even to the Thames Estuary and out to the Atlantic: timing the defences, listening to the radio traffic and watching the shipping all the way to eastern Canada.

From here too came the big jet flying boats, crammed with homing torpedoes and nuclear depth charges, patrolling the Northern Sea Route in summer, and in winter the Arctic ice. And here were helicopters of all shapes and sizes, from two-seaters to sky cranes. All nice kids without a doubt, but don’t think they were staging their all-weather patrols in case some Russian Chris-craft owner needed winching to safety.

‘Are we all here?’ Ferdy asked, and waited while the last two visitors caught up with us.

It wasn’t Ferdy’s job to show visiting teams around the Centre, but, now that I was Schlegel’s PA, it wasn’t mine either. We compromised; I stayed close to the tour while Ferdy shepherded them through the building.

They’d seen the Blue Suite, where they would sit for a week fighting the battle of the Northern seas. It was a fine room on the first floor, with chubby angels entwined each side of the fireplace and a crystal chandelier. So far the chandelier had survived the drastic changes that had made the elegant library into an Operations Room of the sort that one might find on a Guided Missile Destroyer, only with more central floor space. Adjoining it, a box room had been converted to a Sonar Control Room that we used for special tactical games that were subordinated to the main action. Today the shutters were open and Blue Ops was lighted by daylight, but tomorrow the room would be dark except for the visual displays and the side-lit plastic sheets that depicted the action, bound by bound.

The library – as we still called it – had a door opening on to the upper gallery. Its fine carved mahogany balustrade provided a place from which one could see the brightly coloured mosaic paving of the entrance hall below. It was easy to imagine it crowded with men in frock coats, talking about Dreadnoughts, and women in ostrich feathers and silk, whispering about Edward VII’s love life.

The room adjoining the library, once a small bedroom, was now a conference room with closed-circuit television showing the most vital displays from Blue Ops. This was where the visitors would spend most of their time, watching the VDUs and agonizing over whether to resort to nuclear depth charges or abandon their advanced submarines. On the same level there were bathrooms, bedrooms, a well-stocked bar and a sentry to make sure none of the visitors tried to see what was displayed downstairs on the big War Table. For only the ballroom Table showed the true state of affairs for both sides. Blue Suite, just like Red Suite in the basement, had only the results of reports and analysis. And that was another name for guesswork.

‘For the big strategic game we often assume that the coast of northern Norway has already been occupied by the Soviet Union,’ said Ferdy. ‘If war came, that would be inevitable – and we believe it would be fast.’

Once he’d put it even more bluntly than that to a group of senior officers from AFNORTH at Kolsaas. None of them, especially the Norwegians, had proved readily convertible to Ferdy’s instant strategy.

But today there were no Norwegians. I looked at them, all lined up along the War Table. Behind the two VIP American Admirals and their aides, there was the usual rag-bag: cocky thirty-year-olds, earnest forty-year-olds, desperate fifty-year-olds, career officers who, in their ill-chosen civilian suits, looked more like insurance salesmen. There were seldom any surprises. An elderly, soft-spoken New Zealand Captain from the purchasing commission, a bald Dutch senior intelligence officer, two American submarine Captains, fresh from a staff tour at CINCPAC, a civilian war-game specialist from SACLANT (Striking Fleet), some embassy free-loaders and a one-eyed German who’d already confided to us twice that he’d sunk over a hundred thousand tons of Allied shipping. ‘During the war, of course,’ he added, but we had only his word on that.

‘There’s a problem with all these games,’ warned one of the embassy attachés, a Canadian. ‘If you don’t introduce the element of chance – dice or random machine – you get no idea of what happens in war. But introduce it, and you’re into the gambling business.’

I winked at Ferdy but he had to keep a straight face while this Canadian mastermind was looking at him. We’d often said that no matter how slow you take the briefing, one of these hoorays is going to ask that very question. You could put it on the big machine and trip it for a print-out.

‘It is not a war-game in that sense,’ said Ferdy. He smoothed his rumpled hair. ‘You do better to regard it as a historical reconstruction.’

‘I don’t dig you,’ said the Canadian.

‘Some history might be instructive, other aspects of history less so. If you learn from experience here, then that of course is splendid, but it’s dangerous to start off thinking of the process as a future event.’

‘Is that why your set-up is civilian operated?’

‘Perhaps it is,’ said Ferdy. Nervously he picked up one of the plastic plot markers from that morning’s test run-through. ‘Let’s be clear. We don’t control any Fleet elements from here and neither do we predict what they might do in any future action. Once we made a strenuous effort to stop the word “game” being used about anything we do here – “studies” is the operative word – but it was no use, people like “game” better.’

‘That’s because your material is too out of date by the time it’s ready for the Table?’ said the Dutchman.

‘The material used here is collected from intelligence ships and aircraft. We probably could radio it back and have fairly recent data on the Table, but unless we processed the game at the same speed as an actual battle there would be little or no advantage.’

‘I’ll tell you something, Mr Foxwell,’ said the German Captain. ‘If, God forbid, we ever have to start retransmitting electronic intelligence from the Barents Sea …’ he tapped the War Table, ‘… I’ll give you a dozen five-figure groups before they trip the nuclear minefields and end your game for ever.’

The New Zealand officer said, ‘And game-time is always much slower than normal?’

‘Yes, for many reasons it has to be. Tomorrow, when you are in the Blue Suite trying to control this ocean full of ships, submarines and aircraft, worrying about supplies and air cover for your bases – when you’re trying to judge which of the sighting reports are a Soviet strike force, and which are liver spots – you’ll wish you had double the bound time that you’ll get.’

‘But you’ll fight us single-handed?’ said the German.

‘No,’ said Ferdy, ‘I’ll have the same size staff that you’ll have.’

I interrupted him. ‘Mr Foxwell is being modest,’ I said. ‘Red Suite Command Staff is a coveted assignment for those of us who want to catch up on their light fiction.’

‘I’ve been the Red Admiral many times by now,’ said Ferdy. ‘I can remember so many of the computer responses for my logistics. I can keep the overall line-up in my mind’s eye more easily than you’ll be able to. And I know all the tactics you are likely to pull out of the hat. By the way, have you decided which of you will be with me on the winning side?’

‘Me,’ said one of the American submarine Captains.

‘The confidence you display, Mr Foxwell.’ The German smiled acidly. ‘Is that because the standard of the visiting staff officers is so low, or are you so expert?’ He licked his lips as if tasting the last drips of lemon juice.

‘I’ll tell you my secret,’ said Ferdy. ‘You’re mostly experienced naval men with many years of sea duty. All sailors are romantics. You look at this table and you see frigates, cruisers and nuclear subs. You hear the breakers, smell the warm diesel and hear the voices of old friends. Committing those units – and the men inside them – to battle is a traumatic experience for you. You hesitate, you vacillate, you die.’

‘And you are not a naval man, Mr Foxwell?’ the German asked.

‘As far as I’m concerned,’ said Ferdy, ‘you’re just a bag of plastic markers.’ He picked up one of the plot markers that gave the strength, direction and identity of a naval force steaming past the Jan Mayen Island. Gently he tossed it into the air and caught it. Then he hurled it into the far corner of the room where it landed with a noise of breaking plastic.

The War Room was silent. The two Admirals continued to look at Ferdy with the same polite interest with which champions eye contenders at weigh-ins.

‘Then we’ll see you all tomorrow, gentlemen,’ said Ferdy. ‘And come out fighting.’
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The success or failure of ALL games will be measured ONLY by the lessons learned through post-game analysis (POGANA). In this respect the object of each game is not victory.

‘NOTES FOR WARGAMERS’. STUDIES CENTRE. LONDON

When there was a game in progress, the Studies Centre became a different sort of place. The mess served forty lunches and there wasn’t even standing room in the upstairs bar. My new job as Schlegel’s personal assistant meant that I spent a great deal of time in the Control Room looking down from the balcony to the War Table. Also I was one of the few people permitted to visit both Blue Suite and Red Suite while the game was in progress.

Ferdy and his five deputies were in Red Ops in the basement. His conference room adjoining it was seldom used unless a real crisis occurred. Ferdy liked to be in the darkened Ops Room watching the Visual Display Units and arguing with the plotters. Even then he got bored sometimes, and would invent complex disputes just so that Schlegel would send me down there to sort it out. Not that there was ever an outward sign of the pandemonium that was in the staff’s minds. Even in Blue Suite on the first day they were cool calm and collected, reading data print-outs or asking for clarification from one of the Technical referees.

Like the opening moves in a chess game, the first few bounds were predictable. The knight’s opening – and its offensive-defensive posture – was directly comparable with both sides putting their nuclear subs up close to the coastal cities of the enemy. For such a move inhibited attacks on them (for fear the submarine’s atomic missiles would be triggered by depth charges and their cities destroyed). Pulling the bishops out through the gaps could be likened to the fighting for the northern coastline of Arctic Norway, for the Russian Navy needed ice-free ports to utilize its full surface fighting strength in the Atlantic.

The winter struggle for ports below the drift-ice limits was more a matter of luck than judgement. The invasion of Norway by Russian land forces was not designed by Red Suite. Ferdy had to read it off the big computer. Its progress depended upon strategic games played by NATO and USN at other places and other times. A Russian air-supplied move through the long finger of Finland that pointed at Tromsö leaves the naval arm to pursue its own war. But an amphibious bid for the port of Narvik relegates the submarines to defensive roles and puts Red Suite into the intricate business of ice-breaking, Northern Route patrols, convoy escorts; and it means devoting all the air to defensive umbrellas.

Ferdy was lucky; the current strategic theory was that Sweden and Finland would resist an overland movement, and this centred the fighting too far east to drain Northern Fleet resources. Ferdy breathed a sigh of relief when he read the Land Forces report off the teleprinter.

He offered me one of his best cigars. I waved it away. ‘I’m trying to stop.’

‘Bad timing,’ said Ferdy. He carefully cut the Punch Suprema and offered one to the American submariner who was acting as his aide. ‘A stogie, kid?’

‘No thanks, comrade.’

Ferdy puffed gently as the cigar started to glow. ‘And I’ll want air recce and the exact limit of the drift-ice.’

‘We’ve got that,’ said the submariner.

‘We’ve got the seasonal average. I want it exactly.’ He scribbled a request for the air reconnaissance and a clerk typed it onto the teleprinter that was connected to Schlegel’s Control Balcony.

‘The forecast is two miles with a four thousand foot ceiling,’ said the weather clerk.

The clerk at the teleprinter waited for Control to reply before reading off the answer. ‘They are giving us two Be-10 Mallow flying boats, out of Murmansk.’

Ferdy ran a red chinagraph pencil across the map, making a line to divide the White Sea from the Barents Sea at its narrowest place. The clerk at the teleprinter took the Be-10’s punch card and asked the computer the arming details of the jet flying boats that Ferdy was going to use. They were equipped with rockets, homing torpedoes and depth charges. Ferdy nodded and passed the print-out to the submariner.

‘Put them up earliest,’ said Ferdy. He turned to me. ‘Schlegel will bring that cloud down and write those flying boats off, you see.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Ferdy. That weather comes off the computer, you know that.’

Ferdy smiled grimly.

I’d continued to use the personal locker in the Red Ops, more because clearing it might have offended Ferdy than because it was very convenient to me. I went through into the narrow locker room and let the door bang closed behind me before switching on the lights.

There were eight lockers there, one for each of the Ops Room staff, and a couple of spares. Mine had a Playboy nude stuck on the door, a legacy from its previous owner. The erotic effect was not enhanced by the portrait of Beethoven that Ferdy had carefully matched and pasted over the head of it. Or by the football boots that some unknown collage artist had added a week later. By that time, there were not many people who didn’t know whose locker it was. So now that the corner of the door had been bent at right angles with a blunt instrument, and the contents ransacked, I was inclined to take it personally.

‘My locker’s been forced, Ferdy.’

‘I noticed that,’ said Ferdy.

‘Thanks a lot,’ I said.

‘Shouting won’t help things,’ said Ferdy.

‘How’s about letting me in on what will help things,’ I said.

‘Is anything missing?’ the American boy asked.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Not as far as I can see.’

‘Well, there you are,’ said Ferdy.

‘I’ll toddle,’ I said.

‘You’ll tell Schlegel I want weather?’

‘I’ll tell him,’ I said. ‘But he’ll get it off the computer like I told you.’

‘You put some weather on the line,’ said Ferdy. ‘Or don’t bother about dinner tonight.’

‘You don’t get out of it as easy as that,’ I said. ‘See you at eight.’

Ferdy nodded. ‘Now we’re going to put some sonobuoys into the Kara, and we’ll start a search with the Mallow flying boats. Take a good look at the weather reports and then place them.’

The young American submariner had removed his uniform jacket and now he loosened his tie. He pushed the plastic markers that were the Russian flying boats along the line of the ice-limits. The ocean, which had always seemed so empty to him, was now a network of detection stations and seabed sonar. The flying boats were the most effective weapon of all, for they could land on the water and lower their detectors into it to get beneath the anticline of the layered water. Then they could bring out their short-range Magnetic Anomaly Detectors to confirm that it was a big metal sub down there, and not just a whale or patch of warm water.

‘What about the ice-limits?’ the boy asked.

‘Forget it – bang your flying boats down wherever you want them to start the search.’

‘On the ice?’

‘They’ve got wheels – either the ice is thick enough to take the weight of them or they’ll float.’

The boy turned to me. ‘Did the Russians ever do that?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘But it would certainly change the tactical maps if it was possible.’

‘It’d shake up the electronics,’ said the boy. ‘It’s about forty tons of airplane – she’d be a thin scattering of rivets and radio tubes if you did that with her.’ He held the plastic marker in his hand, hovering above the deep water channel where the attacking US submarines would probably turn to reach the Russian coastline.

‘Place those damned markers,’ said Ferdy. ‘This is a war, not a safety week.’

‘Jesus,’ whispered the boy, and now he was out there in the freezing ocean with those two Mallows, laden with ASW equipment, right over him. ‘There’s just no place to hide if you do that.’

It’s a rare event that I’m home early enough to worry about the parking regulations. Marjorie was even earlier. She was already dressed up and ready to go to Ferdy’s dinner party that evening. She was relaxed and beautiful and determined to mother me. She made a big pot of coffee and added a plate of Florentina sticky cakes to the tray placed within arm’s reach of my favourite chair. She offered to put her car in the lock-up so that there would be room for mine on the meter. And before she went to move both cars herself, she told me for the third time that my suit was laid out on the bed and there was a clean shirt in the top drawer. And she was beautiful, clever and she loved me.

The bell rang only two minutes after she’d gone downstairs. I chuckled in that patronizing way that men do when women forget keys, can’t open a tin or stall in traffic. ‘Put your door-keys on the same ring …’ I said, but when the door was open far enough, I saw two men in black overcoats and one of them carried a burnished metal case that might have contained soap samples.

‘No thanks,’ I said.

But the sort of sales course these two had graduated from had ‘no, thanks’ as the first lesson. They were heavyweights: with big hats that bent the tops of their ears over, and the sort of teeth that went up in value whenever paper money slipped. They lowered their shoulders. I had the door almost closed when four hundred pounds of animal protein split the facing board almost without pause and sent me pirouetting down the hall.

By the light coming through the hall window I could see them better. One – a swarthy man, with a neatly trimmed beard and pigskin gloves – I’d seen before. He had been in the passenger seat of the blue BMW that had tried to force us off the Great Hamish road.

It was this one that tried to bear hug me now, and put his face low enough for me to elbow. He avoided the full force of it only by twisting his head, while I put my foot on his instep with enough force to make him grunt. He reeled back into his friend but my victory was short-lived. All three of us knew that I’d stand little chance if they backed me into the larger space of the lounge. They paused before the head-down charge, then together they gave me the sort of treatment that had worked so well on the door panels. My feet left the ground and I went right over the back of the sofa. As I came into land on the carpet, I took with me the coffee tray, cakes and a blizzard of flying chinaware.

I was still full length as the clean-shaven one came wading through the debris. I was only just fast enough to ensure that his big, black, well-polished military boot, with its lace double knotted, nicked my ear, instead of carrying away the side of my head.

I rolled away from him, raising myself up on my knees. I grabbed the edge of the rug and fell forward again still holding it. With one foot still raised he was in the perfect pose. He went over like a brick chimney. There was a thud as his head hit the glass front of the TV, and a blast of song as his sleeve went down the controls. For a moment he didn’t move at all. On the screen there were singing glove puppets, brutally compressed and repeated across the screen in horizontal slices.

The bearded one gave me no time to admire my handiwork. He came at me even before I was fully upright. One hand was ready to chop and the other was looking for a wristlock. But the judo man is off balance at the time he makes his grab. I jabbed him hard. It was enough to make him step back a pace and yell, although it might not have been had I not been holding the brass-plated fire-tongs that Marjorie’s mother had given us for Christmas.

But I hadn’t crippled either of them. I’d just slowed them a little. Worse, I’d come to the end of my surprises: they were wary. The fellow under the TV was already back on his feet and he was staring at the flickering strips of glove puppet as if fearing for his vision.

Then he turned and they came at me from different sides. ‘Now let’s talk,’ I said. ‘I’ve heard about hard-sell techniques, but this is ridiculous.’

The bearded one smiled. He was dying to put his world-famous right cross on me. I could tell that from the way he was drawing the diagrams of how he’d do it. I taunted him twice, and then came in early to make him throw it. I took it on the forearm and it hurt like hell but not as much as the right jab I hung on his jaw.

He slewed as he fell, revealing the bald patch on his head. For a moment I felt ashamed, and then I thought maybe Joe Louis and Henry Cooper had bald patches, too. And by that time the other one was slamming short body punches into my ribs and I was making noises like an old concertina that had been dropped on the floor.

I punched him off, but baldy came behind me and took my left wrist with enough enthusiasm to make my nose touch my knees. And suddenly the whole world was sliced into horizontal slices and singing like glove puppets, and I could hear this voice shouting, ‘What did I tell you in the car. What did I tell you in the car.’ It was a very angry voice.

It wasn’t Marjorie. It was a broad-shouldered elderly Soviet security Colonel named Stok. He was waving a pistol and threatening to do terrible things to his friends in Russian.

‘He attacked us,’ said the hairy one.

‘Get to work,’ said Stok. The bearded man picked up the metal case and went with it into the next room. ‘And fast,’ said Stok. ‘Very, very fast.’

‘There will be trouble,’ I said.

‘We thought you both got into the car,’ said Stok.

‘You’d better get new glasses before you trip off World War Three.’

‘We hoped you would be out,’ said Stok. ‘It would have been simpler.’

‘It’s not complicated this way,’ I said angrily. ‘You let your gorillas out of their cage, oil your gun, rough up the citizens, break the furniture often enough, and soon life will be as simple here as it is in the Soviet Union.’

Through the door I could see the two men getting drills and a hammer from the metal case. ‘They’ll find nothing here,’ I told Stok.

‘There is a conspiracy,’ Stok said. ‘A Soviet official is threatened.’

‘Why not tell the police?’

‘How can we be sure the police are not the ones arranging it?’

‘In your country, you can’t,’ I said.

Stok’s mouth moved as if he was about to argue but he thought better of it. He decided to smile instead but it wasn’t a heart-warming smile. He unbuttoned his overcoat to find a handkerchief to wipe his nose. His suit was a well-cut Western one. With it he wore a white shirt and silver tie. The nervous hands and piercing eyes completed the Godfather look. ‘Five minutes, and we will be gone,’ he said.

From the next room there was a quick exchange in Russian, too fast for me to understand even vaguely. ‘The medical bag?’ said Stok to me. ‘What are you doing with a medical bag?’

‘Marjorie’s,’ I said. ‘The girl; she’s a doctor.’

Stok told them to carry on the search. ‘If the girl proves not to be a doctor we might have to return.’

‘If the girl proves not to be a doctor I might be dead,’ I said.

‘You are not hurt,’ said Stok. He walked close to me and looked at the tiny mark left by the welt of the boot. ‘It is nothing,’ he said.

‘By your standards nothing more than a good evening.’

Stok shrugged. ‘You are under surveillance,’ he said. ‘I warn you.’

‘The more the merrier,’ I said. ‘Tap the phone too if it will make you feel good.’

‘It’s not a joke.’

‘Oh! It’s not. Well, I’m glad you told me that, before I split my sides laughing.’

From the next room I could hear Stok’s two friends tapping and hammering, in pursuit of secret compartments. One of them brought him the file in which I keep a record of my expenses. Stok put away his pistol and put on his reading-glasses in order to scrutinize the sheets but I knew there was nothing there that would compromise security. I laughed. Stok looked up and smiled and put the file back on the table.

‘There’s nothing,’ I said. ‘You’re wasting your time.’

‘Probably,’ agreed Stok.

‘Ready,’ called the voice from the next room.

‘Wait a minute,’ I said as I realized what they were going to do. ‘I can explain about that – this flat belonged to a bookie. There’s nothing in there now. Nothing at all.’

I pushed Stok aside to get to the next room. His two friends had fixed our Birmingham carpet upon the wall. It covered the wall safe upon which they had affixed six small charges. They triggered them as I got to the doorway. The carpet billowed into a great spinnaker before I heard the muffled bang. There was a rush of hot cordite-smelling air that hammered me backwards.

‘Empty,’ said the bearded one; already he was throwing his odds and ends back into the metal case.

Stok looked at me and blew his nose. The other two hurried out through the front door but Stok delayed a moment. He raised a hand as if he was about to offer an apology or an explanation. But words failed him; he let the hand drop to his side, turned, and hurried out after his friends.

There was the sound of a scuffle as Frazer met the Russians on the stairs. But Frazer was no more of a match for them than I had been, and he came through the door dabbing at his nose with a blood-spotted handkerchief. There was a Special Branch man with him: a new kid who insisted upon showing me his card before photographing the damage.

Well, it had to be the Russians, I thought. There was something inimitable in it. Just like the business of forcing us off the road and then waiting in The Bonnet to show us who they were. Just like the intelligence trawlers that followed NATO ships, and the big Soviet Fleets that harassed us at sea. It was all part of the demonstration of their resources and their knowledge, an attempt to bully opponents into ill-considered action.

It was typical too that the security Colonel had arrived separately, taking no chances of being in the same car with the house-breaking tools and explosives. And that half-hearted gesture of regret – tough bastards, and I didn’t like it. I mean, you go for a dip in the municipal baths, and you don’t expect to catch sight of a shark fin.

They had all gone by the time Marjorie returned. At first she didn’t look through the bedroom door, to where the previous tenant’s safe had its door dangling and its lock shredded into wire wool. Or at paper wrappings from the explosive charges or the twists of wire and dry batteries. And she didn’t see the thick layer of old plaster that covered the bed and my suit and her dressing table. Or the carpet with its circular burn in the middle.

She just saw me picking up the fragments of the china tea service her mother had given her and Jack for their wedding anniversary.

‘I told you about the old man with the twisted hip,’ said Marjorie.

‘What!’ I said.

‘Doing exercises. You’ll do the same. You see! You’ll be in the Emergency Ward with him: you’re too old for press-ups.’

I tossed the pieces of china onto the tray with the broken teapot.

‘Well, if it wasn’t exercises,’ said Marjorie, ‘what’s happened?’

‘A Colonel from the Russian embassy, and an explosives man, and a driver with gold teeth and a beard. And then there was the Navy and Special Branch taking photos.’

She stared at me, trying to see if I was joking. ‘Doing what?’ she asked guardedly. She sniffed the burnt air and looked around the room.

‘With a cast like that,’ I said, ‘who needs a plot?’
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Line reject: to miss a move. Wargamers must remember that fuel, fatigue and all logistic support will continue to be expended during such a move. Continuous instructions (air patrols etc.) will be continued and naval units will continue on course unless halted by separate and specific instruction. Therefore, think twice before rejecting.

GLOSSARY. ‘NOTES FOR WARGAMERS’. STUDIES CENTRE. LONDON

There’s a large piece of plush Campden Hill landscape trapped on the wrong side of Holland Park Avenue. That’s where the Foxwells live. Past the police station there’s a street of crumbling Victorian villas that West Indian tenants have painted pistachio green, cherry red and raspberry pink. See it in daylight and it’s a gargantuan banana split, with a side-order of dented cars.

On the corner there’s a mews pub: topless dancers Friday, Irish riots Saturday, on Sunday morning, advertising men and a sports car club. Alongside the pub there is the mews. At the mews’s far end a gate opens onto the entirely unexpected house and garden that Foxwells have owned for three generations.

It was hard to believe that this was central London. The trees were bare, and sapless roses hung their shrunken heads. A hundred yards up the drive there was a large house just visible in the winter gloom. In front of it, well clear of the London planes, the gardener was burning the last of the fallen leaves. He raked the fire with great apprehension, as a man might goad a small dragon. A billow of smoke emerged and fierce embers crackled and glowed red.

‘Evening, sir.’

‘Evening, Tom. Will it rain?’ I went round and opened the car door for Marjorie. She knew how to operate it for herself, but when she had her hair up she liked to be treated like an elderly invalid.

‘There’s snow up there,’ said Tom. ‘Make sure your anti-freeze is in.’

‘I forgot to drain it out last year,’ I said. Feeling neglected, Marjorie put her hands in her pockets and shivered.

‘That’s cruel,’ said Tom. ‘She’ll rust.’

Ferdy’s house sits on two acres of prime London building land. It makes the apples he grows in the orchard an expensive delicacy, but Ferdy is like that.

There were cars already there: Ferdy’s Renault, a Bentley and an amazing vintage job: bright yellow, perhaps too ostentatious for Al Capone but certainly big enough. I parked my Mini Clubman next to it.

I hesitated for a moment before ringing the bell. These intimate little dinner parties of the Foxwells were planned with the special sort of skill that his wife gave to everything she did. Committees devoted to musical charities, societies for new music and, according to Ferdy, a trust that restored old organs. But in spite of such gags, Ferdy gave some of his time and money to the same charities. I knew that dinner would be followed by a short recital by some young singer or musician. I knew too that the performance would be Mozart, Schubert, Beethoven or Bach, because Ferdy had vowed never again to have me at one of the evenings the Foxwells dedicated to twentieth-century music. It was a disbarment for which I was eternally thankful. I guessed that the other guests that I saw at these dinners had similarly disgraced themselves by contributing to the discord.

Ferdy and Teresa were in deadly earnest about these musical soirées: they’d put me under real pressure to get me into my second-hand dinner suit. It made me look like a band leader waiting for a return of the nineteen thirties, but twice I’d gone along wearing my dark grey suit, and Teresa had told a mutual friend that I was a man delivering something from Ferdy’s office – and she’d felt obliged to ask me to stay – democracy in action. I mean, I like the Foxwells, but everyone has their funny little ways. Right?

I pressed the bell.

Marjorie liked the house. She had an idea that one day, when we grew up, we’d be living in plastic and hardboard scaled-down versions of it. She stroked the door. It was set into an elaborate sea-shell canopy. On each side of it there was a lighted coach lamp. The burning leaves scented the night air. The Notting Hill traffic was no more than a soft purr. I knew that Marjorie was storing this moment in her memories. I leaned close and kissed her. She clutched my arm.

The door opened. I saw Ferdy, and behind him his wife Teresa. Out spilled the tinkles of music, laughter, and ice-cubes colliding with Waterford glass. It had everything, that house: suits of armour, stags’ heads and gloomy portraits. And servants with lowered eyes who remembered which guests had hats and umbrellas.

There is a particular type of tranquil beauty that belongs to the very very rich. Teresa Foxwell had grown-up children, was on the wrong side of forty and gathering speed, but she still had the same melancholy beauty that had kept her photo in the society columns since she was a deb. She wore a long yellow and orange dress of marbled satin. I heard Marjorie’s sharp intake of breath. Teresa knew how to spend money, there was no doubt of that.

Ferdy took my coat and handed it to someone off-stage.

Teresa took Marjorie’s arm and walked her off. She must have seen the storm warnings.

‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ said Ferdy.

‘Yes …’ I said. ‘Well … good.’

‘You left early and there was a bit of a scene right after.’ He turned to a servant who was standing motionless with a tray of champagne. ‘Put the tray on the hall stand,’ said Ferdy.

‘A tray of champagne,’ I said. ‘Now that’s what I call hospitality.’

Ferdy picked up two glasses and pushed one upon me. ‘Schlegel was rude,’ said Ferdy. ‘Damned rude.’

I took the top off my champagne. I could see I was going to need it. ‘What happened?’ I said.

And out it came: all the anxieties and resentments that Ferdy had been storing for goodness knows how long hit me in one long gabble of plaintive bewilderment.

‘He doesn’t have to come over the speaker with it, does he?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘But perhaps you’d better take it from the beginning.’

‘Schlegel came through on the yellow phone, as soon as I put those MADs into the Kara. Did I mean the Barents, kid. No, Kara, I said. You know where the Kara is, Ferdy kid, he says. You know where the Kara is.’

Ferdy sipped some of his champagne, smiled, and as he continued slipped into his devastating impression of Schlegel’s accent. ‘And those Mallow flying boats – you’re making crushed ice out there, sweetheart, that’s all you’re doing – check those ice-limits, baby, and take another look at the Kara. Will you do that for me.’

Again Ferdy sipped his drink, by which time I’d almost drained mine. Ferdy said, ‘I didn’t reply. Schlegel came through on the loudspeaker, shouting, Are you reading me, Foxwell kid, because if you’re giving me that old time limey high-hat treatment I’ll move your tail out of that chair so fast your tootsies won’t touch the ground, got me.’

I said, ‘Schlegel was probably getting a bad time from those CINCLANT admirals.’

Ferdy putting those huge flying boats down on the ice was probably what was really worrying Schlegel. If the big computer showed them as landing safely, a lot of the Arctic strategy would have to be rethought, but meanwhile, Ferdy might wipe the floor with Schlegel’s two VIPs.

‘What would you have done?’ asked Ferdy.

‘Kicked him in the crutch, Ferdy.’

‘Zap! Pow! Wallop!’ he said doubtfully. ‘Yes, look here, drink up.’ He took a glass of champagne off the hall stand and handed it to me.

‘Good health, Ferdy.’

‘Cheers. No, the little swine was angry because we got a contact. And because he was being such a little bastard I put three atomic depth charges in a tripod off the coast of Novaya Zemlya. I wiped out two subs. Schlegel was so angry that he tore the print-out off the machine and stalked out of the Control Room without saying goodnight.’ Ferdy spilled some of his drink without noticing. I realized he was a bit drunk.

‘What will happen now, Ferdy?’

‘There you are. I’m dashed if I know. I’m expecting the little swine any minute.’ He leaned over to pat the dachshund. ‘Good Boudin! There’s a good little chap.’ But the dog backed under the hall stand, baring its teeth, and Ferdy almost overbalanced.

‘Here?’

‘Well, what was I supposed to do – run after him and cancel the invitation?’ He spilled some champagne on his hand and kissed away the dribbles from it.

‘Stand by for flying glass.’

‘Little swine.’ He held the brimming glass at chest height and lowered his head to it. He was like a great untidy bear and had all the clumsy strength of that much maligned creature.

‘What were Blue Suite doing: two subs close together like that?’

Ferdy gave a knowing smile. He wiped his mouth with a black silk handkerchief from his top pocket. ‘Schlegel buttering up the admirals. Telling them how to win the game.’

‘Do yourself a favour, Ferdy. What happened today was just Blue Suite at their most typically inept. It wasn’t Schlegel. If he decides to cheat on you, he’s not going to muff it like that.’

‘Machine failure, then?’ said Ferdy. He allowed himself a grin.

‘That’s about it, Ferdy.’ I drank some more champagne. Machine failure was our way of describing any of the more stupid sort of human errors. Ferdy shrugged and raised a hand to usher me into the drawing-room. As I passed him he touched my arm to halt me. ‘I’ve lost that damned Northern Fleet battle order.’

‘So what? You can get another.’

‘I think Schlegel stole it. I know he came into Red Ops while I was at lunch.’

‘He gets his own copy. He’s only to ask for a dozen if he wants more.’

‘I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’ He patted his hair, then he picked up his drink and swallowed the whole of it before putting the glass down.

‘I don’t get it,’ I said.

‘Boudin, Boudin.’ He crouched down and called the dachshund but it still didn’t come to him. ‘Don’t you see that it’s just a devious way of getting me kicked out?’ His voice came from under the hall stand.

‘By inventing some sort of security stunt?’

‘Well, it would work, wouldn’t it?’ He spat out the words and I knew that he’d not completely eliminated me from the conspiracy. Perhaps telling me was only his way of complaining to Schlegel.

‘Life’s too short, Ferdy. Schlegel’s a bastard, you know that. If he wanted to get rid of you he’d just have you in the office, and give it to you right between the eyes.’

Ferdy took another glass of champagne and handed it to me, taking my empty in exchange. He said, ‘I keep telling myself that.’

The doorbell sounded. Ferdy looked anxiously at the front door. ‘Kick him in the crutch, you say?’

‘Mind he doesn’t grab your ankle.’

He smiled. ‘It’s all right, I’ll attend to the door,’ he called. He picked up his drink and finished it. ‘We’re having drinks in the library. See yourself in, will you? I think you know everyone.’

It was a curious evening and yet there is no easy way to convey the atmosphere that was generated. Anyone might have guessed that attention would be on Schlegel. Not because he was Ferdy Foxwell’s boss – not everyone present knew that, so perfunctory were Ferdy’s introductions – but rather owing to Schlegel’s personality. It was not entirely Schlegel’s profligate expenditure of energy. Nor was it his resonant voice, that made shouting unnecessary. It was an atmosphere of uncertainty that he generated, and seemed to relish. For instance, there was what Schlegel did to the wood carvings.

Schlegel walked around the library, peering close at the engravings and the furniture and the ornaments and the bookcase. When he got to the medieval wooden pilgrim that stood five feet tall in the corner, Schlegel rapped it with his knuckles. ‘Damn nice, that,’ he said in a voice that no one missed.

‘Let me give you a drink,’ said Ferdy.

‘Is it real?’

Ferdy gave Schlegel another drink.

Schlegel nodded his thanks and repeated his question. ‘Real, is it?’ He rapped the priest on the arm as he’d so often rapped me, and then he cocked his head to listen. Maybe he’d been checking on whether I was real.

‘I believe so,’ said Ferdy apologetically.

‘Yeah? Well, they sell plaster jobs in Florence … just like that, you’d never tell.’

‘Really?’ said Ferdy. He flushed, as if it might be bad form to have a real one when these plaster ones were so praiseworthy.

‘Fifty bucks apiece, and you’d never tell.’ Schlegel looked at the Foxwells.

Teresa giggled. ‘You’re a terrible tease, Colonel Schlegel.’

‘So maybe they are a hundred bucks. But we saw a couple of dandy angels – ninety-eight dollars the pair – beauts, I tell you.’ He turned and started to examine the Chippendale long-case clock. And people began talking again, in that quiet way they do when waiting for something to happen.

Marjorie took my arm. Mrs Schlegel smiled at us. ‘Isn’t this a wonderful house.’

Marjorie said, ‘But I was hearing all about your beautiful thatched cottage.’

‘We love it,’ said Mrs Schlegel.

‘By the way,’ I said, ‘that thatched roof is beautiful. And it’s real, not plastic.’

‘I should think it is real.’ She laughed. ‘Chas did ninety-five per cent of that roof with his own bare hands; the local thatcher works in a factory all the week.’

It was then that the butler came to tell Teresa that dinner could be served.

I heard Schlegel say, ‘But as they say in the Coke commercials, you can’t beat the real thing, Mrs Foxwell.’ She laughed, and the servants folded back the doors of the dining-room and lit the candles.

Schlegel’s midnight-blue dinner suit, with braid edge collar, showed his athletic build to advantage, and Mrs Foxwell wasn’t the only woman to find him attractive. Marjorie sat next to him at dinner, and hung on his every word. I knew that from now on I’d get little sympathy for my Schlegel horror stories.

There were enough candles on the table to make the silver shine, the women beautiful, and provide light enough for Schlegel to separate pieces of truffle from the egg, and line them up on the edge of his plate like trophies.

There was still a full decanter of wine on the table when the ladies were banished. Each of the men filled his glass and moved along the table nearer to Ferdy. I knew them all. At least, I knew their names. There was Allenby, a young professor of modern history from Cambridge wearing a lacy evening shirt and a velvet tie. He had a pale skin and a perfect complexion, and preceded most of his earnest pronouncements with, ‘Of course, I don’t believe in capitalism, as such.’

‘Communism is the opiate of the intellectuals,’ Mr Flynn had told us in the soft accent of County Cork. ‘Grown, processed and exported from the USSR.’

The Flynns built harpsichords in a refurbished Shropshire rectory. And there was the taciturn Mr Dawlish, who eyed me with the steely predatory stare that I’d once known so well. He was a high-ranking civil servant who never finished his wine.

The elegant Dr Eichelberger had found literary fortune, if not fame, after writing a scientific paper called ‘The physics of water layering and temperature variations in northern latitudes’. All his subsequent literary output being printed, classified, and circulated to a select few by the underwater weapons research department of the US Navy.

Finally, there was the vociferous guest of honour: Ben Toliver, Member of Parliament, businessman and bon viveur.

His low voice, wavy hair, piercing blue eyes and well-fitting girdle had earned Toliver a starring role in British politics in the late ’fifties and early ’sixties. Like so many ambitious British politicians, he used slogans from John F. Kennedy as his passport to the twentieth century, and expressed belief in both technology and youth. Toliver had long ago discovered that a well-timed banality plus a slow news day equals a morning headline. Toliver was available for any programme from ‘Any Questions’ to ‘Jazz at Bedtime’, and if he wasn’t at home someone knew a number where you’d find him and don’t worry about the holding hair spray, he had a can of it in his briefcase.

I suppose all those ‘BT for PM’ buttons have been put into the attic along with those suits with Chinese collars, and the hula-hoops. But I still hear people talking about how this Peter Pan, who runs his father’s factories at such big profits while expressing loud concern about the workers, might have made the greatest PM since the young Mr Pitt. Personally, I’d sooner dust off the hula-hoops.

‘Full bodied for a Pauillac, and that’s what deceived me,’ said Toliver, swirling his wine and studying its colour against the candle flame. He looked around inviting comment, but there was none.

‘Space research, supersonic travel and computer development,’ said Professor Allenby, resuming the conversation that Toliver had interrupted. ‘Also grown and processed in the USSR.’

‘But not yet exported?’ Flynn asked, as if not sure that he was right.

‘Never mind all that crap,’ said Schlegel. ‘The simple fact is that it takes five per cent of us Americans to produce such big food surpluses that we sell grain to the Russians. And the Russians use twenty-five per cent of their population in food production and screw it up so bad they have to buy from the United States. So never mind all that crap about what’s cultivated in Russia.’

The young professor tweaked the ends of his bow tie, and said, ‘Do we really want to measure the quality of life in output per cent? Do we really want to …’

‘Stick to the point, buddy,’ said Schlegel. ‘And pass that port.’

‘Well, Russians might want to measure it like that,’ said Flynn, ‘if all they had to eat was American grain.’

‘Look here,’ said Professor Allenby. ‘Russia has always been beset by these bad harvests. Marx designed his theories round the belief that Germany – not Russia – would be the first socialist land. A unified Germany would provide a chance to see Marxism given a real chance.’

‘We can’t keep on giving it a chance,’ said Flynn, ‘it’s failed in half the countries of the world now. And the West Zone will swallow the East Zone if they unify. I don’t like the idea of it.’

‘East Zone,’ said Ferdy. ‘Doesn’t that date you?’

‘The DDR, they call it,’ said Toliver. ‘I was there with a trade delegation the summer before last. Working like little beavers, they are. They are the Japs of Europe, if you ask me, and equally treacherous.’

‘But would the socialists support a reunification, Mr Toliver?’ said Flynn.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Toliver. ‘Simply because in the present climate of talks it looks like a sell-out. It’s a deal between the Americans and the Russians, out of which will come a bigger stronger capitalist Germany – no thanks. Those West German buggers are trouble enough already.’

‘And what’s in this deal for us Yanks?’ Schlegel asked sarcastically.

Toliver shrugged. ‘I wish I could answer that, but it won’t be any comfort for us British, and that you can be sure of.’ He looked round the others and smiled.

Professor Allenby said, ‘The official text says federation, not reunification. In the context of history, Germany was born out of a miscellany of principalities gathered around the royal house of Brandenburg. This is nothing new for them. Reunification is a dynamic process of historical reality leading inevitably to Marxism.’

‘You sure use fifty-dollar words,’ said Schlegel, ‘but don’t talk about historical reality to guys who carried a gun from the beaches to Berlin. Because you might get a swift kick in the principalities.’

The professor was used to flamboyant hectoring. He smiled and continued calmly. ‘The common language of the two Germanys is not a lubricant but an irritant. Most of the East–West tensions are simply extended, amplified versions of purely parochial arguments. Reunification is inevitable – lie back and enjoy it.’

‘Never,’ said Flynn. ‘A reunited Germany that moved closer to the West would make the Russians very nervous. If Germany moved closer to the East they’d make us nervous. If, and this is more likely, Germany decided to play man in the middle, the worst days of the cold war could be remembered with nostalgia.’

‘The Russians have made up their minds,’ said Toliver. ‘The Americans don’t care. There’s not much chance for anyone else. The mere fact that the Russians have agreed to talk in Copenhagen shows how keen they are.’

‘Why?’ asked Flynn. ‘Why are they so keen?’

‘Come along, George,’ Ferdy coaxed, and everyone turned to look at Dawlish.

‘My goodness,’ said the elderly grey-haired man, who had so far said so little. ‘Old codgers like me are not privy to such secrets.’

‘But you were in Bonn last week and Warsaw the month before,’ said Ferdy. ‘What are they saying?’

‘Being there and being told anything are two different matters,’ he said.

‘A diplomatic offensive,’ said Toliver, availing himself of Dawlish’s reluctance to explain. ‘A small group of Russian whizz-kids have pushed these proposals. If the unification goes through it will be such a triumph for that faction that they’ll assume command of Russian foreign policy.’

‘Surely it should have been debated,’ said Ferdy.

‘The Germans have debated it,’ said Eichelberger. ‘They want it. Is it right that foreigners should interfere?’

‘You can’t trust the Germans,’ said Toliver. ‘Let them all get together and they’ll be electing another Hitler, mark my words.’

‘We’ve got to trust someone,’ said Professor Allenby, without going further to remind Toliver that in the space of five minutes he’d condemned the Americans, the Russians, the Germans – East and West – and the Japanese. But the taunt was obvious to the men present, and there was a long silence during which Ferdy opened his boxes of cigars and passed them down the table with a maximum of displacement activity.

I resisted and passed them to Schlegel. He took one. He rolled it in his fingers and listened to its sound. Only when he had everyone’s attention did he bite the end off it. He lit it with a match that he struck with one hand, using his thumbnail. He fixed me with his beady eyes. ‘Big snafu at the Table today, after you left. Did you hear?’

‘Port for anyone who’d like some,’ said Ferdy nervously.

‘My informant said jackpot,’ I replied.

‘A host’s prerogative,’ said Schlegel. He inhaled, nodded and blew a perfect smoke ring. ‘No time now to pull the back off and probe the balance spring.’

Toliver waved away Schlegel’s cigar smoke and with measured care sipped enough of the Pauillac to commit its flavour to memory. ‘I’m glad there are still some people who serve a Bordeaux with game,’ he said. He finished his wine, then took the port decanter and poured himself some. ‘What kind of a meal can I expect if I visit your Studies Centre? Does your influence obtain there, Foxwell?’ He touched his wavy hair and moved it a fraction off his forehead.

‘You needn’t worry about the food,’ said Schlegel. ‘We don’t run tours.’

Toliver’s knuckles whitened as he grasped the neck of the decanter. ‘I’m not exactly a tourist,’ he said. ‘An official visit … on behalf of the House.’

‘No tourists, no journalists, no free-loaders,’ said Schlegel. ‘My new policy.’

‘Mustn’t bite the hand that feeds you,’ said Toliver. Dawlish watched the exchange. Gently he took the port decanter from Toliver’s clenched hand, and passed it to Eichelberger.

‘I’m not quite sure I understand your duties at the Studies Centre,’ said Dr Eichelberger to Ferdy. He took the decanter, poured himself some port and passed it.

‘War Games,’ said Ferdy. He was relieved to deflect the collision course of Toliver and Schlegel. ‘I usually do the Russian Navy side of it.’

‘That’s funny,’ said Toliver. ‘You don’t look Russian.’ He looked round and then laughed heartily with every one of his perfect white teeth.

‘But what does he do?’ Eichelberger asked Schlegel.

‘He introduces the element of human fallibility,’ said Schlegel.

‘And very important, too,’ said Eichelberger, and nodded seriously.

‘The nuclear submarine,’ said young Professor Allenby, ‘is the most perfect symbol of imperialistic aggression. It is designed solely for long-range use to distant countries and can only destroy the civilian populations of large cities.’

He fixed me with his bright eyes. ‘I agree,’ I said, ‘and the Russians have more of them than the American, British and French fleets combined.’

‘Nonsense,’ said the professor.

‘A palpable hit,’ said Mr Flynn.

‘What’s more,’ said Schlegel, poking a finger at Allenby, ‘your goddamn red buddies are building at a rate of one a week, have been for years, and show no sign of slowing construction.’

‘My goodness,’ said Flynn, ‘the seas must be filled with the awful things.’

‘They are,’ said Schlegel.

‘It’s probably time we joined the ladies,’ said Ferdy, dreading an argument among his guests.

Dawlish stood up politely and so did I, but Schlegel and his new-found enemy, Professor Allenby, didn’t give up so easily. ‘A typical example of propaganda from the rearmament lobby,’ said Allenby. ‘Isn’t it obvious that the Russians need more submarines: their coastline is incredibly long and they need naval forces for their land-locked seas.’

‘Then what the hell are they doing all over the Med, the Atlantic, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean?’

‘Just showing the flag,’ said Allenby.

‘Oh, pardon me,’ said Schlegel. ‘I thought only cryptofascist reactionary imperialists did that.’

‘I don’t know why you Yanks should be so frightened of the Russians,’ said Allenby. He smiled.

‘You Brits should be a little more frightened of them, if you ask me,’ said Schlegel. ‘You depend upon imports just in order to eat. Hitler came into the war with twenty-seven long-range submarines. He sank enough of your merchant shipping to make it touch and go whether you could continue the war. Today, with a Royal Navy no longer visible to the naked eye, the Russian Navy has about four hundred subs, many of them nukes. Maybe they are just for showing the flag, Prof, but you want to start asking yourself where they are planning to run it up.’

‘I think we really should join the ladies,’ said Ferdy.

Coffee was served in the drawing-room. It was a fine room; tapestries, placed to absorb stray sounds, made its acoustics as good as any recital room. There were a dozen delicate gilt chairs placed equidistant upon the pale green Afghan carpet. The Bechstein grand piano had been stripped of family photos and cut flowers, and placed under the huge painting of Ferdy’s grandfather’s favourite horse.

The pianist was a handsome youth with an evening shirt even frillier than those currently de rigueur at Oxford, and his tie was bright red and droopy. He found every note of one of the Beethoven Opus 10 Sonatas, and held many of them for exactly the right duration.

Coffee was kept hot in a large silver samovar – OK, don’t tell me, but it was Ferdy’s samovar – and thimble-sized demi-tasses were positioned alongside it. Dawlish held his cigar in one hand and the coffee cup and saucer in the other. He nodded his thanks as I operated the coffee tap for him.

I held up the jug of hot milk and raised an eyebrow.

‘Worcester,’ said Dawlish, ‘late eighteenth century, and damned nice too.’

The old idiot knew that I was asking him if he wanted milk, but he was right. Holding a hundred pounds-worth of antiques in your hand to pour hot milk was part of the miracle of the Foxwells’ lifestyle.

‘Mozart next,’ said Dawlish. He was wearing an old-fashioned dinner suit with a high wing collar and a stiff-fronted shirt. It was difficult to know if it was an heirloom or whether he had them made like that.

‘So I read on the programme,’ I said.

‘That’s my car outside, that Black Hawk Stutz.’

‘Come along, you chaps,’ called Toliver from behind us. ‘Move along there. Can’t stand milk in coffee – ruins the whole flavour. You might just as well have instant if you’re going to put that stuff in it.’

‘I know you’re interested in motors,’ said Dawlish. On the far side of the room I heard the strident voice of the history professor proclaiming how much he liked cowboy films.

‘He’s going to play the Mozart A Major in a minute,’ said Dawlish.

‘I know,’ I said, ‘and I quite like that.’

‘Well then …’

‘It better have a heater.’

‘Our friend wants to look at the motor,’ he told Ferdy, who nodded silently and looked around to see if his wife Teresa was likely to see us abandon their protégé.

‘He’s had more practice with the Mozart,’ said Ferdy.

‘It’s a thirsty beast,’ said Dawlish. ‘Seven or eight miles to a gallon is good going.’

‘Where are you going?’ said Marjorie.

‘To see my motor,’ said Dawlish. ‘Overhead camshaft: eight cylinders. Do come, but put a coat on. They tell me it’s beginning to snow.’

‘No, thank you,’ said Marjorie. ‘Don’t be long.’

‘Sensible girl, that,’ said Dawlish. ‘You’re a lucky man.’

I wondered what climatic conditions he’d have invented had she accepted his invitation. ‘Yes, I am,’ I said.

Dawlish put on his spectacles and looked at the instruments. He said, ‘Black Hawk Stutz, nineteen twenty-eight.’ He started the engine and so got the primitive heater to work. ‘Straight eight: overhead camshaft. She’ll go, I’ll tell you that.’ He struggled to open the ashtray. Then he inhaled on his cigar so that his rubicund face loomed out of the darkness. He smiled. ‘Real hydraulic brakes – literally hydraulic, I mean. You fill them up with water.’

‘What’s all this about?’

‘A chat,’ he said. ‘Just a chat.’

He turned in order to tighten the already firmly closed window. I smiled to myself, knowing that Dawlish always liked to have a sheet of glass between himself and even the remotest chance of a parabolic microphone. The moon came out to help him find the handle. By its light I saw a movement in a grey Austin 2200 parked under the lime trees. ‘Don’t fret,’ said Dawlish, ‘a couple of my chaps.’ A finger of cloud held the moon aloft and then closed upon it like a conjurer’s dirty glove upon a white billiard ball.

‘What are they here for?’ I asked. He didn’t answer before switching on the car radio as another precaution against eavesdroppers. It was some inane request programme. There was a babble of names and addresses.

‘Things have changed a lot since the old days, Pat.’ He smiled. ‘It is Pat, isn’t it? Pat Armstrong, it’s a good name. Did you ever consider Louis to go with it?’

‘Very droll,’ I said.

‘New name, new job, the past gone for ever. You’re happy and I’m glad it all went so well. You deserved that. You deserved more than that, in fact, it was the least we could have done.’ A fleck of snow hit the windscreen. It was big, and when the moonlight caught it it shone like a crystal. Dawlish put a finger out to touch the snowflake as if the glass was not there. ‘But you can’t wipe the slate clean. You can’t forget half your life. You can’t erase it and pretend it never happened.’

‘No?’ I said. ‘Well, I was doing all right until this evening.’

I sniffed his cigar smoke enviously but I’d held out for about six weeks and I’d be damned if it was Dawlish who’d make me weaken my resolve. I said, ‘Was this all arranged? Us both being invited tonight?’

He didn’t answer. Music began on the radio. We watched the snowflake as the heat from his fingertip melted it. It slid down the glass in a dribble of water. But already another snowflake had taken its place, and another, and another after that.

‘And anyway there’s Marjorie,’ I said.

‘And what a beautiful girl she is. But good grief, I wouldn’t think of asking you to get mixed up in the rough and tumble side of it.’

‘There was a time when you pretended that there was no rough and tumble side of it.’

‘A long time ago. Regrettably, the rough parts have become much rougher since then.’ He didn’t elaborate on the tumbles.

‘It’s not just that,’ I said. I paused. No point in hurting the old boy’s feelings but already he had me on the defensive. ‘It’s simply that I don’t want to become part of a big organization again. Especially not a government department. I don’t want to be just another pawn.’

‘Being a pawn,’ said Dawlish, ‘is just a state of mind.’

He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket and produced a small multi-bladed device that I’d seen him use for everything from picking a despatch box lock to reaming his pipe. Now he used the pin of it to probe the vitals of his cigar. He puffed at it and nodded approval. He looked at the cigar as he began to talk. ‘I remember this boy – young man perhaps I should say – phoning me one night … This is a long time ago now … public call box … he said there’d been an accident. I asked if he wanted an ambulance, and he said it was worse than that …’ Dawlish puffed at the cigar and then held it up for us both to admire the improvement he’d wrought. ‘Do you know what I told him?’

‘Yes, I know what you told him.’

‘I told him to do nothing, stay where he was until a car came for him … He was whisked away … a holiday in the country, and the whole business never got into the papers, never went into the police files … never even went on record with us.’

‘That bastard was trying to kill me.’

‘It’s the sort of thing the department can do.’ He gave the cigar a final adjustment and then admired it again, as proud as some old ferry-boat engineer putting an oily rag over an ancient turbine.

‘And I admire the way you’ve done it all,’ said Dawlish. ‘Not a whisper anywhere. If I went back into that house and told Foxwell – one of your closest friends – to say nothing of your good lady, that you used to work in the department, they’d laugh at me.’

I said nothing. It was typical of the sort of moronic compliment that they all exchanged at the Christmas party, just before that stage of inebriation when the cipher girls get chased round the locked filing cabinets.

‘It’s not a cover,’ I said. ‘Nothing to admire: I’m O.U.T.’

‘We’ll need you for the Mason business, though,’ he said.

‘You’ll have to come and get me,’ I said. From the radio came the voice of Frank Sinatra, change partners and dance with me.

‘Just an hour or so for the official inquiry. After all, it was you and Foxwell they were impersonating.’

‘While we were away?’

‘Stupid, wasn’t it? They should have chosen someone more remote, one of the radio-room clerks, perhaps.’

‘But it nearly came off.’ I was fishing for information and he knew it.

‘It did indeed. It seemed so genuine. Your old flat, your address in the phone book and one of them even looking a bit like you.’ He puffed smoke. ‘Ninety thousand pounds they would have collected. Well worth the money spent on those retouched photos. Beautifully done, those photos, eh?’ He gave the cigar another adjustment and then held it up for us both to look at it.

‘For what?’

‘Oh not just the ASW Task Force procedures. A whole lot of stuff – radio fuse diagrams, the latest SINS modifications, lab reports from Lockheed. A rag-bag of stuff. But no one would have paid that sort of money for it if they hadn’t set up all the pantomime of it coming from you and Foxwell.’

‘Very flattering.’

Dawlish shook his head. ‘There’s a lot of dust still in the air. I was hoping to soft-soap your Colonel this evening but I judged it not opportune. He’ll be angry, of course.’ He tapped the polished wooden dashboard. ‘They don’t make them like that any more.’

‘Why should he be angry?’

‘Why indeed, but that’s how it always is, you know that. They never thank us for getting onto these things … slack security, the change of directors, your trip, the empty flat, no proper co-ordination: it’s the old story.’

‘And?’

‘There will probably be a trial, but their lawyers will do a deal if they have any sense. Don’t want it all over the papers. Delicate situation at the moment.’

‘Schlegel asked me how I got the job at the Centre.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I said I bumped into Ferdy in a pub …’

‘Well, that’s right isn’t it?’

‘Can’t you ever give a straight answer?’ I said angrily. ‘Does Ferdy know – must I pry every last syllable … Schlegel is quite likely to bring it up again.’

Dawlish waved away his cigar smoke. ‘Don’t get so agitated. Why the devil should Foxwell know anything?’ He smiled. ‘Foxwell: our man at the Studies Centre, you mean?’ He laughed very softly.

‘No, I didn’t mean that exactly.’

The front door of the house opened. In the rectangle of yellow light, Toliver swayed as he tied his scarf and buttoned his overcoat to the neck. I heard the voices of Toliver and Ferdy as the two men walked across to Toliver’s shiny new two-door green Bentley. It was icy underfoot and Toliver grabbed Ferdy’s arm to steady himself. In spite of the closed windows I heard Ferdy’s ‘Goodnight. Goodnight. Goodnight.’

Dawlish had made it sound ridiculous. Why would Dawlish have an agent in the Studies Centre when he could have the analysis delivered every month merely for the asking.

He said, ‘Another extraordinary thing, after all the procedures we’ve been through, we’ve gone right back to routing our phone connections through the local engineers into Federal exchange.’

‘Don’t tell me, I don’t want to hear about it,’ I said. I opened the catch of the car door. It made a loud click but he gave no sign of noticing it.

‘Just in case you want to get in touch,’ he said.

Write in today for the Dawlish system: sent in a plain sealed envelope and it might change your life. But not for the better. I could see it all now. The Dawlish gambit – a piece sacrificed and then the real move. ‘Not a chance,’ I said. ‘Not. A. Chance.’

And Dawlish heard that new tone in my voice. He frowned. On his face there was bewilderment, hurt feelings, disappointment and a sincere attempt to understand my point of view. ‘Forget it,’ I said. ‘Just forget it.’ You may never want to change partners again, sang Sinatra, but he had an arranger and a big sobbing string section.

Dawlish knew then that I’d slipped the hook. ‘We’ll have lunch one day,’ he said. It was as near to admitting defeat as I’d ever seen him. At least, I thought so at the time. For a moment I didn’t move. Toliver’s car leaped forward, almost stalled and then swung round, missing the next car by only inches. It revved loudly as Toliver changed gear and then lumbered out through the gate. After only a few moments the Austin 2200 followed it.

‘Nothing’s changed,’ I said, as I got out. Dawlish continued smoking his cigar. I’d thought of all the things I’d rather have said by the time I got to the front door. It was ajar. From the end of the corridor there was the music of the piano: not Mozart but Noel Coward. It was Ferdy doing his fat-rich-boy-makes-good act. ‘The Stately Homes of England …’ sang Ferdy gaily.

I helped myself to another cup of coffee. Dawlish hadn’t followed me. I was glad of that. I didn’t believe Dawlish’s glib explanations specially designed so that I had to drag the lies out of him. But the fact that Dawlish was even interested made me nervous. First Stok and now Dawlish …

‘Shall I tell you something?’ said Schlegel. He was rocking on the two rear legs of the delicate gilt chair and beating time to the music with his cigar. ‘This is a whole new side of Foxwell. A whole new side of him.’

I looked at Ferdy, who required all his concentration to play the piano and remember the words too. He fitted in a hasty smile as he came to the end of the line. Somewhere under that Savile Row evening suit with the silk collar there was a history graduate, farm owner, man about town and skilled amateur strategist, who could talk for an hour about the difference between digital and analog computers. No wonder the suit didn’t fit very well.

‘To prove the upper classes always have the upper hand.’ He sang it with all the astringent bravura of the maestro, and Helen Schlegel called encore so enthusiastically that he did a repeat performance.

I went to sit next to Marjorie. She said, ‘He wasn’t trying to sell you that hideous car, was he?’

‘I’ve known him for ages. We were just chatting.’

‘Did that awful Toliver drive himself home?’

‘I don’t know where he was headed, but he was sitting behind the wheel when he left here.’

‘It would serve him right if he was caught. He’s always half-cut.’

‘How do you know?’

‘He’s on the hospital board. He’s constantly in and out of our place. He tries to recruit staff for his nursing home.’

‘He’d be a delight to work for.’

‘Good pay, they say.’

‘It would have to be.’

As if by magic, when Ferdy’s piano music stopped a servant came in with jugs of coffee and chocolate. It was a gracious way of telling your guests to go home. Schlegel was enthusiastic about Ferdy’s piano playing. I formed the impression that Ferdy was going to spearhead Schlegel’s attempt to squeeze more funds out of CINCLANT. I could imagine Ferdy being paraded through a schedule of Norfolk, Virginia, parties. With Schlegel announcing him like a fairground barker.

I said that to Marjorie on the way home but she would have none of it. ‘Give me the Schlegels every time,’ she said. ‘At present in my department there is a row going on about teaching payments – there’s always a lot of teaching in the pathology departments – and the professor isn’t speaking to the senior assistant and the staff have divided into two camps and no one will say honestly that it’s all about money. They want to pretend they are arguing about the extension to the mortuary. Give me the Schlegels every time.’

‘Extension to the mortuary. It sounds like a title for a Hammer film. How can you like working in pathology?’

‘Pat, I’ve told you a thousand times, I hate working there. But it’s the only department I can get into which gives me a normal nine to five day. And you know how unbearable you are about my shift work.’

‘That Toliver!’ I said. ‘Boy can he pack it away: second helpings of everything and always it’s not quite salty enough, or not quite as good as he gets in the south of France.’

‘He looks ill,’ said Marjorie, overtaken by professionalism.

‘He certainly does. I can understand him coming in the Path Lab. What I don’t understand is how they let him out.’

‘Last week I heard him having a terrific row with my professor.’

‘My professor now, is it? I thought he was the one you called Jack the Ripper. Row about what?’

‘Oh, a death certificate or a post-mortem or something.’

‘Good old Toliver.’

‘They went into the office and closed the door but you could still hear them. Toliver was shouting about how important he was and he’d take the whole matter to the board of governors. I heard him say that he was doing this for “a certain department of state that shall remain nameless”. Pompous old fool. Trying to pretend he was something to do with the Secret Service or something.’

‘He’s been watching late-night television,’ I said.

‘He’s been watching the world through the bottoms of empty glasses,’ said Marjorie. ‘That’s his problem, and everyone knows it.’

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘But just out of vulgar curiosity, could you find out exactly what Toliver wanted?’

‘Why?’

‘I’m just curious. He wants Ferdy to go into business with him – a new clinic or something – I’d like to know what he gets up to.’ It was a feeble improvisation, but Marjorie said she’d try to find out. I suppose she was curious about it too.

‘You haven’t forgotten that tomorrow we’re having lunch, darling.’

‘How could I, you’ve reminded me every hour on the hour.’

‘Poor darling. We don’t have to talk – we can just eat.’ She hugged me. ‘You make me feel like a terrible shrew, Patrick, and I’m not. I’m really not. I can’t help being possessive. I love you.’

‘We’ll talk,’ I said.
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If the phone rings in the middle of the night it’s always for Marjorie. That’s why we keep it on that side of the bed. That night, full of wine and cognac and Dawlish, I came only half awake, snorted and turned over. ‘It’s for you,’ said Marjorie.

‘It’s me. Ferdy. I’m in my car.’

‘I’ve had this one fitted in the bed – pretty wild, eh?’

‘Yes, I know. I’m awfully sorry but I’ve got to talk with you. Will you come down and open the front door?’

‘And it couldn’t wait until morning?’ I asked.

‘Don’t be a pig,’ said Marjorie. ‘Go down and let him him.’ She yawned and pulled the bedclothes up over her face. I couldn’t blame her, she seldom had the luxury of seeing me turned out in the middle of the night.

‘It’s life and death.’

‘It had better be,’ I said, and hung up.

‘You talk to him as though he’s a child,’ said Marjorie. ‘He’s much older than you are.’

‘He’s older, richer and better-looking. And he smokes.’

‘You haven’t started again? I’m proud of you, darling. It’s nearly two months isn’t it?’

‘Sixty-one days, five hours, and thirty-two minutes.’

‘It’s not even fifty days.’

‘Must you ruin my best lines?’ I shook the token box of matches on my bedside table and put it back unused. There wasn’t a pack in the house or I might have succumbed. I’d even refused the cigars at Ferdy’s. It was sometimes difficult not to feel very proud of myself. I pulled on some clothes: evening-dress trousers and a turtle-neck sweater. ‘I’ll talk with him in the sitting-room,’ I said, switching off the bedside lights.

There was no answer. Marjorie had acquired the knack of instant sleep. I yawned.

I let Ferdy in and sat him down in the sitting-room. There was last night’s cocoa in the saucepan. I lit a flame under it and set up cups in the kitchen so that I had an excuse for waking up in easy stages. Ferdy paced the sitting-room carpet in enough agitation to make his hands shake as he lit the inevitable cigar.

‘Just don’t offer me one,’ I said.

He stirred the cocoa dutifully but did not even sip it. ‘Now perhaps you will believe me,’ he said. He fixed me with a beady stare but revised his opening each time he opened his mouth. ‘I don’t know where to begin,’ he said.

‘For God’s sake, sit down, Ferdy.’

He was wearing his impresario’s overcoat: black loden with a collar of curly astrakhan. Ten years ago it would have been old-fashioned. He sat down and slipped it back off his shoulders in a matronly gesture. ‘This is a rum district.’

‘It’s a lousy neighbourhood,’ I agreed. He looked round the dust-covered room, at the wad of paper that levelled the clock, the stains on the sofa, the burned carpet and the books that all had bargain prices pencilled on the flyleaf. ‘You could do better than this over my way.’

‘I was thinking that, Ferdy. Why don’t you legally adopt me?’

‘You don’t know what happened tonight.’

‘Schlegel kicked Boudin?’

‘What? Oh, I see.’ He scowled and then gave a perfunctory smile to acknowledge that it was a joke. ‘They’ve attacked poor old Tolly.’

‘Who?’

‘Toliver. Ben Toliver the MP. You were with him tonight.’

‘Who attacked him?’

‘It’s a long story, Patrick.’

‘We’ve got all night.’ I yawned.

‘The bloody Russians attacked him. That’s who.’

‘You’d better start at the beginning.’

‘The phone went tonight just before you left. Toliver was followed. He has a phone in his car so he called me on his way back. When you’d gone, I took Teresa’s car and went to meet him.’

‘You sound pretty bloody calm about it. Why didn’t you phone the police?’

‘Yes, I’ve started at the wrong place. I should have told you that Toliver works for the Secret Service … now, don’t pull a face. I’m telling the absolute truth, and you can ask anyone …’

‘What do you mean, I can ask anyone? How the hell would anyone know?’

‘Anyone who is anyone knows,’ said Ferdy primly.

‘OK, Ferdy, that puts me down. But this no one remains unconvinced.’

‘Just for a moment suspend your hatred of Toliver …’

‘I don’t hate Toliver … It’s just his teeth.’

‘Yes, you do, and I understand why you do, but if you really knew him, you’d like him.’

‘On account of him being in the Secret Service.’

‘Do you want me to tell you?’

‘I’m not desperate about it, Ferdy. I was asleep when all this car-telephoning started.’

‘Forget the car-telephoning,’ said Ferdy. ‘I know that irritates you, too.’

‘For God’s sake get on with it.’ From the next room Marjorie shouted for us to make less noise. I whispered, ‘Toliver runs the Secret Service and was being followed while he phoned you from his Bentley. Let’s move on to where you arrived. What sort of car was following him?’

‘It wasn’t exactly a car,’ said Ferdy doubtfully. ‘It was an enormous eight-wheeled lorry. I know you won’t believe me but I saw it.’

‘And he was in the Bentley? He could do a ton in that job without putting his foot on the floor.’

‘At first there was an old Humber Estate behind him. He realized that it was following him, so he slowed right down trying to make it overtake. It was then that the big ten-ton job overtook both cars. He was sandwiched. The lorry was doing fifty or more; while the Humber pushed him close, the lorry swung out to prevent him overtaking.’

‘Nice fellows.’

‘The Humber was hitting the back bumper. Tolly was scared stiff.’

‘You could hear him on the phone?’

‘Yes, he’d put it on the seat but he was shouting. Then the truck slammed on the brakes. It was a wonder that they didn’t kill Tolly.’

‘They weren’t trying to do that.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘I can’t be sure, Ferdy, but people who’d go to all that trouble and expense … well, it would be easier to make it a fatal accident than a non-fatal one.’

‘Tolly always has his seat belt on.’

‘Where were you all this time?’

‘I came up behind the Humber right at the end. They were too busy to notice.’

‘What happened when they stopped?’

‘I stopped too, well ahead, and ran back. They still didn’t see me. They had opened the doors of Tolly’s car and were trying to drag him out.’

‘He was fighting them?’

‘No,’ said Ferdy. ‘Tolly was unconscious. He still is. That’s why I came to you. If Tolly had been well enough I would have asked him what to do. They were speaking Russian. You think I’m joking but they were speaking good Russian: regional accents of some sort but only slight. They were townspeople – some Polish vowels in there somewhere – forced to guess I might say Lvov.’

‘Never mind the Professor Higgins stuff, Ferdy. What happened then?’

‘Yes, I should have told you. The ten-tonner clipped the Bentley close as he pulled ahead trying to make him stop. Ripped Tolly’s offside wing off … shook Tolly, I should think.’

‘It would gain anyone’s attention.’

‘A police car came past just after we all stopped. They thought it was an accident. The whole side of the Bentley was dented and torn … the wing bent back. No one could have missed seeing it.’

‘And what did the Russians do when the police arrived?’

‘So now you’re beginning to see they are Russians – good.’

‘What did they do?’

‘You know what they do – licences, insurance, breathalyser tests.’

‘But Toliver was unconscious.’

‘They let me take him home. The others were all with the police when I left. I pretended that I’d arrived at the same time as the police. None of them realized I knew what it was all about.’

‘Drink your cocoa.’

I know you think I treat him badly, but I knew Ferdy Foxwell of old. I’m telling you, we could well be talking about a perfectly normal traffic shunt: two drivers with powerful scouse accents arguing with a drunken Toliver who’d nearly killed them going through a red light.

‘I got the registration numbers both for the Albion lorry and the Humber Estate. Will you find out about it? And see what the police did with the Russians?’

‘I’ll do what I can.’

‘Tomorrow?’

‘Very well.’

‘And, Patrick. You must remember that Toliver really is working for the British Secret Service.’

‘What difference will that make?’

‘What I mean is … don’t let your prejudice mislead you.’

‘Look, Ferdy. Toliver is a drunk. They kicked him out of that Cabinet Office job he had, because he was a drunk. And they have put up with some very drunk people in the past.’

‘He’s still an MP,’ said Ferdy.

‘The chances of him remaining one after the next election are very slim. But the point I was going to make was that Toliver was a member of the Party back in ’forty-five and ’forty-six. He’d never be considered for a high security clearance, let alone a job in the Service.’

‘How do you know? About him being a communist, I mean.’

I’d read it in Toliver’s file many years ago but I could hardly tell Ferdy that. ‘It’s an open secret. Ask anyone.’

He smiled. ‘He was at Oxford a year ahead of me, another college, but our paths crossed now and again. He had a rough time there. His father gave him only a very tiny allowance. We all had cars and a little spending money but poor old Tolly did some lousy job in the evenings to make ends meet. Never saw him at parties. The trouble was that he wasn’t all that bright. Of course, it’s no crime being average, no crime at all, but it meant he had to get his nose into the books whenever he wasn’t washing dishes or whatever he did. It’s enough to make anyone join the communists, isn’t it?’

‘You’re breaking my heart. What about the poor bastards who didn’t even get as far as grammar school. And some of them a lot more intelligent than Toliver at his brightest and most sober.’

‘You don’t like him, I know. It’s difficult to see the situation when there are personal feelings involved.’

‘Ferdy, you’re in no position to pronounce judgement on people who are less than bright. Or those who let personal feelings warp their judgement. Toliver is not a part of any intelligence service and I’ll bet everything I own on that.’

‘Do you still want the registration number?’

‘OK. But just get it clear in your mind that Toliver is nothing to do with the British Secret Service and that these men were not Russians. Or at least not Russian spies.’

‘Then who were they?’

‘I don’t know who they were, Ferdy. Maybe they were claret salesmen or a delegation of well-wishers from the Good Food Guide. But they were not Russian spies. Now do me a favour, and go home and forget it.’

‘But you’ll check the registration?’

‘I’ll check the registration.’

‘I’d go, but with the TACGAME Schlegel would –’

‘– kill you with his bare hands. You’re right.’

‘You think it’s funny, but did it occur to you that Schlegel might be behind the whole thing?’

‘Because he crossed swords with Toliver tonight? If that’s enough reason, why couldn’t I be behind the whole thing?’

‘I had to take a chance on someone,’ said Ferdy, and I realized that he had given that possibility a lot of thought.

‘I’ll send a message to Schlegel that I’ll be late.’

Ferdy bit his lip at the thought of it. ‘He won’t like it.’

‘No, but I won’t be around to hear, you will.’

Outside, the traffic lights had changed: a sports car with a broken silencer accelerated past a milk truck that rattled noisily as it went over a newly repaired patch in the road.

‘I’d never get used to that traffic all night,’ said Ferdy.

‘We can’t all live in two acres of Campden Hill, Ferdy,’ I said. ‘It would get so damned crowded.’

‘Oh dear. No offence. I just mean, I don’t know how you ever get to sleep.’

‘No? Well buzz off and I’ll let you know.’

‘Yes, right-ho. Was there anything else then?’

That’s what I like about the Foxwells of the world – was there anything else then, as if he’d already done me one favour.
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The new security badges that Schlegel had arranged for us seemed a suitable device for impressing detective-sergeants of the Met. I pushed mine across the debris-laden desk of Sergeant Davis. He read it, one word at a time, looking for spelling mistakes, tried to prise the plastic facing off it, put some tension on the safety pin fixed to the back and bowed it between his fingers. Having passed the forensic tests it was tossed back onto the desk. It slipped down between files marked ‘Life Saving (Cadets)’ and ‘Community Relations’. He watched me as I fished it out and put it back in my pocket.

‘So?’ he said. ‘So?’ As if he’d found on it some affront: an insulting anagram or a sneer on the mouth of my identity photo.

‘So nothing,’ I said, but he was unappeased. He pushed aside heaps of dead paperwork, reshuffling bits of it almost without noticing. ‘The Bentley.’ He found a sheet of paper and read from it. ‘Two forty-five ack emma?’ He was that kind of policeman. Not only ack-emma, but skull-close haircut, and shoes polished on the sole.

‘That’s it.’

‘And you are acting … ?’

‘For the driver – Toliver.’

‘Unconscious.’

‘Yes.’

He read his papers carefully and looked up. ‘All that …’ he screwed up his face trying to think of a word. ‘All that … spy-now-pay-later, credit cards …’ he flicked a finger at my pocket where I’d put the card. ‘That cuts no ice with me. Nor does it being a Bentley.’ He waved a hand, to tell me he hadn’t finished. ‘I’ll tell you as much as I’d tell the kid on the local rag. No more, no less.’

A policewoman came into the room. She brought two mugs of tepid tea. His mug had a coloured photo of the Queen, mine had Peter Rabbit. ‘Thanks, Mary.’ He shuffled the papers again, hiding behind them coyly, like a flirtatious Edwardian opera-goer. ‘Container lorry in collision with green Bentley …’ He stopped reading and looked up. ‘There’s no mystery story. Traffic signals, hydraulic brakes, car driving too close – it happens a dozen times a day, and night.’

‘You are not making it a police job?’

He looked at his watch. ‘You people really earn your money, don’t you. It’s only ten past eight. I thought coppers and burglars were the only people up this early.’

‘Are you?’

His voice rose a fraction. ‘A police job? How could we? The breathalyser was OK, licence, insurance, hours on duty, all OK. The lorry was halted at the red light, the damage to the Bentley was the offside front wing. Front wing speaks for itself, doesn’t it? If your boss Toliver sent you down here to save his no-claim bonus he’s unlucky, forget it.’

‘Toliver is unconscious.’

‘That’s right, I forgot. Well, the answer’s still the same.’ He read a little more from his script and broke it down into baby-talk for me. ‘The constable took the names of the lorry drivers but you can tell your boss he’s wasting his time. The court will always take the policemen’s evidence in a case like this, and they’ll say your boy was following too close. If there was a careless driving charge to be made, he’d get it.’

‘This could be more serious than just a traffic accident,’ I said.

He whistled softly – to feign amazement. ‘Are you trying to tell us something, Mr Armstrong?’ The way he said ‘us’, it meant the police forces of the Western world.

‘I’m trying to ask you something.’

‘And I’m not getting it. Yes, I’m very dense this early on a Thursday morning.’

‘But this is Tuesday.’

‘No, it’s not, it’s … ah, I thought you’d turn out to be a comedian.’

‘Sergeant, a ten-ton truck stopping hard in front of a car would be a good way of killing a man, wouldn’t it?’

‘It would be a risky way of killing a man, Mr Armstrong, for a number of reasons. Motive, for a start: a fatality like that attracts enough paperwork for the connection to be noticed. Hell, we get enough allegations from strangers in collision.’ He grabbed his thumb to tell me that was his first reason. ‘I won’t mention the traffic lights again but I will remind you that your boss is not dead …’

‘He’s not my boss.’

‘Whoever he is, he’s not dead. That’s what proves it wasn’t some maniac trying to kill him. They must have put the brakes on carefully enough or he would have been buried somewhere inside the mesh of the lorry’s differential. So don’t tell me murder.’

Davis had mentioned the same flaw in Ferdy’s allegation that I’d seen. There was no arguing it. Attempted murder was a possibility but a damned slim one. ‘There was a Humber Estate just behind him.’

‘Yes, a whole procession of people driving up and down … Half the bloody world drives round London all night, didn’t you know that? Beats me why they don’t want to go home and get some sleep, but there they are every night. Anyway, all this lot arrived too late to see anything.’

‘Did they?’

‘What am I supposed to do, give them the water torture?’

‘But if anything new turns up, you’ll phone me?’

‘OK, Philip Marlowe, leave your name and phone number with the desk sergeant.’

‘You are going to make it a traffic statistic, come what may, aren’t you?’ I said.

He looked through all his pockets for a cigarette but I failed to respond to my cue. Finally he had to walk across the room and get his own packet from his raincoat. He didn’t offer them. He took one out and lit it carefully, held up his gold-plated Dunhill and snapped the top closed at arm’s length. Then he sat down and almost smiled. ‘We have a witness, that’s why, Mr Armstrong. Fair enough? Can I get on with my work now?’

‘What witness?’

‘There was a lady in the car with Toliver. She signed a statement for us before the doctor gave her a sedative. It was an accident – no panic, no murder, just one of those traffic statistics you mentioned.’

‘Who?’

He took out a little black book. ‘Miss Sara Shaw, The Terrine du Chef – a French restaurant, sounds like, eh? You go and put your foot in her door but watch out that she doesn’t send for the police.’ He smiled. ‘Put your foot in it but don’t put your foot in it, if you see what I mean.’

I got to my feet and waved goodbye. ‘You didn’t finish your tea,’ he said.

He’d pulled that damned witness out of his helmet and now he was very pleased with himself. I said, ‘Can I have the names and addresses of the lorry drivers?’

‘Now, you know I’m not supposed to do that,’ but he turned the sheets of paper over to find it. Then he twisted the page round so that it faced my side of the desk and got up and walked away so that I could read it.

‘They were catching the boat,’ he said from behind me. ‘You wouldn’t think it would pay a Polish meat-canning firm to send truck and drivers all the way here and return empty, but I suppose they know what they are doing.’

‘Maybe it’s a nationalized industry,’ I said. It was a long Polish name with an address in London Wall.

‘You didn’t drink the tea,’ he said again.

‘I’m trying to give it up,’ I said.

‘Stick with the tea,’ he advised. ‘Give up playing copper.’
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I was half inclined to give the sedated Miss Shaw a miss, but it would only give Ferdy another excuse for a long whine. The Terrine du Chef was a converted shop in Marylebone. ‘Restaurant Française’ had been gilt-lettered across the old shop window and the interior obscured with a large net curtain.

A menu was jammed into an illuminated holder in the doorway. It was handwritten, in the crabbed calligraphy that the English believe to be a hallmark of the French restaurateur. There was a ‘Closed’ sign behind the glass panel in the door but I pushed and the door swung open. I reached up to catch the sprung bell before it announced my arrival.

It was a cramped place. An odd collection of bentwood chairs were dancing on the table-tops. The dining-room had been dressed to look like a Paris bistro of the ’thirties, with enamel Suze adverts, marble-topped tables and fancy mirrors on every wall. A debris of corks, paper napkins and cigarette ends had been swept to a neat pile in the corner under the serving hatch. On the counter there was an array of cutlery, a line-up of old bottles stuck with coloured candles and a pile of freshly laundered red check tablecloths. There was a smell of burned garlic, ancient cigars and freshly peeled potatoes. I walked through to the kitchen. From a tiny dark yard beyond it I could hear a young man’s voice singing softly and the noises of buckets and metal lids.

Down two stone steps from the kitchen there was a large pantry. A freezer was humming to a tin hip-bath, full of peeled potatoes. Alongside there was a large plastic sack containing dry ice, its smoke moving around inside the clear plastic like a restless grey cobra trying to escape. A scrubbed table had been cleared to provide room for an electric sewing machine plugged into the overhead light socket. Hanging over the back of the kitchen chair there was a man’s dark jacket. But it wasn’t the jacket that caught my attention: it was a manilla file. It had been pushed under a folded length of lining material, but not pushed far enough to conceal it completely. I pulled it clear and flipped it open. On top there was a drawing of a splay-armed figure, its measurements noted in neat red ink. The rest of the contents were photographs.

There were a dozen photos, and this time they shook me more than the ones in my flat. It was the same man that I’d seen pictured with my car, and with my parents, but these were better photographs and I could see his face in greater detail than before. He was more than five, perhaps even fifteen years, older than me, a barrel-chested man with a full mop of hair and large stubby-fingered hands.

There were no other papers in the file, nothing to tell me about his job or his family or what he liked for lunch. Nothing to tell me why someone had chosen to sit him in my car wearing my clothes, or pose him with my parents or frame the prints and position them carefully in my old flat. But these pictures revealed something about the people who had arranged this business. For the first time I realized that I was up against someone of considerable power and wealth. And it had all the clumsy power of a security department: a Russian security department for example. For reasons that I was unable to fathom, they had gone to all the trouble of dressing my Doppelgänger in the uniform of a rear-admiral of the Soviet Navy before having these photos taken. In the background on one of them there was a blurred but unmistakable flush-deck profile of a Tallinn Class destroyer. Was the photo taken on a sunny day at some British port, or could I recognize the waterfront of Alexandria or Malta’s Grand Harbour?

There were footsteps on the creaking wooden stairs. The sound of a cold room door and the clatter of footsteps on tiles. I closed the file and pushed it back under the lining material where I’d found it. Then I stepped quickly back through the door but grasped the edge, and peek-a-booed round it in what I hoped was the manner of a salesman.

‘Who are you?’ She was standing in the other doorway. Beyond her there was a food store. Through the open door I could see the entrance to the cold room. There was a rack of vegetables and a marble slab upon which some charcuterie had been sliced and arranged on plates and garnished with twigs of parsley. The movement of air activated the cold room thermostat, and the refrigeration system started. It was a loud vibrating sound. She closed the door.

‘Who are you?’ I said. It was the unsedated, fully dressed Miss Shaw, and I had made the right decision. She was a shapely blonde in her middle twenties. Her long hair was parted in the middle so that it fell forward framing her face. Her skin was tanned, and she needed no makeup and knew it.

She was so unexpected that I hesitated for a moment while I looked at her in detail. ‘It’s about the accident,’ I said.

‘Who let you in?’

‘The door was open,’ I told her. A willowy man in flared denims came to the top of the stairs and paused for a moment. He was out of her sight but she knew he was there. ‘Did you leave the door open, Sylvester?’

‘No, Miss Shaw. The fellow with the frozen pork loins.’

‘That explains it,’ I said. ‘These guys with frozen loins …’ I gave her a smile that I’d kept unused for a year or more.

‘The accident,’ she nodded. ‘Go and make sure it’s closed now, Sylvester.’ A yellow tape measure hung around her neck and in her hand there was the dark-blue sleeve of a uniform jacket. She rolled the sleeve into a ball.

‘Yes, the police sergeant phoned,’ she said. She was slim, but not so slim that she’d slip through your fingers, and she had this incredible pale-blue cashmere sweater that exactly matched her eyes. She wore a carefully fitted dark tweed skirt, and strap-across low-heeled shoes that were suitable for long walks in the country. ‘He said to throw you out, if you were a nuisance.’ I was expecting a high voice but it was soft and gentle.

‘He spoke to you like that?’

‘Policemen are so much younger these days.’

‘And stronger, too.’

‘I don’t seem to get many chances to find out,’ she sighed. Then she put the blue uniform sleeve aside with far too much casualness, and she raised a hand to shoo me back into the kitchen. All the time she was giving me back my super smile, returning it tooth for tooth, chewed thirty times just like nanny had told her.

In the kitchen she took two chairs and placed them to face each other. She sat in the one that faced the door. I sat down. She smiled, crossed her legs and smoothed the hem of her skirt, just to be sure that I didn’t get a glimpse of her knickers. ‘And you are from the insurance?’ She embraced herself as if suddenly cold.

I reached for a small black notebook and creased the pages open with my thumb as I’d seen my insurance man do.

‘And that’s the little book in which you write it all down?’

‘It’s really the one I use for pressing wild flowers, but my wristwatch tape recorder is on the blink.’

‘How amusing,’ she said.

The blond man came back into the kitchen. From a hook behind the door he took a bright pink apron and put it on carefully, so as not to disarrange his hair. He began to place pieces of limp lettuce in wooden bowls. ‘Leave that for now, Sylvester. We’re talking. Do the wine.’

‘I’ll need warm water.’

‘Just get the bottles up from the cellar. We won’t be long.’ Reluctantly he went out. His denims had bright red patches sewn on the behind. He went down the stairs slowly.

I said, ‘What’s he going to do with the hot water? Put Mouton Rothschild labels on the Algerian?’

‘What a good idea,’ she said, in a voice calculated to prove that the cashmere had been chosen to match her blood.

‘You were with Mr Toliver when the accident happened?’

‘I was.’

‘And you and he were … ?’

‘I am a friend.’

‘A friend, yes.’

‘One more wisecrack like that and you will leave.’ But she gave me the inscrutable Snow-queen smile to keep me guessing.

‘You’d been out to dinner?’

‘With friends – business associates I should say – we were on the way back to my apartment. It was the North Circular Road where the accident happened – or so they told me later.’

I nodded. She wasn’t the sort of girl who’d recognize the North Circular Road and admit it.

‘The lorry driver pulled over too soon. He misjudged the distance.’

‘The police said the lorry was stopped at the lights.’

‘Sergeant Davis is driving me down to collect the Bentley this afternoon. I’ll clear it up then. He said it’s only a routine thing – thirty minutes or so and he’ll bring me back.’

Lucky old Sergeant Davis. If she’d been an old-age pensioner maybe he would have let her go down to collect the Bentley by bus.

‘What colour was the lorry?’

‘Maroon and beige.’

‘And there were two lorry drivers?’

‘Two, yes. Would you like some coffee?’

‘That would be great, Miss Shaw.’

‘Sara will do.’ She unplugged a machine and poured two bowls of coffee. Then she put the jug under a large cosy. The kitchen was a narrow place with many machines. All the dish towels were printed with coloured pictures and recipes. On the wall there was a cross-reference chart that I thought was an analysis of the hydrogen atom but on closer inspection became herbs. She put croissants, butter and jam on the table beside me. Her hands were elegant, but not so well cared for that she might not have done her own washing-up and sweeping. I bit into one of the croissants while she warmed the milk and checked through a spikeful of bills. I couldn’t decide whether she was wearing a bra.

‘You don’t seem too upset,’ I said.

‘Does that offend you? Ben was a friend of my father’s. I saw him only two or three times a year. He felt it was a duty to see me eat a meal but we had very little to talk about except my parents.’ She flicked some crumbs off her sweater, and gave a sigh of irritation. ‘Messy sluts like me should always wear aprons.’ She turned to me and held her hands up. ‘Look at me, I’ve only been in the kitchen two minutes.’ I looked at her. ‘You don’t have to look at me like that,’ she said. A buzzer on the electric oven sounded and a red light switched on. ‘You’re not really in insurance, are you, Mr …’ She put some ready-cooked pizzas into the oven and reset the timer.

‘Armstrong. No, I’m a leg-man for Sergeant Davis.’ She shook her head; she didn’t believe that either.

‘It was an accident, Mr Armstrong. And quite frankly it was Ben’s fault. He was driving very slowly, he thought he could hear a whining noise in the engine.’

‘People with Bentleys get that way about engines.’

She didn’t encourage my generalizations about people with Bentleys. She probably knew more of them than I did.

She reached over me for a croissant. I watched her in that way she hadn’t liked.

‘The street was dry and the lighting good?’

She swallowed some coffee before answering. ‘Yes to both.’ She paused before adding, ‘Do you always look so worried?’

‘What worries me, Miss Shaw, is the way you are so certain about everything. Usually witnesses are full of maybes, thinks and abouts, but even in that sodium arc lighting you can tell that the truck was maroon. That’s almost psychic.’

‘I am psychic, Mr Armstrong.’

‘Then you’ll know that I was at dinner last night with Mr Toliver. And unless you were hiding under the jelly, he seemed to be unaccompanied.’

She picked up her coffee and became very busy with the spoon, deciding how much sugar she needed. Without looking up she said, ‘I hope you didn’t tell the police that.’

I continued breakfast with a second croissant. She said, ‘It’s a complicated situation – oh, nothing like that. But Ben collected me last night from a friend of mine – a girl friend – I didn’t want to get into all that with the police. I can’t believe there’s any need, is there?’

From time to time she would embrace herself as though she was cold, or needed love or just to make sure her arms were still there. She did it now.

‘There’s probably no need,’ I said.

‘I knew you were nice,’ she said. She took the silk cosy from the silver coffee pot and poured some for me. ‘Things like that … I knew I’d be found out. Even when I was a child I could never tell a lie and get away with it.’

‘What did you do after the car stopped?’

‘Oh, must we go into that?’

‘I think we should, Miss Shaw.’ This time she didn’t tell me to call her Sara.

‘I knew he was in a coma – he wasn’t just dazed or semi-conscious. We’d done first aid at school. He had almost no pulse, and there was the blood.’

‘You sound pretty calm about it.’

‘You feel happier with girls who jump on the table and pull their skirts up –’

‘You bet!’ I said tonelessly.

‘– at the sight of a mouse.’ I was hoping that if she got just a little more angry she’d tell me something worth hearing. She sat back on the seat, kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under her chair. She smiled. ‘You push your way in here with some nonsense about insurance companies. You all but call me a liar. You tell me I’m not upset enough, and you litter the place with your second-rate jokes. And all the time I’m not expected to ask you who the hell you are and send you packing.’

‘Ask me.’

‘One of Mr Toliver’s secret little helpers. I know who you are all right.’

I nodded.

‘It’s not as though you are good at it. No wonder it’s all such a mess.’

‘What’s all a mess?’

‘No matter.’ She gave a world-weary sigh.

From the cellar the blond man called, ‘I can’t find the rosé.’

‘Bloody fairies,’ she said. Then she regretted the lapse of composure. ‘I’m coming, Sylvester. I’ll just show my guest to the door.’

I poured a little more coffee for myself. ‘Your coffee is so good,’ I said. ‘I just can’t resist it.’

Her brow furrowed. It must be terrible to be so wellbred that you can’t order a stranger out of your own restaurant.

‘Isn’t it on the bench?’ she called.

‘I’ve looked everywhere,’ the boy insisted.

She got to her feet and hurried down the creaking steps. I heard her speak to the boy as I stepped across to the pantry door. I reached for the dark blue jacket and spread it open on the table. It was an officer’s high-button working uniform. On the breast there was a large slab of ribbons and on its cuffs the rings that denote a kontr-admiral of the Soviet Navy. I flipped the jacket over and bundled it back into the corner. It took only a moment to be back in my seat again but the beautiful Miss Shaw was at the open door.

‘You found it?’ I asked politely.

‘Yes,’ she said. Her eyes bored into me and I remembered her little joke about being psychic. ‘I almost forgot,’ she said, ‘will you buy a couple of tickets for our play?’

‘What play?’

‘We’re all amateurs but the two leads are awfully good. It will only cost you fifty pence a ticket.’

‘What are you doing?’

‘I can’t remember the title. It’s about the Russian revolution – the battleship Potemkin – you must have seen the film. The play’s less political – a love story, really.’ She stood up to hint that I should go away now.

And when this girl hinted she did it with every last gene at the ready. She stood arms akimbo and tossed her head to throw back her loose blonde hair and provide for me the final proof that she was bra-less. ‘I know you think I’m being evasive,’ she said in a soft, gentle, sexy voice.

‘You could say that,’ I agreed.

‘You’re wrong,’ she said, and ran her hand through her hair in a manner more that of a model than the proprietor of a restaurant. Her voice dropped even more as she said, ‘It’s just that I’m not used to being interrogated.’ She came round close behind me but I didn’t turn my head.

‘You do very well for an amateur,’ I said. I didn’t move from my chair.

She smiled and put her hand on my shoulder. I could feel her body as she moved against me. ‘Please,’ she said. How can I convey the sound of the word in her mouth?

‘What are you thinking?’ she said.

‘You want to get me arrested?’

It wasn’t simply her perfume that I could smell now, it was a whole pattern of events, the potatoes she’d peeled, the talc she’d used, the tweed skirt and her body under it. Some other time, some other motive, I might have proved a walkover for her.

I said, ‘I went to a Paris fashion show once. You get in through a scrum of sharp-elbowed lady fashion experts, and they sit you on these toy-sized gilded chairs. From behind the velvet curtains we could all hear the screaming of the fashion models. They were swearing and fighting about mirrors, zips and hairbrushes. Suddenly the lights were lowered to the level of candlelight. There was the muted music of violins and someone pumped Chanel into the air. From the old biddies came only the refined sound made by petite hands in silken gloves.’

‘I don’t get you,’ said Miss Shaw. She moved again.

‘Well, it’s mutual,’ I said. ‘And no one regrets it more than I do.’

‘I mean this fashion show.’

‘It taught me all I ever learned about women.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I’m not sure.’

From the cellar Sylvester called, ‘Will the Chablis do, Sara?’

‘No it won’t do, you bloody fairy queen,’ she screamed. Sylvester was chalked on the casing, but the bomb-sight was set on me.

I said, ‘I’ve still a lot more questions, I’m afraid.’

‘It will have to wait. I must start the lunches.’

‘Better get it over with.’

She looked at her watch and sighed. ‘You couldn’t have chosen a worse time of day.’

‘I can wait.’

‘Oh Lord! Look, come back for lunch – on the house. We’ll do your questions after.’

‘I have a lunch appointment.’

‘Bring her with you.’

I raised an eyebrow.

‘I told you; I’m psychic.’ She consulted a large book. ‘Deux couverts – one o’clock? It will give you time for a drink.’ She uncapped a gold pen. ‘What was the name again?’

‘You make it hard to refuse.’

‘Excellent,’ she said, and fidgeted with the pen.

‘Armstrong.’

‘And I’ll give you your tickets for the play.’ She went to the door. ‘Sylvester!’ she called, ‘what the bloody hell are you doing down there! We’ve got the devil of a lot to do before lunch.’
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I went up to the Control Balcony when I got back. Schlegel was on the phone. It was still early; I hoped that he hadn’t missed me. ‘Sonofabitch,’ he shouted, and slammed the phone down. I wasn’t dismayed; it was just his manner. He used too much energy for everything he did: I’d seen such activity before in small thickset men like Schlegel. He smacked a fist into his open palm. ‘For Christ’s sake, Patrick. You said an hour.’

‘You know how it is.’

‘Never mind the goddamned apologies. Not content with flying boats, your friend is putting ice-breakers on a converging pattern along the Murmanskiy Bereg. Ice-breakers with sonar buoys … get it? He’ll plot both the subs by taking bearings.’

‘That’s not bad,’ I said admiringly. ‘No one’s thought of that before. Maybe that’s why the Russians keep those two nuclear breakers so far west.’

Schlegel had a lot of hands, and now he threw them at me, so that the index fingers bounced off my shirt. ‘I’ve got two admirals and selected staff from Norfolk running the Blue Control.’ He walked over to the teleprinter, fed out some paper, tore it off, screwed it up and threw it across the room. I said nothing. ‘And your friend Foxwell chooses this moment to demonstrate how well the commies can shaft us.’

He pointed down at the War Table. Plastic discs marked those spots where Ferdy had wiped out nuclear subs. The two replacement subs coming from Iceland and Scotland were moving along the Murmansk coast and would be detected by Ferdy’s buoys.

‘They should have dog-legged those subs nearer to the Pole,’ I said.

‘Where were you when we needed you?’ said Schlegel sarcastically. He picked up his jacket and stood there in his shirtsleeves, his thumb hooking the jacket of his blue chalk-stripe over his shoulder, his fingers grasping his bright red braces. He climbed into his jacket and smoothed the sleeves. That suit was Savile Row, from label to lining, but on Schlegel it was Little Caesar.

‘How do we know that in a real war the Russians wouldn’t be just as nutty?’ I said.

‘And leave the Kara Sea wide open?’ He tightened the knot of his tie.

‘It’s working out OK.’ I looked at the Game Clock, which moved according to the computer-calculated result of each bound. I picked up the pink flimsies that Blue Control had issued, trying to call the destroyed submarines.

‘They just won’t buy it,’ said Schlegel. I noticed that on the electric lights of the tote board they were still shown as undestroyed and in action.

I looked at the Master Status Report. I said, ‘We should programme Ferdy’s ideas, using every last ice-breaker available to the Russians. And we should do it again, giving every ice-breaker sub-killing capability.’

‘It’s all right for you,’ muttered Schlegel. ‘You won’t have to go to the post-mortem with these guys this weekend. When they get back to Norfolk the shit will hit the fan, mark my words.’

‘Aren’t we supposed to be putting up the best defence of the Russian mainland that we can devise?’

‘Where did you get that idea?’ said Schlegel. He had a habit of running his index finger and thumb down his face, as if to wipe away the lines of worry and age. He did it now. ‘The navy comes here for one reason only: they want a print-out that they can take to the Pentagon and make sure the trash haulers don’t steal their appropriations budget.’

‘I suppose,’ I said. Schlegel despised the men of Strategic Air Command, and gladly allied himself with the navy to fight them at any chance he got.

‘You suppose! Ever wonder what a flying gyrene like me is doing over here, running this toy-box? I was the nearest they could get to having a submarine admiral.’ He worked his jaw as though getting ready to spit but he didn’t. He switched on the intercom again. ‘Phase Eight.’ He watched the Game Clock hands spin round to fourteen thirty hours.

‘Now they’ll have to write off their two subs,’ I said.

‘They’ll tell themselves it’s pack-ice affecting the radio for another Phase yet.’

I said, ‘Well they’ll have one missile-submarine close enough to fire.’

Schlegel said, ‘Can they retarget the MIRVS before launching?’

I said, ‘No, but they can make the independently targeted warheads fall as a cluster.’

‘So it becomes a Multiple Re-entry Vehicle but not independently targeted?’

‘That’s what they call it.’

‘That’s like making a Poseidon back into a horse-and-buggy Polaris.’

‘Not really,’ I said.

‘It’s name rank and number time again, is it?’ said Schlegel. ‘Not really? How much not really? Jesus, I really have to drag information out of you guys.’

‘There’s far more bang per megaton for one thing. Also the clusters are more useful against dispersed targets.’

‘Like silos?’

‘Like silos,’ I said.

‘How does the computer answer that? Against a ten-missile silo, for instance?’

I said, ‘Providing there are no “climate specials” or “programming errors” it usually comes out as one hundred per cent destruction.’

Schlegel smiled. It was all Blue Suite needed to defeat Ferdy, given average luck. And Schlegel in Master Control could provide that.

‘Dandy,’ said Schlegel. I was Schlegel’s assistant and it was my job to brief him with anything he wanted to know. But I had the feeling he had his thumb in the scale for the admirals in Blue Suite, and that made me feel I was letting Ferdy down.

‘I’ll give Ferdy the air reconnaissance of the drift-ice and the water temperatures, shall I?’

Schlegel came close. ‘A word of advice, Patrick. Your friend is under surveillance.’

‘What are you talking about?’

He looked over his shoulder to be sure the door was closed. ‘I mean he’s under surveillance. Security, right?’

‘Aren’t we all? Why are you telling me?’

‘For your own good. I mean … if you are with the guy … well, I mean … don’t take him to your favourite whore-house unless you want the address on my desk next morning. Right?’

‘I’ll try and remember.’

I took the weather reports and the air analysis down to Ferdy in the basement.

Ferdy switched off the console when I entered. It was dark in Red Ops. Around us the edge-lit transparent sheets showed a changing series of patterns as the coloured lines drew closer. ‘What did you find out?’ he asked anxiously.

‘Nothing much,’ I admitted. I told him about Detective-Sergeant Davis, and the girl. He smiled. ‘Didn’t I tell you: Schlegel has set it all up.’

‘Schlegel!’

‘He was sent here to set it up. Don’t you see?’

I shrugged it off. I went out through the light trap into the corridor. I closed the door noisily. When I got back upstairs in the Main Control Balcony the plotters were putting flying boats on a square-search along the coast as far as the Norwegian border. Out of Archangel, more were patrolling the narrowest part of the White Sea. Not that there were any seas. The coastlines on that map meant nothing in the Arctic, where you could walk across the pack-ice of the world’s roof, all the way from Canada to the USSR, and where the drift-ice comes down nearly to Scotland. There wasn’t much moving on that great white nothing, where the blizzards roared, and wind turned a man to ice, scattered the fragments and screamed on hardly noticing. Nothing moved on that – but under it. Under it the war never stopped.

‘Phase eight, section one,’ whispered the loudspeaker on Schlegel’s console. The plotters moved the subs and the ice-breakers. The phone from Red Suite flashed.

‘Challenge,’ said Ferdy. He had obviously expected it to be Schlegel on the phone and he changed his voice when he discovered it was me.

‘What can I do for you, Admiral?’

‘The ice-limit on these weather reports you brought down. They are for an earlier part of the season.’

‘I don’t think so, Ferdy.’

‘Patrick, I don’t want to argue but the drift-ice goes solid all along the estuary and links the islands at this time of year. You’ve been there, you know what it’s like.’

‘They are machine-compiled from earth satellite photos.’

‘Patrick, let me see the whole season, and I’ll show you you are wrong. They have probably jumbled the cards in the machine.’

I was sure that he was wrong but I didn’t argue. ‘I’ll get them,’ I said, and put down the phone. Schlegel was watching me. ‘Mr Foxwell challenges the ice-limits,’ I said.

‘Just keep him off my neck, Patrick. That’s the fourth challenge of the game. Blue Suite haven’t challenged me once.’

I phoned down to the geography room where they kept the ice maps. They said they would take nearly an hour to get the whole lot together. I phoned the duty processor to tell him he’d be needed. Then I phoned Ferdy and told him the challenge would be allowed.

‘Could you come down here again?’ Ferdy said.

‘I’m up and down like a yo-yo,’ I complained.

‘It’s important, Patrick,’ he said.

‘Very well.’ I went down to the basement again. As I was going into the darkened Ops Room, the young submariner who had elected to be Ferdy’s assistant passed me on his way out. I had a feeling that Ferdy had found him an errand to be rid of him. ‘War is hell,’ the boy said, ‘don’t let anyone tell you different.’

Ferdy confessed that it wasn’t really important even before I was through the door. ‘But I really needed a chat. You can’t talk with that American boy.’

‘Schlegel will go crazy if he finds out we’ve sent a processor to code those instructions, and used computer time, just to give you a chance for a chat.’

‘I’m allowed a few challenges.’

‘The other side have made none so far.’

‘Amateurs,’ said Ferdy. ‘Patrick, I was thinking about what you told me … about the girl.’

‘Go on,’ I said. But Ferdy didn’t go on. He didn’t want a conversation so much as an audience. He’d placed his counters across the neck of the White Sea. On his small War Table it looked like the Serpentine Lake but it was well over twenty miles of frozen water with ice-breakers keeping two shipping lanes clear all through the winter.

The teleprinter clerk read off the computer material as it came on the print-out. ‘Hunter-killer submarines searching square fifteen …’

‘What have I got in hunter-killer subs?’ Ferdy asked the operator.

‘Only the Fleet Alerted ones at Poliarnyi, and the ones at Dikson.’

‘Damn,’ said Ferdy.

‘You must have known what would happen, Ferdy,’ I said. ‘You’ve had your fun but you must have realized what would happen.’

‘There’s still time,’ said Ferdy.

But there wasn’t time. Ferdy should have stuck to the usual procedure of hitting the electronic surveillance submarine first. They were the subs that we used for our listening posts to set up the game in the first place. Ferdy knew better than anyone in Blue Suite what they could do, and why the rest of the US missile fleet depended upon them. There were two of them now, positioning the others for the missile attacks on Moscow, Leningrad and Murmansk, while the subs with the more sophisticated MIRV knocked out the missile silos, to lessen the retaliation upon our Western cities.

‘Are you going to play it out for Doomsday?’ I said. But if Ferdy intended to go for maximum destruction without caring about winning the war, he didn’t intend to confide in me about it.

‘Bugger off,’ said Ferdy. If he could find which of the US subs had the MIRVS, he might still pull off a freakish win. For the Polaris subs firing from the seabed up through the ocean or the ice aren’t accurate enough for targets smaller than a town. The MIRV was Ferdy’s real danger.

‘It’s all over bar the shouting, Ferdy. You can fiddle around for a week of game-days but you’ll need uncanny luck to win.’

‘Bugger off, I said,’ said Ferdy.

‘Keep your hair on,’ I told him. ‘It’s only a game.’

‘That Schlegel is out to get me,’ said Ferdy. He got to his feet. His giant frame could only just squeeze between the console and the game array panels.

‘It’s only a game, Ferdy,’ I said again. Reluctantly he gave a little grin to acknowledge the feeble standing joke of the War Studies Centre. If they ever give us a badge or a coat of arms that will be on the scroll beneath it.

I watched Ferdy as he ran his fingertips over the Arctic map. ‘There is another trip scheduled for us next month.’

‘So I hear,’ I said.

‘With Schlegel,’ said Ferdy archly.

‘He’s never been to the Arctic. He wants to see it all working.’

‘We will have only been back a month by then.’

‘I thought you liked the long trips.’

‘Not with bloody Schlegel, I don’t.’

‘What now?’

‘I’ve waited a week to have my library permit renewed.’

‘I waited a month last year. That’s just old English bureaucracy. That’s not Schlegel.’

‘You always make excuses for him.’

‘Sometimes, Ferdy, you can be a little wearing.’

He nodded repentantly.

‘Hang on a minute,’ said Ferdy. He was a curiously lonely man, educated to feel at home only with the tiny world of men who identified his obscure Latin tags, tacitly completed his half-remembered Shelley and Keats and shared his taste for both the food and jokes of schooldays. I was not one of them, but I would do. ‘Hang on for five minutes.’

The Tote – the computer’s visual display – changed rapidly as he fingered the keyboard.

We were playing a modified number five scenario: the Russian ASW (Northern Fleet) had twenty-four hours of ‘war imminent’ to neutralize the Anglo-American subs on Arctic station. In this case the scenario opened with a MIRV sub one hundred miles north of Spitzbergen. If Blue Suite got that – or any of their missile subs – much closer to Murmansk, Ferdy would not be able to attack them without a risk that the resulting explosion would wipe out his own town. This was the basic tactic of the twenty-four-hour game: getting the Blue Suite subs close to the Russian towns. Ferdy playing what Schlegel called ‘madman’s checkers’ could never pay off.

‘They think it’s all over down there, do they?’ Ferdy said.

I said nothing.

‘We’ll see,’ said Ferdy.

There was a double long flash on the phone. I picked it up.

‘Schlegel here. Did you bring the Mediterranean Fleet analysis?’

‘It wasn’t ready. They said they’d put it in the satchel with the stuff for the library. It’s probably there now. I’ll get it.’

‘You don’t have to carry books over here from the Evaluation Block. We got messengers to do that.’

‘A walk will do me good.’

‘Suit yourself.’

‘I have to go,’ I told Ferdy. ‘We’ll have that chat later on.’

‘If your master allows.’

‘That’s right, Ferdy,’ I said with a little irritation showing through. ‘If my master allows.’

The Evaluation Building was three hundred yards down the road. There would be no important movements in the war game before the noon bound. I put on my hat, coat and scarf and took a walk through the brisk Hampstead winter. The air smelled good. After the Centre, any air would smell good. I wondered how much longer I could go on working in a project that swatted warships like flies and measured wins in ‘taken-out’ cities.
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Evaluation looked like a converted office block but once you got inside the front door it was not at all like a converted office block. There were two uniformed Ministry of Defence policemen in a glass box, and a time clock, and a wall full of punch cards that the two men spent all day every day inspecting very closely before placing them in different racks.

The policeman at the door took my security card. ‘Armstrong, Patrick,’ he announced to the other man, and spelled it, not too fast. The other man searched through the cards on the wall. ‘Did you just come out?’ said the first cop.

‘Me?’ I said.

‘Did you?’

‘Come out?’

‘Yes.’

‘No, of course not. I’m just going in.’

‘They’ve muddled the cards up again this morning. Sit down a moment would you?’

‘I don’t want to sit down a minute,’ I said patiently. ‘I don’t want to sit down even for a second. I want to go in.’

‘Your card is not in the rack,’ he explained.

‘What happens to the cards is strictly your job,’ I said. ‘Don’t try and make me feel guilty about it.’

‘He’s looking as fast as he can look,’ said the gate man. The other man was bending and stretching to look at the entry cards on the wall. As he did it he repeated ‘H I J K L M N O P’ over and over again to remind himself of the sequence.

‘I’m only going up to the library,’ I explained.

‘Ah,’ said the gate man, smiling as if he’d heard this same explanation from any number of foreign spies. ‘It’s all the same in’it? The library is on the third floor.’

‘You come with me, then,’ I said.

He shook his head to show that it was a good try for a foreigner. He wiped his large white moustache with the back of his hand and then reached inside his uniform jacket for a spectacle case. He put his glasses on and read my security card again. Before we had the security cards, there had been no delays. I was a victim of some Parkinson’s law of proliferating security. He noted the department number and looked that up in a greasy loose-leaf folder. He wrote down the phone extension and then went into the glass booth to phone. He turned to see me watching him, and then slid the glass panel completely shut, in case I should overhear him.

I lip-read him saying, ‘This card has been used once this morning and there is no exit time against the entry. This holder is …’ he turned for a better view of me, ‘… late thirties, spectacles, clean shaven, dark hair, about six foot …’ He stopped as I heard Schlegel’s rasping voice even through the glass panel. The gate man opened it. ‘Your office want to speak with you.’

‘Hello,’ I said.

‘That you, Pat?’

‘Yes sir.’

‘What are you playing at, sweetheart?’

I didn’t answer. I just gave the phone back to the gate man. I suppose Schlegel got my message because the gate man had no time to close the panel before Schlegel’s voice spilled over, cursing him for all kinds of a fool. The old man’s face went bright pink and he subdued Schlegel with a barrage of placatory noises. ‘Your boss says to go ahead,’ said the man.

‘My boss says that, does he. And what do you say?’

‘We’ll sort out the cards. Someone has probably walked out with the card still in his pocket. It happens sometimes.’

‘Am I going to have the same trouble getting out of here?’

‘No, sir,’ said the gate man. ‘I’ll make sure about that. You’ll never have trouble getting out of here.’

He smiled and brushed his moustache with his hand. I didn’t try to cap it.

There was not one library but many, like strata of ancient Troy. Deepest were foxy leather spines and tattered jackets of the original Trust donations, and then box-files and austerity bindings of the war years, and then, in layers above that, the complete Official Histories of both world wars. Only the new metal shelving held the latest additions, and much of that was stored as microfilm, and could be read only in the tiny cubicles from which came a steady clatter and the smell of warm projector bulbs.

I started with the Northern Fleet but I would have found him even had I selected all the rear-admirals, and worked my way through them alphabetically. None of the microfilm up-datings were of much interest but there were new pictures. This was the man who wanted to be me.

Remoziva, Vanya Mikhail (1924– ) Kontr-Admiral, Commander: Anti-Submarine Warfare Command, Northern Fleet, Murmansk.

The Remoziva family provided a fine example of revolutionary zeal. His father was a metal worker from Orel, his mother a peasant from Kharkov who’d moved farther east when the Germans occupied vast areas of Russia from the Bolsheviks, by the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Of their family of seven children, two daughters and three sons survived. And what children they were; not only a rear-admiral, but Piotr, a professor of zoology; Evgeni, a sociologist; Lisaveta, a political analyst; and Katerina, the second daughter, who had been an assistant to Madame Furtseva, the first woman to reach the Presidium of the Central Committee. The Remoziva family sounded like the Ferdy Foxwells of the workers’ soviets.

The compiler had done a thorough job – even if most of his data were cross-referenced to Central Registry – and he had included the sociologist’s order of Alexander Nevsky, the three amputated fingers of the zoologist – yes, I wondered that, too – and the kidney trouble that was likely to cost the Rear-Admiral his promotion to the First Deputy’s office.

I went through the sheet on which was listed Remoziva’s career. He owed much to Admiral Rickover, US Navy, for the American decision to build nuclear submarines – armed with Polaris missiles – was the best thing that could have happened to Remoziva. It was a nuclear rags to riches story. When the keel of the Nautilus went down, in 1954, he was a Starshii Leitenant, sitting around in the Coast Defence Department of Northern Fleet, desperate for even a staff appointment with Naval Artillery. Suddenly his anti-submarine work in the war is taken out and dusted off. He immediately regains his wartime rank. Northern Fleet ASW trumps even Baltic Fleet ASW, now that the US Navy is sailing under the Arctic ice. Remoziva gets a senior staff job. Khrushchev pushes for a nuclear submarine fleet, and by 1962 the Leninskii Komsomol has also been to the North Pole under the ice. From being a forgotten by water in a neglected arm, Northern Fleet’s ASW staff are the élite of the Russian armed services. No wonder it was difficult to find a photo in which Remoziva wasn’t smiling.

I returned the material, and picked up the analysis that Schlegel wanted. I checked out past the smiling men in the glass box and took the papers back to the Centre. I dumped them into the reception guard and then strolled through to Saddler’s Walk to have a quiet cup of coffee.

There, a Georgian façade had been newly adorned with red and black stripes, and its name, ‘The Anarchist’, painted in gold letters. It was another of those art, coffee and non-chemical coleslaw hang-outs that sprout, bloom and die. Or worse, survive: a crippled commercial travesty of the original dream.

Che and Elvis shared the walls. The coffee cups were folk-art and the potato salad cut with loving care. It was a bright dry day, the streets were filled with woolly-hatted Australians, and delicate men with nervous dogs. Some of them were sitting around here drinking coffee. Behind the counter there was a girl anarchist. She had heavy-rimmed spectacles and a pony-tail tight enough to make her squint.

‘This is our first week,’ she said. ‘There is a nut cutlet free for everyone.’

‘The coffee will do.’

‘There is no charge for the nut cutlet. It’s a way of getting customers to see how delicious a vegetarian diet can be.’ She picked up a slice of the pale grey mixture, using plastic tongs like an obstetrician. ‘I’ll put it on the tray – I’m sure you’ll like it.’ She poured out the coffee.

‘With milk – if that’s allowed.’

‘Sugar is on the table,’ she said. ‘Natural brown sugar – it’s better for you.’

I sipped the coffee. From my table near the window I watched two parking wardens clobber a delivery van and a Renault with French plates. It made me feel much better. I brought out my notebook and wrote down that biographical note on the Rear-Admiral. And then I listed all the things that puzzled me about the changes to my old flat. I drew an outline picture of Rear-Admiral Remoziva. Then I drew a plan of the old flat and included the secret ante-room with the medical machinery. When I was a kid I’d wanted to be an artist. Sometimes I thought Ferdy Foxwell only tolerated me because I could pronounce Pollaiuolo, and tell a Giotto from a Francesca. Perhaps I was more than a little envious of the half-baked painters and hairy bohemians that were always in evidence up here in Hampstead. I wondered if I might have been one of them under different circumstances. It was while I was doodling, and thinking about nothing of any consequence, that some subconscious segment of my brain was dealing with the mix-up at the entrance to the Evaluation Block that morning.

I put down my pen and sipped the coffee. I sniffed it. Perhaps it was acorns. Behind the soy sauce was propped a pamphlet advertising ‘Six lectures in modern Marxism’. I turned it over; on the back someone had pencilled, ‘Don’t complain about the coffee, you might be old and weak yourself some day.’

Suppose that the two gate men had not been so far wrong. Suppose that I had been in the Evaluation Block once already that morning. Ridiculous, but I pursued the notion. Suppose I had been drugged or hypnotized. I decided to discount both those possibilities for the time being. Suppose my exact double had been there. I rejected that idea too because the men on the door would have remembered: or would they? The card. Those gate men seldom bothered to look at faces. They checked the card numbers against the rack and against the time-book. It wasn’t my Doppelgänger that had been through the gate: it was my security card.

Before I got to the door another thought occurred to me. I sat down at the table and took out my wallet. I removed the security card from its plastic cover and looked at it closely. It was exactly the right shape, size and springiness for sliding up the door catch of my locker. I’d used it to force the lock dozens of times. But this card had never been used for that purpose. Its edges were sharp, white and pristine. This wasn’t the security card I’d been given, someone else had that. I was using the forgery!

That disturbing conclusion got me nowhere. It just made me lonely. My world wasn’t peopled by charming wise and influential elders, as Ferdy’s world was. My friends all had real worries: like who can you get to service a new Mercedes properly, should the au pair have colour TV, and is Greece warmer than Yugoslavia in July. Yeah, well maybe it was.

I looked at my watch. This was Thursday and I’d promised to take Marjorie to lunch and be lectured about my responsibilities.

I got to my feet and went to the counter. ‘Ten pence,’ she said.

I paid.

‘I said you’d eat the nut cutlet,’ she said. She pushed her spectacles up on her forehead to see the cash register better. Damn, I’d eaten the wretched thing without even tasting it.

‘You didn’t like the coffee?’ she asked.

‘Is this anarchist’s coffee?’ I asked the girl.

‘Grounds enough for arrest,’ she said. I suppose someone had said the same thing before. Or maybe they thought of the joke and then built the coffee shop around it.

She passed me the change. Alongside the cash register there were half a dozen collection boxes. Oxfam, World-Wildlife and Shelter. One of the tins had a hand-written label with a Polaroid photo fixed alongside it. ‘Kidney Machine Fund. Give generously for Hampstead Sick and Elderly.’ I picked up the tin and looked closely at the photo of a kidney machine.

‘That’s my pet charity,’ said the girl. ‘Our target is four machines by Christmas. Going all the way to the hospital every week or so is too much for some of the old ones. They can have those machines in their own home.’

‘Yes, I know.’ I put my change into the tin.

The girl smiled. ‘People with kidney trouble would do almost anything for one of those machines,’ she said.

‘I’m beginning to believe you’re right,’ I said.
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The loneliest place in the world is the entrance hall of a big hospital. The huge and elaborate Victorian palace in which Marjorie worked was a maze of cast-iron staircases, stone arches and decorated paving. From these pitiless materials, whispers echoed back like the endless thrash of a furious sea. The staff were inured to it. They clattered past in white coats, smelling of ether and hauling trolleys which I did not dare examine. By the time Marjorie arrived I needed medical reassurance.

‘Then you should wait outside in the car.’

‘I haven’t brought the car.’

‘In my car.’ She was wearing a pink jersey shirt-dress instead of one of the dark suits she usually wore when on duty. She tied a black silk scarf and put on her belted raincoat.

I said, ‘I haven’t got the key of your car.’

‘Wait near my car.’

‘You didn’t bring it today, remember?’

‘The real answer,’ said Marjorie, ‘is that you like the frisson of hypochondria.’ We stepped through the portal. The sun was high in a clear blue sky. It was hard to believe it was almost Christmas.

She was always like this when she was on duty: trimmer, younger, more independent. More like a doctor, in fact. It was difficult to escape the thought that the scatterbrained little girl that she became when with me was not the person she wanted to be. And yet we were happy together, and just waiting for her I rediscovered all the excitements and anxieties of adolescent love. We took one of the taxi cabs from the hospital cab rank. I gave him the address of The Terrine du Chef.

‘I bought you a present.’

‘Oh, Pat. You remembered.’

She unwrapped it hastily. It was a wristwatch. ‘It must have cost a fortune.’

‘They’ll exchange it for a desk barometer.’

She held the watch tight, and put her closed fist inside her other hand, and pressed it to her heart, as though frightened that I might take it from her. ‘You said repapering the sitting-room would be for my birthday.’

‘We’ll probably be able to afford that as well,’ I said. ‘And I thought … well, if you do go to Los Angeles, you wouldn’t be able to take the wallpaper.’

‘And it’s got a sweep second-hand.’ Tears welled up in her eyes.

‘It’s only steel,’ I said. ‘Gold isn’t so waterproof or dustproof … but if you want gold …’

There was a lot of the little girl in her. And there was no denying that that was what attracted me. I leaned forward to kiss the tip of her nose.

‘Los Angeles …’ she said. She sniffed, and smiled. ‘It would mean working in a research lab … like a factory, almost … I like being part of a hospital … it’s what makes it worthwhile.’

The cab swerved and threw her gently into my arms. ‘I do love you, Patrick,’ she said.

‘You don’t have to cry,’ I told her. Her hair came unclipped and fell across her face as I tried to kiss her again.

‘We just don’t get on together,’ she said. She held me tight enough to disprove it.

She drew back from me and looked at my face as if seeing it for the first time. She put out a hand and touched my cheek with the tips of her fingers. ‘Before we try again, let’s find somewhere else to live.’ She put her hand lightly across my lips. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your flat, but it is your flat, Patrick. I feel I’m only a lodger there, it makes me insecure.’

‘I have another trip scheduled. While I’m away, you could speak with one of the less crooked house-agents.’

‘Please! Do let us look. I don’t mean in the suburbs or anything. I won’t look at anything farther out than Highgate.’

‘It’s a deal.’

‘And I’ll try for a position in whatever hospital is local.’

‘Good,’ I said. As long as she worked in the same hospital as her husband there would always be this distance between us, even if – as she insisted – it was solely of my creation. I’d seen her with her husband. It was bloody disconcerting when they got on to the topic of medicine: it was as if they had their own culture, and their own language in which to discuss its finer nuances.

For a few minutes neither of us spoke. As we passed Lords Cricket Ground I saw a newspaper seller with a placard: RUSSIAN MYSTERY WOMAN CHAIRS GERMAN UNITY TALKS. That’s the way it is with newspapers. The car strike had already become ANGRY CAR PICKETS: VIOLENCE FLARES after some name-calling outside the factory that morning.

‘Have you got a game in progress?’ It was Marjorie’s attempt to account for my moodiness.

‘I left just as Ferdy was deciding whether to atomize a sub outside Murmansk and risk contaminating the shipping and ship yards in the fjord. Or whether to wait until its multiple clusters leave him without nukes for retaliation – or with the random target selection of the surviving silos.’

‘And you ask me how I can work in the Pathology Lab.’

‘It’s comparable in a way … disease and war. Perhaps it’s better to pick them to the bone and see what they are made of than to sit around and wait for the worst to happen.’

The cab stopped outside The Terrine. ‘I must be back by two thirty at the latest.’

‘We don’t have to eat here,’ I said. ‘We can have a beer and a sandwich and get you back ten minutes early.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that,’ she said. ‘It was a lovely idea.’

I paid the taxi off. Marjorie said, ‘How did you find this little place – it’s sweet.’

I was cupping my hands and peering close to the window. There were no lights on and no customers, just the neatly arranged place settings, polished glasses and starched napkins. I tried the door and rang the bell. Marjorie tried the door too. She laughed. ‘That’s typical of you, darling,’ she said.

‘Just cool it for a minute,’ I told her. I went down the narrow alley at the side of the restaurant. It gave access to back entrances of houses above The Terrine. There was a wooden gate in the wall. I put my arm over the top of it, and by balancing a toe on a ledge in the wall I reached far enough to release the catch. Marjorie followed me through the gate. There was a tiny cobbled yard, with an outside toilet and a drain blocked with potato peelings.

‘You shouldn’t.’

‘I said cool it.’ There seemed to be no one looking down from the windows, or from the iron balcony crammed with potted plants, now skeletal and bare in the wintry sun. I tried the back door. The net curtains were drawn. I went to the window but its lacy-edged yellow blind was down, and I couldn’t see in. Marjorie said, ‘Rich gifts wax poor when givers prove unkind.’

I tried to lever the spring bolt open with the edge of my security card but it must have been one of those double turn movements with a dead-bolt. ‘That’s women,’ I said. ‘Give them presents and they complain they’re not getting enough kindness.’ I gave her another tiny kiss on the nose.

The lock wouldn’t give. I leaned my back against the glass panel in the door to deaden the sound, then I pressed against it until I heard the glass snap.

‘Have you gone mad?’ said Marjorie.

I put a finger in the crack and widened it enough to pull a large piece of broken glass away from the putty. ‘OK, Ophelia,’ I said. ‘You’re the only one I love; stop complaining.’

I put my hand through the broken glass panel and found the key, still in the old-fashioned mortice lock. It turned with a screech of its rusty tumblers. Glancing round to be sure there was no one coming down the alley, I opened the door and went in.

‘This is burglary,’ said Marjorie, but she followed me.

‘House-breaking, you mean. Burglary only at night, remember what I told you for that crossword?’

The sun came through the holland blind; thick yellow light, viscous, almost, like a roomful of pale treacle. I released the blind and it sprang up with a deafening clatter. If no one heard that, I thought, the place is empty.

‘But you could go to prison,’ said Marjorie.

‘We’d be together,’ I said, ‘and that’s what matters.’ I leaned forward to kiss her but she pushed me away. We were in the pantry. Lined up along the servery there were wooden bowls, each with a limp piece of lettuce and a segment of pale-pink tomato. There were desserts, too: platoons of caramels and battalions of babas, deployed under muslin and awaiting the word to attack.

I helped myself from a tray of sausages. They were still warm. ‘Have a sausage, Marjorie.’ She shook her head. I bit into one. ‘Entirely bread,’ I said. ‘Be all right toasted, with butter and marmalade.’ I walked into the next room; Marjorie followed.

‘A really long lease is what we should go for,’ said Marjorie. ‘And with both of us working …’

The sewing machine was still there but the uniform had gone and so had the dossier of measurements and photos. I went down the worn stone steps to the room into which the refrigeration chamber had been built. It switched itself on and made us both jump. ‘Especially with me being a doctor,’ said Marjorie. ‘The bank manager told me that.’

There was a tall cupboard built into one wall. Its door was fastened with a massive padlock. A hairpin had no effect on it.

I opened the kitchen drawers, one by one, until I found the sharpening steel. I put that through the padlock and put my weight behind it, but, as always, it was the hasp that gave way: its screws slid out of the dead woodwork and fell on the floor.

‘It’s against the law,’ said Marjorie. ‘I don’t care what you say.’

‘A shop, or a restaurant? Implied right of access – a tricky point of law. It’s probably not even trespass.’ I opened the cupboard.

‘It’s better than paying rent,’ said Marjorie. ‘You’ve paid for your old place three times over, I’ve always said that.’

‘I know you have, Marjorie.’ There was nothing inside the cupboard except dead flies and a packet of account-overdue stickers.

‘We might get it all from the bank – not even have to go to a building society,’ said Marjorie.

The door of the cold room had two large swing clips holding it. Outside, on the wall, there were light switches and a fuse box marked ‘Danger’. I put the light switch on and a small red neon indicator came alight. I put my weight upon the swing clips and without effort opened up the giant door.

‘That would be wonderful,’ I said.

‘You’re not listening,’ said Marjorie.

‘Building society,’ I said. ‘Wonderful idea.’

‘Not have to go to one,’ said Marjorie.

‘Well, there you are,’ I said, ‘you’ve answered your own question.’

Score nothing for guessing that this was an ordinary room disguised as a cold chamber. The frozen air came out to meet me. I stepped inside. It was a normal refrigerated room, about eight feet square, with slatted shelving from floor to ceiling on all sides, except for the part of the rear wall that was occupied by the refrigeration machinery. The displacement of the air tripped the thermostat. The motor clicked on and built up the revolutions until it was wobbling gently on the sprung mounts. It was cold and I buttoned my jacket and turned up the collar. Marjorie came inside. ‘Like the mortuary,’ she pronounced. Her voice echoed in the tiny space. I did my monster walk towards her, my hands raised like claws.

‘Stop it,’ she said. She shivered.

Five sides of mutton were lined up along one side. Frozen fillets – fifty according to the label on the box – had been piled up on the top shelf, and crammed alongside them were three large bags of ready peeled frozen sauté potatoes and three cardboard boxes of mixed vegetables.

‘One gross individual portions: Coq au vin, suprêmes de volaille, suprêmes de chasseur. Mixed.’ A large tin of ‘Curry anything’ and a shelf crammed with frozen lamb chops. Just inside the door there were three bottles of champagne being cooled the hard way. No hollow walls, no secret compartments, no trapdoors.

We came out of the refrigerated room and I closed the door again. I went back into the kitchen and sniffed at the saucepans in the bain marie. They were all empty. I cut a slice of bread. ‘Bread?’

She shook her head. ‘Where could they all be?’ said Marjorie. ‘It’s not early closing.’

‘There you’ve got me,’ I admitted, ‘but I’ll look down in the wine cellar. They could just be hiding.’

‘It’s nearly half past.’

‘You’d better have a sausage. By the time we’ve finished this burglary, there won’t be time for lunch.’ I took another one myself and squashed it between a folded slice of bread.

She grabbed my arm. ‘Have you done this sort of thing before?’ she asked.

‘Not with a partner. Sausage sandwich?’

I thought she was going to cry again. ‘Oh, Patrick!’ She didn’t stamp her foot exactly, but she would have done in her other shoes.

‘I was only joking,’ I said. ‘You didn’t think I was serious?’

‘I don’t even think you are serious about the house,’ she said.

There was no one in the cellar. No one in the toilet. No one in the store room upstairs.

An hour or so ago this had been a flourishing restaurant, now it was not just deserted: it was abandoned.

There was something in the atmosphere, perhaps the sound that our voices and footsteps made with all the windows and doors closed, or perhaps there really is something that happens to houses that are forsaken.

It had been hastily done and yet it was systematic and disciplined. No attempt had been made to save the valuables. There was an expensive Sony cassette player, a cellar full of wine and spirits, and two or three boxes of cigars and cigarettes in a cupboard over the serving hatch. And yet not one scrap of paper remained: no bills, receipts or invoices, not even a menu. Even the grocery order that I’d seen wedged down behind the knife rack had been carefully retrieved and taken away.

‘There’s sliced ham: you like that.’

‘Do stop it,’ she said.

I walked into the restaurant. The light came through the net curtains and reflected upon the marble table-tops and the bentwood chairs arranged around them. It was all as shadowy and still as a Victorian photograph. Antique mirrors, gold-lettered with advertisements for cigarettes and apéritifs, were fixed to every wall. Mirrored there were seemingly endless other dining-rooms, where red-eyed pretty girls stretched ringless hands towards tall shabby furtive men.

Reflected there, too, was a bright-red milk float, and I heard it whine to a halt outside in the street. I pulled back the bolts on the front door and let Marjorie pass me. The milkman was putting two crates of milk on the doorstep. He was a young man with a battered United Dairy cap, and a brown warehouse coat. He smiled and spent a moment or two recovering his breath. ‘You’ve only just missed them,’ he said.

‘How long ago?’

‘Best part of half an hour, bit more perhaps.’

‘It was the traffic,’ I said.

‘Poor fellow,’ said the milkman. ‘How did it happen?’

‘How do any of these things happen?’ I said.

‘Ah, you’re right there,’ he said. He took off his hat and scratched his head.

‘Looked bad, eh?’ I said.

‘All drawn up – knees against his chest.’

‘Conscious?’

‘I was right down the end of the street. I saw them putting him in. They had to open both doors to get him through.’

‘What was it: Ambulance Service?’

‘No, a fancy job – painted cream with lettering and a red cross.’

‘If only I knew where they’d taken him,’ I said. ‘This lady is a doctor, you see.’

He smiled at Marjorie and was glad to rest a moment. He put a boot on the crate, plucking at his trouser leg to reveal a section of yellow sock and some hairy leg. He took out a cigarette case, selected one and lit it with a gold lighter. He nodded his head as he thought about the ambulance. ‘It came right past me,’ he admitted. ‘A clinic, it was.’

‘The rest of them went with him, I suppose?’

‘No, in a bloomin’ great Bentley.’

‘Did they!’

‘A Bentley Model T. That’s like the Rolls Silver Shadow, except for the Bentley radiator. Nice job. Green, it was.’

‘You don’t miss much, do you.’

‘I made one, didn’t I? Plastic – two hundred separate parts – took me months. It’s on the tele, you should see it: my missus is afraid to dust it.’

‘Green?’

‘Front offside wing bent to buggery. A recent shunt, not even rusted.’

And the ambulance was from a clinic?’

‘It’s gone right out of my mind. Sorry, Doctor,’ he said to Marjorie. He touched the peak of his cap. ‘I’ve got a terrible memory these days. You’d be National Health, I suppose?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I suppose they can afford a private place.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said the milkman. ‘Little goldmine, that place is.’

‘I’d better run,’ Marjorie said to me.

‘No one here today,’ I said.

‘No, well they don’t do lunches,’ said the milkman. He picked up two crates of empty milk bottles and staggered away.

‘How did you know about the ambulance?’ Marjorie asked me.

‘Ah,’ I said, feeling rather clever.

‘But who was it?’ insisted Marjorie. ‘What happened here?’

‘A Russian admiral with kidney trouble,’ I said.

Marjorie became angry. She stepped out into the road and hailed a cab. It stopped with a squeal of brakes. She opened the door and got in. ‘The incredible amount of trouble you will go to to avoid a serious talk! It’s sick, Patrick! Can’t you see that?’

The cab pulled away before I could answer.

I waited on the pavement, watching the milkman as he staggered under the weight of more crates of milk. Sometimes he put them down and caught his breath for a moment. He was a quick-witted, energetic fellow, whom any dairy would be well advised to employ, but milkmen who lavish hand-made crocodile boots upon themselves do not wear them on their rounds, especially when the boots are new and unbroken. Footwear is always the difficulty in a hasty change of dress but the gold lighter was pure carelessness. It was obvious that The Terrine was staked out, but as the bogus milkman moved down the street I wondered why he should have told me so much, unless a course of action had already been prepared for me.

I crossed the street to an upturned crate from which an old man was selling newspapers. I looked at the crate with its placard on the front, and the tin tray of loose change. I wondered if by kicking it over I might damage a few hundred pounds-worth of two-way radio. Oh yes, The Terrine was staked out all right, and they weren’t bothering about the subtleties.

‘The latest,’ I said automatically. It started to rain again and he pulled a plastic sheet over his papers. ‘Sports edition?’

‘I’m not sure I can tell the difference,’ I said, but I took the early news, and for a few moments stood there reading it.

The woman leading the Russian delegation to the German reunification talks was fast becoming a cult figure in the West. Women’s Liberation supported her nomination for chairman above any claim by British, French or American male delegates. Her brief appearance on TV news was helping the media to sell this otherwise dull conference to a public who didn’t give a damn about Germany’s eastern border. Now here was Katerina Remoziva in a three-column photo on the front page. She was a thin elderly spinster with an engaging smile, her hair in a bun, her hand raised in a gesture somewhere between workers’ solidarity and papal blessing.

The caption said, ‘For Madame Katerina Remoziva, the Copenhagen talks represent repayment for six years’ behind-the-scenes work, and nearly a hundred semi-official meetings. Next Monday we begin to tell the story of this amazing woman and her hopes for permanent European peace and prosperity.’

Nice work, comrades, a propaganda triumph in the making. It was raining faster now and I put the paper over my head.
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GLOSSARY. ‘NOTES FOR WARGAMERS’. STUDIES CENTRE. LONDON

If you measure power and success by the time taken to move in comfort to or from a city centre – and many use that criterion – then the next couple of hours was the pace-setter by which all London’s tycoons and politicians must measure themselves.

The police car stopped outside The Terrine at one forty-five. ‘Mr Armstrong?’ He was a man of about forty. His coat was unbuttoned and revealed a police uniform that had been tailored to put the top button high. His shirt was white linen, its collar fastened with a gold pin. Whoever he was, he didn’t have to line up on parade each morning and be checked by the station sergeant. The driver also was wearing a civilian coat, and only his blue shirt and black tie suggested that he was a constable.

‘Perhaps,’ I said. I held the newspaper over me to keep the rain off.

‘Colonel Schlegel’s compliments, and we are to take you to Battersea. There is a helicopter waiting to connect with the airport.’ He didn’t get out of the car.

‘Do you come with a book of instructions?’

‘I beg your pardon, sir?’

‘Why would I want to go to London airport … Why would anyone?’

‘It’s something to do with this restaurant, sir,’ he said. ‘It’s a Special Branch matter. I was just the nearest available spare bod.’

‘And if I don’t want to go with you?’

‘The helicopter has been there an hour, sir. It must be urgent.’ He looked up at the sky. The rain continued.

‘Suppose I was afraid of heights?’

He began to understand. He said, ‘We were just told to bring you the message, and give you a lift if you wanted it. As long as you identify yourself, that will get me out of trouble …’ He lifted a hand awkwardly to show that he had no instructions about collaring me.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’ He smiled and unlocked the passenger door for me.

The helicopter was a museum piece: a Westland Dragonfly painted in the Royal Navy livery of dark steel blue. There were no roundels on it, and no lettering except for a civil registration number painted no larger than the ‘Beware of the Rotor’ sign at the back.

The pilot’s appearance was similarly discreet. He wore military flyer’s overalls, with maggots of cotton outlining clean patches from which the badges had been removed. He was in the left-hand seat by the time the car was parked, and as I climbed aboard the main rotor was spinning. The noise of the blades, and the old piston engine, inhibited conversation. I contented myself with looking out at the tall chimneys of Fulham making billowing white gauze curtains that closed across the river behind us. We passed over Wandsworth Bridge, keeping to the course of the river, as the safety regulations specify for everyone except royalty.

From the private aircraft park at London Heathrow, the same pilot took a Beagle Pup. Within an hour of leaving Marjorie outside The Terrine I was over Rugby at eight thousand feet and still climbing. We were heading north-west and, according to the gauges, sufficiently fuelled to get to the last landfall of the Outer Hebrides. The map on the pilot’s knee bore an ancient wax pencil mark that continued in that direction and ended only on the margin. Now and again he smiled and stabbed a finger at the map and at the Plexiglass, to show me the M1 Motorway, or the dark-grey smear on the horizon behind which Coventry coughed. He offered me a cigarette but I declined. I asked him where we were going. He slid his headset back off his head and cupped his ear. I asked again but he shrugged and smiled as if I’d asked him to predict the outcome of the next general election.

A winter’s sun was a carelessly sprayed yellow patch on the hard cumulus clouds that were building up over Ireland. Liverpool – and a Mersey crowded with ships – slid beneath our starboard wing, and ahead the Irish Sea glittered like a cheap brass tray. Flying over the ocean in single-engined light planes could never become a pleasure for me but the pilot smiled, pleased to get clear of the Control Zone and reporting areas, and off the confluence of airways through which came traffic jams of commercial jets. He climbed again, now that he was no longer forced down under the lanes, and that comforted me.

I studied the map. This aircraft’s electronics were primitive. Flying VFR meant he’d have to put it down before dark. The huge shape of the Isle of Man was only just visible in the gloomy ocean to port. He was not going there, nor to the airport at Blackpool, which we’d already passed. The fuel needles were flickering and still we maintained the same course that we’d steered since Castle Donington. It would be the chin of Scotland, or beyond that its nose, drooped down into the Western Isles. After the peninsula of Kintyre our track would be past the Scottish mainland. Then there were just the Islands and the Atlantic and eventually, long after the last drip of fuel had sounded the final beat of the little engine, Iceland. It had to be an island or a piece of peninsula. I just hoped that it would come over the horizon soon.

‘The only way to guarantee privacy, old chap,’ said Toliver. He replenished my tumbler from a decanter of malt whisky. ‘The grass strip and the landing stage were built in 1941. This peninsula and the neighbouring islands were taken over by the military. Some were used for testing biological warfare stuff. Anthrax was the most persistent … won’t be safe for a hundred years, they say. Ours was used for training secret agents: the big manor house, the high cliffs, the ruined villages – there was a good sampling of landscape.’

Toliver smiled. Once, many years before, in the sort of electioneering invective that endears politicians to all of us, his opponent had called Toliver a ‘talking potato’. It was a cruel taunt, for it made one notice the small black eyes, receding hair and oval face that were part of his otherwise boyish features.

He smiled now. ‘What I’m about to tell you comes under the contract. You understand me?’

I understood him well enough. Every time I signed that damned Official Secrets Act I read the fine print. I nodded and turned to look out of the window. It was dark but there remained a watery pink sky in the west, with a pattern of trees drawn on it. Beyond them, I knew the aircraft was pegged down tightly against the chance of winds that came off the Atlantic with a sudden and terrible fury. But I could see more reflected in the leaded window than I could see through it. The flames flickered in the open hearth behind me, and men were seated around it drinking and speaking softly so that they could half listen to the words that Toliver spoke to me.

‘It’s too late to leave,’ I said. ‘You’d have to be damned inhospitable for me to want to face a take-off in this … and positively hostile before I’d brave the water.’

‘Splendid,’ said Toliver. ‘That’s all we ask. Take a look at what we’re doing – no less, no more. Should you want no part of it – no hard feelings.’

I turned away from the window. This sober Toliver was a different man from the one I’d seen the other night at Ferdy’s. It had become understood between us that the dinner party was not mentioned, nor the traffic accident that might, or might not, have come after it. ‘It will make a change,’ I said.

‘Exactly. Nice of Colonel Schlegel to let us steal one of his best people … even for a couple of days.’ Toliver touched my elbow and turned me to face the other men in the room.

Among them I recognized Mason. I also saw the tall policeman who had been at number eighteen that night. The others called him Commander Wheeler. They were all talking softly together but the words flared up a little in good-natured argument.

‘… worse in a way – more insidious – pop music and nancy-boy actors.’

‘And most of the big international concerns are American-based.’

‘No doubt about it.’

‘You can’t separate them.’ It was the tall man speaking. ‘Ecology – as they persist in calling it, God knows why – trade unions, big business: all in league, even if unwittingly so.’

‘Growth,’ said Mason, as if they’d had this argument before and each knew his lines.

‘The unions want money for the workers, this forces a policy of growth on the government, so industry pollutes the earth. It’s a vicious circle and all of them too stupid to break it.’

‘It all comes back to the voter.’

‘Yes, it does,’ said Mason regretfully.

They were robust types, with quiet voices that here and there retained a trace of Yorkshire or Scotland. I looked for some strong common denominator in the group and was irritated with myself for finding none. Their clothes were well-fitting tweeds and cords, with the leather patches and frayed cuffs so often affected by prosperous Englishmen. The group suggested to me some provincial dining club, where ambitious young men drank too much wine, and agreed that the workers would be better off without trade unions.

‘You get these damned Huns reunified and you’ll start to see what’s what,’ said Wheeler.

‘Who will?’ said Mason.

‘Everyone,’ said Toliver. He couldn’t resist joining their conversation, even though he’d been about to introduce me. ‘East Germany is largely agricultural. It will knock agriculture for six, and their shipbuilding will close the rest of our yards, mark my words.’

It’s going to turn Europe upside down,’ said another man.

‘The Yanks are behind it,’ said Wheeler. ‘God knows what kind of a deal they are cooking up behind the scenes with the Russians.’

‘This Pat,’ Toliver announced. Pat Armstrong – works at the Studies Centre and …’ Toliver appraised me with a quick glance up and down, ‘… a man who knows how to look after himself if I’m any judge. What?’ He looked at me quizzically.

‘I play a dangerous game of billiards,’ I said.

There were half a dozen of them, aged from middle twenties up to Toliver. Their common interest could have been anything from chess to yachting. I was unsure whether Whitehall was behind them, or just turning a blind eye their way.

‘Commander Wheeler,’ said Toliver, putting an arm around Wheeler’s shoulder. ‘Our guest would probably like to be put into the picture.’

‘And he’s cleared for Top Secret stuff, is he?’ said Wheeler. He was a tall man, with the kind of ruddy face that comes with those dual benefits of sea-faring: open air and duty-free drinks. He had this deep flag-officer voice, and he bit down hard on his Latin roots. ‘You probably know as much about Rear-Admiral Remoziva as we do,’ he said.

Toliver smiled at me and patted my shoulder. ‘I think Armstrong would agree that the Rear-Admiral would be a strategic asset for us,’ he said.

‘He’s not here then?’ I said.

‘Not yet,’ said Toliver. ‘But very, very soon.’

Wheeler said, ‘The simple fact is, if the Admiral doesn’t get a kidney transplant within the next eighteen months, he’ll be dead a year after.’

‘And he can’t get that in the Soviet Union?’ I asked.

‘The Admiral is an able statistician,’ said Toliver. ‘They started a kidney unit in Leningrad a year ago last July. They are capable of it, yes. But in London we’ve done thousands of such operations. Ask yourself what you’d prefer.’

‘And he’d defect?’

‘To live?’ said Wheeler. ‘A man will go to great lengths to live, Mr Armstrong.’

I suppose I sniffed, or grunted, or made some other noise that fell short of the enthusiasm that Toliver expected. ‘Tell me why not,’ said Commander Wheeler.

‘It’s possible,’ I agreed. ‘But peasant family to Soviet nobility in one generation is quite a jump. They’ve plenty to be grateful for. One brother is planning a new town near Kiev, the elder sister chairing the Copenhagen talks, and getting more publicity than Vanessa Redgrave …’

‘The Admiral is not yet fifty,’ said Wheeler. ‘He has a lot of life ahead of him if he’s wise.’

‘We were also sceptical at first,’ said Toliver. ‘If the emphasis hadn’t been placed upon proving death …’ He stopped and looked apologetically at Wheeler. ‘But I’m getting too far ahead.’

Wheeler said, ‘We divided the problem into three separate tasks. The safest place for the transfer was obvious from the start. There’s only one place where we can guarantee security. He can fly a helicopter. We will rendezvous with him at a prearranged place on the pack-ice of the Barents Sea and bring him back by submarine.’

‘British submarine,’ said Mason.

‘A Royal Navy nuclear submarine,’ said Toliver. ‘If the Yanks got wind of it they’d spirit him away to America and that’s the last we’d see of him.’

‘Next,’ said Wheeler, ‘there is the problem of holding him for debriefing …’

‘And you thought of the War Studies Centre,’ I said.

‘Well, it’s bloody marvellous, isn’t it?’ said Wheeler. ‘War-game his debriefing, and put NATO resources against him.’

‘And programme the computer to his reactions,’ said Toliver.

Dangerous,’ I said.

Not as a war plan – just into the data bank,’ said Toliver.

‘And what about Schlegel?’ I asked.

Wheeler frowned. ‘That’s set us back a month or more – but he’ll be posted elsewhere. It was finally fixed today.’

‘And the Rear-Admiral will become Pat Armstrong?’ I said.

‘Sorry about that,’ said Toliver, ‘but you are about the right build and you’d just vacated the flat. We never guessed for a moment that you might go back there.’

‘It’s quite good,’ I admitted.

‘Only for a few weeks,’ said Mason. ‘The tenancy of the flat and all the necessary personal documentation is in your name. There will be no trace of a new person at the Studies Centre. We’ve gone to a lot of trouble. Getting that damned kidney machine up those stairs and into the flat next door to your old one … I damned near got a hernia. And then when they told us you’d gone back there, and you still had your old key. We got chewed out for that, I’ll tell you.’

‘And what happens to me?’ I asked. ‘Do I go back and take over Northern Fleet?’

‘I say,’ said Wheeler, pretending to take it seriously, ‘that would really be a coup, wouldn’t it?’ They all laughed.

‘We should have told you right at the beginning,’ said Toliver. ‘But our rule is to check out security before information is passed. Foxwell swore on a stack of bibles that you were a sound proposition. But a rule is a rule. Am I right?’

‘And the restaurant and the girl – Miss Shaw – how does that fit in? I thought you were holding the Rear-Admiral there at one time.’

‘We know you did,’ said Wheeler. ‘You’re quite a bloodhound.’

‘Miss Shaw is the daughter of one of my oldest friends,’ said Toliver, ‘and she’s turned out first class. It’s been beastly for her …’

Mason said, ‘We needed a body – a dead body – to leave at the rendezvous, to make the helicopter crash look right.’

Toliver said, ‘And it has to be a body with a diseased kidney. It gave us problems, I can tell you.’

‘Hence the cold room at The Terrine,’ I said. I didn’t tell him that Marjorie had recognized him at the mortuary.

‘And damned tricky,’ said Mason. ‘Must be in a sitting position so that we can leave it in the wrecked helicopter.’

‘Ever tried to dress and undress a stiff?’ one of the others said.

‘You try and get a pair of trousers on a sitting corpse,’ said Wheeler, ‘and you might agree that it’s the next most difficult thing to doing it standing up in a hammock.’ They smiled.

Toliver said, ‘Sara stitched every bit of that uniform together on the frozen body. She’s quite a girl.’

‘And where is the body now?’ I asked. There was only a moment of hesitation, then Toliver said, ‘It’s here, frozen. We have to be careful of what the post-mortem johnnies call adipocere. That’s what the flesh becomes when immersed in water. It’s got to look right for the Russkies when they find it.’

‘What about the hand stitching?’ I said.

‘A calculated risk,’ said Toliver.

‘And the uniform will be burned in the crash,’ said Mason.

I looked from Wheeler to Toliver and then at Mason. They appeared to be serious. You didn’t have to be living with a beautiful doctor to know that post-death discoloration was going to reveal to those same Russkies the fact that the body died full-length in a hospital bed, but I said nothing.

Toliver came round with the gin bottle. He topped up their glasses with Plymouth and put a dash of bitters into each one. Pink gins made with Plymouth. That was the common denominator, or the nearest thing they had to one: they were all ex-Royal Navy, or adopting wardroom manners with careful enthusiasm.

A message came late that night. I was told that Schlegel did not want me back in London. I was to remain with Toliver’s people on Blackstone until I was ordered to the submarine base for the Arctic trip.

I didn’t believe the message. Schlegel was not the sort of man who sent vague verbal messages via men not known to both of us. But I took great care to show no sign of my disbelief. I reacted only by attempting to establish my love of the great outdoors. If I was going to get out of this place against their wishes I’d need the few hours’ start that only a habit of long country walks could provide.

So I hiked alone across the moorland, feeling the springy turf underfoot. I found grouse, and startled hares, and I tried the tail of Great Crag that was no more than a steep slope. I went past the pines and climbed through the hazel and birch and then bare rock, all the way up to the summit. A couple of hours of such walking gave even a vertigo-prone stumbler like me a chance to look down through the holes in the cloud. I saw the black terraces and crevices of the rock face, and beyond the gully to the loch: shining like freshly tempered blue steel. And I could see where the valley was an amphitheatre upholstered in yellow deer grass and curtained with remnants of white sea mist. I took cheese and Marmite sandwiches up with me, and found a mossy ledge amongst the ice ridges. There I could shelter and blow on my hands, and pretend I’d got there by way of the chimney and three pinnacles, of which the others spoke so proudly.

I polished the salt spray from my spectacles and looked seaward. It was one of the wildest and most desolate landscapes that Britain offers. A stiff wind was striking the snow-clad peak, and snow crystals came from the summit, like white smoke from a chimney.

A mile out in the ocean, a small boat made slow progress in the choppy sea. Toliver had warned that unless the boat came today there would be no fuel for the generator and no meat, either.

And from here I could see many miles inland, to where the peninsula narrowed and dead heather gave place to rock, chewed unceasingly by the sharp white teeth of the breakers. It was a place where a natural fault of the Central Highlands had crumbled under the battering of the Atlantic Ocean, so that now a moat of rough water divided Blackstone from the mainland. There, two vast bodies of water raced headlong into collision, and turned the rock-lined gap into a pit of foam.

Neither did the far bank offer a welcoming prospect. From the water, the strata tilted up to where a copse of beeches bent almost double under the prevailing winds. The slope was scotched with the black courses of mountain streams, and a drystone wall had scattered its rubble entrails down the steep incline to the seashore, where a dead sheep, rusty tins and some bright plastic jetsam had been beached by the high tide.

For those indifferent to a north wind that numbs the ears, and damp mists that roll in from the sea like a tidal wave, the Western Isles are a magic kingdom where anything is possible. After outdoor exercise and an evening beside the open fire – a glass of malt whisky in my hand – I was beginning to believe that even the curious fantasies of my fellow guests had a logic in proportion to their enthusiasm.

That night, sitting round the scrubbed refectory table, waiting while Toliver carved the boiled pork into paper-thin slices and arrayed them upon a serving platter, there was an extra guest. He was a tall, dour-faced man of about forty-five with close-cropped blond hair, going white. He wore steel-rimmed spectacles and had a harsh accent that completed the caricature of a German general, circa 1941. He offered only a few bits of phrase-book English. He’d been introduced over pre-dinner pink gins as Mr Erikson, but his home was farther east than that, if I was any judge. His suit was dark blue gaberdine, of a cut that tended to confirm my reasoning.

Erikson’s presence was not explained, and the officers’ mess atmosphere clearly forbade direct questioning, unless Toliver initiated it. There was only small-talk round the dinner table, and apart from thanking Toliver for the promise of some sea fishing the next day, the stranger was silent.

‘Did you have a good walk?’ said Wheeler.

‘To the lower ledges.’

‘You can see a long way from there,’ said Toliver.

‘When you’re not blowing on your hands,’ I said.

‘We lose sheep up there sometimes,’ said Wheeler, and gave me a nasty smile.

Erikson took the port decanter from Mason. He removed the stopper and sniffed at it. The men round the table watched him expectantly. Erikson pulled a disapproving face and instead of pouring a measure for himself he poured some for me. I nodded my thanks. I too sniffed at it before sipping some. But it wasn’t the aroma of the port-wine that I smelled but the pervasive and entirely unique smell that some say comes from the nuclear reactor, and others say is that of the CO2 scrubber that cleans the air in an atomic submarine before recirculating it. This is a smell that goes home with you, stays on your skin for days, and remains for ever in your clothes, triggering memories of those big floating gin palaces.

But this wasn’t the suit I’d worn on any of my trips on the nuclear subs. I looked at Erikson. The small boat I’d seen from the crag had been coming from the west – the Atlantic Ocean – not from the Scottish mainland, and it had brought this taciturn East European, smelling of atomic submarine.

Toliver was telling a story about a TV producer friend doing a documentary on rural poverty. The ending came … ‘… never go hungry, sir, bless your heart, we can always find a few quails’ eggs.’

‘Ha, ha, ha.’ Mason laughed louder than any of the others, and looked at me, as if trying to will me to join in.

Wheeler said, ‘Just like my chaps saying they didn’t like the jam – it tasted of fish. I told you that story, didn’t I?’

‘Yes, you did,’ said Toliver.

‘Caviare, of course,’ said Wheeler, determined at least to get the punch line in.

‘Jolly good,’ said Mason. ‘Caviare! Jam that tasted of fish. That’s a good one, Commander.’

‘The meat came today, but no petrol,’ said Toliver.

‘Whose turn to get the new gas bottle?’ said someone, and they all laughed. It was as if they were all working to a script that I didn’t have.

I sipped at my port and took a long look at Mr Erikson. There was something unusual in his manner and at first I did not recognize what it was, for he smiled at the jokes, accepted a cigar with a polite bow of the head, and met the eyes of the other guests with the confident gaze of any man at a dinner table with friends. I reached for the matches and struck one to provide him with a light for his cigar. He murmured his thanks and, pretending to have difficulty getting his cigar going, he turned in his chair. I was sure that he’d chosen a seat next to me because he feared I would recognize his face across the table. Now I became quite certain that he’d been landed from a submarine, a Russian submarine.

‘Until the fuel boat comes we’ll have to ration the generator,’ said Toliver. He got to his feet and fetched one of the paraffin lamps. ‘Plenty of oil for the lamps, though.’ He lit the lamp and adjusted the wick carefully.

‘Cold-water shaving in the morning, chaps,’ said Wheeler. ‘Unless there’s a volunteer to boil up a few kettles before reveille.’

‘I’ll be glad to do that, sir.’ Of course it was Mason, apple-polishing himself into a state of nervous exhaustion. ‘I’ll set the alarm for five. That should do it, I think.’

‘Good show, Mason,’ said Commander Wheeler. ‘That’s damned sporting of you.’

They weren’t satisfied just to create a self-congratulatory, and exclusively masculine, society, they were attempting to re-create one that existed only in their wishful thoughts. The I’ve-been-here-before feeling that all this was giving me had come undiluted from old British war films, especially those about Colditz.

‘Good show, Mason,’ I said, but they all glared at me. I suppose they didn’t like the way I told them.

The quietness of the house, the mysterious way in which food and drink seemed to arrive without human agency, added to the mysteries of what these men called ‘The Club’. In spite of the grandeur of the house itself, and of the quality of the badly worn Persian carpets and panelled doors, there was little evidence of its less spartan days. The leather sofas, the stair-carpet and the rugs had all been repaired with the same coarse grey sailcloth, and with the sort of stitches that sailors call ‘dogs’ teeth’. The flagstones, worn by the feet of countless ages into curious ring-like depressions, had here and there been carelessly filled with concrete. The bedrooms were cold and damp, in spite of the cheap electric fire that glowed bright only when the generator started. The blankets were thin and grey, the sheets were clean, but threadbare and rough-dried.

There was in the house no trace of femininity: no flowers, cushions, domestic animals, perfumed soaps, and virtually no pictures or ornaments.

I was not a prisoner in the house. That had been explained to me several times. I merely had to wait until the plane returned. I had the idea that any suggestion about taking the one and only bicycle or walking due east would be met with pleasant smiling affirmative-ridden explanations that meant no. So I didn’t make any suggestions like that. I tried to act like a happy healthy well-adjusted human, who likes playing secret agents in an unheated Scottish castle, but who occasionally needs a nice long walk. They understood that all right: they were nice long walk sort of people.
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The ‘retreat before combat option’ is only available to land forces with intact flanking units. The ‘retreat before combat option’ is available to all naval units at sea at all times.
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I had been given cramped rooms, almost circular in shape, at the top of the north tower. Above me, in the conical roof, there was the endless gurgling of the water tanks. Before it was properly light I heard Mason’s peremptory rap upon the bathroom door. ‘Hot water,’ he called.

‘Leave it there.’

‘I need the kettle for the others.’

Outside the night was still dark enough to see the stars. I sighed and went down the iron stairs to the bathroom. There was no electricity, a fact I confirmed by clicking the light switch half a dozen times. Mason knocked at the door again. ‘Coming,’ I said, ‘coming.’ A dog began to howl from the courtyard.

The light from the glazed slit window was just sufficient for me to see a white rectangle on the floor near the door. I picked it up. Mason rapped again and I put the folded sheet of paper on the washstand while I unlocked the door.

‘Locked doors?’ said Mason. His manner conveyed all the condescension of a man who had been working while others slept. ‘Who are you frightened of?’

‘The fairies,’ I said.

‘Where do you want it?’ Mason said, but before I could decide he’d poured the hot water into the washbasin.

‘Thanks.’

‘If you want more, you’ll have to come down to the kitchen. The cold’s working.’ He turned the tap to show me what cold water was, and then closed it off again. Mason was like that.

He looked around the room to see how untidy it was. Toliver had put shaving kit, pyjamas and shirts and underwear in the chest, but now these items were distributed around the bathroom. Mason sniffed. He looked for a moment at the folded sheet of paper, too, but he made no remark.

When he’d gone, I again locked the door. I unfolded the sheet of paper. It had been torn from a school exercise book by the look of it. The message had been typewritten on a machine that badly needed a new ribbon. Some of the characters were little more than indentations:

You’re making our newly arrived friend very uneasy. I don’t have to tell you he’s Remoziva’s ADC, but he insists that everyone be coy about it. Hence the charades this evening. Did you meet him? It sounds as if it was some time when you worked for us – late ’fifties? – a conference he thinks.

Someone should tell the old man about this. I don’t think he’ll like it. I can’t go, and using the phone here would be too risky. But if you took your usual long walk and got a bit lost you could get as far as the phone box at Croma village. Just tell them about Erikson and say that SARACEN confirms it. If they give you instructions for me, wait till we’re all together and then ask Toliver or Mason where you can buy some French cigarettes. I will then offer you a packet with three cigarettes in it, so you’ll know who I am. You might think this is all going a bit far, but I know these boys and I’m staying covert – even to you.

They’re all touchy now while Erikson is here, so leave by the kitchen garden and the paddock and keep to the south side of the big rocks. Skip breakfast, I’ve left some sandwiches for you in the old greenhouse. You could always say you made them last night. Keep to the south of the peninsula, there’s a footbridge on that side of Angel Gap. It looks rickety but it will hold you. Head for the cottage with the collapsed roof, you can see the bridge from there. The road is four miles beyond (running north/south). The post office is on that road. Turn right on the road and it’s the first house you come to. The box is on the far side – take coins with you. Keep moving, I can’t guarantee these boy scouts won’t follow.

And if you think they would hesitate to knock you off to make their plan work, think again. They are dangerous. Burn this right away. I’ll be around if you run into problems getting away this morning.

I didn’t remember the Russian skinhead. But if he was from Russian Naval Staff (Security Directorate) he could have been at any one of a dozen Joint Security conferences I’d attended in the ’fifties. If he was from the GRU, the chances we’d met were considerably greater. It was all getting too rich for my blood, and I wasn’t any longer on salary for this kind of action. If Soviet General Staff Directorate were joining Toliver’s troop, they’d put his boy scouts into long trousers and tell them about girls. And I didn’t want to be around when it happened.

I read the note again, very carefully, and then tore it into small pieces. In a remote country house like this flushing it down the toilet was not good enough – it needs only one man-hole cover lifted between here and the septic tank.

I burned the paper in the sink when I’d finished washing and shaving but it left scorch marks that I could not completely erase with soap. I started to shave while the water was still warm. To say I didn’t like it was an understatement. If they were going to get rid of me, a secret note – that I must destroy – advising me to take a chance on a rickety footbridge in a snowstorm … that might be the perfect way to arrange it.

But doctors can’t pass a street accident, nor dips an open handbag, coppers can’t pass a door with a broken lock, Jesuits can’t pass sin in the making, everyone falls prey to their training. The idea of Erikson coming off a submarine weighed heavily upon me. And it would stay that way until I contacted Dawlish’s office via the local engineers, as he’d so thoughtfully explained the latest system. I knew that even if I spent all morning thinking about it I would eventually try to find that damned post office phone, but I couldn’t help thinking that if Toliver had failed to bring that line of communication under his control or surveillance he was a darn sight less efficient than he’d so far shown himself to be.

Perhaps I should have passed up the post office, and the sandwiches too, and evolved a completely different plan of action, but I couldn’t think of anything better.

I went down into the hall. It was a gloomy place with amputated pieces of game adorning the walls: lions, tigers, leopards and cheetahs joined in a concerted yawn. An elephant’s foot was artfully adapted to hold walking-sticks and umbrellas. There were fishing-rods and gun cases, too. I was tempted to go armed but it would slow me down. I contented myself with borrowing a donkey jacket and a scarf and went through the servants’ corridor into the pantry. There was a smell of wet dogs and the sound of them barking. I could hear the others at breakfast. I recognized the voices of Toliver, Wheeler and Mason and I waited to hear the voice of Erikson before moving on.

I welcomed the blizzard. The wind roared against the back of the house, and made the windows kaleidoscopes of scurrying white patterns. It would take me two hours, perhaps more, to Angel Gap. I buttoned up tight.

The south of the peninsula was the high side. It was the best route if I did not stumble over the cliff edge in the snowstorm. The other coastline was a ragged edge of deep gullies, inlets and bog that would provide endless detours for someone like me who didn’t know the geography, and no problems for pursuers who did.

I didn’t go directly into the kitchen garden, for I would have been in full view of anyone at the stove. I went down the corridor into the laundry room and from there across the yard to the barn. Using that as cover, I made my way along the garden path behind the raspberry canes and along the high wall of the kitchen garden. I stopped behind the shed to have a look round. The wind was blowing at gale force and already the house was only a grey shape in the flying snow.

The greenhouse was not one of those shiny aluminium and polished-glass affairs that you see outside the garden shops on the by-pass. This was an ancient, wooden-framed monster nearly fifty feet long. Its glass was dark grey with greasy dirt and it was difficult to see into it. I pushed the door open. It creaked, and I saw my sandwiches on the potting bench, conspicuously near the door. It was a shambles inside: old and broken flower pots, dead plants and a false ceiling of spiders’ webs entrapping a thousand dead flies. Outside, the wind howled and thumped the loose panes, while whirling snow pressed little white noses against the glass. I didn’t reach for the sandwiches, I froze, suddenly aware that I was not alone. There was someone in the greenhouse, someone standing unnaturally still.

‘Mr Armstrong!’ It was a mocking voice.

A figure in a dirty white riding mac stepped out from behind a stack of old wooden boxes. My eyes went to the shotgun carried casually underarm, and only then up to the eyes of Sara Shaw.

‘Miss Shaw.’

‘Life is full of surprises, darling. Have you come for your sandwiches?’ Her coat shoulders were quite dry, she’d been waiting a long time for me.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Last night’s pork, and one round of cheese.’

‘I didn’t know you were here, even.’

‘That building worker’s coat suits you, you know.’ The smile froze on her face, and I turned to see someone coming from the kitchen door. ‘Mason, the little bastard must have seen me,’ she said.

It was Mason. He was bent into the wind, hurrying after us as fast as his little legs could carry him. She had her left hand under the shotgun’s wooden foregrip and raised it level.

Mason came into the greenhouse like there was no door. In his fist he had one of those little Astra automatics with a two-inch barrel extender. It was just the sort of gun I would have expected Mason to choose: about thirteen ounces total weight, and small enough to go into a top pocket.

‘Where did you get that?’ said Sara. She laughed. ‘Have you discovered the Christmas crackers already?’

But no one who has seen a .22 fired at close range will smile into its barrel. Except maybe Mickey Spillane. I didn’t laugh and neither did Mason. He pointed the gun at Sara and reached out for her shotgun.

‘Give it to him,’ I said. ‘Don’t make headlines.’

Mason took the gun and, using one hand, he undid the catch and broke it open. He gripped the stock under his arm while he removed the shotgun cartridges, and then let it drop to the floor. He kicked it under the potting bench with enough energy to break some flower pots. The cartridges he put into his pocket. Having disarmed Sara he turned to me. He ran a quick hand over me but he knew I wasn’t armed, they’d searched me immediately after I’d landed in the plane.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Let’s move back up to the house.’ He prodded me in the arm with his automatic and I moved along the bench towards the door, looking at the potting bench in the hope of spotting a suitable weapon.

Mason was too near. Once outside the greenhouse he’d keep me at a distance and my chance to clobber him would be gone. Lesson one of unarmed combat is that a man with a gun muzzle touching him can knock the barrel aside before the armed man can pull the trigger. I slowed and waited until I felt the muzzle again. I spun round to my left, chopping at his gun with my left hand and punching at where his head should have been with my right fist. I connected only with the side of his head but he stepped back and put an elbow through a panel of glass. The noise of it was amplified by the enclosed space. Again I punched at him. He stumbled. Another panel of glass went and I didn’t dare look round to see if it had alarmed those still at breakfast. The dogs in the courtyard began barking furiously.

The girl shrank away from us as Mason struggled to bring his gun hand up again. I seized his wrist with my right hand and the gun with my left. I pulled, but Mason had his finger on the trigger. There was a bang. I felt the hot draught as the slug passed my ear and crashed out through the glass roof. I swung my elbow round far enough to hit his face. It must have made his eyes water. He let go and fell to the floor amongst the rusty gardening tools. He rolled away, rubbing at his nose.

Sara was already reaching for the shotgun. ‘Good girl,’ I said. I pushed the little Astra gun into my pocket and ran out into the blizzard. The path was slippery, and I cut off into the cabbages. There was a rubbish heap against the wall at the bottom of the garden. That would be my best place for climbing over it.

I was halfway down the garden when there was the deafening bang of a twelve bore and a crash of shattering glass that seemed to go on for hours.

Even before the last few pieces broke there was a second blast that took out another large section of the glass-house. She hit me with the second shot. It knocked me full length into a row of brussels sprouts and I felt a burning pain in the arm and side.

I had no doubt that more cartridges were going into the breech. In spite of the damaged arm, I set a new world record for the kitchen garden free-style, and went over the wall in a mad scramble. As I fell down the other side of it, another shot hit the weeds along the top of the wall and showered me with finely chopped vegetation. The ground sloped steeply behind the house but my feet didn’t touch the ground for the first half mile. I hoped that she’d have trouble getting over the wall, but with women like that, you can’t be sure they’ll have trouble with anything.

By the time I reached the stream I realized that Mason – not the girl – was Dawlish’s contact and the author of the note. He’d pressed the gun against me reasoning that I’d know how to break free. It was the best he could do, if he was to have any chance of talking his way out of that one. I felt sorry for him but I was glad I’d hit him hard. He was going to need some corroborative evidence to show Toliver. Sara Shaw must have followed him when he took the sandwiches there for me. Then she’d waited to see who turned up and why. I hoped that she could not guess, for now I suddenly found it easier to believe Mason’s contention that they were a dangerous mob.

My arm was bleeding enough to leave a trail behind me. I changed course for enough time to make it look as though I might be going to the bridle path. There I slipped the donkey jacket off, bound the silk scarf around the bloody part of my sleeve, and pushed my arm down into the donkey-jacket sleeve to jam it tight. It hurt like hell but there was no time to do anything more. I hoped the pressure would stop the bleeding. A shotgun spreads in inch per yard of range. I’d been far enough to get only the edge of it. My clothes were torn but the bleeding was not serious. I kept repeating that to myself as I hurried on.

I made good progress, avoiding the outcrops of rock upon which the flailing snow had settled to make a glaze of ice. But losing the use of my arm made keeping my balance more difficult, and twice I fell, yelping with pain and leaving a dull red mark in the snow.

In spite of the low visibility in the snowstorm, I felt sure that I could find the tail of Great Crag. After that, it was merely a matter of keeping close to the edge without falling over. But everything is more difficult in a blizzard. I even had trouble finding the big clump of conifers that marked the stepping-stones over the burn. When I did get there I became entangled in the brambles and undergrowth and had to kick hard to get out of it.

I didn’t curse the weather. As soon as it cleared I would become visible to anyone with the sense to ascend to the Crag’s first terrace. And there were plenty of people back there with enough sense for that. And more, much more.

The clifftop path required care. I had not walked it before, though I had seen the course of it from my solitary picnics on the heights of Great Crag. The path was an old one. Here and there along its course there were metal markers. They were simple rectangles of tin, nailed to stakes that had almost rotted. The paint had long since flaked away and the metal was rusty but there was no mistaking their military origin. There is something common to all artifacts of all armed forces, from tanks to latrines. I hurried along faster whenever I had the rusty patches to guide me. I feared that the snowstorm was passing over. The dark clouds were almost close enough to touch. They sped over me, mingling with flurries of snow and allowing me sudden glimpses of the rocky seashore nearly a hundred feet below.

Not only the markers, but the path itself, had in places eroded. I stopped for a moment and made sure that my arm was no longer leaving a blood trail. It wasn’t, but there were ugly retching noises from inside my sleeve and I guessed that I was still bleeding. I was looking forward to that period of numbness that doctors say happens after wounding but I was beginning to suspect that that was just their rationalization for prodding the painful bits. Both my side and my arm were throbbing and hurting like hell.

I looked at the tiny footpath where the metal tags led. It was no better than a man-made ledge along the windy cliff face. Not at all the sort of place I ever visited, outside of nightmares. But ahead of me there was an acre of underbrush, so I took the cliff path, edging along it carefully, but dislodging pieces that spun off into space and fell somewhere that I dared not look.

After a quarter of a mile the blazed path narrowed suddenly. I stepped even more gingerly now, edging forward a step at a time, cautioned by large sections of path edge that crumbled under the touch of my toe. The edge continued round a gently curving section of cliff. Soon I reached the point at which I could see below me a tiny bay. Through the driving sleet I studied the path ahead. I had hoped it would soon rejoin the clifftop but it continued to be a ledge. The section at the far side of the bay was especially worrying. The sharp edge of cliff resembled the prow of some gigantic ship far out over the fierce green sea. The curved profile of the cliff continued above the path. It looked as though a man would have to bend almost double to pass along it.

Standing still, in order to see through the whirling snow, brought a resurgence of doubts and fears. I decided to retrace my steps. I would go back to the bridle path and continue up over the higher part of the cliff. But as I studied the face of the promontory I saw that there was a thick tangle of thorn dangling over the cliff, like a lace tablecloth. The men who’d made the path had not laboured on it without good reason. If it was easier to make a path along the cliff face than along the clifftop then surely I would find it easier to follow it.

The overhang was not such a severe test as I feared. It’s true that I spread my arms and flattened my body against the cliff face in a fearful embrace, leaving a ghost of blood there, but I edged along crablike and gave up the testing probes of the path ahead.

‘No atheists in a foxhole,’ they say. And none on a narrow cliff path around a headland either, if my journey was anything to go by. Spreadeagled close against the cold wall of stone, I felt a gust of wind batter against it hard enough to make the prow-like cliff shake as if about to fall. The same wind was provoking the ocean into great white-tops that thumped the shingle far below. Again and again the wind tried to prise me away from the cliff and carry me with it, but I stayed motionless until its brunt was gone. Vertigo, as all its victims know, is not a fear of falling but an atavistic desire to fly, which is why so many of its sufferers are aviators.

I rounded the headland, and breathed a sigh of relief before seeing another bay and another headland. Worse, this section of the path was blocked. It looked at first like a fall of rubble but the boulders were too evenly matched in colour and size; balanced precariously upon the smallest of toeholds they shimmered as a gust of wind thumped the cliff face, roaring upwards and scooping in its draft both snowflakes and fragments of cliff.

Alone on this extreme edge of the peninsula I tried to comfort myself with the thought that I could not be seen from anywhere on Blackstone. I released my grasp on the rock and, moving my arm very slowly, I bared my wrist to see the time. Would they by now have mustered their full manpower to form a line across the peninsula’s waist? I shivered with cold, fear and indecision, except that there was no real decision to make. I had to go on, as fast as possible.

The ledge widened. It was enough for me to quicken my progress to something like walking pace, if I pressed a shoulder to the rock. Still I could not discern the nature of the blobs that covered the cliff face like pox upon an ashen face. Even when I was only ten yards away I still could not see what was waiting in my path. It was then that an extra large breaker, a gust of air, or just my approach seemed to cause the cliff itself to explode into whirling fragments. The grey blobs were all over me: a vast colony of sea-birds, sheltering from the storm. They raised up their enormous wings, and climbed into the blizzard to meet me. Blurred grey shapes circled the intruder who had invaded these ledges to which they returned each year to nest. They dived upon me, screaming, croaking and clawing and beating their giant wings, in the hope that I might fall, or fly away.

By now I was climbing through the colony itself, my hands lacerated and bloody as I groped through the ancient nests of mud, spittle and bleached vegetation. My feet were crunching them and sliding in the dust and filth of a thousand years of stinking bird droppings.

I closed my eyes. I was afraid to turn my head as I felt the wings striking my shoulders and felt the fabric tear under their beaks and claws. I still didn’t slacken my speed, even when I found enough courage to look back to where the sea-birds wheeled and jeered and fidgeted in the crevices. The wind had continued the work of destruction and now the brittle nests were shattered by the air current that roared up the cliff face, like a great flame licks a chimney, taking the colony with it and grinding all to dust.

Ahead of me I saw a bent piece of rusty tin and persuaded myself with all kinds of twisted rationalizations that the path would be easy going from this point onwards. There was still another headland to negotiate, but it was easy only compared with the journey I had already made. After that, the path sloped gently upwards until it regained the cliff edge. I sat down, hardly noticing the thorns and mud. For the first time I became aware of the fast shallow breathing that my anxiety had produced and of the thumping of my heart, as loud as the breakers on the shingle a hundred feet below me.

From here I was able to look north-west across the width of the peninsula, and I didn’t like what I could see. The blizzard, which was still driving hard against the cliffs at sea level, had thinned enough for visibility to increase to a mile or more in between the flurries. If they were after me, a dozen of them could put me up like a frightened partridge. I stood up and started off again. I forced myself to increase the pace, although my tortuous cliffside journey had left me in no state to attempt records.

From this place on the clifftop, my path was mostly downhill. This world was white and a thousand differing shades of brown: bracken, heather, bilberries and, lowest of all, the peat bogs. All of it dead, and all of it daubed with great drifts of snow that had filled the gullies and followed the curious pattern of the wind. There were red grouse, too. Disturbed, they took to the air, calling ‘Go-back, go-back,’ a sound that I remembered from my childhood.

Already I fancied I could see the dark patch that would be the pines at the little croft. I promised myself cubes of chocolate that I never did eat. I walked as soliders march, placing one foot before the other, with hardly a thought for the length of the journey, or the surrounding landscape. ‘All my soldiers saw of Russia was the pack of the man in front of them,’ said Napoleon, as though the ignorant rabble were declining his offers of side trips to St Petersburg and the Black Sea resorts. Now I bent my head to the turf.

A shaft of sunlight found a way through the cloud so that a couple of acres of hillside shone yellow. The patch ran madly up and down the slopes and raced out to sea like a huge blue raft until, a mile or more off-shore, it disappeared as if sunk without trace. The clouds closed tight and the wind roared its triumph.

Once I knew where to look, there was no difficulty in finding the footbridge. It was a good example of Victorian ingenuity and wrought iron. Two chains across the Gap were held apart by ornamented sections of iron, into which fitted timber flooring. Shaped like stylized dolphins, smaller interlocking pieces had tails supporting two steel cables anchored into the ground at each end as supplementary supports. That, at any rate, must have been how the engraving looked in the catalogue. Now a handrail was hanging in the gully and one chain had slackened enough to let the frame twist. It groaned and swayed in the wind that came through its broken flooring, singing like the music of a giant flute.

Adapted into a fairground ride it might have earned a fortune at Coney Island, but suspended above the demented waters of Angel Gap only the cliff path behind me was less welcoming.

There was no going back now. I thought of that trigger-happy girl – custom tailoring for cadavers, and cuisine française while you wait – and I shuddered. If she’d not been so keen to kill me that she’d fired from inside the greenhouse, I’d have been a statistic in one of those warning pamphlets that the Scottish travel and holidays department give people going grouse shooting.

Any kind of bridge was better than going back.

The off-sea wind had kept the cliffs virtually free of ice, but the bridge was precarious. There was only one handrail, a rusty cable. It sagged alarmingly as I applied my weight to it and slid through the eyes of the remaining posts so that I fancied it was going to drop me into the ocean below. But it took my weight, although as I passed each handrail post it paid the slack cable to me with an agonizing whinny. Without a handrail I could not have crossed, for at some places the floor of the bridge had warped to a dangerous angle. I had to use both hands and by the time I reached the other side my wounded arm was bleeding again.

I hurried up the hill so that I could get out of sight. Only when I was hidden in the copse did I stop. I looked back, at the ocean roaring through the gap, and at as much of the peninsula of Blackstone as was visible through the storm. I saw no pursuers, and I was truly thankful for that, for I could see no simple way of wrecking the bridge.

I took off the short overcoat and with some difficulty pulled my jacket off too. I’d lost a lot of blood.

It took me over an hour to do the four miles to the road. The clouds broke enough to allow a few samples of sunlight to be passed around among the trees. There were sunbeams on the road when I finally caught sight of it. Perhaps by that time I was beginning to expect a four-lane highway with refreshment areas, gift shops and clover-leaf crossings, but it was what they call in Scotland a ‘narrow class one’, which means they’d filled the ditch every two hundred yards in case you met something coming the other way.

I saw the two soldiers sitting at the roadside when I was still a couple of hundred yards away. They were sheltering under a camouflage cape upon which the snow was settling fast. I thought they were waiting for a lift, until I saw that they were dressed in Fighting Order. They both had L1 A1 automatic rifles and one of them had a two-way radio too.

They played it cool, remaining seated until I was almost upon them. I knew they’d put me on the air, because only after I’d passed him did I notice another soldier covering me from fifty yards along the road. He had a Lee Enfield with a sniper-sight. It was no ordinary exercise.

‘Could you wait here a moment, sir?’ He was a paratroop corporal.

‘What’s going on?’

‘There will be someone along in a minute.’

We waited. Over the brow of the next hill there came a large car, towing a caravan of the sort advertised as ‘a carefree holiday home on wheels’. It was a bulbous contraption, painted cream, with a green plastic door and tinted windows. I knew who it was as soon as I saw huge polished brass headlights. But I didn’t expect that it would be Schlegel sitting alongside him. Dawlish applied the brakes and came to a standstill alongside me and the soliders. I heard him say to Schlegel ‘… and let me surprise you: these brakes are really hydraulic, actually powered by water. Although I must confess to putting methylated spirit in for this trip, on account of the cold.’

Schlegel nodded but gave no sign of the promised surprise. I suspected that he’d acquired a thorough understanding of Dawlish’s brakes on the way up here. ‘I thought it would be you, Pat.’

It was typically Dawlish. He would have died had anyone accused him of showmanship, but given a chance like this he came on like Montgomery. ‘Are you chaps brewing up, by any chance?’ he asked the soliders.

‘They send a van, sir. Eleven thirty, they said.’

Dawlish said, ‘I think we’ll make some tea now: hot sweet tea is just the ticket for a chap in a state of shock.’

I knew he was trying to provoke the very reaction I made, but I made it just the same. ‘I’ve lost a lot of blood,’ I said.

‘Not lost it exactly,’ said Dawlish, as if noticing my arm for the first time. ‘It’s soaking into your coat.’

‘How silly of me,’ I said.

‘Corporal,’ said Dawlish. ‘Would you see if you can get your medical orderly up here. Tell him to bring some sticking plaster and all that kind of thing.’ He turned to me. ‘We’ll go into the caravan. It’s awfully useful for this kind of business.’

He got out of the car, and ushered me and Schlegel into the cramped sitting-room of the caravan. All it needed was Snow White: it was filled with little plastic candelabra, chintz cushion-covers and an early Queen Anne cocktail cabinet. I knew that Dawlish had hired the most hideously furnished one available, and was energetically pretending that he’d hand-picked every item. He was a sadist, but Schlegel had it coming to him.

‘Useful for what kind of business?’ I said.

Schlegel smiled a greeting but didn’t speak. He sat down on the sofa at the rear, and began smoking one of his favourite little cheroots. Dawlish went to his gas ring and lit it. He held up a tiny camper’s kettle and demonstrated the hinged handle. ‘A folding kettle! Who would have believed they had such gadgets?’

‘That’s very common,’ said Schlegel.

Dawlish waggled a finger. ‘In America, yes,’ he said. He started the kettle and then he turned to me. ‘This business. Useful for this business. We watched you on our little Doppler radar set. Couldn’t be sure it was you, of course, but I guessed.’

‘There’s a submarine out there in the Sound,’ I said. I sniffed at Schlegel’s cigar smoke enviously but I was now counting my abstinence in months.

Dawlish tutted. ‘It’s naughty, isn’t it? We’ve just come down from watching him on the ASW screen at HMS Viking. He’s moved south now. Picked up someone, did he?’

I didn’t answer.

Dawlish continued, ‘We are going in there, but very gently. The story is that we’ve lost a ballistic missile with a dummy head. Sounds all right to you, does it?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

Dawlish said to Schlegel, ‘Well if he can’t fault it, it must be all right. I thought that was rather good myself.’

‘There’s only a broken-down footbridge,’ I warned. ‘You’ll lose some soldiers.’

‘Not at all,’ said Dawlish.

‘How?’ I said.

‘Centurion bridge layer will span the gap in one hundred seconds, the RE officer told me. The Land Rovers will follow.’

‘And the tea van,’ said Schlegel, not without sarcasm.

‘Yes, and the NAFFI,’ said Dawlish.

‘Takes the glitter off your story about looking for a lost missile warhead,’ I said.

‘I don’t like Russians landing from submarines,’ said Dawlish. ‘I’m not that concerned to keep our voices down.’ I knew that anything concerning submarines made Dawlish light up and say tilt. The best part of Russian effort, and most of their espionage successes over a decade, had been concerned with underwater weaponry.

‘You’re damned right,’ said Schlegel. I realized – as I was supposed to realize – that Schlegel was from some transatlantic security branch.

‘Who are these people that Toliver has over there?’ I asked. ‘Is that some kind of official set-up?’

Schlegel and Dawlish both made noises of distress and I knew I’d touched a nerve.

Dawlish said, ‘A Member of Parliament can buttonhole the Home Secretary or the Foreign Secretary, slap them on the back and have a drink with them while I’m still waiting for an appointment that is a week overdue. Toliver has beguiled the old man with this Remoziva business, and no one will listen to my words of warning.’

The kettle boiled and he made the tea. Dawlish must have slipped since I worked under him, for in those days he ate MPs for breakfast, and as for MPs with cloak and dagger ambitions – they didn’t last beyond the monthly conference.

‘They said the man who came ashore was Remoziva’s ADC,’ I said.

‘But?’

‘Could have been a very good friend of Liberace, for all I can tell: I don’t know any of Remoziva’s associates.’

‘But Russian?’ asked Schlegel. The sun came through the window. Backlit, his cigar smoke became a great silver cloud in which his smiling face floated like an alien planet.

‘Tall, thin, cropped-head, blond, steel spectacles. He traded a few bits of phrase-book Polish with a character who calls himself Wheeler. But if I was going to stake money, I’d put it on one of the Baltic states.’

‘Doesn’t mean anything to me,’ said Dawlish.

‘Not a thing,’ said Schlegel.

‘Says he knows me, according to your Mason – Saracen – over there. I had to thump him by the way, I’m sorry but there was no other way.’

‘Poor old Mason,’ said Dawlish, with no emotion whatsoever. He looked me directly in the eye and made no apology for the lies he’d told me about Mason being charged with selling secrets. He poured out five cups of tea, topping them with a second lot of hot water. He gave me and Schlegel one each, and then tapped the window, called the soliders over and gave a cup each to them. ‘Well let’s assume he is Remoziva’s ADC,’ said Dawlish. ‘What now? Did they tell you?’

‘You think it’s all really on?’ I said, with some surprise.

‘I’ve known stranger things happen.’

‘Through some tin-pot little organization like that?’

‘He’s not altogether unaided,’ said Dawlish. Schlegel was watching him with close interest.

‘I should think not,’ I said with some exasperation. ‘They are talking about diverting a nuclear submarine to pick him up in the Barents. Not altogether unaided is the understatement of the century.’

Dawlish sipped his tea. He looked at me and said, ‘You think we should just sit on Toliver? You wouldn’t advocate sending a submarine to their rendezvous point?’

‘A nuclear submarine costs a lot of money,’ I said.

‘And you think they might sink it. Surely that’s not on? They could find nuclear subs easily enough, and sink them, too, if that’s their ambition.’

‘The Arctic is a quiet place,’ I said.

‘And they could find nuclear subs in other quiet places,’ said Dawlish.

‘And we could find theirs,’ said Schlegel belligerently. ‘And don’t let’s forget it.’

‘Exactly,’ said Dawlish calmly. ‘It’s what they call war, isn’t it? No, they are not going to all this trouble just to start a war.’

‘You’ve made a firm contact with this Admiral?’ I asked.

‘Toliver. Toliver got the contact – a delegation in Leningrad, apparently – we’ve kept completely clear by top-level instructions.’

I nodded. I could believe that. If it all went wrong they’d keep Toliver separate, all right: they’d feed him to the Russians in bite-sized pieces, sprinkled with tenderizer.

‘So what do you think?’ It was Schlegel asking the question this time.

I looked at him for a long time without replying. I said, ‘They talked as though it’s all been arranged already: British submarine, they said. Toliver talks about the RN like it’s available for charter, and he’s the man doing the package tours.’

Dawlish said, ‘If we went ahead, it would be with a US submarine.’ He looked at Schlegel. ‘Until we can be quite sure who Toliver has got working with him, it would be safer using an American submarine.’

‘Uh-huh,’ I said. Hell, why would these two high-powered characters be conferring with me at this level of decision.

It was Schlegel who finally answered my unasked question.

‘It’s us that will have to go,’ he said. ‘Our trip: you and me, and that Foxwell character: right?’

‘Oh, now I begin to see the daylight,’ I said.

‘We’d consider it a favour,’ said Dawlish. ‘No order – but we’d consider it a favour, wouldn’t we, Colonel?’

‘Yes, sir!’ said Schlegel.

‘Very well,’ I said. They were obviously going to let me bleed to death until they got their way about it. My arm was throbbing badly by now and I found myself pressing it to still the pain. All I wanted was to see the army medical orderly. I wasn’t cut out to be a wounded hero.

‘We think it’s worth a look,’ said Dawlish. He collected my empty cup. ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Pat! You’re dripping blood all over the carpet.’

‘It won’t show,’ I said, ‘not in that lovely humming-bird pattern.’
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Environment neutral. The environment neutral condition is one in which weather, radio reception, sonar operation and water temperatures remain constant throughout the game. This does not change the chance of accidents (naval units, merchant shipping, air), delays of material or communications or random machine operation.
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The sudden cry of an alarm clock was strangled at birth. For a moment there was complete silence. In the darkness there were only four grey rectangles that did not quite fit together. Rain dabbed them and the wind rattled the window frame.

I heard old MacGregor stamp his way into his old boots and cough as he went down the creaky stairs. I dressed. My clothes were damp and smelled of peat smoke. Even with the window and door tightly closed, the air was cold enough to condense my breath as I fought my way into almost every garment I possessed.

In the back parlour, old MacGregor knelt before the tiny grate of the stove and prayed for flame.

‘Kindling,’ he said over his shoulder, as a surgeon might urgently call for a scalpel, determined not to take his eyes from the work in hand. ‘Dry kindling, man, from the box under the sink.’

The bundle of dead wood was dry, as much as anything was dry at The Bonnet. MacGregor took the Agatha Christie paperback I’d left in the armchair, and ripped from it a few pages to feed the flame. I noticed for the first time that many other pages had already been sacrificed on that same altar. Now perhaps I would never know whether Miss Marple would pin it on the Archdeacon.

MacGregor breathed lustily upon the tiny flames. Perhaps it was the alcoholic content of his breath that made the fire flicker and start to devour the firewood. He moved the kettle over to the hob.

‘I’ll look at the arm,’ he said.

It had become a ritual. He undid the bandage with studied care and then ripped away the dressing so that I gave a cry of pain. ‘That’s done,’ said MacGregor. He always said that.

‘You’re healing well, man.’ He cleaned the wound with antiseptic spirit and said, ‘Plaster will do you now – you’ll not need a bandage today.’

The kettle began to hum.

He applied the sticking plaster and then treated the graze on my back with same care. He applied the sticking plaster there too and then stood back to admire his work, while I shivered.

‘Some tea will warm you,’ he said.

Grey streaks of dawn were smeared across the windows, and outside the birds began to croak and argue – there was nothing to sing about.

‘Stay in the parlour today,’ said MacGregor. ‘You don’t want it to break open again.’ He poured two strong cups of tea, and wrapped a moth-eaten cosy round the pot. He stabbed a tin of milk with the poker and slid it across the table to me.

I pressed the raw places on my arm.

‘They are beginning to itch,’ said MacGregor, ‘and that is good. You’ll stay inside today – and read. I have no use for you.’ He smiled, sipped some tea and then reached for the entire resources in reading matter. Garden Shrubs for the Amateur, With the Flag to Pretoria, volume three, and three paperback Agatha Christies, partly plundered for their combustibility.

He put the books alongside me, poured me more tea and added peat to the fire. ‘Your friends will be coming today or tomorrow,’ he said.

‘When do we go on the trip – did they tell you?’

‘Your friends will be coming,’ he said. He was not a garrulous man.

MacGregor spent most of that morning in the shed, with the power-saw reduced to its components and arranged on the stone floor round him. Many times he fitted the parts together. Many times he snatched at the starter-string so that the engine turned. But it did not fire. Sometimes he swore at it but he did not give up until noon. Then he came into the parlour and threw himself into the battered leather armchair that I never used, realizing that he had a prior claim. ‘Bah!’ said MacGregor. I’d learned to interpret it as his way of complaining of the cold. I prodded at the fire.

‘Your porridge is on,’ he said. He called all the food porridge. It was his way of mocking Sassenachs.

‘It smells good.’

‘I’ll have none of your caustic London irony,’ said MacGregor. ‘If you do not fancy a sup – you can run down to the wood shed and wrestle that damned wood-saw.’ He clapped his hands together and massaged the red calloused fingers to bring the blood back into them. ‘Bah,’ he said again.

Behind him, the view from the tiny window, deepset into the thick stone wall, was partly obscured by two half-dead potted begonias. I could just see sunlight picking up traces of snow on the distant peaks, except when a gust of wind brought the chimney smoke into the yard, or, worse, brought it down into the parlour. MacGregor coughed. ‘It needs a new cowl,’ he explained. ‘The east wind gets under the eaves and lifts the slates too.’

He followed my gaze out of the window. ‘That will be a London car,’ he said.

‘How do you know?’

‘Hereabouts folks have vans and lorries – we don’t go much on cars – but when we do buy them we choose something that will get us up the Hammer or over the high road in winter. We’d not choose a smart London car like that one.’

At first I thought it might turn off at the lower road, go through the village and along the coast. But the car continued on the road. It meandered along the slopes on the other side of the valley, so that we could see it climbing each hairpin for the first two or three miles. ‘They’ll want dinner,’ said MacGregor.

‘Or at least a drink,’ I said. I knew that it was a gruelling run for the last few miles. The road was not good at any time of the year but with the pot holes concealed by snow, the driver would have to pick his way past the worst bits. He’d need a drink and a moment by the fire.

‘I’ll see that the bar room fire is alive,’ he said. It was only the constant replenishment of fires, at back and front, that kept the house habitable. Even then he needed an oil heater near his feet in the bar, and the bedrooms were cold enough to strike the lungs like a stiletto. I tucked Agatha Christie behind the striking clock.

The car turned in on the gravel. It was a DBS, dark blue with matching upholstery. But the Aston was dented and spattered with mud and filthy snow. The windscreen was caked with dirt except for the two bright eyes made by the wipers. Only when the door opened did I see the driver. It was Ferdy Foxwell wearing his famous impresario’s overcoat, its astrakhan collar buttoned up over his ears, and a crazy little fur hat tilted askew on his head.

I went out to see him. ‘Ferdy! Are we off?’

‘Tomorrow. Schlegel is on his way. I thought with this I’d be here ahead of him. Give us a chance to chat.’

‘Nice car, Ferdy,’ I said.

‘I treated myself for Christmas,’ he said. ‘You disapprove?’

The car cost more than my father earned from the railway for ten years’ conscientious service, but Ferdy buying a small Ford wasn’t going to help my father. ‘Spend, Ferdy, spend. Be the first kid on the block with an executive jet.’

He smiled shyly, but I meant it. I’d been around long enough to find out that it wasn’t the proprietors of three-star restaurants, designers of custom jewellery or the manufacturers of hand-made sports cars who were sitting in the sun in Bermuda. It was the shrewdies who did tinned beans, frozen fish and fizzy drinks.

Ferdy sniffed at MacGregor’s stew. ‘What the devil are you boiling up there, MacGregor, you hairy Scotch bastard?’

‘It’s your chance to taste Highland haggis, fatty,’ said MacGregor.

‘One of these days you’ll say that, and it really will be a haggis,’ said Ferdy.

‘Never,’ said MacGregor, ‘can’t stand the filthy muck. I would no’ have the stench of it in my house.’

‘You can put a gill of your home-made ginger wine into a double measure of your malt,’ said Ferdy.

I said, ‘Make it two of them.’

‘Finest ginger wine I ever tasted,’ said Ferdy. He grinned at me. MacGregor deplored the idea of mixing anything with his precious malts but he was vulnerable to compliments about his ginger wine. Reluctantly he took his time before he poured the measures into the glasses, hoping the while that we’d change our minds.

‘The Colonel is coming?’

‘The new Colonel is coming, MacGregor, my friend.’ It was declared now, that we all had the same employer, and yet even during my two days with him he’d not admitted it.

The wind was backing. No longer was smoke coming down into the back yard but the radio aerial gave a gentle moan. It was an uncommonly tall radio aerial, if intended only to bring in the BBC programmes.

‘I must have the power-saw ready for morning,’ said MacGregor diplomatically, for he guessed that the contents of Ferdy’s document case were only for me to see.

Ferdy had the schoolboy intensity that I never ceased to admire. He’d brought all the right documents and codes and radio procedure charts marked up for the dates of the changes. No matter how much he complained, no matter, in fact, how anyone treated him, Ferdy saw himself as Mr Reliable, and he worked hard to keep his own esteem.

He hurried through the papers. ‘I suppose Schlegel poked you away up here because he didn’t want us talking together.’ He said it casually, while giving the edges of the pages too much attention. It was a girl’s response, if I can say that about Ferdy without giving you a completely wrong idea about him.

‘No,’ I said.

‘He hates me,’ said Ferdy.

‘You keep saying that.’

‘I keep saying it because it’s true.’

‘Well, that’s a good enough reason,’ I admitted.

‘I mean, you know it’s true, don’t you.’ Again it was an adolescent’s wish to be contradicted.

‘Hell, Ferdy, I don’t know.’

‘And don’t care.’

‘And don’t care, Ferdy. Right.’

‘I’ve been against the Americans taking over the Centre, right from the start.’ He paused. I said nothing. Ferdy said, ‘You haven’t, I know.’

‘I’m not sure the Centre would still be functioning if the Americans hadn’t pumped life into it.’

‘But is it recognizable? When was the last time we did a historical analysis?’

‘You know when, Ferdy. You and I did the PQ17 convoy in September. Before that, we did those Battle of Britain variable fuel load games. You wrote them up for the journal. I thought you were pleased with what we did?’

‘Yes, those,’ said Ferdy, unable to conceal the irritation which my answers gave him. ‘I mean a historical game played right through the month – computer time and all – with full staff. Not just you and me doing all the donkey work. Not just the two of us scribbling notes, as if it was some new boxed game from Avalon Hill.’

‘Who pays the piper …’

‘Well I don’t like the tune. That’s why I first started telling Toliver what was happening.’

‘What?’

‘Only after they started the surveillance submarines.’

‘You mean …’ I paused as I thought about it. ‘You mean you were reporting all that classified material back to Toliver?’

‘He’s one of the senior people in intelligence.’

‘For God’s sake, Ferdy, even if he was, what’s that got to do with it?’

Ferdy bit his lower lip. ‘I had to make sure our people knew.’

‘They knew, Ferdy. We are a combined services outfit. They knew. What good could it possibly do, telling Toliver?’

‘You think I did wrong?’

‘You can’t be that stupid, Ferdy.’

‘Let Schlegel down?’ Ferdy said angrily. He shook an errant curl off his forehead. ‘Is that what I did?’

‘How could they …’ I stopped.

‘Yes,’ said Ferdy. ‘I’m waiting.’

‘Well, what makes you so sure that Toliver is not working for the Russians? Or the Americans, come to that. How do you know?’

Ferdy went ashen. He ran his splayed fingers through his hair a couple of times. ‘You don’t believe that,’ he said.

‘I’m asking you,’ I said.

‘You’ve never liked Toliver. I know you haven’t.’

‘Is that why he deserved the analysis every month?’

Ferdy huffed and puffed, fidgeting with the curtain to get more light in the room, and picking up my Agatha Christie and reading a line or two. ‘You reading this?’ he asked. I nodded. He put it back on the mantelshelf, behind the broken jug in which MacGregor kept the unpaid bills. ‘I wish I’d spoken with you about this before, Patrick,’ said Ferdy. ‘I nearly did. Lots of times I nearly told you.’ The blue jug was safely positioned on the mantelpiece but Ferdy pushed it close against the mirror, as though it might leap into the fireplace and smash into a thousand fragments just to spite and embarrass him. He smiled at me. ‘You know about this sort of thing, Patrick. I’ve never been awfully good at the public relations side of it.’

‘Thanks a lot, Ferdy,’ I said, without working hard at making my appreciation shine through.

‘No offence.’

‘And none taken, but if you think that is public relations …’

‘I didn’t mean public relations exactly.’

‘Oh, good.’

‘You think old Mac would let us have some tea?’

‘Now don’t change the subject. Schlegel will be here in a moment.’

‘Oh, he’ll be chasing as fast as he can go. He won’t relish the idea of us working against him.’

‘Then that makes two of us.’

‘Don’t be odious, Pat. I can help you. I mean, these people are trying to get at both of us, you know.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Am I right in saying that you’ve seen this fellow before, for instance?’ He unclipped the lining of his document case and produced a large envelope from which he took a photo. He passed it to me.

‘Seen him before?’

I took the picture. It was a small print, rephotographed from another print, judging by the fuzzy quality and the reflection. I’d seen it before, all right, but I wasn’t going to say so.

‘No.’

‘Would you be surprised if I told you that he was Rear-Admiral Remoziva?’

‘No.’

‘You know what I’m getting at?’

‘Not a clue.’

‘Remoziva is Chief of Staff, Northern Fleet.’

‘A real, live Red Admiral.’

‘A real, live Red Admiral,’ said Ferdy.

He looked at me, trying to see what reaction his information had produced. ‘Murmansk,’ he added finally.

‘Yes, I know where the Russians keep the Northern Fleet, Ferdy.’

‘One of the best submarine men they have. Rear-Admiral Remoziva is the favourite for the First Deputy’s department next year. Did you know that?’

I walked across to where he was standing. He was pretending to look out of the window to where MacGregor’s dog was sniffing along some invisible track that circled the coal store. The window had frosted, making the dog no more than a fluffy growl. Ferdy breathed upon the glass and cleared a small circle, through which he peered. Over the sea the sky looked like a bundle of tarry rope but there were strands of red and gold plaited into it. Tomorrow would be a fine day.

‘Did you know it?’ Ferdy asked again.

I put my hand on his shoulder. ‘No, Ferdy,’ I said, and I pulled him round to face me, then grabbed his coat collar in my hand and twisted it so that the cloth tightened against his throat. He was a bigger man than me. Or so he’d always seemed. ‘I didn’t know that, Ferdy,’ I told him very quietly. ‘But,’ and I shook him gently, ‘if I find that you …’

‘What?’

‘Are anything to do with it.’

‘To do with what?’ His voice was high, but who knows whether it was indignation, fear, or just bewilderment.

‘What?’ he said again. ‘What? What? What?’ He was shouting by this time. Shouting so loud that I only just heard the door slam as MacGregor came back into the house.

‘No matter.’ I pushed Ferdy angrily, and stepped back from him as MacGregor came into the room. Ferdy straightened his tie and coat.

‘Did you want something?’ said MacGregor.

‘Ferdy was wondering if we could get some tea,’ I said.

MacGregor looked from one to the other of us. ‘You can,’ he said. ‘I’ll brew it when the kettle boils. It’s on the fire.’

Still he watched us both. And we watched each other, and in Ferdy’s eyes I saw resentment and fear. ‘Another trip so soon,’ said Ferdy. ‘We deserved a longer break.’

‘You’re right,’ I said. MacGregor turned and went back to the power-saw.

‘So why does Schlegel want to come?’

‘He wants to find out how the subs work. It’s a new kind of department for him.’

‘Huh!’ said Ferdy. ‘He doesn’t give a damn about subs. He’s from the CIA.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Leave me alone,’ he said.

‘Sent to harass you, you mean?’

‘You’re a hard bastard, Pat.’ He straightened his tie. ‘You know that, don’t you? You’re a hard bastard.’

‘But not hard enough,’ I said.

‘And I’ll tell you something else, Patrick. This business with this Russian – this is Schlegel’s pet project. I keep my ears open and I can tell you, it’s Schlegel’s pet project.’ He smiled, anxious to be friends again – a schoolgirl quarrel, soon mended, soon forgotten.

MacGregor called from the bar. ‘Car coming.’

We both turned to the window. Already it was getting dark, although the clock said it was not much past four in the afternoon.

‘Schlegel,’ said Ferdy.

‘In a space ship?’ The bright yellow, futuristic car made me smile. What a character.

‘It’s his new sports car – you buy the kit and assemble it. You save a lot of tax.’

‘There had to be a reason,’ I said. Schlegel brought it into the park, and revved-up before switching off, in the way that racing motorists are reputed to do. The silence lasted only a few minutes. Even before Schlegel had the car door open, I heard MacGregor’s power-saw stammer and then roar into action. Nothing dared not work, once Schlegel had arrived.

‘Oh boy,’ said Schlegel. ‘When I choose, I choose a lulu.’

‘What?’

‘Spare me the static.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Why didn’t you lay it on me, about working for the goddamn Brits?’

I said nothing.

Schlegel sighed. ‘I was bound to find out. You made me look like a creep, do you know that, Pat?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Sure. You’re sorry. You don’t get the flak. You spent years working for the goddamn intelligence service, and you let me put a screening request to them just like you are a two-bit clerk, and now you say you’re sorry.’

‘You didn’t tell me you were screening me.’

‘Don’t get smart with me, Patrick.’

I raised the flat of my hand and lowered my eyes. I owed him an apology and there was no doubt about it. They’d make his face burn red for a couple of months, if I knew anything about those megalomaniacs at Joint Service Records. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘What do you want me to do: commit hari-kari with a blunt screwdriver?’

‘I might,’ said Schlegel, and he was still very mad.

Ferdy came outside then, so I knew the Colonel would drop it. He did, too, but clearly it would be a little time before he came around to being our happy laughing leader again.

‘Both the bags?’ said Ferdy.

‘Jesus, don’t fuss round me,’ said Schlegel, and Ferdy flinched like a whipped dog and gave me a look to tell me that it was no more and no less than he’d expected.

‘Let’s go. Let’s go,’ said Schlegel. He picked up his baggage, including equipment for both golf and tennis, and strode into the bar parlour.

‘And what will it be, Colonel, sir?’ said MacGregor.

Schlegel looked him up and down. ‘Are you going to be another of these smart-arse Brits?’ said Schlegel. ‘Because I don’t need it, pal. I don’t need it.’

‘I want to give you a drink, man,’ said MacGregor.

‘Can you fix a Martini, American style?’ asked Schlegel.

‘I can,’ said MacGregor.

But Schlegel wasn’t going to let him get away as easily as that. ‘I’m talking about a stem glass from the ice-box, really cold Beefeater and no more than seven per cent dry vermouth.’

‘I can,’ said MacGregor. He turned away to start fixing it.

‘And I mean cold,’ said Schlegel.

‘You can sit in the freezer and drink it, if you want to,’ said MacGregor.

‘Listen,’ said Schlegel. ‘Make it a double Scotch will you. Less chance you’ll screw up on that one.’

It was after the second round of drinks that MacGregor came into the back room laughing. ‘I’ve just seen a remarkable sight,’ he said. We turned to look at him, for he was not a man who was often surprised. And even less likely to admit it.

‘A hearse – driving past like a mad feller.’

‘A hearse? Where was he going?’ said Ferdy.

‘Where was he going,’ said MacGregor. ‘Hah. I’d like to know the answer to that one myself. He was driving up over the high road. There’s nothing along that way.’

‘Except the submarine base,’ I said.

‘Aye, except the submarine base. It would be a detour of fifteen miles for him to go that way to the Glen, or any of the villages.’

‘Some kid stealing a ride home,’ said Schlegel. He had not even looked up from his drink.

‘At this time of day?’ said MacGregor. ‘Coming back from some local night club you mean?’

‘Something like that,’ said Schlegel, unabashed at MacGregor’s sarcasm. ‘What else, I’d like to know?’

‘A burial at sea,’ I offered. MacGregor gave a great booming laugh as though I’d made a fine joke.

‘Did it have a body in it?’ asked the ever-practical Ferdy.

‘Well, it had a coffin in it,’ said MacGregor.

We ate in the front bar that night. We sat on the stools and faced Mac across his highly polished bar counter. It was a good stew – a man’s cooking: great chunks of beef with whole potatoes and beans, too. And Mac’s best beer to go with it. And as we finished eating, the sky threw a handful of snow at the window, and the wind rapped twice so that we couldn’t fail to notice.
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… history does not prove games wrong, any more than games prove history so.
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The navies of the world have decreed that, although submarines are called boats, nuclear submarines are ships. To see one of these monsters, well over a hundred yards long, weigh anchor and creep out to sea, is to understand why. Inch by inch we moved through the anchorage, past pale grey mother ships and the tiny conventional submarines alongside them. We passed through the anti-submarine booms, nets and anti-frogman barrier, thankful for the brief snatches of bright sun that shone from a cloudy sky and reminded everyone aboard that we were heading into the continuous Arctic night.

The US submarine Paul Revere was a huge vessel by any standards, space to spare for laundry rooms, cinema, library and a comfortable lounge. Just a perfunctory tour of the ship took over an hour. No sooner had we changed into USN khakis than Schlegel was off, investigating every nook and cranny. We heard his progress through the departments, making jokes, poking fingers, shaking hands and introducing himself. ‘Colonel Chuck Schlegel, US Marine Corps, buddy, and don’t you forget you’ve got a gyrene on this tub. Ha, ha.’

These intelligence submarines did not have the usual banks of sixteen missiles. Instead, the amidships section was crammed with electronic counter measures (ECM) and radio monitoring and recording apparatus. Certain recorded intercepts were taken back to STUCEN and fed into the computer. Thus we could array on the Games Table up to date ‘dilemma assessment’ which is the pre-game stage of each simulated conflict.

In a corner of the lounge, there was the ship’s doctor, laying down the cards for a complicated bridge game that he claimed he could play all by himself.

‘What’s it like up there?’ he said. He was a worn-out little man with balding head and heavy-lidded eyes.

‘Bright sunshine, but we are running into sea mist.’

‘How about taking a bridge hand?’

I shook my head. ‘I promised my mother,’ I said.

The great submarine threaded its way out through the Sound. The Seal Beach lighthouse bellowed at us, and a sea mist clamped down upon the gap between the northern end of Ardvern and the tiny island of Lum, that sticks its black head out of the water like an inquiring seal, its neck garlanded with a ruff of white water.

It was radar weather after that. The skipper came down from the sail. Schlegel had been up there with him. When he came into the wardroom his face was blue with cold, in spite of the big US Navy anorak he was wearing.

He slipped the anorak off his shoulders. ‘Oh boy!’ said Schlegel.

The doctor looked up from his bridge game. Schlegel was wearing his old Marine Corps sun-tans: short sleeves, rank insignia and pilot’s wings, and starched like a plank.

I was standing by the coffee machine and I poured him some.

‘Jesus, it’s pretty scary,’ Schlegel said. ‘We came past that damned reef so close I could have snatched a seagull off the foreshore.’ He looked around to where Ferdy was sitting, feet on the table and half asleep, over a copy of The Brothers Karamazov.

‘You guys haven’t seen what’s happening upstairs. That skipper slides this office block through the water like a dune buggy.’ He gulped the hot coffee. He pulled a face as it burned him.

‘Be careful,’ said Ferdy. ‘That coffee is very hot.’

‘You should go on up on the sail sometime,’ said Schlegel. He wiped his mouth with a handkerchief.

‘Not me,’ said Ferdy. ‘Not after seeing what it’s done to you, Colonel.’

Schlegel put his anorak into a locker and poured himself some iced water.

‘What was the skipper saying about oranges, Patrick?’

‘We usually put a couple of crates aboard, Colonel. It’s the first thing they run low on. And that way, we don’t have to feel guilty about giving them three extra mouths.’

‘Now I’ve got to chip in on that,’ said Schlegel.

‘Whatever you want to do,’ I said. I saw the Engineering Officer pass by the door on his way to the Manoeuvring Room. There was a double blast on the diving-klaxon. ‘Hold on to your ice water, Colonel,’ I told him.

The floor tilted suddenly. ‘Holy Moses,’ said Schlegel. The floor’s angle increased, and the ship lunged forward as the bow wave, which had been resting on us like a wall, streamed over the deck. Schlegel nearly lost his balance, and put out a hand to grasp the overhead piping. He smiled to show us how much he was enjoying it. After we passed a hundred feet the ship levelled off.

At a writing-desk in the corner of the lounge the doctor slammed his hands on to the cards to stop them sliding.

‘Does that happen often?’ Schlegel asked.

‘It’ll happen again within an hour,’ I said. ‘When we’re past Muck, Eigg and Rhum and into the Minches, he’ll take her down to four hundred feet. That’s cruising level. After that there’s nothing to do except watch Ferdy reading Brothers Karamazov: just as he’s been doing the last three trips.’

‘I can’t remember their damned names,’ said Ferdy.

‘I wouldn’t get too settled in,’ said Schlegel. ‘This trip is likely to be more active than usual.’

Neither of us answered.

Schlegel said, ‘I’m going to the Control Room if anybody wants me.’

Ferdy chortled after Schlegel had gone. ‘If anybody wants him,’ said Ferdy. ‘Where’s he think he is, the Playboy Club?’

I was wrong about the Captain waiting until we got to the Minches. The klaxon sounded and the floor tilted again. From the far end of the ship I heard a cry of pain from Schlegel as he fell and slid across the polished deck.

‘Good on the skipper,’ said Ferdy.

Conventional submarines make more speed on the surface than they can below it, but nuclear subs go faster submerged. Now, displacing four thousand tons of Atlantic Ocean, we were making better than twenty-five knots in the general direction of the Arctic. It was the literal end of the world: at this season the edge of the polar ice cap was as far south as it ever gets – locking Russia to the North Pole. To add to the fun, winter brings permanent night to the land of ice.

Apart from a bridge tournament that continued in the library, and the film show at 14.00 hours and 21.00 hours each day, there was little for us to do for the first three days. Even Schlegel simmered down enough to spend hours at a time reading The Biography of von Richthofen. Some of the corridor lights were dimmed from 20.00 until 07.00 hours in the morning. Apart from that, there was little difference between day or night, except that grapefruit segments and orange juice were on the chilled shelf for one meal in three. Once or twice we came up to periscope depth and let a blow of fresh air through the schnorkel. I suppose there was nothing wrong with the scrubbed air, but it was nice to smell the sea once in a while.

We had our own operators in the electronics rooms. When we surfaced they did the usual tests: tuning into the Northern Fleet transmitters at Murmansk and the big Baltic Fleet radio at Baltiysk – on the Frisches Haff. The submarine base at Kaliningrad – what used to be Königsberg – and the C-in-C Baltic Naval Air Force, have heavy radio traffic. If London’s reception is poor, surfaced subs in transit monitor for them.

There was nothing special on the data collection log except intercepts between a couple of conventional subs steaming a parallel course north with us. They were East Germans, from the submarine school at Sassnitz, taking the boats up in the direction of Poliarnyi. We read them on the sonar and ranged them. A nuclear power plant enables all the electronic equipment to give a performance superior to anything in a conventional boat. The Conning Officer pleaded to do mock attacks on them but the Captain wouldn’t even discuss it. The captains of these data collection subs are given the full treatment at New London before they take command. The idea of the Russians capturing one of them was CINCLANT’S constant nightmare. That’s why I was surprised that they’d chosen such a sub to do Toliver’s rendezvous for Remoziva.

The Norwegian Basin is a deep area of the Norwegian Sea that lies between Norway and Greenland. Even on the rim of the Basin there are still a couple of thousand metres of water. But before we were out of the northern end of the Basin, the sonar picked up the first of the drift-ice. Growlers, they call the grey chunks that float off the pack. They don’t remain flat side up, as they were when they were part of the floe. They tip over and look exactly like a submarine or a trawler. And if they are big enough, a gust of wind can catch them. Then they will sail off, leaving a wake behind them so that you start counting the seconds before a surface-to-surface hits you in the fanny.

We were having breakfast when the first growler was sighted. That morning there was cinnamon toast. Faintly, from the juke box in the crew’s quarters, I could hear Neil Diamond singing ‘Cracklin’ Rosie’.

‘The Captain says it’s a long way south,’ said Schlegel.

‘A north wind will bring them down a lot farther than this,’ said Ferdy. He turned to me. ‘What do you think he’ll do?’

‘Who?’ asked Schlegel. He didn’t like to be left out of things.

‘The skipper,’ I said. ‘He’ll go deep.’

‘Periscope depth,’ said Ferdy.

‘A quid,’ I said.

‘You’re on,’ said Ferdy.

‘Why do you think he’ll go deep?’ said Schlegel.

‘He’s a new kid. He’s full of the marvels of science, but he’ll want to convince himself that the sonar is perfect before we get into the rough stuff.’

‘And I’ve got a pound that says you’re wrong,’ said Schlegel.

That’s how I lost two quid. Mind you, Ferdy swore that Schlegel must have heard the Captain say what he intended to do beforehand. But hell, Schlegel isn’t short of a quid.

He took us up to periscope level. He was a new kid – I was right about that – so why didn’t I guess he’d be interested in seeing what the Arctic looked like.

It was an either/or situation. He could either take us down and rely on the machinery, or keep a sharp watch for ice on the surface. Ice is no softer than steel when you bump into it. Even a chunk no bigger than Ferdy could wreck the periscope vacuums.

‘That’s unkind,’ said Ferdy.

‘No bigger than a Shetland pony,’ I offered.

‘Shetland pony, I’ll accept,’ said Ferdy, and giggled. ‘Do you want another serving of cinnamon toast?’ He got to his feet to get it.

‘And bacon,’ I said.

‘You guys,’ said Schlegel. ‘That’s the third helping of cinnamon toast! You get no exercise, you don’t need all this chow.’

Suddenly there was a thump. Crockery smashed in the dining-room and a dozen pairs of boots fell out of the rack in front of me and shot across the deck towards Ferdy’s armchair.

‘My God! What’s that?’ said Ferdy.

The deck tilted. The forward motion stopped, as the screws went into reverse and the ship heeled over. I hung on to the bulkhead as I clambered forward to the Control Room. We went into a violent up-angle.

‘Hold it,’ said Schlegel when I got there. Already the Captain was at the sonar, hanging on to the operator to stop himself sliding across the floor.

‘Contact fifty yards dead ahead,’ said the Conning Officer. He’d thrown her into the tightest turn she was capable of and now we were beginning to straighten slowly.

‘What is it?’ said the skipper. He was a baby-faced Commander with tailored khakis and soft brown leather high boots. He rubbed his eyes. There were no shadows, no shade, no escape from the fluorescent lights that glared in the glass dials.

‘That goddamn Kraut sub,’ said the Conning Officer.

‘Are you sure?’ He looked not at the Conning Officer but to his Exec.

‘We’ve been watching her,’ said the Exec. ‘She’s been acting up … crossed our bow twice … then she dived ahead of us.’

They were both watching the sonar screen. The shape moved just a flicker. It was still, and then slowly it turned. You could have cut the tension with a knife.

‘Ten minds with but a single thought,’ said the skipper. Just the tiniest hint of a smile was on the corner of his lips but a bead of sweat on his forehead undid the cool he showed. He was right about this man’s mind. I was waiting for her bow tubes to come round to us, and not liking it.

Suddenly there was bedlam in the Control Room. The air was filled with raucous noises: flutes up and down the scale, and a rasping noise from the PA system. I looked at the console. The radar screen was a snowstorm that dashed vertically and diagonally in a mad rhythm.

The Captain took the PA microphone and, raising his voice to make it heard above the interference, said, ‘This is the Captain. Stay loose, everybody. It’s just their ECM.’

The noise increased to a frenzy as the German submarine’s counter measures jammed the electronics. Then it stopped and the instruments swung back to their rightful positions, the screen darkened and the PA speakers went silent.

‘She’s heading south – fast.’

‘Bastards!’ said the Exec.

The Captain walked over to the screen and patted the operator on the back. ‘Not too many more like that, Al.’

The boy smiled. ‘We’ll come back the scenic route, sir.’

‘Do that for me. My old lady will never forgive you if you do something silly now,’ said the skipper. He ran the back of his hand across his brow.

The Exec took the con again. I felt the edge of vibration as the screws began to turn and a ripple of freshly disturbed water ran along the hull like a cautionary finger.

‘Steer, Oh, three, five-er.’

We were on the way again.

‘Is this something I should try to get used to?’ said Schlegel.

‘They hassle us sometimes,’ said the Captain. ‘We displace four thousand tons. That East German skipper is in a tiny, thirteen-hundred-ton, W Class job …’ The Captain wiped his hands on a silk handkerchief. That’s the nuclear age, I thought; in the old days it would have been oily cotton waste.

‘How do you know?’

‘The size on the screen … and it’s their most common sub. They copied it from the Kraut’s old Type XXI, in the war. When he cuts my bow like that, he makes us slew round half the ocean to recover. We’re damned heavy, Colonel, and the trouble with the high cruising speed is … well, you just saw what it was.’

‘It makes us jumpy seeing those little conventionals jazzing across us like that,’ said the Exec. ‘Those are the babies that have the hunter-killer gear. When the chips go down, it won’t be the Red’s nukes that come after us, it will be their little conventionals. That’s why they keep building them.’

Schlegel nodded. ‘The East Germans are moving their hardware back to the Polish and Russian ports. They’ll be pushing some of it up into the Northern Fleet, too. Watch out for it.’

‘What’s their angle?’ said the Captain.

‘Don’t you get past the funnies section? The Russians are sitting down to talk about German reunification. You don’t imagine that they intend to let any of us capitalist reactionaries get our hands on it, before they complete an energetic asset-stripping operation, do you?’

‘What kind of ships do the East Germans have?’ the Captain asked. ‘And what kind of men?’

Schlegel waved to me. I said, ‘Frigates and coastal stuff. It took a long time before the Russians would let the DDR have submarines. But all the People’s Navy are ten-year men. Officer-training is a four-year stint and they have to do two years on the lower deck before they can even apply for it. So every officer’s had six years’ service.’

The Captain said, ‘If they only let six-year officers go to sea in this man’s navy, I guess we’d have me and Doc Harris. My Exec would be promised for next year.’

The Executive Officer didn’t smile. ‘Six years’ training, eh? Did you ever see a flotilla of those bastards come steaming through a NATO exercise, or any other Western naval unit? Twice I’ve seen them come right through the middle of ships at sea. No signals, no lights, nothing. And not turning a fraction off course. Came within ten yards of one destroyer. They know our safety instructions make us avoid collision. It makes them feel like big men doing that … six years! … seamen! Just bastards, that’s what they are.’

‘They do that to discover our emergency wavelengths,’ said the Captain. ‘There are always electronics boats with them when they do that.’

‘Bastards,’ said the Exec.

‘The East German ships are well built, I guess,’ said the Captain.

‘First class,’ I said. ‘That’s the DDR’s real value to the Eastern bloc – ship construction for satellite navies. And they have deep-buried oil supplies, submarine pens in cliffs, and yards well tucked away.’

‘Reunification, eh?’ said the Captain, as though he was hearing about it for the first time. ‘Sounds like it would be good for us. It would push the Reds right back to Poland, wouldn’t it?’

‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘Or bring them right up to Holland. Depends whether you are an optimist or a pessimist.’
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‘Navigator to the Control Room.’

I came awake suddenly. The door was not fully closed and there was a dull orange light from the corridor. I switched on the bulk light and looked at my watch. It was the middle of the night. Schlegel’s bunk was empty and so was Ferdy’s. I dressed hurriedly and went forward.

At first the drift-ice is no more than a few patches. Then the sonar starts picking up the big floes: as big as a car, as big as a house, as big as a city block. And is it seven-eighths, or nine-tenths, of an iceberg that remains submerged and invisible? Well, who cares how much. Enough submerged to shred us. Or, as Schlegel explained to the Captain, enough to cool every Martini from Portland to LA.

But once you dive under the ice you are committed to the element of the water. And this was not the two-thousand-metre deeps of the Norwegian Basin. We were over the Jan Mayen Ridge and into the Barents Sea to where your ocean is measured in feet. For eight hours under the Polar pack we could predict the ice thickness with a reasonable degree of certainty, but after that we were in the ‘brash and block’ and some of those pieces could be any size at all. I’d heard about these deep winter trips but this was the first one I’d ever done, and now and again I found myself thinking of the ship they lost two winters before.

‘Engineering Officer to the Control Room.’

‘Any sign of that goddamn Polack sub?’

‘The two of them went off the screen south.’

‘Murmansk. Watch out for them on sonar.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Shoaling steeply, sir.’

‘Watch her, Charlie – even slower, I think.’ The skipper turned to Schlegel and me. ‘This chunk of ice above us is a mile wide.’

‘That big?’ said Schlegel.

‘The one beyond is nearer nine miles wide,’ said the Captain.

When the Captain wasn’t looking, Schlegel pulled a face at me. He was right, what the hell are you supposed to say. Next the kid was going to be showing us his appendix scar.

‘All hands. This is the Captain speaking. Complete silence throughout the ship.’

The pings of the sonar were suddenly very loud. I looked round at the crowded Control Room. The duty watch were fully dressed in their khaki shirts and pants, but the Captain was in his shirtsleeves and the Navigator was in striped pyjamas.

American submariners had been charting the beds of the Arctic seas for many years. They’d recorded the canyons and the peaks of the shallow northern seas, in thousand-mile highways that could be followed as a truck driver uses the motorways of Europe. But truck drivers do not have an unpredictable roof of solid ice above their head: great floes, with keels so deep that they’d scalp him unless he steered off the highway and bumped across uncharted routes trying to find a way through unscathed.

‘Pressure ridge coming up, sir.’ Ferdy moved aside as the Captain pushed past him.

The needle of the sonar drew a picture of the ice above us. In winter, the newly formed ice presses against the older floes, forcing them down deep into the water. The pen inked a careful drawing of the ridges: up and down, up and down like a fever chart: each one a little farther down.

‘I don’t like it, Charlie.’

‘No, sir.’ The ship was unnaturally still: men held their breaths, left words unsaid, itches unscratched.

The log needle was on eight knots, the depth gauge needle on two hundred. The only sound was the hum of the machinery and the steady ping of the sonar. The ship edged forward. The sonar needle came lower this time. Each ice ridge had been thicker: eighty feet, then ninety feet, reaching down to us. A hundred and five! Now the needle passed the previous peak, and still kept coming. One hundred and ten, one hundred and fifteen!

‘Jeeeesusss! Take her down!’

‘Negative buoyancy.’ The planesmen had been ready for the order. The two sailors slammed the controls and the nose tilted. ‘To two hundred and fifty.’

The world was tightening around us. The sonar needle did not stop and turn back until one hundred and forty. If we’d stayed at our previous level the ice would have taken five feet off our sail top.

‘Only just,’ said the Exec.

The skipper scratched his nose. He turned to Schlegel. ‘It’s usually a bit hairy before we get to the ice-limits.’

At the ice-limits the thickness is more predictable but the ocean is shallower, and after that we must turn to follow the Russian coastline towards the White Sea. There the shore-line ice starts building together. That’s the worst section of all.

‘That Polish sub has gone?’ said Schlegel.

‘Still on our sonar – she’s turned almost parallel again.’

‘She’s tailing us,’ said Schlegel. He looked at Ferdy.

‘No,’ said the skipper. ‘She probably can’t see us. She could be having the same ice problems we have. Her sonar range is nothing – she’d be rubbing noses with the Eskimos before they’d have a reading.’

‘She knows we’re here?’

‘She knows we’re somewhere. They can hear our sonar hitting them. But they can’t get us on their sonar.’

‘But she’s making good speed,’ said Schlegel.

‘They have better charts than we do for this area. Neither of us can guess the ice but she knows the soundings: it helps.’

‘I’d like to take a poke at it,’ said Schlegel.

‘We both have plenty to occupy us at present,’ said the skipper.

‘The history of the world,’ said Ferdy. ‘Overlooking small enemies in the threat of greater ones – all history comes down to that finally.’

Ferdy was wearing a black silk dressing-gown, its dark red kerchief fixed with a gold pin. The Captain looked at him as if noticing his attire for the first time. Finally he nodded. ‘I suppose.’

‘Still shoaling, sir.’

It was the great silt deposits that made the sea bed flat, but beneath the silt, the bottom was hard enough to take the floor from under us. There was only eighty feet of water below us now, and above us another pressure ridge was building, under the nervous pen of the fathometer. Again the ink line faltered and turned back.

‘Down another fifty,’ said the Captain.

We sank deeper. The pen line shrank away from the horizontal line that represented the top of our sail. I heard Ferdy sigh. We levelled off and the pen made a beautiful tall canopy above us.

‘This is going to be a tough one,’ said the Captain. ‘Come left to north-east.’

‘Lagoon ahead,’ said the sonar operator.

‘How far?’

‘A mile, a bit more perhaps.’

‘Here she comes again.’

This was a big ridge, the keel of an enormous floe.

The drawing showed how it had been born out of corrugated ridges jammed so tight together that the whole floe tilted, so that the pen drew a mad inverted porcupine shape upon the thin white paper.

‘Down thirty.’

‘Goddamn that packing.’ The Captain reached into his shirt collar to mop up the trickles of cold water that had been dripping from the periscope, increasing their rate of flow as the water became colder. The dribbling water had started off as a joke, but now the thought of icy water on the other side of the steel hull raised no laughs.

‘Hold that,’ said the Captain.

Now there was just a swirl of silt beneath us. The fathometer was wobbling as it tried to register upon the soft bottom dislodged by our passing.

‘Full astern – hold it, hold it.’

The floor tilted as the propellers came to a standstill and then began slowly to turn the other way. For a moment the sub became unstable, like a dinghy riding out a long wave. Then the props picked up speed and the forward movement stopped us with a shudder and a loud rumble.

‘Dead slow.’

Now the needle made a series of corrugations over the dark horizontal line that was us. The Captain clamped his hand over his face as if he’d been hit, but I knew he was listening to the scrape of ice along the hull. It came scratching along the metal like predatory fingernails.

The ship had lost all forward speed now. ‘Negative buoyancy,’ said the Captain. There was a lurch and then a groan. The buoyancy chambers rang with a hollow sound as the ship sank to the ocean floor. I lost my balance as we heeled over ten degrees.

Everyone held on to a bulkhead, pipe or fitting. The Captain took the PA microphone. ‘Attention all hands. This is the Captain speaking. We are resting on the ocean bed while I take a good look at the sonar. There is no need for any alarm. Repeat: there is no need for any alarm.’ The Captain replaced the mike and beckoned Schlegel and me over to the control console. He sat down and mopped his brow with a paper tissue. ‘I think we’ll have to try another way through, Colonel.’

‘How?’

‘We’ll go south until we find the end of the rafted ice.’

‘I don’t know much about rafted ice, Captain, but it sounds pretty unlikely that it’s going to get better that way. This stuff builds from the shore outwards. Or that’s what I hear.’

‘Or until we find one of the sea passages that the ice breakers clear all the way to Murmansk.’

‘Nothing doing,’ said Schlegel. ‘That would prejudice my mission. I need a whip antenna in the air inside the next sixty minutes.’

‘Impossible,’ said the Captain. He mopped his brow with a fresh tissue and, taking careful aim at the waste-bin, he threw it away with all the care and attention of an Olympics champion.

‘You’ve got a lagoon a mile or so ahead. We’re going to squeeze this pig-boat through the mud and make it by the time the big hand’s on twelve. Got it?’

‘I’ve got it all right,’ said the Captain. ‘But you haven’t. Prejudicing your mission is tough, but prejudicing my ship is not a contingency.’

‘The decision is mine,’ said Schlegel softly. He glanced over his shoulder, but we weren’t getting much attention from the rest of them. ‘And the sealed orders in your triple-lock safe will say so. Meanwhile glim this.’ He passed the Captain an official-looking envelope. Inside it there was a sheet of paper headed ‘Director of Undersea Warfare’ and there was a Pentagon letterhead and lots of signatures.

‘And if you find that impressive,’ warned Schlegel, ‘let me tell you that the one in your safe is from Joint Chiefs.’

‘There is no one can authorize me to risk my ship,’ said the Captain primly. He looked round at me. I was the only person in earshot.

‘Listen,’ said Schlegel in that Bogart voice with which I’d seen him thrash champions. ‘You’re not speaking to some chicken-shit soldier-boy, Captain. I was riding pig-boats before you were riding kiddie cars. I say she’ll go through and I’m not asking your advice.’

‘And I say …’

‘Yes, and you say I’m wrong. Well, you prove I’m wrong, sailor-boy. You prove I’m wrong by jamming us under the goddamn ice-floe. Because if you turn us around and toddle off home I’ll make sure they kick your ass from sun-up to sack-time. Because you can’t prove your contention without sinking us.’

The Captain had spent a long time since last getting that kind of treatment. He stood up, gasped and sat down again to mop his brow. There were two or three extra-long minutes of silence.

‘Take her through, son,’ coaxed Schlegel. ‘It’ll be all right, you’ll see.’ Schlegel mauled his face, as I’d seen him do at other moments of stress.

The Captain said, ‘The floe over us is maybe as big as the UN building; solid as concrete.’

‘Captain. There’s some kid out there … driving along the road that follows the Kola Fjord north from Murmansk. He’s in some lousy Russian automobile, and the ice is getting under his wiper blades. He’s been watching the mirror for the last half hour, dreading to see the headlights of a prowl car. When he gets into position, on some desolate section of freezing cold headland, he’s going to open up the boot and start fooling with the antenna of a radio transmitter to give us a message. He’s doing all that – and risking his neck – because he believes that freedom is a beautiful thing, Captain. Now, are we – sitting here in this air-conditioned rinky-dink with a rare steak, corn-oysters and blueberry pie on the menu tonight – are we going to let that kid call us up and get no reply?’

‘We’ll maybe lose the periscope,’ said the Captain.

‘Give it a whirl,’ said Schlegel.

Don’t let me leave you with the idea that I personally was joining Schlegel’s clamour for a chance to wriggle under the keel of that iceberg. Let that kid in the car keep right on driving if he’s nervous.

‘One more home-team try,’ said the Captain to his Executive, but no one gave the college cheer.

‘Five knots is all I want.’

The screws began to turn. As water flowed along the hull the deck lurched and slowly came level. I saw the Captain tell the Exec something and I guessed he was sending him off for the sealed orders before making the attempt to get through. That Captain didn’t trust anyone. That was wise of him.

I heard the pen scrape again. ‘More head room, skipper.’

He made a sound to show that he was unimpressed with the extra couple of feet clearance. But his eyes were on the sonar and the lagoon beyond the floe. ‘Close all watertight doors and bulkheads.’

I heard the metal thump closed and the locks tightened. A few of the crewmen exchanged blank stares. The phone rang. The Captain took it. He listened to the Exec for a moment. And then he looked at Schlegel. ‘OK, Charlie. Then let’s do that thing.’ He replaced the phone. ‘Here we go, Colonel,’ he said to Schlegel. Schlegel gave him a smile no thicker than a razor blade.

There was another soft scraping noise on the hull. We heard it clearly because everyone was holding their breath. The ship wriggled as the contact slowed one side of the hull and turned us a degree or two. The revolutions thrashed a little as the prop lost its hold and then gripped the water and went back to normal. Again the same thing happened, but suddenly we lurched forward and the pen scratched a near-vertical line that represented fifty feet or more. The pen came down again, but only made fifteen feet, and then was a steady corrugation on the polar pack no more than ten feet deep.

‘Can’t see that damned lagoon, Colonel.’

‘If we don’t pick up a suitable break in the ice inside thirty minutes I’m going to ask you to put a couple of fish into the underside of that polar pack.’

‘That doesn’t sound healthy,’ said the Captain. ‘We’d be only three ship-lengths away.’

‘Ever hear of Polaris subs, Captain?’ Schlegel asked.

The Captain said nothing.

‘I don’t know what kind of money that fleet of pig-boats costs, but you don’t think they built those contraptions without finding out how to knock a hole in the ice, do you?’

‘We’ve got thirty minutes yet,’ said the Captain.

‘Right,’ said Schlegel, and he threw a finger at the Captain. ‘Cool your kids off a little, huh?’

‘Attention all hands. This is the Captain. We’re under the polar pack. Resume normal activity but keep the juke box off.’

We found a suitably large polynya – which is the proper name for a lagoon in the ice – and, with careful attention to the sonar, the Captain began surfacing procedures.

We were all in the electronics room with the operators that were assigned to this watch. ‘I’ve got every permutation of message he can send on call in my head,’ said Schlegel.

‘Maybe he won’t call,’ said Ferdy.

‘We’ll give him two hours and then we’ll send the negative contact.’

‘Will the Captain hold her on the surface for two hours?’

‘He’ll do what I tell him,’ said Schlegel, with one of his special scowl-like smiles. ‘Anyway, it’ll take his deck party an hour or more to paint the sail white.’

‘That won’t prevent us being picked up on the radar or MAD,’ said Ferdy.

‘Do me a favour and don’t tell that Captain,’ said Schlegel harshly. ‘He’s scared gutless already.’

‘He probably knows the radar chain better than you do, Colonel,’ said Ferdy.

‘That’s why the Colonel’s not scared,’ I added.

‘You guys!’ said Schlegel in disgust.

The radio call came through on time. It was coded in Norwegian, but any Russian monitoring crew would have to be unusually stupid to believe that there were a couple of Norwegian fishing trawlers out there in the deep freeze.

‘Bring number four net,’ came through in morse as clear as a bell and was followed by four five-figure cipher groups.

Schlegel looked over the operator’s shoulder as he deciphered and stabbed a group in the code book. He said, ‘Send that code for “market steady on today’s catches – no change expected tomorrow”. And then wait for them to close.’

Our operator released the key after the signature and there was the bleat of an acknowledgement. Schlegel smiled.

When we were back in the lounge Ferdy sank into an armchair, but Schlegel fiddled with the writing-desk light over the doctor’s one-man bridge game. ‘Our boy made it,’ Schlegel said.

‘Our boy with the suitcase radio set came in five by five. A powerful signal, and clear enough to compare with the Northern Fleet operational transmitter,’ I said.

Schlegel bared his teeth in a way that most people do only for the dentist. I was beginning to recognize it as a sign that he was on the defensive. ‘It was an official transmitter,’ he admitted. ‘Confirming the rendezvous with the helicopter.’

I stared at him. It seemed a lot of words for such a simple message, and why wasn’t it in high speed morse. ‘A Russian transmitter?’ I said. ‘So we are going bare-arse into a lagoon of their choosing?’

‘You don’t like the idea of it?’

‘With a Russkie egg-beater overhead? They could come down with a feather and tickle us to death.’

Schlegel nodded agreement and then studied the doc’s bridge game. Schlegel looked at all the hands and then checked the dealer. He didn’t cheat the cards; he just liked to know where they all were. Without looking up he said, ‘No sweat for the sub, Patrick. Save all your prayers for us. The sub won’t be there: it will arrive early, deposit us and then make itself scarce until we bleep it up. For all we know the RV won’t be a lagoon. We’ll have to make it on foot.’

‘Make it on foot?’ I said. ‘Across that big vanilla-flavoured ice-cream sundae? Are you out of your mind?’

‘You’ll do as you’re told,’ said Schlegel in the same voice he’d used on the Captain.

‘Or what? You’ll tell weight-watchers anonymous about my extra cinnamon toast?’

‘Ferdy!’ said Schlegel.

Ferdy had been watching the exchange with interest but now he got to his feet hurriedly, murmured goodnights, and departed. When we were alone Schlegel moved round the lounge, switching lights on and off, and testing the fans.

‘You don’t think Rear-Admiral Remoziva will deliver?’

‘I’ve been fed a rich diet of fairy stories all the way through this business,’ I complained. ‘But based upon the kind of lies I’ve heard, what I know, and a couple of far-out guesses, I’d say there isn’t a chance in hell.’

‘Suppose I said I agree.’ He looked round anxiously to be sure we were not overheard. ‘Suppose I told you that that radio signal obliges us to continue with the pick-up, even if we were certain that it’s phoney? What would you say to that?’

‘I’d need a book of diagrams.’

‘And that’s what I can’t give you.’ He ran his open hand down his face, tugging at the corners of his mouth as if afraid he might give way to an hysterical bout of merriment. ‘I can only tell you that if we all get gunned down out there tomorrow, and there’s no Remoziva, it will still be worthwhile.’

‘Not to me, it won’t.’ I said. ‘Stay perplexed, feller,’ he said, ‘because if the Russkies pull something fancy out there tomorrow, it won’t matter if they take you alive.’

I smiled. I was trying to master that grim smile of Schlegel’s. I am never too proud to learn, and I had a lot of uses for a smile like that.

‘I’m serious, Pat. There are security aspects of this job that mean that I must be killed rather than captured alive. And the same with Ferdy.’

‘And are there security aspects of this job that cause you to run along now to Ferdy, and tell him that it doesn’t matter if he goes into the bag but I mustn’t get taken alive?’

‘Your mind is like a sewer, pal. How do people get that way?’ He shook his head to indicate disgust, but he didn’t deny the allegation.

‘By surviving, Colonel,’ I said. ‘It’s what they call natural selection.’
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We stood around in the Control Room, wearing kapok-lined white snow-suits, incongruous amongst the shirt-sleeved officers. Above us, the overhead sonar showed the open lagoon, but the Captain hesitated and held the ship level and still against the currents.

‘Look at this, Colonel.’ The Captain was at the periscope. His tone was deferential. Whether this was due to Schlegel’s blast, the letter from the Pentagon, or because the Captain expected us not to return from the mission, was not clear.

Schlegel needed the periscope lowered a fraction. It was sighted vertically. Schlegel looked for a moment, nodded, and then offered the place at the eyepieces to me. I could see only a blurred shape of pale blue.

‘This is with the light intensifier?’ I asked.

‘That’s without it,’ someone said, and the sight went almost black.

‘I don’t know,’ I said finally.

Ferdy looked too. ‘It’s moonlight,’ he said. He laughed mockingly. ‘You think the Russians have rigged a battery of lights for us?’

It broke the tension and even Schlegel smiled.

‘Is it ice?’ said the Captain. ‘I don’t give a damn about the light, but is it ice?’

‘It’s not on the sonar?’ I asked.

‘A thin sheet of ice might not show,’ said the Conning Officer.

‘Take her up, skipper,’ Schlegel said.

The Captain nodded. ‘Down periscope. Flood negative.’

The ship wobbled as the buoyancy control tank echoed, and the ascent began; The crash came like a sledgehammer pounded against the hollow steel of the pressure hull. The Captain bit his lip. All eyes were on him. Obviously some dire damage had been done to the submarine, and just as obviously there was no stopping the ascent just a few feet from the surface. We floated, rocking in the swirl of the disturbed water. Already the Captain was halfway up the ladder. I followed. Whatever was waiting up there, I wanted to see it.

After the bright glare of the submarine’s fluorescent lighting, I’d half-expected a limitless landscape of gleaming ice. But we emerged into Arctic darkness, lit only by diffused moonlight and walled-around with grey mists. The icy wind cut into me like a rusty scalpel.

Only when my eyes became accustomed to the gloom was I able to see the far side of the lagoon, where the dark waters became ash-coloured ridges of ice. The Captain was examining the dents in the periscope casing, and now he looked down and cursed the great sheet of ice that we’d broken into pieces and scattered on our waves.

‘What are the chances, Dave?’ the Captain asked the Engineering Officer, who was expected to know how to fix everything, from nuclear reactor to juke box.

‘It’s vacuum packed. It would be a long job, skipper.’

‘Take a look at it anyway.’

‘Sure thing.’

Schlegel took the Captain by the arm. He said, ‘And since I’ve told you the authorized version, let’s make sure you know what the score really is.’

The Captain bent his head, as if to listen more attentively.

‘Never mind your goddamned pig-boat, sonny. And never mind those orders. If you sail off into the sunset, leaving any one of us out there, I’ll get back. Me, personally! I’ll get back and tear your balls off. That’s the real score, so just make sure you understand it.’

‘Just don’t start anything the navy will have to finish,’ said the Captain. Schlegel grinned broadly. The Captain had taken less time to understand Schlegel than I had. Schlegel played noisy barbarian to examine the reactions of his fellow men. I wondered if I’d come out of it as well as the Captain had.

‘Your boys ready to go, Colonel?’

‘On our way, Captain.’ It was easier said than done. The high freeboard and streamlined shape of the nuclear subs makes it difficult to land from them, except to a properly constructed jetty or mother boat. We clambered down the collapsible ladders, dirtied by the hull and breathless from the exertion.

There was the corpse too. We slid it out of the metal cylinder that breathed the grey smoke of dry ice. He was sitting on a crude wooden seat, which we took from the body and sent back to the sub. Then the body was clipped on two runners and we began to plod across the ice.

We had left the permanent fluorescent day of the submarine for the long winter of Arctic night. The cloud was low, but thin enough for moonlight to glow pale blue, like a TV left on in a deserted warehouse. The cold air and hard ground made the sound travel with unexpected clarity, so that even after we were a mile away from the lagoon we could hear the whispered conversation of the welders inspecting the damaged periscope.

Another mile saw all three of us beginning to feel the exertion. We stopped and deposited the radio bleeper that had been modified to operate on the Russian Fleet Emergency wavelength. We looked back to the submarine as the deck party disappeared back into the hull.

‘Looks like they can’t fix it,’ said Schlegel.

‘That’s what it looks like,’ I agreed.

For a moment it was very still and then, slowly, the black shiny hull slid down into the dark Arctic water. I’ve never felt so lonely.

We were alone on a continent composed solely of ice, floating on the northern waters.

‘Let’s move over a little,’ I said. ‘They could home an anti-personnel missile on to that bleeper.’

‘Good thinking,’ said Schlegel. ‘And bring the incredible hulk.’ He pointed to the frozen corpse. It lay on its side, rolled into a ball as if someone had just floored it with a low punch. We moved two hundred yards and settled down to wait. There was still nearly an hour to go until RV time. We buttoned up the anoraks across the nose, and pulled down the snow goggles to stop the icicles forming on our lashes.

The low cloud, and the hard flat ice, trapped the sound and cast it back and forth between them so that the noise of the helicopter seemed to be everywhere at once. It was a Ka-26, with two coaxial rotors that beat the air loudly enough almost to eclipse the sound of its engines. It hovered over the radio bleeper, dipping its nose to improve the pilot’s view. Still with its nose drooping, it slewed round, searching the land until it saw us.

‘Search and Rescue livery,’ said Ferdy.

‘Ship based,’ said Schlegel. ‘It could still work out.’

‘Remoziva, you mean?’ Ferdy said.

Schlegel shot me a quick glance. ‘Yes, it could be,’ said Schlegel. ‘It could be.’

The chopper settled in the great cloud of powdered snow that was lifted by its blades. Only when the snow settled could we see it, sitting a hundred yards from us. It was slab-sided, with twin-boom tailplane. The cabin was no more than a box, with two huge engine pods mounted high on each side. The exhausts glowed red in the darkness. The box-like design was emphasized by stripes of international-orange, calculated to make it conspicuous on either the ice or the dark ocean. There were dimension lights on every corner of it, and even after the blades came to a sticky halt – when the chopper’s outlines were no longer easy to see – the lights continued to wink on and off like crazy fireflies on a summer’s evening.

Schlegel put a hand on Ferdy’s arm. ‘Let them come to us, let them come to us.’

‘Could that be Remoziva?’ said Ferdy.

Schlegel only grunted. The man who had got out came from the door on the passenger side. He held on to the side of the airframe as he dropped to the ground. His breath hit the cold air like smoke-signals. He was clearly not a young man, and for the first time I began to believe that it might be on.

‘You’d better go, Pat,’ Schlegel said.

‘Why me?’

‘You speak.’

‘Ferdy too.’

‘Ferdy knows what’s happening here.’

‘You’ve got me there,’ I said. I got to my feet and walked towards the old fellow. He was easier to see than I was, for he was dressed in a dark-blue naval overcoat but without shoulderboards or insignia. Stok. It was Colonel Stok. He stopped forty yards from me and held up a flat hand to halt me too.

‘We’ll need the body,’ called Stok.

‘It’s here.’

‘The insignia? … Uniform? … Everything?’

‘Everything,’ I said.

‘Tell them to bring it to the aircraft.’

‘Your man,’ I said. ‘Where is your man?’

‘He’s with his assistant in the back seat. It’s well. Go back and tell them, it is well.’

I returned to the others. ‘What do you think?’ said Schlegel. I was about to tell him that I didn’t like anything about it, but we’d more or less agreed that I’d try to believe in fairies until they beat us over the head with exploding copies of Izvestiia. ‘He’s a very wonderful human being, and you can quote me.’

‘Cut out the shit,’ said Schlegel. ‘What do you think?’

‘He says Remoziva is in the back seat with his assistant. They want the body.’

‘I don’t get it,’ said Ferdy. ‘If they wreck this helicopter with that corpse at the controls, how do they get back?’

‘Do you know something, Ferdy, any time now you’re going to find out about Santa Claus.’

‘Hack it, you two! Help me with this goddamn stiff.’

The Russians didn’t help us. Stok watched us through light-intensifier glasses hooked up to the chopper’s power unit. I suppose they needed such things for Arctic Search and Rescue, but that didn’t help me feel any less conspicuous.

When we were about ten yards from the chopper I said to Schlegel, ‘Shouldn’t one of us make a positive recognition of Remoziva?’

‘What’s the difference? What do we need the stiff for anyway?’

I stopped for a moment. ‘Nothing, but these people might want it as evidence against Remoziva. They might be security police holding your friend Remoziva in custody.’

‘Nice thinking, Pat,’ said Schlegel. ‘But if my Admiral friend is in custody, one uniformed body with kidney trouble is not going to matter much, one way or the other.’

‘You’re the undertaker,’ I said, and we carried the corpse all the way to the doors of the chopper. From behind me I felt a hand grab my leather belt. Almost as if that was a signal, the Russian with Stok hit Ferdy on the face. Ferdy was bending to the body, to help get it feet first into the helicopter doors, and now he straightened. The punch had gone over his shoulder but Ferdy’s retaliation landed. The Russian reeled back against the open door, which banged against the fuselage. The Russian’s fur hat was knocked off and I recognized him as one of the men who’d been with Stok at my flat.

The pilot had jumped down at the other side of the plane. I stepped over the undercarriage rack but Schlegel pulled me back and then stepped clear. He held a hand above his head and fired a signal pistol. The shot sounded very loud and a great red light appeared high above us, and suffused the world in a soft pink glow.

The two men from the back seat were struggling in the door and they had Ferdy’s arm while Stok wrestled with him. It was almost funny, for both Ferdy and the Russian gyrated and overbalanced like a couple of drunken ballet dancers.

The pilot must have climbed back into his seat after Schlegel’s signal, for the clutch engaged and the contra-rotating rotors began with a fierce roar. Few helicopters have overhead rotors low enough to wound even the tallest of men, and yet few resist bending when in the vicinity of the blades. As the pilot revved up, Stok crouched away, and then, fearful that the machine would ascend without him, he stretched an arm to be helped inside. Now only one of the men had Ferdy’s arm and the machine tottered into the air, swinging as the nervous pilot over-corrected. Ferdy was suspended under it, his legs thrashing trying to find the undercarriage rack.

‘Help me, Pat. Help me.’

I was very close. The corpse had already thudded back upon the ice. I threw my glove off and found Mason’s little .22 gun in my pocket. I pulled it clear. Ferdy’s feet were now well clear of the ground and I threw my arms round them in a flying tackle. Ferdy twisted one foot to lock under the sole of the other. It was that that enabled me to unwind my gun arm and raise it. The helicopter roared and lifted into the dark Arctic sky.

The helicopter yawed as it ascended. Then, perhaps in an effort to dislodge me, it slewed abruptly and tilted. I glimpsed Schlegel, standing alone on the grey ice, waving his arms frantically, in some vain attempt to keep me under his command. A puff of cloud smothered me and then, looking deceptively close as we roared across the ice, there was the submarine. She wallowed in water that was now grey: a sleek black whale, garlanded by chunks of surface ice, and on her foredeck, a party of seamen about to cut blubber.

Afterwards I realized that I should have fired through the thin alloy fuselage at the pilot, or even in the direction of the rotor linkage. But I could think only of the man gripping Ferdy’s arm and I put all my shots in that direction. There was a scream of pain and then I felt myself falling. I hung tight to Ferdy’s legs – and tighter still – but that didn’t stop me falling.

There was no way to tell whether we’d been there for seconds, for minutes, or for hours. I must have stirred enough to move my arm, for it was the pain of that that brought me to consciousness.

‘Ferdy. Ferdy.’

There was no movement from him. There was blood on his face from a nose-bleed, and his boot was twisted enough for me to suspect that he’d fractured an ankle.

An ankle, it would have to be an ankle, wouldn’t it. I didn’t fancy my chances of carrying Ferdy more than twenty yards, even if I had known in which direction the submarine was, or whether it was still there.

Schlegel would be searching for us. I was sure of that. Whatever his shortcomings, he did not give up easily.

‘Ferdy.’ He moved and groaned.

‘The moon was north-easterly, right, Ferdy?’

Ferdy didn’t exactly nod, but he contracted his face muscles as if he wanted to. I looked again at the sky. There was a glimpse of the moon now and again, as the low fast clouds parted. And there was a handful of stars too, but like any handful of stars I had no trouble converting them into a plough and making its handle point north any way I wanted. Ferdy was our only chance of heading in the right direction.

‘The submarine, Ferdy.’

Again there was that movement of his face.

‘Would you say the submarine was thataway?’

He looked at the moonlight, and at the hand I held close to his face. The wind was howling so loudly that I had to hold my head against his mouth to hear his words. ‘More,’ it sounded like. I held my hand above him, and turned it until his eyes moved to show me a sort of affirmative. Then I got to my feet very slowly, examined myself and Ferdy too. He was semi-conscious, but his ankle was the only damage I could see. Getting a fireman’s lift on Ferdy was a long and difficult process but the pain of his ankle brought him almost back into the world again.

‘Put me down,’ whispered Ferdy as I shuffled along, half-carrying him. His arms were clasped round my neck, and only infrequently did his good leg assist our progress.

‘Put me down and let me die,’ said Ferdy.

‘Listen, Ferdy,’ I said. ‘You’d better pull yourself together, or I’ll do exactly that.’

‘Put me down,’ said Ferdy, and he gave a long groan of pain and weariness.

‘Left, right, left, right, left, right,’ I called loudly. He couldn’t do much about the rights, but with a bit more nagging I was able to persuade him to take his weight on his left foot now and again.

I was kidding myself, if I thought that I could get as far as we could see. And there was no submarine nearer than that. I stopped. But just holding Ferdy upright took more of my strength than I could spare.

‘Schlegel will be searching for us,’ I said.

Ferdy groaned, as if to indicate that he’d rather be left there than rescued by the dreaded Schlegel.

‘Left, right, left, right, left, right,’ I continued.

Sometimes the wet grey mist wrapped itself round us so completely that we had to stop and wait for the wind to find us a path through it.

‘For God’s sake, Ferdy, take some of your weight.’

‘Cinnamon toast,’ said Ferdy.

‘Damn right,’ I said. ‘It’s all that bloody cinnamon toast.’

Sometimes I stopped even when the mist did not force us to. I stopped to recover my breath, and, as time went on, the stops became more and more frequent. But at least Ferdy was not demanding to be abandoned in the Arctic wastes. It was a good sign, I thought, perhaps not unconnected with thoughts of cinnamon toast.

It was getting darker and darker all the time and I was frightened of losing my sense of direction as already I had lost all track of time.

Once I thought I heard the sound of whistles. I stopped. ‘Listen Ferdy: whistles.’

But it was just the shriek of the wind, playing the sharp fluted ice.

‘Left, right, left, right.’

By now I was croaking the time for myself, more than for Ferdy. I was commanding my own feet to crunch down into the unending snow. As it got darker I was more and more often blundering into ice ridges that came out of the mist at us, for all the world like ships steaming through a fog. ‘Here’s another, Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Left, right, left, right, left, right. No slackening of pace. You’re doing well, old son.’

And so when I saw the bright-red flares ahead of me, it was just another ship in the convoy. ‘Left, right, left, right, left, right.’ And the whistles were just the wind. So Ferdy and I pressed on through them, even when the ice ridges steered two points or more to ram us, or those icy ships were tearing at our clothes. ‘Left, right, left, right. Pick your bloody feet up, Ferdy, you bastard, and take a bit of your two hundred pounds of cinnamon toast on your good ankle, for a change.’

Slabs of up-tilted ice – as big as man – were on every side of us. It was difficult to pick a way through them. I used an outstretched hand to steady myself, as in the half-light the ice seemed to place itself in our path.

‘Not much farther now, Ferdy,’ I coaxed him. ‘I can almost smell that damned toast.’

‘Are they both crazy?’ It was the Captain’s voice.

‘Left, right,’ I said, pushing my way past the ice but snagged upon it, I felt myself stamping the same piece of snow.

‘Help me with the big fellow.’ It was the voice of the doctor. ‘Dead – done for long since.’

Schlegel’s voice said, ‘No goggles – snow blind and concussed. Have you got a needle with you, Doc?’

Somewhere nearby there was another signal flare and I could see that all right. I struggled to get free.

‘Wasted effort,’ said the voice of Schlegel. ‘Carrying him all that time – what a state he’s in.’

‘Probably wasn’t dead when they started.’

‘Maybe not, Doc.’

‘Let go of Foxwell.’ It was Schlegel shouting again, and this time his face was only inches from me. ‘You stupid bastard, let go of him, I say!’
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Several times I had almost awakened into a hazy snow-white world of ether and antiseptic. Through the window bright sun shone on a world of dark-green pine forests, the trees sagging under layers of snow.

Someone lowered the blinds so that the room filled with soft shadowless light. There was a table with fruit, flowers and newspapers on it. The newspapers were in some unreadable script. At the end of the bed sat a man I recognized. He wore a dark suit and his face was elderly and slightly blurred.

‘He’s waking up again.’

‘Pat!’

I groaned. And now another figure came into view, looming over the end of the bed like a sun rising over the Arctic wastes. ‘Wake up, sweetheart, we’ve got other appointments.’

‘I’ll pour him some tea,’ said Dawlish. ‘There’s nothing so reviving as a nice cup of tea. Probably hasn’t had a proper one since coming in here.’

‘Where am I?’ I said. I didn’t want to say it but I wanted to know where I was.

Schlegel smiled. ‘Kirkenes, Norway. A Norwegian chopper brought you off the submarine a few days ago.’

‘Is that right?’ I asked Dawlish.

Dawlish said, ‘We were worried.’

‘I can imagine you were,’ I said. ‘I carry about ten thousand pounds in government insurance.’

‘He’s getting better,’ said Schlegel.

‘If you’d rather we went …’ Dawlish offered.

I shook my head very gently in case it rolled under the bedside cabinet and we had to prod it with sticks to get it out. ‘Where’s Ferdy?’

‘You know where Ferdy is,’ said Schlegel. ‘You did your best for him – but Ferdy’s dead.’

‘What for,’ I said, ‘what the hell for?’

Dawlish smoothed out his English newspaper. The headline said: GERMAN TALKS END WHEN RED KATYA WALKS OUT.

Dawlish said, ‘Stok’s people arrested Remoziva’s sister yesterday morning. Only thing they could do really.’

I looked from Schlegel to Dawlish and back again. ‘So that’s what it was all about – the German reunification.’

‘They’re cagey blighters,’ said Dawlish. ‘They weren’t convinced that the Admiral was coming over to us until they saw that corpse you took out there. They’re cynics I suppose, like you, Pat.’

‘Poor Ferdy.’

‘It was only thanks to Colonel Schlegel that you were saved,’ said Dawlish. ‘He thought of using the radar, and bullied the Captain into using it so close to their monitors.’

‘Bad security, Colonel,’ I said.

‘We brought some fruit for you,’ said Schlegel. ‘You want a grape?’

‘No, thanks,’ I said.

‘I told you he wouldn’t want it,’ said Schlegel.

‘He’ll eat it,’ said Dawlish. ‘In fact, I wouldn’t mind a grape myself.’ He helped himself to two, in rapid succession.

‘You encouraged them to snatch Ferdy,’ I accused Schlegel.

‘These grapes are good,’ said Dawlish. ‘Must be hothouse at this time of year but they’re awfully sweet.’

‘You bastard,’ I said.

Schlegel said, ‘Ferdy was deep into Toliver’s set-up. He needn’t have gone on the trip at all, but he insisted.’

‘So you two have been conniving all down the line?’

‘Conniving?’ said Dawlish. ‘Sure you won’t try a grape? No? Well, I mustn’t eat them all.’ But he helped himself to another. ‘Conniving isn’t at all the word I’d choose. Colonel Schlegel was sent to help us sort out the Toliver complication – we appreciated his help.’

‘… got it,’ I said. ‘Use Colonel Schlegel to beat Toliver over the head. Then if Toliver complains to the Home Secretary you say it’s the CIA doing it. Neat, but not gaudy.’

‘Toliver came near to knocking you off,’ said Schlegel. ‘Don’t shed any tears for that bastard.’

‘Well, I’m sure he’ll be taken care of, now.’

‘He’s discredited,’ said Dawlish. ‘That’s all we wanted.’

‘And all the hard work is being done by Russian security,’ I said. I picked up the newspaper.

TWO JOIN SOVIET POLITBURO, THREE OUSTED. 
Moscow (Reuters)

The first Politburo shake-out since the ousting of Nikita Khrushchev was announced at the end of a two-day meeting of the Central Committee.

According to observers here the new line-up means the end of all hopes for the German treaty of federalization.

I pushed the paper aside. The stop press said the D Mark had already begun falling against the dollar and sterling. So that was it. A united Germany would have upset the status quo. Its agricultural East would make French agriculture suffer, with a resulting gain for the French communists. Meanwhile Germany got a share in the Common Market’s agricultural share-out. Germany’s contribution to NATO – something like a third of all NATO forces – would certainly have to be dismantled under the treaty’s terms. US forces in Germany would not be able to withdraw to France, which wasn’t a member of NATO. And this was timed for a period when the USA would be changing to an all-volunteer force. It would inevitably mean US withdrawal from Europe. Just as Russia had completed its big five year military build-up. Yes, worth a couple of operatives.

They both watched me as I finished reading. ‘And the Russians arrested all the Remozivas just on the basis of us meeting that chopper?’

‘Sippenhaft. Isn’t that what the Germans call it?’ said Dawlish. ‘Collective family responsibility for the actions of one person.’

‘Don’t you care that you’ve helped to frame completely innocent people?’

‘You’ve got it wrong, haven’t you? It wasn’t British policemen who went out arresting everyone named Remoziva the other morning, it was Russian communist policemen. And the people they arrested were working very energetically to strengthen, improve and expand this system that arrests people in the middle of the night on the grounds that they might be an enemy of the state. I don’t intend to lose any sleep over it.’

‘Just to foul up the reunification, eh?’ I said.

‘They’ve got an analog computer at the Foreign Office, you know,’ said Dawlish.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It’s not supposed to mean anything. It’s a fact. They put the German reunification on it and didn’t like the scenario one little bit.’

I helped myself to one of my fast disappearing grapes. Dawlish said, ‘You are bound to feel a bit depressed for a while: it’s the drugs. You were in a bad way, you know.’

‘Does Marjorie know I’m here?’

‘I’ve been trying to get hold of her, Pat. She’s left the hospital.’ It was a softer voice he used. ‘She seems to have cancelled the bread and the milk deliveries.’

‘Did she go to Los Angeles?’

‘We’re not sure,’ said Dawlish, trying to break it to me gently. ‘We’ve only just got her family’s address in Wales. Quite a tongue-twister, it is. She might be there.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Forget it.’

I turned away from my two visitors. For a moment I saw the wallpaper that I never did replace and heard Marjorie greet me as I returned from a trip. The bookshelves would now be cleared of those damned anaemia books but I’d go on finding hairpins down the back of the sofa.

Self-pity reached in and grabbed my breakfast. It hurt, and if you want to say it was nothing but a self-inflicted wound, I can only reply that it hurt none the less because of that. Ferdy had gone and Marjorie too: the comfortable little world I’d built up since leaving the department had disappeared as if it had never been.

‘Are they treating you well in here?’ said Dawlish.

‘Pickled fish for breakfast,’ I said.

‘The reason I ask,’ said Dawlish, ‘is that we have a bit of a problem … It’s a security job …’

I suppose I might have guessed that a man like that doesn’t fly to Norway to bring anyone grapes.
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Cover designer’s note

As one of the key themes at the heart of Yesterday’s Spy is identity, I decided that a masked, anonymous German soldier would dominate the cover. That he appears German, from his uniform and the official stamp is not in doubt – but his identity is hidden, and by extension his true allegiance. The disguising black panel offered a neat frame in which to sit the title of the book, which I have reproduced in a typewriter font that would have been commonplace during the war.

On each front cover of this latest quartet, I have placed a photograph of the eyes of the bespectacled unnamed spy, in this instance superimposed with an oscillograph to represent audio surveillance, which would have been one of the many weapons in the arsenal of the Guernica network. The fact that I have reversed the image is a further nod to the switching of sides carried out by double-agents.

Readers who have been faithfully building their collection of these reissues will by now have become familiar with my use of a linking motif on the spines of the books. Being the final foursome in the entire series of reissues, and books in which violence is never too far away, I thought it a good idea to ‘go out with a bang’, as it were. This quartet’s spines accordingly display a different handgun, as mentioned in each of the books’ texts. The example here is a Luger ‘Parabellum’, a well-known German sidearm that was popular with all branches of their military but would have fallen out of use by the time of this story. Its appearance here is to reinforce the idea that ‘yesterday’s spy’ was in action during a time that pre-dates the action in this book.

Another recurring feature in this quartet, to be found within each back cover’s photographic montage, is a pair of ‘our hero’s’ glasses, which look suspiciously like those worn by ‘Harry Palmer’ in The Ipcress File and other outings…

A small collection of postcards reflect the various locations that the story takes us: from London to Vichy France to Egypt, as Charlie sets out to track down Steve Champion. A luggage label from the Cairo Hilton Hotel, a British Intelligence Corps, cap badge, plus a souvenir medallion commemorating the 1929 ‘Around the World’ flight of the Graf Zeppelin offer clues to the history of the elusive Mr Champion, and all these objects sit on a coded silk handkerchief. What is the message contained within the handkerchief? Well, that’s a secret…

Arnold Schwartzman OBE RDI

Hollywood 2012


Introduction

They say that New York City is the place to enjoy when you are young and Paris is the city for those of mature years. Maybe it depends how much money you spend. 

It is not true that I prefer to stay in broken-down dumps rather than grand hotels. I love grand hotels but I also find certain sorts of dumps, and the people who frequent them, intriguing. Back in the distant past I had a room in the Adlon in Communist East Berlin, or at least in that hotel’s ruined remains. It was so dilapidated that it seemed as if a violent sneeze would be enough to make it fall apart. But looking down from this back room I could see the East German border guards and their barrack rooms, their armoury, kennels and guard dogs. The noise from the dogs being brought out gave notice of some new drama at the nearby Wall. It was rather like standing in the wings for a Grand-Guignol show.

A quite different and more enjoyable time came when my family squeezed into the attic of a Gasthof not far from Munich. The discomfort was more than made up for by the friendliness of the Swabian couple who worked so hard and kept so cheerful and let us into the kitchen to learn some secrets of south German cooking. We stayed in that lakeside village for months. My two sons went to school nearby and my understanding of the German south and its people proved valuable for my book Winter, which I wrote there using one of the earliest laptop computers. We were all sorry to depart.

When Charlie Kasher, the executive producer of the film of The Ipcress File, visited me in the Hotel Chelsea – on West 23rd Street NYC – he was appalled at what he described as its ‘squalour’. He dragged me away to somewhere he felt more salubrious: a small smart luxury hotel on Fifth Avenue. It was more convenient and more comfortable but only half the fun. In the fifties, in several tiny Japanese villages I found clean accommodation so cheap that my Japanese friends refused to believe the low prices I had paid and thought I didn’t understand the money. When I first booked into the famous Hotel Sacher in Vienna it had not fully recovered from its occupation by some of the more uncaring, and trigger-happy, elements of the Red Army infantry, and I looked in vain for the Schlagobers and Sachertorte.

As I see it, it is the task of a writer to seek the truth and truth is not to be found in the silky indulgence of grand hotels, which tend to be the same in all parts of the world. Truth is found where people work and suffer. As a base for my research for Yesterday’s Spy I rented a room in a flea-bitten little hotel in Villefranche-sur-Mer. It was an establishment that I have depicted realistically in this story. The Princess was much as I have described.

Why Villefranche? The bay of Villefranche has water deeper than any other such port anywhere in the Mediterranean. From 350 feet near the shore the ocean bed slopes away steeply to 1,700 feet of dark water. It was this unique deep-water anchorage that brought the US Sixth Fleet here regularly: carriers, cruisers and even big battleships such as the USS Missouri. In those frantic years of the Cold War, France was in love with its American protectors. Americans were subject to the draft and these little streets and alleys were packed with high-spirited young sailors on brief shore leave looking for action of one kind or another. 

When the dollar was high, France fondly embraced all American visitors, but love affairs can cool and lovers prove unkind. France switched its affections to Teutonic neighbours brandishing Deutschmarks, and the Sixth Fleet found other spots to drop anchor. By the time I was researching this book Villefranche was going through a period of quiet. Visitors of any kind were not much in evidence and the whole place had a hushed spooky feeling, as if the lonely little town was waiting for the sailors to return.

The Savoy is one of the most attractive regions that I have ever known. I have returned to it time and time again. Eventually – and long after this book was written – it became home to my wife’s parents, and in a comfortable rented house nearby we made it our home too. My children went to the local village school, learned to speak French like the natives, enjoyed long-lasting friendships and, like us, count it among the happiest times of their lives. The inhabitants of the Savoy are unique for their welcoming ways, neighbourliness and love of food and cooking. During our time there I wrote much of a book later published as the ABC of French Food. Cooking provides the lingua franca of this region, and while the affable sociability is – like so many of the family names – Italian, the cooking is French. The winter hereabout is not always mild. The Alps and the River Rhone both bring winds and cold weather but that in turn means heartwarming food and roaring log fires. In summary it is an excellent place in which to settle back and write a book.

Writing books is like a spell on a battlefield. For the first two or three books you survive largely by luck. After that the odds are against you, and you have to learn quickly and learn by narrow escapes. To construct Yesterday’s Spy I decided to use a second character and thus create a dual leading role. Conan Doyle had shown us how Dr Watson could be a useful tool for explaining facts and theories to the reader. I was right to believe that Yesterday’s Spy would benefit from assigning to ‘Harry Palmer’ a belligerent American boss, Schlegel, but I didn’t include in my calculations the intimacy that would come from sending Harry back to fraternize with his old friends from the Resistance. This intimacy battled against the closeness between Harry and his boss. Perhaps it is a minor matter, and only applied to this special circumstance of this story, but I soon became aware of the limitations this put upon the crisscross relationships. 

Dividing the number of major characters into the size of your typescript tells you how much space you have for character development. Yesterday’s Spy has quite a lot of major characters and that meant wasting no time when it came to describing each of them. The idea of having a group of Second World War Resistance workers who, some long time later, have different allegiances and different enemies provided an interesting writing problem. It was so interesting that I felt afterwards that I should have made it a far longer book. 

Len Deighton, 2012
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‘The Guernica network!’ said Steve Champion, holding up his glass.

I hesitated. White’s Club – sanctus sanctorum of Establishment London – seemed an inappropriate place to indulge in revolutionary nostalgia.

‘Let’s just drink to Marius,’ I said.

‘Marius,’ said Champion. He drank, and wiped his blunt military-style moustache with the back of his glove. It was a gesture I’d noticed that time we’d first met – Villefranche, landing from a submarine, one night when the war was young. It was as wrong for him then as it was now. In those days Regular Army captains of the Welsh Guards did not wipe the froth off their faces with the back of their hand. But then Regular captains of the Brigade of Guards, sent to France to set up anti-Nazi Intelligence networks, were not expected to meet newly arriving agents with a girl on each arm and an open bottle of champagne.

‘Marius,’ I said. I drank too.

‘What a comical crew we were,’ said Champion. ‘Marius the revolutionary priest, you straight from training school, with your terrible accent and your pimple ointment, and me. Sometimes I thought we should have let the Nazis catch us, and watched them die of laughing.’

‘It was Marius who reconciled that network,’ I said, ‘the Communists and the deserters and the hot-heads and us professionals. It was Marius who held the network together. When he went, we all went.’

‘He was past his prime by then,’ said Champion. ‘He’d had too much of it. He wouldn’t have lasted much longer anyway. None of us would have.’

‘Marius was young,’ I said. ‘Almost as young as I was.’

‘Marius died in a torture chamber,’ said Champion. ‘He died within six hours of being arrested … it was incredibly brave and he deserved the medal … but he could have saved himself by giving them some useless information. He could have deciphered some ancient codes and given them the names of people who’d already gone back to London. He could have bought a few days, and in a few days we could have rescued him.’

I didn’t argue. Even after all this time it was difficult to be objective about the death of Marius. His energy and his optimism had kept us going at times when it seemed that all was lost. And his reckless bravery had more than once saved us.

For Champion it was even more difficult. He’d always blamed himself for the young priest’s death. Perhaps that was partly why he’d married Marius’s younger sister. And perhaps it was partly why the marriage had now fallen apart.

We both watched the far end of the room, where two Socialist Cabinet Ministers exchanged jokes about their golf handicaps and tips about the stock exchange. Champion reached into the waistcoat of his beautifully cut chalk-stripe suit. He flipped back the cover of the gold hunter that had belonged to his father and his grandfather, looked at the time, and then signalled a club servant to bring more drinks.

‘The divorce came through,’ he said. ‘Caty and me – it’s all over. Nowadays I live all the time in France.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘Why?’ said Champion.

I shrugged. There was no point in telling him that I liked them both, and enjoyed what had once been their happy marriage. ‘Those weekends at the house in Wales,’ I said. ‘Where will I go now to get French cooking like Caty’s?’

‘Well, Caty still lives there,’ said Champion. ‘And she’d love to see you again, I’m sure.’

I looked at him. I would have expected him to invite me to his new house in France rather than to that of his ex-wife in Wales, but Steve Champion was always unpredictable. Even more so since he’d become a wealthy businessman. He lit a fresh cigarette from the dog-end of his old one. His hand trembled; he had to steady it with the one on which he always wore a glove – to hide the absence of the fingertips he’d left behind in an interview room of St Roch prison in wartime Nice.

‘You never thought of going back?’ he said.

‘To live in France?’ I said.

He smiled. ‘To the department.’

‘Hah! It’s a thought, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘I didn’t, Steve, and I’ll tell you why.’ I leaned a little closer to him, and he glanced round the room with no more than a flicker of the eye.

I said, ‘Because the department never asked me to, Steve.’

He smiled soberly.

‘And I’ll tell you something else, Steve,’ I added. ‘There are people who say that you never left the department. Whenever we get together like this in London I wonder whether you are going to try recruiting me.’

‘Now you’re laughing at me, boyo,’ said Champion, in his stage Welsh accent. He reached into his pocket and produced a clear plastic envelope. Inside it were five picture postcards. Each depicted an airship or a balloon, and in the foreground were men in straw hats and women in leg-of-mutton-sleeved dresses, inhabitants of an innocent world that had not quite learned to fly. On the other sides of the cards was a tangle of greetings to long-forgotten addressees, and curious old postage stamps.

‘A philatelic auction in Bond Street,’ said Champion. ‘That’s why I came to London. I just couldn’t resist these.’

I looked at his purchases. By now Champion should have realized that I was a lost cause as far as his obsession with airmail stamps was concerned. ‘And Billy?’ I asked. I handed his airships back to him.

‘Yes, I’m seeing a lot of Billy this week,’ said Champion, as if visiting his young son was no more than an afterthought. ‘Caty has been very good about letting me see Billy.’

He went through the postcards one by one and then put them away with exaggerated care. ‘The night Billy was born,’ he said, ‘I was up to the neck in bank loans, promissory notes and mortgages. I was sure I’d done the wrong thing … did I ever tell you how I started: with the uncut diamonds?’

‘I’ve heard stories,’ I admitted.

He inhaled carefully on his cigarette. ‘Do you know Accra?’

‘No.’

‘The arse-hole of West Africa. I was flat broke, and working hard to buy a ticket home. I was translating export permits for cocoa traders and wangling customs forms for importers – all of them Arabs. My Arabic has always been good, but by the time I finished working with those jokers I could have done the sports reports for Radio Cairo. When I think of it!’ He clasped his hands tight as if to stretch the joints. ‘I took the bumpf down to the customs sheds one day – June, it was, and bloody steamy, even by Accra standards. I made the usual golden obeisance to the officials and loaded ten crates of Renault spares on to the truck I’d hired. But when I uncrated them back in the cocoa warehouse, I find I’m knee-deep in French MAS 38s, complete with cleaning kits, and spares and instruction booklets.’

‘Sub-machineguns,’ I said.

‘Go to the top of the class.’

‘But could you get the Long cartridge?’

‘Am I glad you weren’t involved, old boy! No, you couldn’t get them. But the kids who bought them were too young to remember the MAS 38, so they think they are MAT 49s, for which there is 9 mm stuff ready to be nicked from a local police or army unit. Right?’

‘Right.’

‘But I’m getting ahead of the story. Imagine me – the only man in Accra who’d sooner have Renault spares than sub-machineguns, sitting on ten cases of them. All of them customs cleared, rubber stamped and signed for. It was tempting.’

‘But you didn’t succumb?’

‘Oh, but I did.’ He took a drag on his cigarette and waved the smoke away. ‘Two hundred and thirty-five dollars each – American dollars – and I could have doubled it, had I sold them to the loudmouths with the fuzzy-wuzzy haircuts.’

‘Ten to a case?’ I said. ‘About ten thousand pounds profit.’

‘I had to stop my client going down to the customs and raising hell about his Renault spares. I owed a bit of money, I had to get an exit permit, and clearance from the tax office: it all costs money.’

‘You came home?’

‘I went to buy my air ticket from a crooked little Portuguese travel agent. I started bargaining with him, knowing that he could unload my US dollar bills at a big premium. To cut a long story short, I ended up giving him all my American money in exchange for a bag of uncut diamonds from Angola and a boat ticket to Marseille.’

‘You went to Marseille?’

‘Old man Tix had just died, his whole set-up was for sale. Caty’s sister told me about it. But the Algerian fighting was still on, and the Tix fruit and vegetable importing was no more than a ream of headed notepaper and a couple of fleabitten offices in Constantine.’

‘And the quarry was defunct.’

‘The quarry – yes.’ Champion smiled. We’d both hidden in the quarry during a big German round-up, when old man Tix had chased a German officer out of the house shouting ‘Sale Boche’ at him, crossing himself as he did so. ‘The quarry was finished. They’d mined, too, but it was costing so much to dig that the old boy did better on unemployment benefit.’

‘But you sold your diamonds and bought the Tix place from his widow?’

‘That was only a down payment,’ said Steve, ‘but Madame Tix wanted me to have it. She waited a long time for the rest of the money. It was a gamble for all concerned. We were betting on a peaceful settlement of the Algerian war.’

‘You were always a good guesser, Steve,’ I said.

‘The peace between France and Algeria meant immigrant labourers – that got the mine back into profit.’

‘Lower wages,’ I said.

‘But still higher than any they could get in their own country.’

‘But you closed the mine and the quarry – you sent the men home.’

Champion smiled. He said, ‘It was the idea of cheap labour in the mine. That’s what enabled me to get my capital. Avaricious little hairdressers with their hands in the till … contractors fiddling their tax, and hard-eyed old bastards from the merchant banks. They came to see my quarry and the Arabs sweating their guts out. They liked it – that was the kind of investment those little sods could understand. That was the way their grandfathers – and their friends’ grandfathers – had made a fortune in Africa a hundred years ago.’

‘And you put that money into the fruit and veg.’

‘Much more than money … soil analysis, a professor of botany, a programme of seeding techniques, long-term contracts for the farmers, minimum price guarantees for seasonal workers, refrigerated warehouses, refrigerated transport and contracted refrigerated shipping. I put a lot of money into the Arab countries.’

‘And now they have oil as well.’

‘Oil is a one-crop economy,’ said Champion.

‘A gilt-edged one,’ I said.

‘That’s what they said about coffee and tea and rubber,’ said Champion. ‘I truly believe that North Africa must trade with Europe, right across the board. The Arab countries must have a stake in Europe’s well-being. The economics must link, otherwise Africa will let Europe die of inflation.’

‘I never thought of you as a crusader, Steve.’

Champion seemed disconcerted at the idea. He picked up his glass to hide behind it.

Two men came downstairs: one was a famous poet, the other a peer of the realm. They were arguing quietly and eruditely about the lyrics of an obscene Eighth Army song about the extra-marital activities of King Farouk.

A club servant came to tell Champion that a lady was waiting at the entrance. ‘Come along,’ said Champion. ‘This is someone I’d like you to meet.’

A servant helped Champion into the lightweight vicuna coat, designed like a British warm, and handed him the bowler hat that made him look like a retired general. Someone unseen gave a perfunctory brush to the shoulder of my dirty raincoat.

The snow obliterated the view through the doorway, like static on an old TV. Outside in St James’s Street, London’s traffic was jammed tight. Champion’s girl gave no more than the nod and smile that manners demanded. Her eyes were devoted to Champion. She watched him with the kind of awe with which an orphan eyes a Christmas tree. It was always the same girl. This one had the same perfect skin that Caty had, and the same soft eyes with which Pina had looked at him. Except that decades had passed since Caty or Pina had been this kid’s age.

‘Melodie,’ said Champion. ‘It’s a nice name, isn’t it: Melodie Page.’

‘It’s a lovely name,’ I said, in my usual sycophantic way.

Champion looked at his watch. ‘It’s a long time since we jawed so much,’ he told me. ‘My God, but you would have been bored, Melodie. We must be getting old.’ He smiled. ‘Melodie and Billy are taking me to the theatre tonight. They are going to repair one of the gaps in my musical education.’

The girl hit his arm in mock anger.

‘Rock music and pirates,’ Champion told me.

‘A potent mixture,’ I said.

‘Billy will be glad I’ve seen you. You always remember his birthday, he told me.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘That’s damned nice of you.’ Champion patted my arm.

At that moment, exactly on schedule, a black Daimler drew level with the entrance. A uniformed driver hurried across the pavement, opening an umbrella to shelter Champion and the girl from the weather. He opened the door, too. As the girl slid into the real leather seating, Champion looked back to where I was standing. The snow was beating about my ears. Champion raised his gloved hand in a regal salute. But when only three of your fingers are able to wave, such a gesture can look awfully like a very rude Anglo-Saxon sign.
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I could see my report about Champion on Schlegel’s desk. Schlegel picked it up. He shook it gently, as if hoping that some new information might drop out of it. ‘No,’ said Schlegel. ‘No. No. No.’

I said nothing. Colonel Schlegel, US Marine Corps (Air Wing), Retired, cut a dapper figure in a lightweight houndstooth three-piece, fake club-tie and button-down cotton shirt. It was the kind of outfit they sell in those Los Angeles shops that have bow windows and plastic Tudor beams. He tapped my report. ‘Maybe you can shaft the rest of them with your inscrutable sarcasm and innocent questions, but me no likee – got it?’

‘Look,’ I said. ‘Champion was just seeing his kid, and buying stamps – there’s no other angle. He’s a rich man now: he’s not playing secret agents. Believe me, Colonel. There’s nothing there.’

Schlegel leaned forward to get a small cigar from a box decorated with an eagle trying to eat a scroll marked Semper Fidelis. He pushed the box to me, but I’m trying to give them up.

‘He’s in deep,’ said Schlegel. Puckered scar tissue made it difficult to distinguish his smiles from his scowls. He was a short muscular man with an enviable measure of self-confidence; the kind of personality that you hire to MC an Elks Club stag night.

I waited. The ‘need-to-know’ basis, upon which the department worked, meant that I’d been told only a part of it. Schlegel took his time getting his cigar well alight.

I said, ‘The story about the machineguns fits with everything I’ve been told. The whole story – the stuff about the uncut diamonds providing the money to start the mine, and then the fruit and vegetable imports – that’s all on non-classified file.’

‘Not all of it,’ said Schlegel. ‘Long after the file closes, Champion was still reporting back to this department.’

‘Was he!’

‘Long before my time, of course,’ said Schlegel, to emphasize that this was a British cock-up, less likely to happen now that we had him with us on secondment from Washington. ‘Yes,’ said Schlegel, ‘those machineguns were shipped to Accra on orders from this office. It was all part of the plan to buy Champion into control of the Tix set-up. Champion was our man.’

I remembered all those years when I’d been drinking and dining with the Champions, never suspecting that he was employed by this office.

Perhaps Schlegel mistook my silence for disbelief. ‘It was a good thing while it lasted,’ he said. ‘Champion was in and out of Egypt, Algeria and Tunisia, arguing about his melons, carrots and potatoes, keeping his eyes open and dropping a few words to the right people, doing us all a power of good. And the way that Champion had scored – selling cannons to some freaky little terrorist outfit – all helped.’

‘So what was the fadeout?’

Schlegel blew a piece of tobacco off his lip, with enough force to make the bookcase rattle. ‘The feedback of information began to sag. Champion said the French were starting to lean on him, and it was getting too dangerous. It was a top-level decision to let him go. It was the right decision. You Brits are good at bowing out gracefully and you’d done all right out of Champion by that time.’

‘And now?’

‘A guy in German security trying to make a name for himself. He’s dug out some stuff about Champion’s financial affairs. They are asking questions about the guns at Accra.’

‘Bonn gets hysterical – and we have to join in the screaming?’

‘If the Champion business becomes a big scandal, they’ll say we were careless when we let him go.’

‘Perhaps it was a little careless,’ I suggested.

‘Well, maybe it was,’ said Schlegel. He picked up my report exonerating Champion. ‘But your whitewash job isn’t going to help matters.’

‘I’ll take another shot at it,’ I said.

He slid my report across the polished desk. Then from a drawer he got Perrier water and a tiny bottle of Underberg bitters. He shook the bitters into the mineral water and stirred it with a ballpoint pen to make it a delicate brown. ‘Want some?’

‘That’s just for hangovers,’ I said. ‘And even then it’s got to be a pretty damn bad hangover.’

‘I like it,’ said Schlegel, and drank it slowly, savouring each sip.

I took the report and stood up to leave. Schlegel said, ‘This is going to be a lousy rotten miserable bummer. I hate these jobs where we are shaking down our own. So you don’t have to give me a bad time, or give yourself a bad time for not covering up for him.’

‘I had that lecture at Indoctrine Four, when I went to the CIA Communications symposium in 1967,’ I said.

‘Champion saved your life,’ Schlegel reminded me. ‘If you can’t hack it, just say you want out.’

‘I know what kind of out I’d get,’ I said bitterly.

Schlegel nodded. ‘And I’d countersign it,’ he said. In a way, I preferred Schlegel’s New World directness: the others would have tried to persuade me that such a request would have had no effect on my career.

Schlegel stood up to look out of the window. It was still snowing. ‘This isn’t just some kind of fancy positive vetting job,’ he said. ‘This is a hot one.’ Schlegel scratched his behind, and reflected.

‘Someone across the street could lip-read you,’ I warned him.

He turned to look at me pityingly. It was Schlegel’s often expressed belief that we’d get more done here in London if we worried less about such details. ‘The Germans are sending one of their people down to Nice to investigate Champion,’ he said thoughtfully.

I didn’t respond.

‘Have you been taken suddenly drunk or something?’ said Schlegel.

‘I didn’t want to disturb your deductive processes,’ I said. I polished my spectacles and blinked at him.

‘Damned if I understand it,’ he said.

‘You’re in Europe now, Colonel,’ I said. ‘This German scandal has come just when the Bonn government are warming up for an election. When their security people discovered that Champion had once been a British agent it was the answer to all their problems. They wrote “Passed to British security” in the margin and fired it across here. Now the German Defence Minister can refuse to answer any questions about the scandal on the grounds that it would prejudice the security of their British ally. It will give them all they need to stall until the election is over. When they are elected again it will be “Minister requested” and that’s the last we’ll see of it. I’ve been through all this before, Colonel.’

‘Well, you know more about all this European Mickey Mouse than I’ll ever understand,’ said Schlegel. It was a double-edged compliment and he bared his teeth to let me know it. ‘We’ll hold it for the three-month cycle,’ he offered, as if trying to come to terms with me.

‘Don’t do me any favours,’ I told him. ‘I don’t give a good goddamn if you publish it as a whole-page ad in Variety. I’ve done what I was asked. But if the department expected me to return with the synopsis for World War Three, I’m sorry to disappoint. If you want to send me back to spend the rest of the year drinking with Champion at the department’s expense, I’ll be very happy to do so. But Champion is no dope. He’ll tumble what’s going on.’

‘Maybe he already did,’ Schlegel said slyly. ‘Maybe that’s why you got nothing out of him.’

‘You know what to do, then,’ I told him.

‘I already did it,’ he said. ‘A short dark kid. Looks ten years younger than she really is: Melodie Page. Been with the department nearly eight years!’
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‘William, come to Mother, darling, and let me give you a kiss.’ Champion’s failed marriage was all there in that imperious command. An elegant French wife who persisted in calling their small son Billy ‘William’, and who gave him kisses, instead of asking for them.

She gave Billy the promised kiss, pulled a dead leaf off the front of his sweater and then waited until he’d left the room. She turned to me. ‘All I ask is that you don’t remind me how keen I was to marry him.’ She poured fresh hot water into the teapot, and then put the copper kettle back on the hob. It hummed gently with the heat from the blazing logs. There was a stainless-steel kitchen only a few steps along the carpeted corridor, but she had made the tea and toasted the bread on the open fire in the lounge. From here we could look out of the window and watch the wind ruffling the river and whipping the bare trees into a mad dance. The black Welsh hills wore a halo of gold that promised respite from the dark daylight.

‘I didn’t come down here to talk about Steve, or about the divorce,’ I protested.

She poured tea for me and gave me the last slice of toast. She spiked a fresh piece of bread on to the toasting fork. ‘Then it’s surprising how many times we seem to find ourselves talking about it.’ She turned to the hearth and busied herself with finding a hot place in the fire. ‘Steve has this wonderful knack,’ she continued bitterly, ‘this wonderful knack of falling on his feet … like a kitten.’

It was an affectionate analogy. The rejection had hurt, I could see that. I buttered my toast and put some of Caterina’s homemade jam on it. It was delicious and I ate it without speaking.

‘This damned house,’ she continued. ‘My sister wrote to tell me how much it would be worth if it was in France. But it’s not in France, it’s in Wales! And it costs a fortune to keep the slates on, and mend the boiler, and cut the lawn … and heating oil has nearly doubled in price just since the last delivery.’ The bread started to smoke. She cursed softly, broke the scorched piece off and threw it away into the flames before toasting the other side. Caterina could cope with things. That was her misfortune in a way. She wanted to be cosseted and looked after but she was ten times more efficient than any of the men who wanted to do it. ‘So Steve gets rid of the house, burdens me with all its problems and expenses, and everyone tells me to be grateful.’

‘You’re not exactly poor, Caty,’ I said.

She looked at me for a moment, deciding if I knew her well enough to make such a personal remark. But I did know her well enough.

‘You know what the arrangement was … If he’s going down to the river, I’ll kill the little devil.’

I followed her gaze to where her small son was dragging a toy cart across the lawn. As if sensing that he was being watched, he changed direction and started back up towards the smart new sauna again. Caterina went back to her tea and toast. ‘He’s changed a lot, you know … I swore to my father that Steve had come through the war unmarred, but it took ten years to take effect. And then the last few years have been hell … hell for both of us, and little William, too!’

‘He had a lousy war, Caty,’ I said.

‘So did a lot of other people.’

I remembered the day in 1944 when I went into Nice prison just a few hours after the Gestapo had moved out. I was with the forward elements of the American Army. There was another Englishman with me. We asked each other no personal questions. He was wearing Intelligence Corps badges, but he knew Steve Champion all right, and he was probably sent directly from London, as I had been. The Germans had destroyed all the documents. I suppose London were sure they would have done, or they would have sent someone more important than me to chase it.

‘Look at that,’ said this other officer, when we were kicking the cupboards of the interrogation room apart. It was a shabby room, with a smell of ether and carbolic, a framed engraving of Salzburg and some broken wine bottles in the fireplace. He pointed to a bottle on the shelf. ‘Steve Champion’s fingertips,’ said my companion. He took the bottle and swirled the brine around so that through the mottled glass I saw four shrunken pieces of dark brown organic matter that jostled together as they were pushed to the centre of the whirling fluid. I looked again and found that they were four olives, just as the label said, but for a moment I had shivered. And each time I remembered it I shivered again. ‘You’re right, Caty,’ I said. ‘A lot of people had it much worse.’

Overhead the clouds were low and puffy, like a dirty quilt pulled over the face of the countryside.

‘There was all that “we Celts” nonsense. I began to believe that Wales was little different from Brittany. Little did I know … My God!’ said Caterina. She was still watching Billy in the garden. ‘The banks of the river are so muddy this last week … the rain … one of the village boys was drowned there this time last year.’ She looked up at the carved wooden crucifix on the wall above the TV set.

‘He’ll be all right.’ I said it to calm her.

‘He never dares to go down as far as the paddock when Steve visits. But he just defies me!’

‘Do you want me to get him?’

She gave a despairing smile. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. She tugged at her hair. I was a ‘friend of Steve’s’: she didn’t want me to get any kind of response from Billy that she had failed to get. ‘We’ll watch from here,’ she said.

‘That’s probably best,’ I agreed.

‘You English!’ she said. I got the full blast of her anxiety. ‘You’re probably a fully paid-up subscriber to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.’

‘That wouldn’t necessarily make me a child-beater,’ I said. ‘And it’s the Royal Society.’

‘No one can live with a man who is racked with guilt. And Steve is racked with guilt.’

‘You’re not talking about the war?’ I asked.

‘I’m talking about the marriage,’ she said.

‘Because Steve has no need to feel guilty about the war,’ I told her.

‘My mother told me about Englishmen,’ said Caterina. She raised her hand in a gesture more appropriate to an Italian market than to an English drawing-room. And now her voice, too, carried an inflection of her birth ties. ‘You don’t have to have something to feel guilty about!’ Her voice was high and almost shrill. ‘Don’t you understand that? Guilt is like pain – it hurts just the same whether it’s real or imagined!’

‘I’ll have to think about that,’ I said defensively.

‘You think about it, then. I’ll go and fetch William.’ She pushed the silk cosy down over the teapot to keep the tea warm while she was gone. But she did not go. She kept her hands round it and stared into the distance. Or perhaps she was staring at the silver-framed photo of her brother Marius, the young priest who’d died in that carbolic-smelling basement. Suddenly the sun stabbed into the room. It wasn’t real sun, there was no warmth in it, and precious little colour. It spilled over the embroidered traycloth like weak lemon tea, and made a rim round Caty’s hair.

They were both like their mother, these Baroni girls. Even as children they’d looked more like visiting townspeople than like village kids. Tall and slim, Caty had that sort of ease and confidence that belied the indecision she expressed.

‘I won’t stay here,’ she said, as if her thoughts had raced on far beyond our conversation. ‘My sister wants me to help with her boutique in Nice. With the money I get from the house, we could start another shop, perhaps.’

The sun’s cross-light scrawled a thousand wrinkles upon her face, and I was forced to see her as she was, instead of through the flattering haze of my memories. Perhaps she read my thoughts. ‘I’m getting old,’ she said. ‘Steve’s getting old, too, and so are you.’ She smoothed her hair, and touched the gold cross that she wore.

She was still attractive. Whatever kind of post-natal exercises she’d done after Billy’s birth had restored her figure to that of the trim young woman Steve had married. She used just sufficient make-up to compensate for the pale English winters she’d endured for so long. Her nails were manicured, and long enough to convince me that she didn’t spend much time at the sink, and her hair was styled in the fashion that requires frequent visits to the hairdresser.

She smoothed the striped silk pants across her knee. They were stylish and tailored. She looked like an illustration that American Vogue might run if they ever did an article about English crumpet. I wondered if she spent many elegant afternoons sitting by the log fire in her fine clothes, pouring herself lemon tea from a silver teapot.

‘Do you know what I think?’ she said.

I waited a long time and then I said, ‘What do you think, Caty?’

‘I don’t believe you just bumped into Steve. I think you were sent after him. I think you are still working for the Secret Service or something – just like in the war. I think you are after Steve.’

‘Why would anyone be after him, Caty?’

‘He’s changed,’ she said. ‘You must have noticed that yourself. I wouldn’t be surprised what he was mixed up in. He has this sort of schizophrenia and an obsession with secrecy. I don’t know if you get like that in the Secret Service, or whether the Secret Service choose that sort of man. But it’s hell to live with, I’ll tell you that.’

‘I think you still love him,’ I said.

‘You’ve always hero-worshipped him,’ she said. ‘He was your big brother, wasn’t he? You just can’t imagine that some boring little housewife like me would have the effrontery to be glad to get rid of your wonderful Steve Champion. Well, I am glad. I just hope like hell that I never see him again, ever.’

I don’t know how she expected me to react, but whatever she expected, I failed her. I saw a look of exasperation. She said, ‘I tried, believe me, I tried very hard. I even bought new things and wore false eyelashes.’

I nodded.

‘I thought Steve had sent you … to get William.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘He’ll stop at nothing to get him. He told me that. But I’ll fight him, Charles. You tell Steve that. He’ll never get William from me.’

She picked up Billy’s favourite toy rabbit and went to the door. She looked back at me as if I was a Solomon who would decide Billy’s future. ‘If I thought he would be happy with Steve, I wouldn’t mind so much. But William is not like his father – he’s a gentle child and easily hurt.’

‘I know he is, Caty.’

She stood there for a moment, thinking of things to say, and not saying them. Then she went out of the room.

I saw her as she passed the window. She was wearing a riding mac and a scarf over her head. She had Billy’s rabbit under her arm.
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That Champion’s Master File had been brought from Central Registry was, in itself, a sign of the flap that was in progress. It was seldom that we handled anything other than the Action Abstracts and they were a three-hour task. This Master would have stacked up to a five-feet-tall pile of paperwork, had the Biog, Associative, Report, Vettings and year by year Summaries been put one upon the other.

The papers had yellowed with age, the photos were brittle and dog-eared. The yellow vetting sheets were now buff-coloured, and the bright-red Report dossier had faded to a brownish-pink.

There was little hope of discovering anything startling here. The continuing triple-A clearance, right up to the time that Champion stopped reporting to the department, was in itself a sign that men more jaundiced than I could ever be had given Champion a clean bill of health. Since then the department had shown little interest in him.

I looked at his Biographical entries. Champion’s father, a Welsh Catholic, had been a senior lecturer at the Abbasiyah Military Academy, Cairo. Young Champion came back to England to attend public school. From there he won a place at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. For a boy who grew up to table-talk of tactics, battles and ballistics, Sandhurst was a doddle. Champion became an under-officer, and a well-remembered one. And his scholarship matched his military expertise: modern history, four languages and a mathematics prize.

It was Champion’s French-language skills that earned for him a secondment to the French Army. He went the usual round of military colleges, the Paris Embassy, Maginot Line fortresses and Grand General HQ, with occasional glimpses of the legendary General Gamelin.

Champion had only been back with his regiment for a matter of weeks when a War Office directive automatically shortlisted him for a Secret Intelligence Service interview. He was selected, trained and back in France by 1939. He was just in time to watch General Gamelin’s defence system surrender to the Nazis. Champion fled south and became ‘net-officer’ for what was no more than a collection of odds and sods in the unoccupied zone. His orders were to stay clear of the enthusiastic amateurs that London called their Special Operations Executive, but inevitably the two networks became entangled.

It was Champion who greeted me in person that night when I landed from the submarine at Villefranche. I was assigned to SOE but Champion kidnapped me and got it made official afterwards. If I’d gone up to Nîmes as ordered, my war service would have ended two or three months later in Buchenwald.

But Champion used me to sort out his own network and I stayed with him right up to the time the network crumbled and Champion was taken prisoner. Eventually he escaped and was flown back to London. He got a DSO and a new job. Even before D-Day, Champion was assigned to peacetime network planning. He demanded choice of personnel, and got it. His first request was to have me as his senior assistant. It wasn’t easy for me now to look at Champion’s file with an objective eye.

When you read old files, you realize how the paperwork itself decides the progress of an inquiry. Schlegel gave Bonn’s report a twelve-week life cycle, so the coordinator decided not to give it a file number. He attached it as an appendix to Champion’s abstract. Then I had to do a written report, to glue it all together. With everyone satisfied, the file would have gone over to Current Storage and then gone sliding down the priorities until it ended in a tin archive box in Hendon.

But it didn’t.

It was activated by an alert slip that came from the officer who was ‘running’ Melodie Page. She failed to report for two cycles. This would normally have meant the opening of an orange Caution File with its own file number. But with Champion’s abstract signed out to me, it caused the girl’s alert slip to be pinned on to my desk diary.

Suddenly the Champion file was wearing red stickers in its hair, and everyone concerned was trying to think of a ‘Latest action’ to pin to it, in case the Minister wanted to read it himself.

‘I don’t like it,’ said Schlegel.

‘Perhaps she’s fallen for Champion,’ I said.

He looked at me to see whether I meant it. ‘That’s all I need,’ said Schlegel. ‘You coming in here inventing new things for me to worry about.’

‘And you want me to go to this flat that Champion is supposed to have kept as some kind of bolt-hole?’

‘It’s a ten-minute job. Special Branch will send Blantyre and one of the Special Branch break-in specialists. Just take a look round, and file a short report tomorrow. No sweat – it’s only to show we’re on our toes.’

‘Are you sure I’m experienced enough to handle something like this?’

‘Don’t go touchy on me, bubblebrain. I want a piece of paper: something recent, with a senior operative’s signature, to put in the file before it leaves here.’

‘You’re right,’ I said.

‘Goddamn! Of course I’m right,’ he said in exasperation. ‘And Mr Dawlish will be looking in there on his way back from his meeting in Chiswick.’

The top brass! They really expected questions in the House, if Dawlish was going to do an I-was-there piece for them.

Steve Champion’s hideaway, in Barons Court. Well, I don’t have to tell you what kind of house it was: Gothic horror comes to town! Depressing place, with no sign of any tenants, and a dented metal grille that asks you who you are, and buzzes when it opens the lock.

That bugger Blantyre was already there, chatting away merrily with his ‘break-in specialist’ who’d already splintered the paintwork on the outer door and left a wet footprint in the hall, and who, on closer inspection, turned out to be Blantyre’s old buddy Detective-Inspector Seymour.

There they were, striding all over the clues and pouring each other double portions of Champion’s booze.

‘I didn’t know you were coming,’ said Blantyre.

‘So I see.’

Blantyre held up his glass and looked at it, like one of those white-coated actors in TV commercials about indigestion. He said, ‘We were wondering whether to send samples to the lab.’

‘Send a whole bottle,’ I said. ‘Order a case from Harrods, and give them his Diner’s Card number.’

Blantyre’s face reddened, but whether in shame or anger I could not be sure. I said, ‘Good. Well, if I’m not disturbing you two, I’ll take a look round while there’s still some evidence left.’

Blantyre gave me both barrels of a sawn-off twelve-bore, sighed and left the room wearing a sardonic smile. His drinking companion followed him.

I’d hardly started having a look round when Dawlish arrived. If Schlegel was hoping to keep our break-in inconspicuous, I’d say that Dawlish screwed up any last chance, what with his official car and uniformed driver, and the bowler hat and Melton overcoat. To say nothing of the tightly rolled umbrella that Dawlish was waving. Plastic raincoats are de rigueur for the rainy season in Barons Court.

‘Not exactly a playboy pad,’ said Dawlish, demonstrating his mastery of the vernacular.

Even by Dawlish’s standards that was an understatement. It was a large gloomy apartment. The wallpaper and paintwork were in good condition and so was the cheap carpeting, but there were no pictures, no books, no ornaments, no personal touches. ‘A machine for living in,’ said Dawlish.

‘Le Corbusier at his purest,’ I said, anxious to show that I could recognize a cultural quote when I heard one.

It was like the barrack-room I’d had as a sergeant, waiting for Intelligence training. Iron bed, a tiny locker, plain black curtains at the window. On the windowsill there were some withered crumbs. I suppose no pigeon fancied them when just a short flight away the tourists would be throwing them croissants, and they could sit down and eat with a view of St James’s Park.

There was a school yard visible from the window. The rain had stopped and the sun was shining. Swarms of children made random patterns as they sang, swung, jumped in puddles and punched each other with the same motiveless exuberance that, organized, becomes war. I closed the window and the shouting died. There were dark clouds; it would rain again.

‘Worth a search?’ said Dawlish.

I nodded. ‘There will be a gun. Sealed under wet plaster perhaps. He’s not the kind of man to use the cistern or the chimney: either tear it to pieces or forget it.’

‘It’s difficult, isn’t it,’ said Dawlish. ‘Don’t want to tear it to pieces just to find a gun. I’m interested in documents – stuff that he needs constant access to.’

‘There will be nothing like that here,’ I said.

Dawlish walked into the second bedroom. ‘No linen on the bed, you notice. No pillows, even.’

I opened the chest of drawers. There was plenty of linen there; all brand new, and still in its wrappings.

‘Good quality stuff,’ said Dawlish.

‘Yes, sir,’ I said.

Dawlish opened the kitchen cupboards and recited their contents. ‘Dozen tins of meat, dozen tins of peas, dozen bottles of beer, dozen tins of rice pudding. A package of candles, unused, a dozen boxes of matches.’ He closed the cupboard door and opened a kitchen drawer. We stared at the cutlery for a moment. It was all new and unused. He closed it again without comment.

‘No caretaker,’ I said. ‘No landlady, no doorman.’

‘Precisely,’ said Dawlish. ‘And I’ll wager that the rent is paid every quarter day, without fail, by some solicitor who has never come face to face with his client. No papers, eh?’

‘Cheap writing-pad and envelopes, a book of stamps, postcards with several different views of London – might be a code device – no, no papers in that sense.’

‘I look forward to meeting your friend Champion,’ said Dawlish. ‘A dozen tins of meat but three dozen bars of soap – that’s something for Freud, eh?’

I let the ‘your friend’ go unremarked. ‘Indeed it is, sir,’ I said.

‘None of it surprises you, of course,’ Dawlish said, with more than a trace of sarcasm.

‘Paranoia,’ I said. ‘It’s the occupational hazard of men who’ve worked the sort of territories that Champion has worked.’ Dawlish stared at me. I said, ‘Like anthrax for tannery workers, and silicosis for miners. You need somewhere … a place to go and hide for ever …’ I indicated the store cupboard, ‘… and you never shake it off.’

Dawlish walked through into the big bedroom. Blantyre and his sidekick made themselves scarce. Dawlish opened the drawers of the chest, starting from the bottom like a burglar so that he didn’t have to bother closing them. There were shirts in their original Cellophane bags, a couple of knitted ties, sweaters and plain black socks. Dawlish said, ‘So should I infer that you have a little bolt-hole like this, just in case the balloon goes up?’ Even after all these years together, Dawlish had to make sure his little jokes left a whiff of cordite.

‘No, sir,’ I said. ‘But on the new salary scale I might be able to afford one – not in central London, though.’

Dawlish grunted, and opened the wardrobe. There were two dark suits, a tweed jacket, a blazer and three pairs of trousers. He twisted the blazer to see the inside pocket. There was no label there. He let it go and then took the tweed jacket off its hanger. He threw it on the bed.

‘What about that?’ said Dawlish.

I said, ‘High notch, slightly waisted, centre-vented, three-button jacket in a sixteen-ounce Cheviot. Austin Reed, Hector Powe, or one of those expensive mass-production tailors. Not made to measure – off the peg. Scarcely worn, two or three years old, perhaps.’

‘Have a look at it,’ said Dawlish testily.

‘Really have a look?’

‘You’re better at that sort of thing than I am.’ It was Dawlish’s genius never to tackle anything he couldn’t handle and always to have near by a slave who could.

Dawlish took out the sharp little ivory-handled penknife that he used to ream his pipe. He opened it and gave it to me, handle first. I spread the jacket on the bed and used the penknife to cut the stitches of the lining. There were no labels anywhere. Even the interior manufacturer’s codes had been removed. So I continued working my way along the buckram until I could reach under that too. There was still nothing.

‘Shoulder-pads?’ I said.

‘Might as well,’ said Dawlish. He watched me closely.

‘Nothing,’ I said finally. ‘Would you care to try the trousers, sir?’

‘Do the other jackets.’

I smiled. It wasn’t that Dawlish was obsessional. It was simply his policy to run his life as though he was already answering the Minister’s questions. You searched all the clothing? Yes, all the clothing. Not, no, just one jacket, selected at random.

I did the other jackets. Dawlish proved right. He always proves right. It was in the right-hand shoulder-pad of one of the dark suits that we found the paper money. There were fourteen bills: US dollars, Deutsche Marks and sterling – a total of about twelve thousand dollars at the exchange rate then current.

But it was in the other shoulder-pad that we found the sort of document Dawlish was looking for. It was a letter signed by the Minister Plenipotentiary of the United Arab Republic’s Embassy in London. It claimed that Stephen Champion had diplomatic status as a naturalized citizen of the United Arab Republic and listed member of the Diplomatic Corps.

Dawlish read it carefully and passed it across to me. ‘What do you think about that?’ he asked.

To tell you the truth, I thought Dawlish was asking me to confirm that it was a forgery, but you can never take anything for granted when dealing with Dawlish. I dealt him his cards off the top of the deck. ‘Champion is not on the London Diplomatic List,’ I said, ‘but that’s about the only thing I’m certain of.’

Dawlish looked at me and sniffed. ‘Can’t even be certain of that,’ he said. ‘All those Abduls and Ahmeds and Alis … suppose you were told that one of those was the name Champion had adopted when converted to the Muslim faith. What then …?’

‘It would keep the lawyers arguing for months,’ I said.

‘And what about the Special Branch superintendent at London airport, holding up the aeroplane departing to Cairo? Would he hold a man who was using this as a travel document, and risk the sort of hullabaloo that might result if he put a diplomat in the bag?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Precisely,’ said Dawlish.

A gust of wind rattled the window panes and the sky grew dark. He said nothing more. I took my coat off and hung it up. It was no good pretending that I wouldn’t be here all day. There’s only one way to tackle those jobs: you do it stone by stone, and you do it yourself. Dawlish sent Blantyre and his associate away. Then he went down to the car and called the office. I began to get some idea of the priorities when he told me he’d cancelled everything for the rest of the day. He sat down on the kitchen chair and watched me work.

There was nothing conclusive, of course: no dismembered limbs or bloodstains, but clothes that I’d seen Melodie Page wearing were packed in plastic carrier-bags, sandwiched neatly between two sheets of plasterboard, sealed at every edge, and integrated beautifully into the kitchen ceiling.

The wallpaper near the bed had deep scratches, and a broken fragment of fingernail remained embedded there. There was the faintest smell of carbolic acid from the waste-trap under the sink, and from there I managed to get a curved piece of clear glass that was one part of a hypodermic syringe. Other than that, there was only evidence of removal of evidence.

‘It’s enough,’ said Dawlish.

From the school yard across the street came all the exuberant screams that the kids had been bottling up in class. It was pouring with rain now, but children don’t mind the rain.
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Schlegel likes Southern California. Sometimes I think it’s the only thing he does like. You take Southern California by the inland corners, he says, jerk it, so that all the shrubbery and real-estate falls into a heap along the coast, and you know what you’ve got? And I say, yes, you’ve got the French Riviera, because I’ve heard him say it before.

Well, on Monday I’d got the French Riviera. Or, more precisely, I’d got Nice. I arrived in my usual neurotic way: ten hours before schedule, breaking my journey in Lyon and choosing the third cab in the line-up.

It was so easy to remember what Nice had looked like the first time I saw it. There had been a pier that stretched out to sea, and barbed wire along the promenade. Armed sentries had stood outside the sea-front hotels, and refugees from the north stood in line for work, or begged furtively outside the crowded cafés and restaurants. Inside, smiling Germans in ill-fitting civilian suits bought each other magnums of champagne and paid in mint-fresh military notes. And everywhere there was this smell of burning, as if everyone in the land had something in their possession that the Fascists would think incriminating.

Everyone’s fear is different. And because bravery is just the knack of suppressing signs of your own fear, bravery is different too. The trouble with being only nineteen is that you are frightened of all the wrong things; and brave about the wrong things. Champion had gone to Lyon. I was all alone, and of course then too stupid not to be thankful for it. No matter what the movies tell you, there was no resistance movement visible to the naked eye. Only Jews could be trusted not to turn you over to the Fascists. Men like Serge Frankel. He’d been the first person I’d contacted then, and he was the first one I went to now.

It was a sunny day, but the apartment building, which overlooked the vegetable market, was cold and dark. I went up the five flights of stone stairs. Only a glimmer of daylight penetrated the dirty windows on each landing. The brass plate at his door – ‘Philatelic Expert’ – was by now polished a little smoother, and there was a card tucked behind the bell that in three languages said ‘Buying and Selling by Appointment Only’.

The same heavy door that protected his stamps, and had given us perhaps groundless confidence in the old days, was still in place, and the peep-hole through which he’d met the eyes of the Gestapo now was used to survey me.

‘My boy! How wonderful to see you.’

‘Hello, Serge.’

‘And a chance to practise my English,’ he said. He reached forward with a white bony hand, and gripped me firmly enough for me to feel the two gold rings that he wore.

It was easy to imagine Serge Frankel as a youth: a frail-looking small-boned teenager with frizzy hair and a large forehead and the same style of gold-rimmed spectacles as he was wearing now.

We went into the study. It was a high-ceilinged room lined with books, their titles in a dozen or more languages. Not only stamp catalogues and reference books, but philosophy from Cicero to Ortega y Gasset.

He sat in the same button-back leather chair now as he had then. Smiling the same inscrutable and humourless smile, and brushing at the ash that spilled down the same sort of waistcoat, leaving there a grey smear like a mark of penitence. It was inevitable that we should talk of old times.

Serge Frankel was a Communist – student of Marx, devotee of Lenin and servant of Stalin. Born in Berlin, he’d been hunted from end to end of Hitler’s Third Reich, and had not seen his wife and children since the day he waved goodbye to them at Cologne railway station, wearing a new moustache and carrying papers that described him as an undertaker from Stettin.

During the Civil War in Spain, Frankel had been a political commissar with the International Brigade. During the tank assault on the Prado, Frankel had destroyed an Italian tank single-handed, using a wine bottle hastily filled with petrol.

‘Tea?’ said Frankel. I remembered him making tea then as he made it now: pouring boiling water from a dented electric kettle into an antique teapot with a chipped lid. Even this room was enigmatic. Was he a pauper, hoarding the cash value of the skeleton clock and the tiny Corot etching, or a Croesus, indifferent to his plastic teaspoons and museum postcards of Rouault?

‘And what can I do for you, young man?’ He rubbed his hands together, exactly as he had done the day I first visited him. Then, my briefing could hardly have been more simple: find Communists and give them money, they had told me. But most of life’s impossible tasks – from alchemy to squaring the circle – are similarly concise. At that time the British had virtually no networks in Western Europe. A kidnapping on the German–Dutch border in November 1939 had put both the European chief of SIS and his deputy into the hands of the Abwehr. A suitcase full of contact addresses captured in The Hague in May 1940, and the fall of France, had given the coup de grâce to the remainder. Champion and I were ‘blind’, as jargon has it, and halt and lame, too, if the truth be told. We had no contacts except Serge Frankel, who’d done the office a couple of favours in 1938 and 1939 and had never been contacted since.

‘Communists.’ I remembered the way that Frankel had said it, ‘Communists’, as though he’d not heard the word before. I had been posing as an American reporter, for America was still a neutral country. He looked again at the papers I had laid out on his writing table. There was a forged US passport sent hurriedly from the office in Berne, an accreditation to the New York Herald Tribune and a membership card of The American Rally for a Free Press, which the British Embassy in Washington recommended as the reddest of American organizations. Frankel had jabbed his finger on that card and pushed it to the end of the row, like a man playing patience. ‘Now that the Germans have an Abwehr office here, Communists are lying low, my friend.’ He had poured tea for us.

‘But Hitler and Stalin have signed the peace pact. In Lyon the Communists are even publishing a news-sheet.’

Frankel looked up at me, trying to see if I was being provocative. He said, ‘Some of them are even wearing the hammer and sickle again. Some are drinking with the German soldiers and calling them fellow workers, like the Party tells them to do. Some have resigned from the Party in disgust. Some have already faced firing squads. Some are reserving their opinion, waiting to see if the war is really finished. But which are which? Which are which?’ He sipped his tea and then said, ‘Will the English go on fighting?’

‘I know nothing about the English, I’m an American,’ I insisted. ‘My office wants a story about the French Communists and how they are reacting to the Germans.’

Frankel moved the US passport to the end of the row. It was as if he was tacitly dismissing my credentials, and my explanations, one by one. ‘The people you want to see are the ones still undecided.’

He looked up to see my reaction.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘The ones who have not signed a friendship treaty with the Boche, eh?’

I nodded.

‘We’ll meet again on Monday. What about the café in the arcade, at the Place Massena. Three in the afternoon.’

‘Thank you, Mr Frankel. Perhaps there’s something I can do for you in return. My office have let me have some real coffee …’

‘Let’s see what happens,’ said Frankel. But he took the tiny packet of coffee. Already it was becoming scarce.

I picked up the documents and put them into my pocket. Frankel watched me very closely. Making a mistake about me could send him to a concentration camp. We both knew that. If he had any doubts he’d do nothing at all. I buttoned up my coat and bowed him goodbye. He didn’t speak again until I reached the door. ‘If I am wearing a scarf or have my coat buttoned at the collar, do not approach me.’

‘Thank you, Mr Frankel,’ I said. ‘I’ll watch out for that.’

He smiled. ‘It seems like only yesterday,’ he said. He poured the tea. ‘You were too young to be a correspondent for an American newspaper, but I knew you were not working for the Germans.’

‘How did you know that?’

He passed the cup of tea to me, murmuring apologies about having neither milk nor lemon. He said, ‘They would have sent someone more suitable. The Germans had many men who’d lived in America long enough. They could have chosen someone in his thirties or forties with an authentic accent.’

‘But you went ahead,’ I reminded him.

‘I talked to Marius. We guessed you’d be bringing money. The first contact would have to bring money. We could do nothing without cash.’

‘You could have asked for it, or stolen it.’

‘All that came later – the bank hold-ups, the extortion, the loans. When you arrived we were very poor. We were offering only a franc for a rifle and we could only afford to buy the perfect Lebel pattern ones even then.’

‘Rifles the soldiers had thrown away?’ It was always the same conversation that we had, but I didn’t mind.

‘The ditches were full of them. It was that that started young Marius off – the bataillon Guernica was his choice of name – I thought it would have been better to have chosen a victory to celebrate, but young Marius liked the unequivocally anti-German connotation that the Guernica bombing gave us.’

‘But on the Monday you said no,’ I reminded him.

‘On the Monday I told you not to have high hopes,’ he corrected me. He ran his long bony fingers back into his fine white wispy hair.

‘I knew no one else, Serge.’

‘I felt sorry for you when you walked off towards the bus station, but young Marius wanted to look at you and make up his own mind. And that way it was safer for me, too. He decided to stop you in the street if you looked genuine.’

‘At the Casino tabac he stopped me. I wanted English cigarettes.’

‘Was that good security?’

‘I had the American passport. There was no point in trying to pretend I was French.’

‘And Marius said he might get some?’

‘He waited outside the tabac. We talked. He said he’d hide me in the church. And when Champion returned, he hid us both. It was a terrible risk to take for total strangers.’

‘Marius was like that,’ said Frankel.

‘Without you and Marius we might never have got started,’ I said.

‘Hardly,’ said Frankel. ‘You would have found others.’ But he smiled and was flattered to think of himself as the beginning of the whole network. ‘Sometimes I believe that Marius would have become important, had he lived.’

I nodded. They’d made a formidable partnership – the Jewish Communist and the anti-Fascist priest – and yet I remembered Frankel hearing the news of Marius’s death without showing a flicker of emotion. But Frankel had been younger then, and keen to show us what his time in Moscow had really taught him.

‘We made a lot of concessions to each other – me and Marius,’ Frankel said. ‘If he’d lived we might have achieved a great deal.’

‘Sure you would,’ I said. ‘He would be running the Mafia, and you would have been made Pope.’

Flippancy was not in the Moscow curriculum, and Frankel didn’t like it. ‘Have you seen Pina Baroni yet?’

‘Not yet,’ I said.

‘I see her in the market here sometimes,’ said Frankel. ‘Her little boutique in the Rue de la Buffa is a flourishing concern, I’m told. She’s over the other business by now, and I’m glad …’

The ‘other business’ was a hand-grenade thrown into a café in Algiers in 1961. It killed her soldier husband and both her children. Pina escaped without a scratch, unless you looked inside her head. ‘Poor Pina,’ I said.

‘And Ercole …’ Frankel continued, as if he didn’t want to talk of Pina, ‘… his restaurant prospers – they say his grandson will inherit; and “the Princess” still dyes her hair red and gets raided by the social division.’

I nodded. The ‘social division’ was the delicate French term for vice squad.

‘And Claude l’avocat?’

‘It’s Champion you want to know about,’ said Frankel.

‘Then tell me about Champion.’

He smiled. ‘We were all taken in by him, weren’t we? And yet when you look back, he’s the same now as he was then. A charming sponger who could twist any woman round his little finger.’

‘Yes?’ I said doubtfully.

‘Old Tix’s widow, she could have sold out for a big lump sum, but Champion persuaded her to accept instalments. So Champion is living out there in the Tix mansion, with servants to wait on him hand and foot, while Madame Tix is in three rooms with an outdoor toilet, and inflation has devoured what little she does get.’

‘Is that so?’

‘And now that he sees the Arabs getting rich on the payments for oil, Champion is licking the boots of new masters. His domestic staff are all Arabs, they serve Arab food out there at the house, they talk Arabic all the time and when he visits anywhere in North Africa he gets VIP treatment.’

I nodded. ‘I saw him in London,’ I said. ‘He was wearing a fez and standing in line to see “A Night in Casablanca”.’

‘It’s not funny,’ said Frankel irritably.

‘It’s the one where Groucho is mistaken for the Nazi spy,’ I said, ‘but there’s not much singing.’

Frankel clattered the teapot and the cups as he stacked them on the tray. ‘Our Mister Champion is very proud of himself,’ he said.

‘And pride comes before a fall,’ I said. ‘Is that what you mean, Serge?’

‘You said that!’ said Frankel. ‘Just don’t put words into my mouth, it’s something you’re too damned fond of doing, my friend.’

I’d touched a nerve.

Serge Frankel lived in an old building at the far end of the vegetable market. When I left his apartment that Monday afternoon, I walked up through the old part of Nice. There was brilliant sunshine and the narrow alleys were crowded with Algerians. I picked my way between strings of shoes, chickens, dates and figs. There was a peppery aroma of merguez sausages frying, and tiny bars where light-skinned workers drank pastis and talked football, and dark-skinned men listened to Arab melodies and talked politics.

From the Place Rosetti came the tolling of a church bell. Its sound echoed through the alleys, and stony-faced men in black suits hurried towards the funeral. Now and again, kids on mopeds came roaring through the alleys, making the shoppers leap into doorways. Sometimes there came cars, inch by inch, the drivers eyeing the scarred walls where so many bright-coloured vehicles had left samples of their paint. I reached the boulevard Jean Jaurès, which used to be the moat of the fortified medieval town, and is now fast becoming the world’s largest car park. There I turned, to continue along the alleys that form the perimeter of the old town. Behind me a white BMW was threading through the piles of oranges and stalls of charcuterie with only a fraction to spare. Twice the driver hooted, and on the third time I turned to glare.

‘Claude!’ I said.

‘Charles!’ said the driver. ‘I knew it was you.’

Claude had become quite bald. His face had reddened, perhaps from the weather, the wine or blood pressure. Or perhaps all three. But there was no mistaking the man. He still had the same infectious grin and the same piercing blue eyes. He wound the window down. ‘How are you? How long have you been in Nice? It’s early for a holiday, isn’t it?’ He drove on slowly. At the corner it was wide enough for him to open the passenger door. I got into the car alongside him. ‘The legal business looks like it’s flourishing,’ I said. I was fishing, for I had no way of knowing if the cheerful law student whom we called Claude l’avocat was still connected with the legal profession.

‘The legal business has been very kind to me,’ said Claude. He rubbed his cheek and chuckled as he looked me up and down. ‘Four grandchildren, a loving wife and my collection of Delftware. Who could ask for more.’ He chuckled again, this time in self-mockery. But he smoothed the lapel of his pearl-grey suit and adjusted the Cardin kerchief so that I would notice that it matched his tie. Even in the old days, when knitted pullovers were the height of chic, Claude had been a dandy. ‘And now Steve Champion lives here, too,’ he said.

‘So I hear.’

He smiled. ‘It must be the sunshine and the cooking.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘And it was Steve who …’ He stopped.

‘Saved my life?’ I said irritably. ‘Saved my life up at the quarry.’

‘Put the réseau together, after the arrests in May,’ said Claude. ‘That’s what I was going to say.’

‘Well, strictly between the two of us, Claude, I wish I’d spent the war knitting socks,’ I said.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means I wish I had never heard of the lousy réseau, the Guernica network and all the people in it.’

‘And Steve Champion?’

‘Steve Champion most of all,’ I said. ‘I wish I could just come down here on holiday and not be reminded of all that useless crappy idiocy!’

‘You don’t have to shout at me,’ Claude said. ‘I didn’t send for you, you came.’

‘I suppose so,’ I said. I regretted losing my cool if only for a moment.

‘We all want to forget,’ Claude said gently. ‘No one wants to forget it more than I want to.’

The car was halted while two men unloaded cartons of instant couscous from a grey van. In the Place St François the fish market was busy, too. A decapitated tunny was being sliced into steaks alongside the fountain, and a woman in a rubber apron was sharpening a set of knives.

‘So Steve is here?’ I said.

‘Living here. He lives out at the Tix house near the quarry.’

‘What a coincidence,’ I said. ‘All of us here again.’

‘Is it?’ said Claude.

‘Well, it sounds like a coincidence, doesn’t it?’

The driver’s sun-shield was drooping and Claude smiled as he reached up and pushed it flat against the roof of the car. In that moment I saw a gun in a shoulder holster under his arm. It wasn’t an impress-the-girlfriend, or frightened-of-burglars kind of instrument. The leather holster was soft and shiny, and the underside of the magazine was scratched from years of use. A Walther PPK! Things must have got very rough in the legal business in the last few years.

He turned and smiled the big smile that I remembered from the old days. ‘I don’t believe in anything any more,’ he confessed. ‘But most of all I don’t believe in coincidences. That’s why I’m here.’ He smoothed his tie again. ‘Where can I drop you, Charles?’
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Tuesday morning was cold and very still, as if the world was waiting for something to happen. The ocean shone like steel, and from it successive tidal waves of mist engulfed the promenade. The elaborate façades of the great hotels and the disc of the sun were no more than patterns embossed upon a monochrome world.

Trapped between the low pock-marked sky and the grey Mediterranean, two Mirage jets buzzed like flies in a bottle, the vibrations continuing long after they had disappeared out to sea. I walked past the seafood restaurants on the quai, where they were skimming the oil and slicing the frites. It was a long time until the tourist season but already there were a few Germans in the heated terraces, eating cream cakes and pointing with their forks, and a few British on the beach, with Thermos flasks of strong tea, and cucumber sandwiches wrapped up in The Observer.

I was on my way to Frankel’s apartment. As I came level with the market entrance I stopped at the traffic lights. A dune buggy with a broken silencer roared past, and then a black Mercedes flashed its main beams. I waited as it crawled past me, its driver gesturing. It was Steve Champion. He was looking for a place to park but all the meter spaces were filled. Just as I thought he’d have to give up the idea, he swerved and bumped over the kerb and on to the promenade. The police allowed tourists to park there, and Champion’s Mercedes had Swiss plates.

‘You crazy bastard!’ said Champion, with a smile. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? Where are you staying?’ The flesh under his eye was scratched and swollen and his smile was hesitant and pained.

‘With the Princess,’ I said.

He shook his head. ‘You’re a masochist, Charlie. That’s a filthy hole.’

‘She can do with the money,’ I said.

‘Don’t you believe it, Charlie. She’s probably a major shareholder in IBM or something. Look here – have you time for a drink?’

‘Why not?’

He turned up the collar of his dark-grey silk trench coat and tied the belt carelessly. He came round the car to me. ‘There’s a sort of club,’ he said.

‘For expatriates?’

‘For brothel proprietors and pimps.’

‘Let’s hope it’s not too crowded,’ I said.

Champion turned to have a better view of an Italian cruise-liner sailing past towards Marseille. It seemed almost close enough to touch, but the weather had discouraged all but the most intrepid passengers from venturing on deck. A man in oilskins waved. Champion waved back.

‘Fancy a walk?’ Champion asked me. He saw me looking at his bruised cheek and he touched it self-consciously.

‘Yes,’ I said. He locked the door of the car and pulled his scarf tight around his throat.

We walked north, through the old town, and through the back alleys that smelled of wood-smoke and shashlik, and past the dark bars where Arab workers drink beer and watch the slot-machine movies of blonde strippers.

But it was no cramped bar, with menu in Arabic, to which Champion took me. It was a fine mansion on the fringe of the ‘musicians’ quarter’. It stood well back from the street, screened by full-grown palm trees, and guarded by stone cherubs on the porch. A uniformed doorman saluted us, and a pretty girl took our coats. Steve put his hand on my shoulder and guided me through the hall and the bar, to a lounge that was furnished with black leather sofas and abstract paintings in stainless-steel frames. ‘The usual,’ he told the waiter.

On the low table in front of us there was an array of financial magazines. Champion toyed with them. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he said. ‘You let me make a fool of myself.’

It was Steve who’d taught me the value of such direct openings. To continue to deny that I worked for the department was almost an admission that I’d been assigned to seek him out. ‘True-life confessions? For those chance meetings once or twice a year? That wasn’t in the Steve Champion crash-course when I took it.’

He smiled and winced and, with only the tip of his finger, touched his bruised cheek. ‘You did it well, old son. Asking me if I was recruiting you. That was a subtle touch, Charlie.’ He was telling me that he now knew it had been no chance meeting that day in Piccadilly. And Steve was telling me that from now on there’d be no half-price admissions for boys under sixteen.

‘Tell me one thing,’ Steve said, as if he was going to ask nothing else, ‘did you volunteer to come out here after me?’

‘It’s better that it’s me,’ I said. A waiter brought a tray with silver coffee-pot, Limoges china and a sealed bottle of private-label cognac. It was that sort of club.

‘One day you might find out what it’s like,’ said Steve.

‘There was the girl, Steve.’

‘What about the girl?’

‘It’s a Kill File, Steve,’ I told him. ‘Melodie Page is dead.’

‘Death of an operative?’ He looked at me for a long time. He knew how the department felt about Kill File investigations. He spooned a lot of sugar into his coffee, and took his time in stirring it. ‘So they are playing rough,’ he said. ‘Have they applied for extradition?’

‘If the investigating officer decides …’

‘Jesus Christ!’ said Steve angrily. ‘Don’t give me that Moriarty Police Law crap. Are you telling me that there is a murder investigation being conducted by C.1 at the Yard?’

‘Not yet,’ I said. ‘There were complications.’

Champion screwed up his face and sucked his coffee spoon. ‘So Melodie was working for the department?’

I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to.

Champion nodded. ‘Of course. What a clown I am. And she’s dead? You saw the body?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Level with me, Charlie,’ said Champion.

I said, ‘No, I didn’t see the body.’ Champion poured coffee, then he snapped the seal on the cognac and poured two large tots.

‘Neat. Effective. And not at all gaudy,’ said Champion eventually, with some measure of admiration. He waggled the coffee spoon at me.

It seemed a bit disloyal to the department to understand his meaning too quickly. ‘I don’t understand,’ I said.

‘You understand, old boy,’ said Champion. ‘You understand. But not as well as I bloody understand.’ He paused while a waiter brought the cigarettes he’d ordered. When the waiter departed, Steve said softly, ‘There’s no dead girl – or if there is, your people have killed her – this is just a stunt, a frame-up, to get me back to London.’ Champion moved his cigarettes and his gold Dunhill lighter about on the magazines in front of him, pushing them like a little train from The Financial Times and on to Forbes and Figaro.

‘They are pressing me,’ I said. ‘It’s a Minister-wants-to-know inquiry.’

‘Ministers never want to know,’ said Champion bitterly. ‘All Ministers want is answers to give.’ He sighed. ‘And someone decided that I was the right answer for this one.’

‘I wish you’d come back to London with me,’ I said.

‘Spend a month or more kicking my heels in Whitehall? And what could I get out of it? An apology, if I’m lucky, or fifteen years, if that suits them better. No, you’ll not get me going back with you.’

‘But suppose they extradite you – it’ll be worse then.’

‘So you say.’ He inhaled deeply on his cigarette. ‘But the more I think about it, the less frightened I am. The fact they’ve sent you down here is a tacit admission that they won’t pull an extradition order on me.’

‘I wouldn’t bet on it.’

‘Well, that’s because you’re too damned naïve. The department don’t want me back in London, explaining to them all the details of the frame-up they themselves organized. This is all part of an elaborate game … a softening-up for something big.’

‘Something that London wants you to do for them?’ I asked. ‘Is that what you mean?’

‘Let’s stop beating around the bush, shall we? The department has given me jobs from time to time. They do that with pensioned-off operatives because it keeps them signing the Act, and also because their pensions make them the most needy – and so the cheapest – people around.’

‘Come back to London, Steve.’

‘Can’t you understand plain bloody King’s English, Charlie? Either the girl is not dead, and the department have put her on ice in order to finger me …’

‘Or?’

‘Or she’s dead and the department arranged it.’

‘No.’

‘How can you say no. Do they let you read the Daily Yellows?’

‘It’s no good, Steve,’ I said. ‘The department would never do it this way and both of us know it.’

‘The confidence you show in those bastards …’ said Champion. ‘We know only a fraction of what goes on up there. They’ve told you that Melodie was a departmental employee – have you ever heard of her or seen any documents?’

‘The documents of an operative in the field? Of course I haven’t.’

‘Exactly. Well, suppose I tell you that she was never an employee and the department have wanted her killed for the last three months. Suppose I told you that they ordered me to kill her, and that I refused. And that that was when the row blew up.’

‘Go on,’ I said.

‘The department made that contact for me. They said she was from the Palestinian terrorists. They told me that she was a nutty American student, the London contact for five hundred stolen Armalites and two tons of gelignite.’ Champion was excited now and smiling nervously, as I remembered him from the old days.

He sipped his drink. ‘They sent an American chap to see me. Is his name Schindler? Drinks that Underberg stuff, I remember. I wouldn’t believe he was from the department at first. Then they sent a Mutual down to confirm him as OK. Is it Schroder?’

‘Something like that,’ I said.

‘He mentioned the killing end. I didn’t take him seriously at first. I mean, they must still have special people for that game, surely. But he was in earnest. Ten thousand pounds, he said. He had it all set up, too. He’d organized a flat in Barons Court stacked up with beer and whisky and cans of beans and soup. I’m telling you, it was equipped like a fall-out shelter. And he showed me this hypodermic syringe, killing wire and rubber gloves. Talk about horror movies, I needed a couple of big whiskies when I got out of there.’ He drank some coffee. ‘And then I realized how I’d put my prints on everything he’d shown me.’ He sighed. ‘No fool like an old fool.’

‘Did they pay the bill for the tweed jacket we found there?’

‘There was no reason to be suspicious,’ said Champion. ‘They told me to order the suits, and they paid for them. It was only when they sent a funny little man round to my place to take the labels and manufacturers’ marks out of them that I began to worry. I mean … can you think of anything more damning than picking up some johnny and then finding he’s got no labels in his suits?’

‘There was money in the shoulder-pads,’ I told him. ‘And documents, too.’

‘Well, there you are. It’s the kind of thing a desk-man would dream up if he’d never been at the sharp end. Wouldn’t you say that, Charlie?’

I looked at Champion but I didn’t answer. I wanted to believe him innocent, but if I discounted his charm, and the nostalgia, I saw only an ingenious man improvising desperately in the hope of getting away with murder.

‘How long ago are we talking about?’ I said.

‘Just a couple of weeks before I ran into you … or rather you sought me out. That’s why I wasn’t suspicious that you were official. I mean, they could have found out whatever they needed to know through their normal contacts … but that girl, she wasn’t one of them, Charlie, believe me.’

‘Did you tell her?’

‘Like fun! This girl was trying to buy armaments – and not for the first time. She could take care of herself, believe me. She carried, too – she carried a big .38 in that crocodile handbag.’ He finished his coffee and tried to pour more, but the pot was empty. ‘Anyway, I’ve never killed anyone in cold blood and I wasn’t about to start, not for the department and not for money, either. But I reasoned that someone would do it. It might have been someone I liked a lot better than her. It might have been you.’

‘That was really considerate of you Steve,’ I said.

He turned his head to me. The swelling seemed to have grown worse in the last half hour. Perhaps that was because of Champion’s constant touches. The blue and red flesh had almost pushed his eye closed. ‘You don’t go through our kind of war, and come out the other end saying you’d never kill anyone, no matter what kind of pressure is applied.’

I looked at him for a long time. ‘The days of the entrepreneur are over, Steve,’ I told him. ‘Now it’s the organization man who gets the Christmas bonus and the mileage allowance. People like you are called “heroes”, and don’t mistake it for a compliment. It just means has-beens, who’d rather have a hunch than a computer output. You are yesterday’s spy, Steve.’

‘And you’d sooner believe those organization men than believe me?’

‘No good waving your arms, Steve,’ I said. ‘You’re standing on the rails and the express just blew its whistle.’

He stared at me. ‘Oooh, they’ve changed you, Charlie! Those little men who’ve promised you help with your mortgage, and full pension rights at sixty. Who would have thought they could have done that to the kid who fought the war with a copy of Wage Labour and Capital in his back pocket. To say nothing of that boring lecture you gave everyone about Mozart’s revolutionary symbolism in “The Marriage of Figaro”.’ He smiled, but I didn’t.

‘You’ve had your say, Steve. Don’t take the jury out into the back alley.’

‘I hope you listened carefully then,’ he said. He got to his feet and tossed some ten-franc notes on to the coffee tray. ‘Because if you are only half as naïve as you pretend to be … and if you have put your dabs all over some carefully chosen incriminating evidence …’

‘Go on,’ I said.

‘Then it could be that London are setting us both up for that big debriefing in the sky.’

‘You’ve picked up my matches,’ I said.
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‘You’d sooner live in a dump than live in a nice home,’ said Schlegel accusingly.

‘No,’ I said, but without much conviction. I didn’t want to argue with him.

He opened the shutters so that he could see the charcuterie across the alley. The tiny shop-window was crammed with everything from shredded carrot to pig feet. Schlegel shuddered. ‘Yes, you would,’ he insisted. ‘Remember that fleapit you used to have in Soho. Look at that time we booked you into the St Regis, and you went into a cold-water walk-up in the Village. You like dumps!’

‘OK,’ I said.

‘If this place had some kind of charm, I’d understand. But it’s just a flophouse.’ For a long time he was silent. I walked across to the window and discovered that he was staring into the first-floor window across the alley. A fat woman in a frayed dressing-gown was using a sewing machine. She looked up at Schlegel, and when he did not look away she closed her shutters. Schlegel turned and looked round the room. I’d put asters, souci and cornflowers into a chipped tumbler from the washbasin. Schlegel flicked a finger at them and the petals fell. He went over to the tiny writing table that wobbled unless something was wedged under one leg. My Sony radio-recorder almost toppled as Schlegel tested the table for stability. I had turned the volume down as Schlegel had entered, but now the soft sounds of Helen Ward, and Goodman’s big band, tried to get out. Schlegel pushed the ‘off’ button, and the music ended with a loud click. ‘That phone work?’ he asked.

‘It did this morning.’

‘Can I give you a word of advice, fella?’

‘I wish you would,’ I told him.

For a moment I thought I’d offended him, but you don’t avoid Schlegel’s advice that easily. ‘Don’t stay in places like this, pal. I mean … sure, you save a few bucks when you hit the cashier’s office for the price of a hotel. But jeeze … is it worth it?’

‘I’m not hitting the cashier’s office for the price of anything more than I’m spending.’

His face twisted in a scowl as he tried to believe me. And then understanding dawned. ‘You came in here, in the sub, in the war. Right? I remember now: Villefranche – it’s a deep-water anchorage. Yeah. Sure. Me too. I came here once … a long time ago on a flat-top, with the Sixth Fleet. Nostalgia, eh?’

‘This is where I first met Champion.’

‘And the old doll downstairs.’ He nodded to himself. ‘She’s got to be a hundred years old … she was the radio operator … the Princess! Right?’

‘We just used this as a safe-house for people passing through.’

‘It’s a brothel!’ Schlegel accused.

‘Well, I don’t mind that so much,’ I told him. ‘The baker next door waves every morning when I leave. This morning, he winked.’

‘Wouldn’t you rather be in a hotel?’

‘Well, I’m going to ask the Princess if the girls could be a little quieter with the doors.’

‘Banging all night?’ said Schlegel archly.

‘Exactly,’ I said.

‘A cat house,’ mused Schlegel. ‘A natural for an escape chain. But the Nazis had them high on the check-out list.’

‘Well, we won the war,’ I said sharply. Schlegel would get in there, checking out the syntax of my dreams, if he knew the way.

‘I’ll call Paris,’ he said.

‘I’d better tell the Princess.’

‘Do we have to?’

‘We have to,’ I said. ‘Unless you want her interrupting you to tell you how much it’s costing, while you’re talking to the Elysée Palace.’

Schlegel scowled to let me know that sarcasm wasn’t going to help me find out who he was phoning. ‘Extension downstairs, huh?’

I went to the door and yelled down to the bar, at which the Princess was propped with Salut les Copains and a big Johnny Walker. ‘I’m calling Paris,’ I shouted.

‘You called Paris already today, chéri,’ she said.

‘And now we’re calling again, you old bag,’ growled Schlegel, but he took good care to keep his voice down. Already she’d made him apologize to one of the bar girls for saying goddamn.

‘That’s right,’ I told her.

‘Just as long as you don’t forget the money you’re spending, my darling.’

‘Darleeeng,’ growled Schlegel. ‘Will you believe that’s the first hearing-aid I’ve seen with sequins on it?’

He picked up his plastic case, put it on the bed and opened it. At first glance it might have been mistaken for a portable typewriter, permanently built into its case. It was the newest model of acoustic coupler. Schlegel began typing on the keys.

I said, ‘Anything fresh on the girl? Body been found, or anything?’

Schlegel looked up at me, sucked his teeth and said, ‘I’ll ask them what Missing Persons knows.’ When Schlegel finished typing his message he dialled the Paris number. He gave his real name. I suppose that was to save all the complications that would arise if he was phoning from a hotel that held his passport. Then he said, ‘Let’s scramble,’ and put the phone handpiece into the cradle switch inside the case. He pressed the ‘transmit’ button and the coupler put a coded version of what he’d typed through the phone cables at thirty or forty characters a second. There was a short delay, then the reply came back from the same sort of machine. This time Schlegel’s coupler decoded it and printed it on to tape in ‘plain English’. Schlegel read it, grunted, pushed the ‘memory erase’ button and rang off.

‘You ask those guys the time, and they’d tell you what trouble they’re having from the Records Office,’ he said. He burned the tape without showing it to me. It was exactly the way the textbook ordered but it didn’t make me want to open my heart to him about Champion’s version of the girl’s death.

But I told him everything Champion had said.

‘He’s right,’ said Schlegel. ‘He knows we wouldn’t be pussyfooting around if we had the evidence. Even if he enters the UK I doubt whether the department would let us hold him.’

‘He must have killed the girl,’ I said, with some hesitation.

‘He didn’t collect that shiner by walking into a lamppost.’

I nodded. Champion’s bruised face was just the sort of blow he might have suffered while overpowering the girl. And the two scratches on his cheek were just like the damage to the wallpaper near the bed. No matter how much I tried to push the idea away, Champion’s guilt bobbed up again like a plastic duck.

‘You tell me Champion was some kind of master spy,’ Schlegel said. ‘Well, I’m telling you he’s a loser. So far he’s fouled up every which way, so I’m not joining the fan club. Champion is a creep, an over-confident creep, and if he steps out of line we’ll clobber him, but good!’

‘That’s the way it looks,’ I agreed.

‘You’re telling me it’s all a set-up?’

I shrugged. ‘That’s one of the new couplers, is it?’

Schlegel stroked the metal case that was intended to make it look like a cheap typewriter. ‘I can plug that baby into any computer with terminals. Last week I used the CIA TELCOM from a call-box, and tomorrow I’ll abstract from the London Data Bank.’

‘London will ring you back?’

‘But not here. Not secure enough. That old doll downstairs … no, I’ll have to get going.’

‘Meet her,’ I said. ‘Otherwise I’ll get endless questions.’

‘One drink,’ he said.

‘You could be right … about Champion, I mean. People change.’

We picked our way down the narrow creaking staircase before the time-switch plopped. I opened the door marked ‘No Entry’ and went through it into the bar.

Through the bead curtain I could see a patch of sunlight on the scaly brickwork of the alley. But inside, the room was as dark as night. An ornate table-lamp at one end of the bar made a golden spot on each of the bottles lined up behind the counter, and gave just enough light for the Princess to see the cash register.

‘Come and sit here, Charlie darling,’ she said, but her eyes were fixed on Colonel Schlegel. Obediently, I took the bar stool she indicated. Schlegel sat down, too. I put my arm round the Princess and gave her rouged and powdered cheek a circumspect kiss.

‘Rapist!’ said the Princess.

A girl appeared from out of nowhere and put her hands on the counter to show us how willing she was to serve expensive drinks.

‘Underberg,’ said Schlegel, ‘and soda.’

‘And Charlie will have Scotch,’ said the Princess. ‘So will I.’

The girl served the drinks and, without discussing the subject, put it all on my bill. Schlegel had the coupler at his feet and I noticed the way he kept his shoe pressed against it to be sure it was not removed.

‘Does your friend know that you were here in the war, Charlie?’

‘Yes, he knows,’ I said.

‘What war was that, Charlie?’ said Schlegel.

The Princess pretended not to hear Schlegel. She craned her neck to look in the fly-specked mirror behind the bar, so that she could make adjustments to her rouge and eye make-up.

‘We had good times, didn’t we, Charlie? We had good times as well as bad ones.’ She turned to face us again. ‘I can remember nights when we sat along this bar counter, with the German sentries walking along the sea-front there. Guns in my cellar and the wireless set in a wine barrel. My God! When I think of the risks we took.’

‘You knew this guy Champion then?’ Schlegel asked her.

‘And I liked him. I still do like him, although I haven’t seen him for years. A gentleman of the old sort.’ She looked at Schlegel as he swilled down his Underberg and then crunched the ice-cubes in his teeth. ‘If you know what I mean,’ she added.

‘Yeah, well, there’s a lot of definitions,’ said Schlegel affably, ‘and most of them are obscene. So you liked him, eh?’

‘Well, at least he didn’t betray us,’ said the Princess.

‘Did anyone?’ I said.

‘That filthy little Claude betrayed us,’ said the Princess.

‘Claude l’avocat? I saw him only yesterday.’

‘Here? The little swine is here?’ shouted the Princess angrily. ‘He’ll get killed if he comes here to Villefranche.’ She clasped her beads and twisted them against her neck, staring at me as if angry that I didn’t understand. ‘If only I’d kept the newspaper clipping.’

‘About Claude?’

‘He got a medal – an iron cross or something – he was working for the German police all the time. His real name is Claude Winkler, or some name like that. His mother was French, they say. He betrayed Marius and old Madame Baroni and poor Steve Champion, too.’

I drank my whisky. ‘All that time and he was working for the Abwehr.’

‘The Abwehr – how could I forget that word,’ said the Princess.

‘And they let us go on functioning,’ I said. ‘That was cunning.’

‘Yes, if they’d arrested us all, others would have replaced us. It was clever of them to let us continue.’

‘So Claude was a German,’ I said. ‘When I think of all those months …’

‘And the RAF escape-route,’ said the Princess. ‘They let that continue, too.’

I nodded. ‘As long as the flyers came through here, London would be convinced that all was well.’

‘I would kill him,’ said the Princess. ‘If he came in this bar now, I’d kill him.’

‘Claude Winkler,’ said Schlegel, as the Princess got up from the bar stool in order to pour more drinks for us. ‘Do you know what he does now?’

‘Yes,’ said the Princess. ‘He still works for the Boche Secret Police.’ She poured drinks for us. ‘The nerve of the man! To come back here again.’

I put my hand over my glass. She poured whisky for herself, and this time Schlegel too had whisky.

‘I’ll kill him if he comes in here,’ she said again. ‘People think I’m a silly old woman, but I’ll do it, I promise you.’

‘Claude l’avocat,’ I said. There were more tourists now, peering into the bars, reading the menus and looking at the crude daubs that the ‘artists’ sold on the waterfront. None of them came into this bar: it was a dump, just as Schlegel said. Fly-specked old bottles of watered-down cognac, and re-labelled champagne. Bar girls with fat legs and unseeing eyes. And upstairs, broken beds, dirty counterpanes and a ‘badger man’ who came in and shouted ‘That’s my wife!’ before even your pants were down.

‘So Claude betrayed us,’ I said.

‘Are you all right?’ said the Princess.

‘I’m all right,’ I said. ‘Why?’

‘You look like you are going to be sick,’ she said. If you work in a bar for thirty years, you develop a sharp eye for people who feel sick.
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‘We didn’t just want to murder him; we planned the killing.’

Serge Frankel did not look up. He put the big magnifying glass over the envelope and examined the stamps carefully. Then he moved it to look at the franking marks. ‘Yes, we planned it,’ he said. He rubbed his eyes and passed the envelope to me. ‘Take a look at that cancellation. What does it say?’

I leaned across the desk, careful not to disturb the trays and the tweezers and the small fluorescent lamp that he used to detect paper repairs and forgeries. I looked closely at the envelope. The stamping machine had not been applied evenly. One side of the circular mark was very faint. ‘“Varick St Sta …” Could it be Varick Street Station?’

‘Can you make out the date?’

‘May something nineteen thirty.’

‘Yes, well that’s what it should be.’ He picked it up, using only the tips of his fingers. It was a foolscap-size cream envelope, with three large US stamps on it and a big diamond-shaped rubber stamp that said ‘First Europe Pan-America Round Flight. Graf Zeppelin’.

‘Is it very valuable?’ I asked.

He slid it into a clear plastic sleeve and clipped it into a large album with others. ‘Only for those who want such things,’ he said. ‘Yes, we planned to kill Claude l’avocat. That was in 1947. He gave evidence at one of the Hamburg trials. Pina saw it in a Paris newspaper.’

‘But you did nothing.’

‘Oh, it wasn’t quite like that. Our bitterness was based upon our natural aversion for the betrayer – as yours is now. But Claude did not betray anyone. He was a German. He passed himself off as a Frenchman in order to help his own country …’

‘Sophistry!’

‘Can you remember Claude’s accent when he was working with us?’

‘He said he was from the north.’

‘And none of us had travelled very much, or we might have detected quite a bit of Boche there, eh?’

‘None of us had travelled enough – except for Marius. So he made sure that Marius died.’

‘I think so,’ said Serge calmly. ‘But Claude’s life was in danger all the time he was with us, did you ever think of that?’

‘They were our people, Serge. And they died in squalid camps and torture chambers. Am I supposed to admire your calm and rational attitude? Well, I don’t. And perhaps it would be better if you stopped being so godlike …’

‘We Jews, you mean?’

‘I don’t know what I meant.’

‘This is not in character, Charles. You are the one who stayed so calm. Without you we would have been out on the streets fighting, instead of silently building almost the only network that lasted till the end.’ He cocked his head. ‘Are you now saying that was wrong?’

I didn’t reply. I picked up some of his valuable envelopes and went through the motions of studying them.

‘You’re fighting the wrong enemy,’ said Serge. ‘That’s all over, that war! I’m more interested in what our friend Champion is doing with his import and export business with the Arabs.’

‘Guns, you mean?’

‘Who said anything about guns?’ Behind him was the skyline of old Nice. The afternoon was dying a slow death, spilling its gory sunlight all over the shiny rooftops.

‘You’ve resurrected the old network, haven’t you?’ I said.

He pointed to a large lamp that occupied most of the sofa upon which I was sitting. ‘Move that infra-red lamp, if it’s in your way. This weather is bad for my arthritis.’

‘The Guernica network …’ I said. He watched me as I pieced together my suspicions and the hints and half-truths that only now began to make sense to me. ‘You’re playing at spies … for money? … for old times’ sake? … Because you all hate Champion? Tell me, why?’

He didn’t deny it, but that didn’t prove I was right, for he was not the sort of man who would leap in to correct your grammar – especially when there might be a deportation order awarded for the right answer.

‘Curiosity – even nosiness – is not yet against the law, even in France,’ he said.

‘I saw Champion today,’ I admitted.

‘Yes,’ said Serge, ‘at the Herren Klub.’

It was a shrewd jibe, not because it described the club or its members, but because it provided an image of the Fressenwelle – Mercedes limousines, silent chauffeurs, astrakhan collars, the whiff of Havana and a muffled belch – I’d never before realized how well Champion fitted into such a scene.

‘You are having him followed?’ I asked.

Serge picked up an envelope and removed it from its clear plastic cover. ‘I sent this to a customer last month. He complained that its condition was not good enough for his collection. Today I had it back from a second customer who says it looks too new to be genuine.’ He looked up and smiled at me to make sure I shared the joke.

‘Yes,’ I said. It was no good pushing him.

‘It’s a pre-adhesive cover – 1847 – by ship from Port Mauritius to Bordeaux. It got that ship-letter cachet in southern Ireland. It was postmarked again in Dublin as a backstamp, and then got stamped at London and Boulogne before arriving in Bordeaux.’ He held it close to the desk light. It was a yellowed piece of paper, folded and sealed so as to make a packet upon which the address had been written. On the back of the folded sheet there was a mess of rubber-stamped names and dates and a cracked segment of a red seal.

Serge looked at me.

‘He thinks it’s fake?’ I said finally.

‘He says the watermarks on the paper are wrong for this date … And the shape of the Dublin stamp … that too he doesn’t like.’

‘What do you say?’ I asked politely.

He took it by the two top corners and pulled, so that the sheet tore slowly right down the middle. There was an almost imperceptible hesitation at the bottom and then the two halves separated, and the ragged edge flashed in the lamplight.

‘He was quite correct,’ said Serge. ‘It was a forgery.’

‘Did you have to destroy it?’

‘If I kept it here, and a client wanted such a thing … How can I be sure I wouldn’t yield to temptation?’

I smiled. It was not easy to think of this Spartan yielding to temptation.

‘I was not even fifteen when I first joined the Communist Party. I was so proud. I slept with that card under my pillow, and in the daytime it was pinned inside my vest. I’ve given my whole life to the party. You know I have, Charles. You know I have.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘The risks I ran, the times I was beaten with police truncheons, the bullets in my leg, the pneumonia I caught during the Spanish winter fighting … all this I don’t regret. A youth must have something to offer his life to.’ He picked up the torn pieces of paper as if for a moment regretting that he’d destroyed the forged cover. ‘When they told me about the Stalin–Hitler pact I went round explaining it to the men of lesser faith. The war you know about. Czechoslovakia – well, I’d never liked the Czechs, and when the Russian tanks invaded Hungary … well, they were asking for it, those Hungarians – I ask you, who ever met an honest Hungarian?’

I smiled at his little joke.

‘But I am a Jew,’ said Frankel. ‘They are putting my people into concentration camps, starving them, withdrawing the right to work from anyone who asks to go to Israel. When these pigs who call themselves socialists went to the aid of the Arabs … then I knew that no matter what kind of Communist I was, I was first and foremost a Jew. A Jew! Do you understand now?’

‘And Champion …?’

‘You come and visit me from time to time. You tell me that you are on vacation – I believe you. But I’ve always wondered about you, Charles. What sort of work does a man like you do in peacetime? You told me once that you were an economist, working for your government. Very well, but now you are asking me discreet questions about Champion, and all the others. So I ask myself if the work you do for your government is perhaps not entirely confined to economics.’

It was like taking a book down from one of these crowded shelves: you couldn’t read the fine print until the dust settled. ‘What is Champion up to, then?’ I said.

‘You mean, what am I up to?’ said Frankel. ‘Everyone knows what Champion is up to: he’s an Arab.’

‘And you?’

‘I’m a Jew,’ said Frankel. ‘It’s as simple as that.’
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Geneva. Calvin’s great citadel is perched precariously between the grey mountains of France and the grey waters of Lake Geneva. The city, too, is grey: grey stone buildings, grey-uniformed cops, even its money and its politics are grey. Especially its politics.

I looked out through the hotel’s spotlessly clean windows, and watched the plume of water that is Geneva’s last despairing attempt at gaiety. The tall jet fell back into the lake and hammered the surface into steel. The traffic moving slowly along the lakeside stopped, started and then stopped again. There was no hooting, no flashing headlights, no arguments, no complaining. The citizens of Geneva are as well adjusted as its clocks. It was 10 A.M., but the city was silent except for the rustle of banknotes and the ticking of a couple of billion wristwatches.

‘You were a fool to come here. And so was I.’ He pushed the bowl of cornflakes away untouched.

‘You came because you knew I’d make plenty of trouble for you if you didn’t come. I came because I had to.’

‘You came for yourself! This isn’t official; it’s just for yourself. And it’s bloody dangerous!’ His upper-class voice was pitched high and slightly querulous, like some customer complaining about the caviare in Harrods.

‘Well, it’s too late now, Aziz.’ I poured some tea for him and he gave me a wintry smile. Aziz was working for the World Meteorological Organization headquarters on the Avenue Giuseppe-Motta. His masters here in Geneva would have been astonished perhaps to discover that he was a senior analyst for Egyptian Intelligence. But certainly his masters in Cairo would have been devastated to hear that he’d been on London’s payroll for nearly ten years. ‘And anyway,’ I said, ‘this one is going to become official. Believe me, it is.’

‘You said that in New York.’

‘That was different,’ I said. ‘You got nineteen thousand dollars out of that one. This time it’s free.’

‘I’m glad you told me,’ said Aziz. He sniffed. He was a bird-like little man, with thinning hair, large eyes and a nose like a ploughshare. His dark skin was inherited from the Sudanese peasant girl who bore him, while the chalk-stripe worsted, the hand-made shoes and public-school tie were worn with the aplomb he’d learned from the Egyptian mine-owner who acknowledged the boy as his son. The small turquoise pinned into his tie was taken from a mine that has been worked since the first dynasty of Egyptian kings. For such a man it is not easy to adapt to the stringencies of a nationalized land and high taxation. ‘There will be no money this time?’ He smiled. ‘Surely you are not serious.’

‘Champion,’ I said. ‘Steve Champion.’ I gave him a few seconds to think about that. ‘I need help, Aziz, I really need it.’

‘You must be mad.’

I pushed him a little. ‘London’s request for the Libyan trade figures, the Sinai supplementaries, the Kissinger stuff and the analysis you did in December. That all came through me. You must have stashed away a quarter of a million dollars over the last three years, Aziz. And most of that stuff was a doddle, wasn’t it? It’s the easiest money you ever earned, Aziz. And all of that came through me.’

‘What are you fishing for – a percentage?’ He poured himself more tea, and took a long time spearing the slice of lemon, but he never drank the tea. He toyed with the thin slice of lemon, and then dipped it into the sugar, popped it into his mouth and looked up guiltily. I smiled.

‘You’d better let me phone the office,’ he said. He looked at the gold quartz chronometer on his wrist, and touched his diamond cufflinks to make sure they were still in place. I suppose that must be the problem with diamond cufflinks, apart from the way they slash the red silk lining of your Savile Row suits.

‘Go ahead,’ I said. ‘I don’t care how long it takes. We’ll have room service send lunch up here. I’ve spent half the night checking this room for electronic plumbing.’

He looked around the austere Swiss hotel room that cost as much per night as the average British worker received per week. He shuddered. ‘It won’t take that long,’ he said.

‘This time I’ve got more to lose than you have.’

He looked me up and down, from shoes to haircut. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said finally. He sniffed again.

‘Just Champion?’ he said. All these people who sell us information are like that. They categorize it, and husband it, and let it go only grudgingly, as a philatelist disposes of bits of his collection, and tries to get rid of the dud stamps first. Aziz smoothed his hair across the crown of his head. There wasn’t much of it, and he patted it gently. ‘You’ve always played fair with me,’ he said. ‘I’d be the first to admit that.’ I waited while he persuaded himself to tell me what I wanted to know.

‘It’s the same tedious story that we know only too well,’ said Aziz, in his beautifully modulated English public-school accent. ‘London put Champion into some of the rougher bits of the small-arms trade …’

‘Terrorist weapons.’

‘Terrorist weapons. And eventually Champion makes contact with our people.’

‘Political Intelligence.’

‘Political Intelligence,’ repeated Aziz, and nodded. Why the hell he still called them his people, when he’d spent a decade selling them out, was strictly between him and his analyst, but I let him continue uninterrupted. ‘London must have seen what would happen,’ said Aziz. ‘Ask yourself … Champion’s father spent his whole life in Egypt. The Academy gave him a banquet when he retired. Nasser was a student of the old man, you know, as was Sadat. Even the younger Champion has better Arabic than I can put my tongue to.’

‘Do you want to light that cigarette?’ I said, ‘or do you prefer waving it around?’

He smiled and caught the matches I threw to him. He seemed surprised to find they burned as brightly as a gold lighter. ‘We turned him, of course.’ He blew smoke and took a piece of tobacco off his lip with a long fingernail. ‘At first it was all quite straightforward; London knew he was a double, Cairo knew he was a double. It was a convenient method of communication between Egypt and you …’

‘When was that?’

‘Let’s say until the summer before last. It was just before the Fleet exercises that he delivered the NATO wavelengths to us. That was not part of the plan – as far as London was concerned. They found out when Damascus got the wavelengths. London got a rocket from NATO, or so I heard. Yes, Champion burned his boats when he did that.’

‘Champion did it for money?’

‘My dear fellow …’ he protested. ‘What else?’

‘You seem pretty certain about all this, Aziz. Even you have been known to make a mistake.’

‘Have I?’ He frowned. ‘I certainly don’t remember one.’

I got up and went back to the window to watch the lake again. I said, ‘Are you just giving me the gossip from the Cairo Hilton?’

‘This is all top-level stuff, old boy. There’s a very limited circulation for Champion’s material – top bloody secret, all the way.’

‘How did you get it?’

‘My brother-in-law, of course.’

‘Of course,’ I said. His brother-in-law was a one-star general in Cairo’s Department of Political Intelligence that fills – and overflows from – a seven-storey building in Heliopolis.

Aziz was watching me closely as I turned away from the window. ‘I can get you Xerox copies of anything special,’ he offered. ‘But it will take at least two weeks.’

‘We’ll see, Aziz.’

‘Oh, yes, Champion’s deep into it.’ He stubbed out the cigarette and watched me as I figured out what to do next. ‘It’s upset you, hasn’t it,’ said Aziz, with more friendliness than I would have thought him capable of. ‘I’m sorry about that, but Champion has gone a lot too far for London to be running him still – he’s Cairo’s man. He’s ours.’

Ours, I thought, good old Aziz, consummate schizoid, that’s the way to be. I sat down on the leather armchair and closed my eyes. ‘There’s got to be a better way than this to earn a living, Aziz,’ I said. I had to be back in Villefranche that evening. It was a long drive and I was suddenly very, very tired.

‘No doubt about that, old boy,’ said Aziz. ‘Trouble is … a chap’s got to have a little bread, while he’s figuring out what the better way is.’
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He was wearing a short fur coat, and a black kerchief knotted cowboy-style, right against the throat. It was a measure of their subtlety that they sent along a man so unlike any policeman I’d ever seen. This youngster was completely different from the wrestlers of the Police Judiciaire in Marseille, or the hatchet-faced PJ boys who work in Nice. I’d noticed him the previous evening. He’d been drinking straight cognac at the far end of the bar when I went in to ask the Princess for the key of my room. It was a bad sign – cognac, I mean; I like my cops to stick to rot-gut.

He was in the same seat next morning, drinking coffee and smiling apologetically, as if he’d been there all night. ‘Monsieur Charles Bonnard?’ he said.

That was my wartime name: I thought I’d seen the last reel of that one, but now the nightmares came back. He didn’t wait for my reply. ‘My name is Fabre. Inspector Fabre, Renseignements Généraux, Lyon.’

‘That’s a relief,’ I said. ‘Just for a moment I thought you were from the Gestapo.’

He smiled again. ‘We weren’t quite sure what name you’d be using this time.’

‘Well, I’m glad to hear someone wasn’t,’ I said.

‘You’ll have to come to Lyon, I’m afraid,’ he said.

He could have been no older than twenty-five, but his youth, like his bizarre outfit, made him a likely recruit for the political undercover work of the RG. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but the slim hips would have suited a dancer or acrobat. His handsome bony face was white. In the north it would have gone unremarked, but here in the Riviera it seemed almost perverse that anyone should so avoid the sunshine.

He rubbed his fingers nervously. ‘You’ll have to come with us,’ he said apologetically. ‘To Lyon,’ he told me again. He stopped rubbing his hands together for long enough to reach into an inside pocket for a tin of throat lozenges. He tore the silver wrapping from two of them, and popped them into his mouth in swift succession.

‘You’ll need overnight things,’ he said.

I smiled. The Princess came in and put my coffee on the counter. She looked from one to the other of us and left without speaking. ‘Why not pay your bill now?’ he said. ‘I’ll make sure they hold your room for a few days. I mean, if you are not back tonight, why pay these hotel bastards?’

I nodded and drank some more coffee. ‘Have you worked very long for the RG?’ I asked.

He swallowed his throat lozenges. ‘Forget checking me out,’ he said. ‘I don’t know anybody important there. That’s why I get lousy jobs like bringing you in.’

There was no sign of the Princess. From behind the cash register I took the handful of cash slips that were marked ‘Charles’. I added fifteen per cent and signed. ‘No need to hold the room,’ I said. ‘They are not expecting a tour-bus.’

He looked around the bar. There was enough daylight to expose the sleazy fly-blown wallpaper and the cracked lino. He smiled, and I smiled back, and then we went up to get my baggage.

Once inside my room, he became more confidential. ‘You must be someone important,’ he told me, ‘judging by all the teleprinter messages and what I hear about the cabinet du préfet complaining to London.’

‘Why are you telling me?’ I asked.

‘Cops should stick together,’ he said. He opened the door of the battered wardrobe, and spent a moment or two looking at his brown-speckled reflection. ‘Last year I followed a suspect to Aachen, in Germany. I grabbed him and brought him back across the border in my car. There was no end of fuss. But luckily the Aachen CID lied their heads off for me. Cops have to stick together; bureaucrats arrest only pieces of paper.’

He pulled my suit out of the wardrobe and folded it carefully while I packed my case. ‘They’ll take you up to Paris, I think. If you want to make a quick phone call, I won’t hear you.’

‘No, thanks,’ I said. I went into the bathroom and threw my shaving gear into the zip bag. His voice was louder when he next spoke and I could tell he’d started a new throat lozenge. ‘And if you have a gun, I’d get rid of it. It will just give them something to hold you for.’

‘I don’t carry a gun,’ I called from the bathroom. I could hear him going all through the drawers of the wardrobe.

I closed the bathroom door. Then I released the plastic bath panels with my knife. I reached into the dust and dead spiders to get the plastic bag I’d hidden there. I didn’t have to swing out the cylinder, I could see the 125 grain round-nosed bullets that I’d loaded into the .38 Centennial Airweight. I stuffed the pistol into the waistband of my trousers and quickly replaced the panel. Then I flushed the toilet and emerged from the bathroom. It had taken me no more than ten seconds.

Fabre said, ‘Because if they find a pistol anywhere in the room here, they can hold you under the new emergency laws – one month it is.’ He slammed the last drawer closed, as if to punctuate the warning.

‘I don’t carry a pistol. I don’t even own a pistol. You know English policemen don’t have guns.’

‘I was forgetting,’ he said. ‘And you have habeas corpus and all that crap, too. Hell, what a life for a cop. Are you sure you don’t want to make a phone call? Call London if you want, but make it snappy.’

‘Are you in traffic?’

‘Renseignements Généraux,’ he said. ‘I told you I was from RG. Why?’

‘Because you come on like a courtesy cop,’ I said.

He smiled. ‘I’m one of the graduate entries,’ he said. He gave a self-conscious smile. ‘I don’t believe in rough stuff, unless it’s absolutely necessary.’

‘Have you got a car here?’

‘And a driver. We must stop in Nice, at the Palais de Justice. I must sign the forms and go through the formalities. You don’t need gloves: it’s not that cold.’

‘I’ve got a circulation problem,’ I said.

It was a black Citroën. The driver was a mournful Negro of about fifty. He took my case and locked it in the boot. His skin was bluish black and his eyes heavy-lidded. He wore a shabby raincoat and battered hat. He hardly looked at us as we got into the car. The young one continued talking. ‘The other day someone said that we were the Jews of Western Europe. Palais de Justice, Ahmed.’

‘Who?’ I said.

‘Cops. The Jews of Western Europe; we’re blamed for everything, aren’t we? Everything, from traffic jams to strike-breaking – it’s convenient to have someone to blame.’

I grunted.

‘Park in the usual space, Ahmed,’ he told the driver, as we turned into the Place du Palais. To me he said, ‘I’ll be as quick as I can. You wait with Ahmed.’

I nodded.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ he said. ‘A pain in the guts? Indigestion?’

‘Could you get me something? It’s an acid stomach. There’s a chemist at the end of the street.’

Fabre looked at me for what seemed like a long time. Then he reached into a pocket of his fur coat and found a plastic box. ‘You need two of these,’ he said. ‘I carry all that kind of junk; I’m a hypochondriac.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. He tipped two small multi-coloured capsules into the palm of my gloved hand.

‘They melt at different times,’ he explained, ‘so you get this continuous anti-acid together with minute doses of regular aspirin and buffer – you must have seen the adverts …’

I put them into my mouth with my left hand and tried to look like a man who was holding on to his belly-ache with the other hand, rather than one who had been a little too premature in checking the butt of a .38 Centennial Airweight.

‘Shellfish,’ I said. ‘That always does it. I’m a fool, really.’

Fabre nodded his agreement, slammed the car door, and walked off across the square to the police offices. The driver was still looking at me. I smiled at him. He touched the evil-eye beads that dangled from the driving mirror, and then gave his whole attention to the horse-racing section of his paper.

Whatever Fabre did inside that imposing building took no more than five minutes. The driver had the engine running by the time Fabre got back in. ‘We’ll take the autoroute, Ahmed,’ Fabre told the Negro. ‘You’ll see the Grasse exit marked.’

We followed the Mediterranean coast as far as Cannes, and then turned north, into the land of truffles, baccarat and fast cars that stretches from Mougins to Vence. No one spoke. I looked out of the window.

‘This is Grasse,’ said the driver. He turned to look back over his shoulder, and gave me a sad smile.

Palm Springs on a French hill-top. Daubed on a wall there was a slogan: ‘Arabs Keep Out of Grasse.’ It was raining in Grasse. We didn’t stop.

‘We’ll be there by lunchtime,’ said Fabre.

I tried to wet my lips and smile back, but my tongue was dry. These boys were all soft lights and sweet music, but I had the feeling that it was going to go dark and quiet at some chosen place on the highway north. And they weren’t planning to leave long-stemmed roses to mark the spot.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

The driver kept to a steady speed and showed impeccable road manners. To them, it might have seemed convincingly like police procedure, but to me it looked as though they were extremely careful not to be booked on a traffic offence at a time when they had another crime in operation.

‘Sorry about what?’ I croaked.

‘Mentioning food – when you have a crise de foie,’ he said.

‘Is that what I have?’

‘I think so,’ he said.

Instinct said use the gun and get out of here, but training said find out who, what and where.

The driver chose the N85, the route Napoléon. As we climbed away from the sheltered Riviera coast, a hell’s kitchen of boiling storm-clouds came into view. The mountain peaks were white, like burned soufflés that some chef had hidden under too much powdered sugar. The sky became darker and darker, and the cars coming south had their headlights on. The rain turned to hail that beat a tattoo on the roof of the car, and at the La Faye pass the mountains echoed with the sound of thunder. Great lightning flashes froze an endless line of toy motor-cars that were crawling up the far side of the gorge. The wiper blades stropped the glass, and the engine’s note changed to a whine that provided an undertone of hysteria.

‘We’ll be late,’ the driver warned. It was the hard consonantal French of the Arab.

‘It will be clear beyond Barrême.’

‘Barrême is a long way,’ said the driver. ‘We’ll be late.’ He paddled the brake and swung the steering wheel as the tyres slid on a patch of ice. He lost enough speed to have to change down. There was the scream of a power-horn, and a small Renault sped past us on the wrong side of the road. There was a thud as his slush hit the door, and a fanfare of horns as the Renault prised open the traffic to avoid an oncoming bus. ‘Bloody idiot,’ said the driver. ‘He won’t get to Castellane, except in a hearse.’

The equinoctial storms that lash the great limestone plateau of Provence provide Nice with a rainfall higher than even London. But as we hurried north the black clouds sped over us, tearing themselves to shreds to reveal their sulphur-yellow interiors and, eventually, the sun. The inland roads were dry, and as the traffic thinned out we increased speed. I watched the fields, and the huge flocks of birds that circled like dust-storms, but my mind calculated every possible way in which the threat of death might come.

At first they pretended that it would be faster to take to the minor roads, but by the time we were as far as the military exercise zone they had grown tired of their game, or had decided that it was no longer necessary.

Fabre, in the back seat with me, was watching the road with unusual attention. ‘You missed the turn-off,’ he told the driver. He tugged at his finger joints one by one, as if he was field-stripping his hand to clear a blockage.

The driver made no sign that he’d heard, until finally he said, ‘I didn’t miss anything. There’s that tumbledown shrine and the wire, then comes the turn-off.’

‘Perhaps you are right,’ said Fabre. His face was even whiter than white, and he chewed down on one of his tablets in a rare display of emotion. He became conscious of my stare and turned to me. ‘We must get the right road or we’ll be lost – it’s one of those short-cuts.’

‘Oh, one of those short-cuts,’ I said. I nodded.

He rubbed his hands together and smiled. Perhaps he’d realized that there had been undertones in that last exchange which denied any last chance that they were policemen.

Fabre spotted a wayside shrine with a few miserable wild flowers in a tin at the foot of a tormented Christ. ‘You’re right,’ he told the driver. We turned on to the narrow side road.

‘Take it easy,’ Fabre said to the driver, his face tightening as the suspension thumped the rutted track. He was nervous now, as the time came closer. They were both nervous. The driver had stiffened at the wheel, and he seemed to shrink even as I watched him.

‘Not the right-hand fork,’ Fabre warned the driver. And then I suddenly recognized the landscape. A few stunted trees on rolling hills: I’d not seen this place since the war. We were taking the high road to the west side of the Tix quarry: Champion’s quarry, as it now was. The old open-cast workings had been abandoned since the late ’fifties, and the mine had proved so expensive that it had closed a few years later. The quarry: it would be an ideal place.

As we came up the slope to the brink of the quarry I saw the same dilapidated wooden huts that had been there ever since I could remember. Fabre squirmed. He thought he was a hell of a hard kid, pulses racing and eyes narrowed. I saw him as a grotesque caricature of myself when young. Well, perhaps I was the same ‘yesterday’s spy’ that Champion was, but my heart wasn’t pounding. Shakespeare got me all wrong: no stiffening of the sinews, no summoning of the blood, not even ‘hard favour’d rage’. There was only a cold sad ache in the gut – no longer any need to simulate it. And – such was the monumental ego a job like mine needs – I was already consoling myself for the distress that killing them would inevitably cause me.

I was concentrating on the pros and cons of striking while the driver had his hands full of car, and Fabre had his attention distracted. But because they were watching the road ahead, they took in the scene some five seconds before I did – and five seconds in this job is a long weekend elsewhere – ten seconds is for ever!

‘Merde!’ said Fabre softly. ‘She’s escaped.’ Then I saw all: the woman in the short fur coat, identical to the one that Fabre was wearing, and the man on his knees, almost hidden in the thorns and long grass. The man kicked frantically to free himself. There were two loud bangs. The man in the grass convulsed at each gunshot and fell flat and out of sight. Then there came the thump of the wooden door, as the fur-coated woman disappeared into the hut.

Fabre had the car door open by that time. The car slewed to a stop in thick mud, almost sliding into a ditch. Even before he was out of the car Fabre had his Browning Model Ten automatic in his hand. Well, that was the right pistol! I knew plenty of French cops with those: smooth finish, three safeties and only twenty ounces in your pocket. A pro gun, and this one had long since lost its blueing. It was scratched, worn shiny at the edges, and I didn’t like it. Fabre stood behind the open car door, ballooning his body gently, so as never to be a static target. He was squinting into the dark shadows under the trees. Only men who have been in gunfire do that instinctively as this man was doing it.

The clouds parted to let the sun through. I glimpsed the face at the hut window. I remember thinking that it must be Madame Baroni, the mother of Caty and Pina, but she had died in Ravensbrück in 1944. Two more shots: one of them banged into the car body, and made the metal sing. Not Pina’s mother but Pina herself, Caty’s sister, her face drawn tight in fear. There was a flash of reflected light as the sun caught the nickel-finish revolver that she levelled through the broken window.

She depressed the gun and fired again at the man in the undergrowth. I remembered the German courier she’d killed, when we were together at the farmhouse. She’d shot him six times.

‘You cow!’ Fabre’s face contorted, and he brought his Browning up in a two-hand clasp, bending his knees slightly, FBI target-shooting style. He’d need only one shot at this range. His knuckles were white before I made my decision.

I pulled the trigger of my revolver. The noise inside the car was deafening. At a range of less than two yards, the first bullet lifted him under the arm like a bouncer’s grip. He was four yards away, and tilted at forty-five degrees, as the second shot collapsed him like a deckchair and threw him into the ditch. My ears rang with the noise. There was the smell of scorched cloth, and two holes in my coat.

Ahmed jumped out of the car at the same moment I did. With the car between us, he was able to cover a lot of ground before I was able to shoot. The bullet howled into the sky, miles away from him. I cursed, and moved back to the place where Fabre had fallen. I was cautious, but I needn’t have been. He was dead. The Browning was still gripped tight in his hands. He was a real gunny. His mouth was open, teeth clenched, and his eyes askew. I knew it was another nightmare. I steeled myself to see that face again in many dreams, and I was not to be wrong about it.

Cautiously I moved up the track towards the wooden shack, keeping low and behind the scrub. I was on the very brink of the quarry before the door opened. Pina emerged, tight-lipped, dishevelled, her fur coat ripped so that its lining hung below the hem. The man she’d shot was dead: a dark-skinned youth in leather jacket and woollen hat, his tweed trousers still entangled in the thorns.

‘Charlie! Charlie! Oh, Charlie!’ Pina pushed the revolver into her pocket and then washed her dry hands, in some curious rite of abnegation. ‘They were going to kill me, Charlie. They were going to kill me. They said so.’

‘Are you all right, Pina?’

‘We must get away from here, Charlie.’

There was a flash of lightning and a prolonged rumble of thunder.

Pina mumbled a prayer into my shirt-front. I held her tight, but I didn’t relax. From here I could see right down to the puddles in the bottom of the quarry. It was a spooky place for me, its vast space brimful of memories and fears. In the war I’d hidden here, listening to the barking of the search dogs, and the whistles of the Feldgendarmerie as they came, shoulder to shoulder, across these very fields. Pina clutched my hand, and she felt there the anxious sweat that my memories provoked.

‘But where?’ she said. ‘Where can we go?’ Again, lightning lit up the underside of the dark clouds, and a perfect disc of its blue light flashed from the bracken a few yards in front of me. Violently I pushed Pina to the ground, and threw myself down into firing position. With one hand I pushed my spectacles against my face and capped one eye. With the other hand I put the pistol’s foresight near the place where I’d seen the glint of reflected light. I pulled the trigger three times.

The sound of the gunfire was reflected off the sloping ground: three loud bangs, and the echo of them came rolling back from the far side of the quarry. Pina crawled nearer. ‘Keep down,’ I said.

‘This grass! I’m soaked,’ she complained.

‘It’s a sniperscope, a perfect disc of light. It must have been sighted on us.’

I rolled over enough to get some bullets from my pocket and push them into the chamber. Then I picked up the empty cases and wrapped them in my handkerchief. There was no point in trying to be clever about powder traces – the bullet holes in my pocket would be enough.

‘They will try to get to the car,’ said Pina. ‘If you could get to that bracken you’d shoot anyone who tried to get down to the track where the car is.’

‘You’re riding the wrong sideshow,’ I growled. ‘I’m selling tickets for the tunnel of love.’

‘You’re going to let them take the car?’

‘I’ll check their oil, and polish the windscreen for them.’

Pina gave that sort of whistle that well-bred French ladies resort to when they want to swear. It was then that the Negro driver broke cover and went racing off down the slope towards the main road. If there was more than one man, this had to be the moment to rush them. I jumped up and ran as fast as I could to where I’d seen the glint of light. Pina followed me.

‘I don’t understand,’ she said.

I said nothing; I didn’t understand, either. There was no sniperscope, no high-powered rifle, no lethal weapons at all. The lightning had reflected from the front element of a zoom-lens fitted to a Beaulieu 16 mm movie camera. I fidgeted with the magazine until I got it open and then I pulled the grey film out into the daylight. A considerable footage had passed through the film-gate but the bulk of it was in the top magazine. Whatever it was intended to film had not yet happened.

I unlatched the camera from its pan and tilt head, and lifted it on to my shoulder. Then, in some irrational fit of destructive anger, I pitched the valuable movie camera over the side of the quarry. It hit an outcrop and bounced high into the air, spilling lenses and sprockets and trailing a long tail of film. It bounced a second time and then fell out of sight before landing with a thud.

Pina gave me the big pistol she had used. ‘It’s his,’ she said, indicating the body of the dark-skinned man, ‘I got it away from him.’ After wiping it carefully, I threw it into the wooden hut. There was a new plastic-topped table there and two kitchen chairs. Cigarette ends, pieces of loaf and the remains of hard-boiled egg littered the table top, and a length of rope was on the floor. ‘I tricked him,’ said Pina. ‘They had me tied up at first.’

‘Go and wait in the car, Pina,’ I said.

She shuffled off like a sleepwalker. Half-heartedly, I pressed my .38 into the dead Arab’s hand and threw my cotton gloves down alongside the body, to account for its powder-free hands. But I didn’t fool myself that I was achieving anything more than a couple of hours at double-time for some junior assistants in the local forensic lab.

I started the Citroën. There was a full minute of wheel-spinning before the old brute crawled out of the mire and waddled off down the track, spewing mud in every direction. We left everything the way it was, the fur-coated gunny head-down in the ditch, the camera-operator – for so I had decided was the man Pina had killed – stiff in the long grass.

‘What did it all mean?’ Pina asked me, as we reached the main road.

I looked at her and then back down the road. ‘You know what it means, Pina,’ I said. ‘And, by God, I’m going to wring it out of you, so just start getting used to the idea of telling me.’

We were both silent for a long time. I suppose we were both thinking about the Negro driver, and what he might do. Pina finally said, ‘He’ll not tell the police anything, unless they squeeze it out of him. They were there to kill you, Charlie. They grabbed me this morning on my way to the hairdresser’s.’

‘Why you, Pina?’

She didn’t answer. My thoughts moved on to more urgent matters.

‘Is there a plane service to Paris from Grenoble?’ I asked her.

‘Air Alpes fly Marseille-Grenoble-Metz, and connect with an Air France Düsseldorf flight. I did that last year.’

‘No good,’ I said, thinking better of it. ‘Passports, credit cards and cheques – a trail of paper.’

‘I’ve got a lot of cash,’ she said.

‘Give me a minute to think.’

‘You’d better think fast, petit, or we’ll be in Valence. And that’s on the autoroute. It will be thick with cops.’

‘I wish I knew whether this was a stolen car.’

‘Don’t be silly, Charlie. You saw those men. They don’t work with stolen cars: they are assassins – cent-mille francs a time men – they don’t use stolen cars.’

‘Who are they, Pina?’

She picked at the dried mud that was plastered on her fur coat. ‘It’s no good shouting at me as if I was a juvenile delinquent,’ she said.

‘You killed that man, Pina,’ I said.

She didn’t answer. I found it difficult to be patient with her, and yet I knew there was no other way. I said, ‘The Tix quarry … Pina, and not far away, the mine, and the house where Champion lives. What the hell are you doing there?’

A police car came speeding towards us, with siren and light going. I watched it in the mirror until it disappeared over the hill. ‘And the camera,’ I said. ‘I think you took it up there to spy on Champion. Is that it?’

She turned her head to see me more clearly.

‘You and Champion are in it together,’ she said, as if the idea had just occurred to her.

‘In what?’ I demanded.

She shook her head. Then she looked at her gold wristwatch and fidgeted with it, so that it jangled against the bracelets on her arm.

‘You tell me,’ she mumbled.

The rain mottled the windscreen and I switched on the wipers and the heater. She loosened her coat. ‘OK,’ I said, ‘I’ll tell you. You’ve always blamed Champion for the death of Marius. But your brother was arrested hours before Champion, and you know it because you saw it happen. And I saw it, too.’ I waited for her to admit it, but she didn’t.

She forced herself to smile. ‘I was mad about Champion,’ she protested. ‘I loved him, you know I did.’

‘And that’s all part of the vendetta,’ I said. ‘You never forgave him for marrying your sister.’

She gave a little hoot of laughter. ‘Jealousy!’ she said. ‘What a joker you are!’ She took out a tiny handkerchief and wiped her nose. Only after she had taken a quick look at herself, run a fingertip over her eyebrows and clicked her handbag closed, did she speak again. ‘It’s the way he’s treated Caterina that I resent so much. Have you seen her lately?’

‘A week or so ago.’

‘He’s made her life hell, and it shows on her face.’

‘No, Pina,’ I said. ‘She’s just getting old, that’s all.’

‘You’re pitiless, Charlie, do you know that?’ It was a pleasant conversational voice she used. ‘You don’t have flesh and blood, you have clockwork. You don’t live, you tick.’ She wiped her nose again. ‘Tell me, Charlie: do you ever love, or hate, or weep? Tell me!’

‘No,’ I said, ‘I just blow a fuse.’

‘And each time you do it, someone comes along and fits you with a bigger fuse, and finally you can tick-tock your life away, Charlie, without any problems of conscience, or morals, or thought of tomorrow.’

‘It’s a funny thing, Pina,’ I said. ‘Every time someone puts a bomb in a supermarket or machineguns a few airline passengers, it turns out that they are doing it on account of their conscience, or their morals, or some goddamned twisted idea of a new Jerusalem.’

I’d said it simply out of anger, but the reference to Jerusalem caused her to react.

‘Me?’

Her eyes opened wide and her mouth slackened with amazement and indignation. ‘You think I’m working with the Palestinian terrorists?’

‘Then who are you working for?’

‘The autoroute will be best,’ she said. ‘The car’s not stolen, I’m sure of it. We’d best make for Paris.’

‘Who?’ I said again. ‘Who are you working for, then?’

Pina had said too much and she knew it, and now she hunched forward in her seat and began to worry. The moment had passed.

For a few minutes she was very still. Then she turned her head to see the road behind us.

‘I’ll watch the road, Pina. You try and rest for a few minutes.’

‘I’m frightened, Charlie.’

‘It will be all right,’ I said. ‘Try to get some sleep.’

‘Sleep,’ she said. ‘It’s ten years since I was able to sleep without my pills.’

‘Well, don’t take any of those. We might need to be wide awake.’

A helicopter came over the road and then made off towards the autoroute. Pina leaned close to the window to watch it fly over.

‘Traffic police,’ I said.

She nodded and leaned back in her seat, her head resting against the window. I glanced at her. Her hair was knotted and her lipstick smudged. In her lap, her hands were clasped too tight, the knuckles criss-crossed with the marks of her nails. When she spoke it was in a different sort of voice, and I glanced across her to see that she had not opened her eyes. ‘I must have a drink, Charlie. I must.’

‘In Lyon.’

‘You don’t understand!’ She rummaged through the rubbish and dog-eared papers in the car, as if hoping to find a bottle or a hip-flask.

‘We’ll find somewhere,’ I said.

‘Soon, Charlie.’

Her hands were shaking, in spite of the strength she used to clench them together. And I saw the way that her face was stiff as if with pain.

‘The first place we see,’ I promised.

‘Oh, yes, petit.’

It was an elegant and yet a forbidding place. A pox of tourist-club badges studded the portals, and the flags of the world’s richest nations flew from the battlements. The gravel was freshly raked and the grass clipped short.

‘Let’s go,’ I said. I had already given her my lecture on being inconspicuous – don’t over-tip, thank anyone or converse too long with the waiter – and we’d stopped a moment or two while she combed her hair and used tissues to clean her face. After that, we’d gone a couple of miles up the road, in order to enter the drive from the north, and so be remembered as a southbound car.

She left her muddied coat in the car. We came, huffing and puffing from the cold, into the warmed and scented air of the lobby. The tiles were polished and the carpets brushed. Behind the desk a middle-aged man looked up and reached for his jacket. He put it on before greeting us. ‘Yes?’ he said, as if he could think of no possible reason why people should break their journey there.

‘Can we get a drink?’ I said.

‘I’ll see,’ he said, and disappeared through a door marked ‘Private’.

There was a smell of disaster in the air, along with the scent of tile polish and coffee. About thirty tables had been set with cloths and cutlery but only one table had been used. On it there were two used cups, a coffee-pot and a newspaper folded so that the classified columns could be read.

A second man appeared from the service doors. Behind him there was the sudden sound of water going into a pot and a clatter of plates.

‘A table for two?’ He gave us a dignified smile. He was about sixty, a balding man with pale face and red hands: the legacy of a lifetime of steamy kitchens and hot water.

‘Yes,’ I said.

He raised a hand, turned on his heel and led us through the empty dining-room to a table near the window, as if we’d have had little chance of finding an empty seat without his assistance.

‘Omelette fines herbes,’ he suggested. His collar was twisted, as if the coat had been put on hurriedly.

‘Give me a brandy,’ said Pina, ‘a fine. We just want a drink.’ She sighed, and dumped her handbag on the table with a thud that knocked the cutlery askew. Then she opened the bag and began to search for cigarettes.

The waiter was patient. He handed me a menu.

‘Two omelettes,’ I said. ‘And I’d like a glass of red wine.’

‘Fleurie,’ he suggested.

‘And a green salad.’

‘Perfect,’ said the old man.

Pina found her cigarettes and lit one. She watched the old man stride away with his order. ‘You just gave him his big moment of the week,’ she said.

‘The way you say it, it sounds like I gave him leprosy.’

She touched my hand on the table-top. ‘You were being nice. And I’m being …’ She shook her head, unable to think of a word, and inhaled on the cigarette again. She propped her hand under her chin, and did not turn her eyes away from the kitchen door, shivering so violently that, for a moment, her whole body trembled.

‘Relax, Pina, relax,’ I said. But she did not relax until the old man emerged with the drinks. When he placed the brandy before her, she reached out to touch the stem of the glass, and as she did so – just with the possession of the drink – I saw the tension die within her. As if exercising masterful restraint she raised the glass slowly and met my eyes before taking a sip of it.

‘It’s a good brandy,’ she said.

‘Drink it down, Pina, you need a drink.’

But she didn’t gulp it. She pushed her gold cigarette case towards me, to offer me one.

‘No thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m trying to give it up.’

She smiled, as if at some secret joke, and placed the jacket of the black Dior suit over the back of her chair, carefully enough for the label to be on display. ‘Have a cigarette.’ She touched her hair as if it was herself that she was offering.

‘I’m trying to give it up,’ I said again, but I opened the case and took one, in just the same way that I’d ordered the omelette: to be obliging.

The afternoon sun came through the window and lit up her hair. And it lit up the strange grey eyes. ‘And what else are you trying to give up?’ she said, and waved away her cigarette smoke and my answer with it. ‘No, don’t tell me, darling, let me find out.’

It would have been difficult to guess Pina’s age. She needed no girdle, nor skin treatments. Neither the tiny wrinkles around her eyes, nor the freckles on her cheeks, were disguised under make-up. And when she’d combed through her hair, and tidied up in the car mirror, she’d done so without the narcissistic alarm that you see in the eyes of so many women over thirty. In Pina I could still see quite a lot of the foul-mouthed tomboy who had so alarmed me when I was a teenage subaltern.

‘Go and wash your face,’ she commanded. ‘When I look at the mess you’re in, I’m surprised they didn’t ask us to pay for the meal in advance.’

I looked at my watch.

‘They’ll be ages yet,’ she added caustically. ‘They’ll have to go and buy some eggs.’

Unlike the French restaurants that persist in modernizing dining-rooms while retaining medieval toilets, this place had reversed that configuration. The antique wood carvings, dark panelling and worn flagstones of the dining-room ill prepared me for the brilliantly lit stainless-steel sinks, the tinted mirrors and scented air of a washroom designed to look like a space-station.

I used the silver-backed hairbrush provided by the management, and stared at my reflection as I went over the events for the thousandth time. I’d put on my gloves before being brought out of the hotel and I had not taken them off until the shooting was done. Therefore no dabs on the car or at the scene of the crime. My Centennial Airweight had been bought new – in 1968 from a man in Rue Paradis, Marseille. He was well known, and well paid, for his skill at removing numbers from metal, and going deep enough to remove the impacted metal under the numbers. The gun had lived in a rented cash-box deep under a bank in suburban Lyon, until I collected it a week before using it. The gun was all right. They’d discover nothing from that. I stopped brushing my hair to finger the blackened holes in my coat pocket. All that would go for nothing, if the police lab got a sniff at my clothes. Oh, well.

Behind me, the toilet door creaked softly. In the mirror I saw it open just enough for someone to see inside. I turned. Perhaps I would have been fast enough, and even heavy enough, to handle one such man, but there were three of them. They were motorcycle cops: giants in boots, breeches, black leather coats and shiny crash helmets. I thrashed about, until a butt in the face with a helmet, and a nicely timed kick behind the knee, tumbled me to the floor. As they pulled me to my feet they had me pinioned so tight I could hardly breathe.

There were two other men behind the cops. They were small, white-faced men, with tight-fitting overcoats and expensive gloves. One of them bent down to pick up my spectacles. He examined them to be sure they were not cracked and then placed them on my face. The other civilian advanced upon me, clutching a handful of paperwork, as a priest might brandish a crucifix at a malevolent Lucifer.

I protested as much as a man can protest when he has a blue uniformed arm choking the life out of him, and the hard corner of a sink prising his vertebrae apart.

And they were still crowding into the place: autoroute police, motor-cyclists, civilians and helicopter pilots. ‘Is this the one?’ a voice asked, and they shuffled about until the person questioned could get a look at me.

He must have nodded, for another voice said, ‘You know that under French law you can be held for questioning for up to forty-eight hours without charges being preferred against you.’

I was gasping for air. I got my arm free, and tried to loosen the arm round my throat. My captor mistook this for an attempt to escape. He gave me a kidney punch, nicely calculated to be less than lethal.

Now I was bent almost double. I could no longer see any of the men. ‘This is a murder charge,’ said another voice. ‘Mrs Helen Bishop, alias Melodie Page, murdered in flat seven, twenty-three Victoria Terrace Gardens, London South-West. It’s all here … French magistrate’s signature, préfecture, as well as the extradition … You just cool it. We’re taking you to Lyon airport, and then to London. You just cool it, or I’ll beat you unconscious personally. Got it?’

It was the voice of Colonel Schlegel. The grip on my throat was loosened so that I could answer.

‘OK, OK,’ I croaked.

‘Get the cuffs on the bastard,’ said Schlegel. ‘And if he looks like he’s even thinking of escaping, beat him senseless.’

They let me straighten. There was a ghoulish smile on Schlegel’s face. If he was trying to convince these French policemen that this wasn’t a way of getting a colleague out of trouble, he was overdoing it.

I took a few deep breaths. Over Schlegel’s shoulder I could see through the open door into the dining-room beyond. Pina had gone.
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‘All you do is complain,’ Schlegel told me.

Dawlish was pouring tea and cutting into a fruit cake.

‘He’s simply trying to irritate you, my dear Schlegel. He knows that that was the only way to do it.’ Dawlish turned to me and smiled, challenging me to tell him a better way of getting away from the quarry, and the corpses, and the problems arising therefrom.

I couldn’t. I took the slice of cake Dawlish offered.

‘You moved quickly,’ I said. Schlegel bit into his piece of fruit cake and smiled to show his appreciation of my grudging praise.

He said, ‘Your friend – the Princess – came through with a description of the two men, the make and year of the car and the registration number. I’m telling you, she had me high-tailing down that highway in the police chopper before I was fully awake.’

My mouth was hardly open before Dawlish answered my question. ‘Colonel Schlegel had the foresight to leave a contact number with her,’ he said.

I scowled. Colonel Schlegel was too bloody fond of leaving contact numbers, and what he described as cutting through British red tape and deviousness. It was bloody dangerous.

‘She was worried about you,’ said Dawlish. ‘I think the Princess is straight.’

‘A pity she wasn’t with Schlegel and that French heavy-glove squad when they found me.’

‘We didn’t know about the quarry and the shooting at that time,’ Schlegel explained. ‘We thought we were picking up the hoods who were snatching you.’

‘Well, when the cops find the bodies, Colonel Schlegel is going to have a lot of explaining to do,’ I told them.

‘Not so,’ said Dawlish. ‘We had one of our people go up to the quarry last night – no corpses, no guns; nothing.’

‘Champion has cleaned up the garbage,’ said Schlegel. ‘No more will be heard.’

They had it all worked out. There was no arguing with them. And anyway, I had nothing to add. I walked across to the window. I rubbed the condensation away with my fingertip, and looked out. This was really gracious living. From the window I could see a few hundred acres of Wiltshire and Sir Dudley’s new Bentley parked at the east wing entrance. Did the family know what we used the west wing for? Did the gardener, who watched them bury the Telex cables and the scrambler phone lines under his five-hundred-year-old lawn, know? Did he think we needed the eight Yagi aerials for TV, and the double-glazing to keep us warm?

I turned round to look at them. ‘But why would Pina Baroni take a movie camera up there?’ I said. ‘That’s what I still fail to understand.’

‘Pin your ears back,’ said Schlegel, waving a piece of fruit cake at me. ‘Pina Baroni took nothing up there. She was snatched, the same way you were.’ He bit into the fruit cake and chewed it for a long time before swallowing.

‘Are you sure?’ I said.

‘Sure, we’re sure,’ said Schlegel, and Dawlish nodded.

Schlegel said, ‘This Pina Baroni was wearing the identical fur coat to one that your guy was wearing. Right?’

‘Identical,’ I agreed.

‘Not just a coincidence,’ said Schlegel. ‘She was going to get killed in that coat. Killed by you.’ He pointed at me in case I needed a little help in following the conversation. ‘Killed by you when you mistook her for the gunny in the same coat.’

‘No,’ I said calmly.

‘Don’t give me no,’ said Schlegel. ‘The movie camera was there to film it happen.’

‘Why?’

Schlegel said, ‘We know Champion killed Melodie Page … Oh, sure, he gave you all that crap about us conspiring to frame him – but he did it. So he dreams up the counterploy – and it has just that kind of poetic touch that a psycho like Champion likes – he was going to have you kill Pina Baroni, and with enough evidence to make it stick.’

‘Why?’ I said again.

Dawlish interrupted Schlegel’s act. ‘He’d threaten us. He’d offer a deal: we forget about the Page murder, and he lets you off the hook.’

Well, it did have the kind of crazy effrontery that had once been Champion’s hallmark. ‘It’s the film camera gimmick that I find so difficult,’ I said. ‘The kind of blurred image you’d get on 16 mm film on a winter’s day doesn’t compare with eyewitnesses, or telephoto stills, that a court of law would want.’

‘Court of law!’ said Schlegel. ‘Don’t be so dumb. Champion knows it would never get that far. He wanted something that would capture the imagination. He’d be threatening to give it to one of the US networks or a TV agency. He was more interested in grabbing attention than getting a conviction.’

‘It would have given us a headache,’ said Dawlish, as if regretful that the department had lost such an employee.

‘But why Pina Baroni?’ I said. I was still not convinced. ‘Why murder his sister-in-law? Why not a movie of me killing just anybody?’

‘We thought about that,’ said Schlegel, tapping the papers on the desk. ‘Sure why Pina Baroni, his sister-in-law? Finally we figured it this way. The girl hates Champion – really hates him. She’s convinced that after Champion was arrested he talked. She thinks he betrayed her brother Marius to the Gestapo – you know all about that, I guess.’

‘I know all about it,’ I said. ‘She’s crazy. I saw Champion arrested at Nice station. And that was hours after Marius was picked up.’ I thought about it. ‘Yes, hours after.’

‘It’s water under the bridge now,’ said Schlegel. ‘She hates Champion’s guts, and Champion divorcing her sister didn’t help.’

‘Marrying her sister didn’t help,’ I corrected him. ‘There was a time when Pina Baroni was crazy about Champion.’

‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,’ said Schlegel.

‘You should write that down, Colonel,’ I said. ‘It has a fine ring to it.’

Schlegel was never slowed by sarcasm. He said, ‘And the Baroni girl killed men in the war, she got a medal for it. So she’s not the kind of doll who is going to sit at home, sticking pins into clay figures. I mean, this babe is going to do it!’

‘OK,’ I said, ‘you’ve told me why she might kill Champion, but I’m still waiting to hear why Champion would want to kill her. This is someone we were both with in the war. Why her? Why not a stranger?’

Dawlish said, ‘Any news agency would drag out all that stuff about you and Pina Baroni in the war. First they find out she was in the resistance, and then they find out you were with her. Then they start asking what work you are doing nowadays … It would cause us maximum embarrassment. It was just another perfect Champion touch.’

‘But not quite enough,’ I protested. ‘Not quite enough.’

‘Don’t baby him along,’ Schlegel told Dawlish. Turning to me he added, ‘If you’d killed some broad you’d never met, you’d clam up and put your mind in neutral. You’re a pro, and your training would make you proof against any kind of working-over the press, the TV or the law could give you. But if you’d killed this Baroni woman – especially in error – you’re going to be full of guilt and remorse. With you in that kind of mood, a prosecutor presses the right buttons, and any guy will sing.’

He was right, and I didn’t need to tell him so. In that moment any last doubt I’d had about Champion killing the Page girl disappeared completely. Champion was a dangerous bastard. As devious as ever and not too fussy about who got hurt, as long as it wasn’t him.

‘It all fits,’ I admitted.

‘Good,’ said Schlegel. There was an indefinable change of atmosphere in the room. I felt as though I’d passed some sort of examination. I looked at Dawlish soon enough to see the tiny nod of his head. Schlegel looked down at the piece of fruit cake he was eating. ‘Hell!’ he said angrily. ‘I don’t eat fruit cake.’ He stubbed it into the ashtray like an old cigar butt. ‘You know I don’t eat fruit cake,’ he complained to Dawlish.

‘I’m afraid we’re all a little on edge today,’ said Dawlish. He bent to pick up cake crumbs and put them into the ashtray.

Schlegel grunted a sort of apology and picked up a couple of crumbs.

I sat down in the red leather chair that is usually reserved for visitors. I closed my eyes for a moment. Schlegel mistook my weariness for anguish.

He said, ‘You don’t need to lose any sleep about the guy you knocked off. A real expensive hit-man out of Zürich. “The Corsican”, a rub-out artist, who probably cooled more guys than you’ve had hot dinners. For my money, you’d get a medal for that job you did. A medal; not a murder rap.’

‘Well, I didn’t know I was getting either,’ I said.

‘Keep your voices down,’ said Dawlish primly. ‘These wretched guns. If you’d obeyed your orders about guns we’d not have to be sending chaps up to the quarry at dead of night, and faking up a lot of extradition paperwork for Paris.’

‘If I’d obeyed orders about guns, I’d be D.E.D.,’ I said.

‘If they trace that handgun back to you, I’ll make you wish you were,’ said Dawlish.

‘Just tell me your problem,’ I said wearily. ‘You want this in my file? Give me a sheet of paper, I’ll be pleased to oblige you. Anything else you want – crimes you need a confession for? Typewriters missing from the inventory? Petty-cash slips without counterfoils? I’ll make it all right in one bumper-size confession.’

I sank back in the chair and shook my shoes off. ‘I’m very tired,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it would be easier on all of us if you told me what you had in mind, instead of straining to pretend that you’re being hit by a succession of brilliant ideas.’

The brevity of the glance they exchanged in no way lessened its conspiratorial quality. ‘There’s a chance to stick a transistor radio up Champion’s arse,’ explained Schlegel.

I knew enough about Schlegel’s allegorical syntax to guess that I was cast as the radio. ‘If it’s all the same to you,’ I said, ‘I’ll stay with the murder charge.’

‘We haven’t got time for comic backchat,’ said Dawlish.

‘Don’t look at me,’ I told him. ‘I’m the straight man.’

Dawlish said, ‘Of course, Major Champion will guess that charging you with the girl’s murder was just a device …’

‘… but he might believe that gunning down Fabre was too rich for the department’s blood,’ said Schlegel. ‘Got me?’

‘No,’ I said.

There was a long silence. Finally, it was Schlegel who spoke. They were going to save Dawlish for the replay.

‘Right now, you’re charged with the murder of Melodie Page. OK, it’s very phoney, but we think we could exploit it. We could leak that to Champion, and make it sound convincing. Right?’

‘Carry on,’ I said. I opened the VIP cigar box and lit one of Dawlish’s Monte Cristos. Employees were not permitted access to the hospitality, but this wasn’t the right time to remind me.

‘Suppose we let the charge ride,’ said Schlegel.

I pretended to search my pockets for matches. Dawlish sighed and lit it for me. I smiled up at him.

‘Suppose?’ said Schlegel, to be sure I was paying attention.

‘Yes, suppose,’ I said. He need not have worried; I hadn’t paid such close attention to the spoken word since the day I got married.

Dawlish said, ‘You’re here, accused of the murder of the Page girl …’

Schlegel said, ‘You break bail. You go to France, and ask Champion for a job with his organization. What do you think?’

‘You know there’s no bail on a murder charge,’ I said. ‘What are you two setting me up for?’

‘No, well, break out of custody, then,’ amended Schlegel.

‘He’s been seeing too many Bogart movies,’ I told Dawlish.

‘Well?’ said Schlegel.

‘It would have to make better sense to Champion,’ I said. ‘If a murder charge was brought against me, and then dismissed on some technicality – he’d see the hand of the department in that. Then if the department puts me out to grass … That might sound right to him.’

‘Well, that fits in with what we know,’ said Dawlish, and I realized too late that the two of them had deliberately led me into the planning of their crackpot idea. Dawlish hurried on. ‘Champion has a contact with a contact with a contact – you know what I mean. He’d know what was happening to you if you were in Wormwood Scrubs sometime in the next two months.’

Obviously that meant a remand prisoner. ‘Just don’t ask me to plead guilty,’ I said.

‘No, no, no,’ said Dawlish. The history of the department was littered with the corpses of men who had been persuaded to plead guilty, with the promise of a quiet trial and a release on ‘unsound mind’ clauses. ‘No, no. You’ll plead not guilty.’

‘And none of those dumb little creeps from the legal department,’ I said. ‘You manufacture the flaw in the charge but I’ll find some crooked lawyer who will discover it and think it was him.’

‘Agreed,’ said Schlegel.

‘I’ll go through the motions,’ I said. ‘But don’t rely on it. Champion is a shrewdie: he’ll compromise. He’ll find me some bloody job with his potato farm in Morocco, and sit back and laugh his head off.’

‘We don’t think so,’ said Dawlish. ‘We’ve been through the reports he sent to London, in the war. He had a high opinion of your judgement then, and he probably still has it. He could use someone like you right now. He’s under pressure to increase the Intelligence flow back to Cairo, or so we think.’

Schlegel said, ‘But you see why we’re worried about the Baroni woman. If this was all a set-up … if she was working with Champion. If you read the entrails wrong – then …’ He ran a forefinger across his throat. ‘There will be some corner of a foreign field …’

‘I didn’t know you were interested in poetry, Colonel,’ I said.
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It was not the first time that I’d been in Wormwood Scrubs prison. In 1939, at the outbreak of war, the prisoners had been evacuated and the prison building housed Military Intelligence personnel. A few coats of paint and improvements to the plumbing had not changed the place very much. There was still the faint odour of urine that reached every cell and office. And there was still the resonance that made every sound vibrate and echo, so that at night I was kept awake by the coughing of some prisoner on the upstairs floor. And there was still the same strangled silence: a thousand throats waiting to scream in unison.

‘And no reason why you shouldn’t have toiletries – decent soap, after-shave and bath lotion – and your own pyjamas and a dressing-gown …’ He looked round my cell as if he’d never seen inside one before.

‘You’re not defending some East-End ponce,’ I said quietly. ‘You work on my defence. Let me worry about the deodorants.’

‘Just so, just so,’ he said. Michael Moncrieff, he called himself, a name just as artificial as ‘Michael the Mouth’, by which he was known to his gangland clients. Men like him fight their way out of the gutters of every slum in Europe. He was a tall man with broad muscular shoulders, and a face pock-marked and scarred. And yet time had softened those marks, and now his thick white hair and wrinkled face could easily persuade you that he was the genial country lawyer that perhaps he’d liked to have been.

He reached into the waistcoat pocket of his expensive bird’s-eye suit and found a gold pocket-watch. He looked at it for long enough to let me know that he was annoyed with me, but not so long that he might be deprived of the rest of the fee I’d promised him.

With some effort, he managed a smile. ‘I’ve been going over the notes I’ve made. On both my last visits you said something that interested me very much.’

I yawned and nodded.

He said, ‘It could just be that our friends have botched up their case even before it comes to trial.’

‘Yes?’

‘No promises, mind. Lots of legal work yet. I’ll have to see a couple of people in Lincoln’s Inn – and that will cost you a monkey …’

He waited until I nodded my assent to another five hundred pounds.

‘I hope you don’t think …’ he said.

‘Never mind the amour propre,’ I said. ‘You get your friends working on the legal double-talk. Right?’

‘Not friends – colleagues. No fee-splitting, if that’s what you’re hinting at.’

‘You get them working on it, and come back in the morning to tell me what they say.’ I got up from the table and walked across to the bedside cabinet for my cigarettes.

‘Probably take me two or three days to get a meeting – these chaps are the top people …’

‘What am I?’ I said. ‘Bottom people?’ I leaned over him to take his gold lighter. I used it, and tossed it back on to the table in front of him.

He didn’t look round at me. He got out a red foulard handkerchief and made a lot of noise blowing his nose. He was still dabbing at it when he spoke again. ‘You sit in here and get broody,’ he accused me. ‘You think I’m sitting on my arse all day. You think I take your money and then don’t give a damn.’

‘Is it your legal training that makes you so perceptive?’ I said. ‘Or have you got second sight?’

‘I work bloody hard,’ he said. ‘Worrying about people who if they had anything between the ears wouldn’t be in here in the first place.’ He sat down and fingered some papers on the table. ‘Not you, I don’t mean you, but some of them … Look, it will take me a few days to set up this meeting. Now, be patient, just trust me.’

I lit my cigarette. From behind him I leaned down and whispered softly, very close to his ear. ‘Do you know what it’s like in this lousy nick, waiting while some overfed mouthpiece spares time to earn the bread he’s taken in advance?’

‘I know, I know,’ he said.

‘I’m in here for topping this bird, Michael, old pal. I mean, I’ve got nothing to lose. You know what I mean: nothing to lose, except wonderful friendships.’

‘Now, cut that out,’ he said, but I’d shaken him. I saw his hands tremble as he put his typed notes back into the pigskin document case. ‘I’ll see them this afternoon, if I can. But it might not be possible.’

‘I’ve got every confidence in you, Michael. You won’t disappoint me.’

‘I hope not,’ he said, and again managed a smile.

Stupid bastard, I thought. Three QCs from the Public Prosecutor’s department worked a holiday weekend to build mistakes into that paperwork. By now, any prison-visitor with Everyman’s Guide to the Law could have sprung me in ten minutes, but this schnorrer needed ten days, and two consultants, and he was still only nibbling at the edges.

‘I don’t like the way they are treating you in here,’ he said.

‘Oh?’

‘No association, no sport, no TV, no educationals, and your visits all closed. It’s not right. I’ve complained about it.’

‘I’m violent,’ I told him.

‘That’s what they always say, but you’re getting your forty-five minutes’ exercise, aren’t you? You’re entitled to that.’

‘I threatened a warder,’ I told him. ‘So they stopped it.’

He looked at me, and shook his head. ‘You behave like you prefer it inside,’ he said.

I smiled at him.

After he’d gone, I settled down with Inside the Third Reich, but it was not easy to concentrate. As a remand prisoner I’d been given a quiet landing, but there was always the clickety-clack of the peep-hole. As the screw passed, I’d hear his footsteps slow and then there was a moment or so as he watched me, to be sure I wasn’t doing any of the forbidden things. It was the same when there was a visit. The peep-hole slammed shut and there was a jangle of keys and the clatter of the door-lock.

‘Visitor! Stand up!’

It was Schlegel, complete with document case and a supply of cigarettes. I sat down again. Schlegel remained standing until we both heard the warder move away from the door.

‘Stir-crazy yet?’ Schlegel asked. ‘They say the first ten years is the worst.’

I didn’t answer. He went across to the wall cupboard, opened it, pushed my shaving brush and soap aside, and threw the cigarette packets well to the back of the second shelf. ‘We’d better keep them out of sight,’ he explained. He closed the cupboard door, and reached into his pocket to find his ivory cigarette holder. He blew through it noisily.

‘And don’t smoke,’ I said. He nodded.

‘Anything happened in here? Champion is in London, that we know! Anything happened here inside?’ He smiled.

‘Not a thing,’ I told him.

‘You got the butter, and the tea and stuff? Dawlish said it wouldn’t be exactly what you had in mind, but we figured that a parcel from Harrods might be a bit too conspicuous.’

‘Can’t leave it alone, can you, Schlegel,’ I said. ‘Just couldn’t resist coming in to take a look, eh?’

He said nothing. He put his cigarette holder back into his top pocket. A passing warder rattled his keys against the metal railings, making a sudden loud noise, like a football rattle. Schlegel was startled.

I whispered, ‘Schlegel, come here.’ He sat down opposite me and bent his head forward to hear better. I said, ‘If you, or any of your minions, come here again, spy on me, pass me notes, send me parcels, ask for special privileges for me, ask me or even furrow your brow when my name is mentioned, I’ll consider it a very, very unfriendly act. I not only will screw up your goddamned Champion project but I will wreak physical vengeance upon all concerned …’

‘Now, wait just one minute …’

‘You button up your Aquascutum raincoat, Colonel, and rap on that door. You get out of here in a hurry, before I cut you into pieces small enough to squeeze through the peep-hole. And you stay away – a long, long way from me, until I make a contact – and you make sure there are no misunderstandings, because I’m a very nervous man. Remember that, very nervous.’

Schlegel got to his feet and went to the door. He was about to rap on the door to call the warder, but he stopped, his fist in mid-air. ‘Did you hear the ruckus this morning?’

‘No.’

‘Twelve prisoners coming back from their meal. Staged a sit-down in the offices. Threw a scare into the clerks, threw a typewriter into the yard and tore the locks off the filing cabinets: all good clean fun.’

‘And?’

‘It was all over in an hour or two. No sweat. They threatened to stop their TV, or cut back on the smokes, or something.’ He thumped the door. ‘High spirits, I guess. Don’t worry, we had all the exits covered, pal.’

If he was expecting some significant reaction from me, he was disappointed. I shrugged. Schlegel rapped on the door. Within a minute the door was unlocked. He tipped his hat to me, and left.

It was only after he’d gone that the penny dropped. Why a sit-in, and why would they break the locks off the filing cabinets, except that they wanted to read the files. There was a dossier for each of the prisoners in that office. It might simply be high spirits; or it might be an indication of how far someone was prepared to go to get a look at my prison documents.

I stayed in London after my release.

For the first few nights, I slept at Waterloo Station. The first night, I used the waiting-room, but the railway police come round asking to see rail tickets. Out on the concourse, it’s cold. The regulars steal the unsold newspapers and line the slatted benches to stop the draughts, but you have to be tough, or very tired, to get much rest there.

By the third night I’d learned a thing or two. An old man they called ‘the Bishop’, who had arrived on foot from Winchester, told me how to choose the trains. The heat comes from the front, so the residual warmth lasts longer at that end. The Bishop preferred dirty trains, because in those he’d be discovered by cleaners instead of by some railway cop who might turn him in. It was the Bishop who told me always to pretend to any inquisitive policeman that my wife had locked me out. His filthy raincoat tied with string, his broken boots and bundle of belongings, gave him no chance to try that story himself. But I used it three or four times and it worked like a charm. But now my shirt was dirty, and the sort of hasty shave I was able to have in the gents’ toilet was stretching the errant-husband story thin.

It was the Bishop who found me a billet on Friday night. There were three of us. We got on to platform four, where the Guildford train was about to leave, and then slipped round behind the buffers to a darkened train that would not go until morning. It was the Bishop who had the square-sectioned key that opens the guard’s-van doors. The Bishop settled into the narrow pew from which the periscope gives a view along the train top, while I kipped with Fuller, wedged behind some freight. Fuller was a hatchet-faced thirty-year-old. He wore a battered leather coat and a red-and-white woolly hat. He was a sociology graduate from Sussex University who ‘weaseled’ luggage for the boat-train passengers and was not above stealing the occasional camera or transistor radio. Such items went on sale in The Cut street-market, not thirty yards away, while the owner was still searching the taxi line to locate the ‘well-spoken porter’ and trying to remember when he last renewed the insurance.

‘It’s my back,’ explained the Bishop. ‘Sleeping on the floor plays merry hell with my back.’

‘Spare us the details,’ said Fuller. ‘We know all about the state of your health.’

‘You’ll be old yourself someday,’ said the Bishop.

‘You need a bit of exercise,’ said Fuller, ‘that’s what you need. You come and help me with that boat-train tomorrow. It’ll be a good one, they say.’

‘I wish I could, but I’d do myself an injury,’ said the Bishop. He wriggled into the upholstered seat and searched inside his hat. He kept everything in there: paper money, cigarette stubs, string and matches. Finally he found the matches he wanted. Then he searched through his pockets until he found a tin. It was dented and all vestiges of advertising lettering had long since been polished away. Now it shone like silver, and from inside it he took a cigarette-rolling machine. ‘Exercise is no good to anybody,’ said the Bishop. ‘Who lives to be a hundred? These fellers you see jogging down the road in a track suit at night, or those old cows with their poodles and their chauffeurs and their afternoon naps? You answer me that.’

‘Trust you to rationalize it out,’ said Fuller, but he found no easy answer to the old man’s contention.

The Bishop smiled. He was like some down-at-heel Father Christmas, his beard stained with nicotine and his teeth long and yellow. And yet he did not smell: for a tramp, that was quite an achievement.

‘Either of you two want a smoke?’ he said. He rolled them carefully, thin tubes of white paper, marked with the Bishop’s grey dabs, and spilling dried tobacco.

‘Thanks, Bish,’ I said. But Fuller did not smoke. Even before the Bishop had given me a light, Fuller was beginning to snore.

‘First today,’ said the Bishop proudly, holding the roll-up in the air.

‘My first for six days,’ I said.

‘You want to give it up, son,’ he said. As he inhaled, the burning cigarette lit up his arthritic knuckles and watery eyes. ‘Money going up in smoke: my old mother said it, and she was right.’

‘And what did your mother do with her bread?’ I said. ‘Play the stock exchange?’

‘You’ve been in nick, haven’t you, son?’

‘I was working the North Sea oil rigs. I told you that.’

‘Yeah, you told me that,’ said the Bishop. ‘But I’m saying you’ve been doing porridge!’

I pinched out the cigarette and pushed it into the top pocket of his tattered overcoat.

‘Naw, no offence, son.’

‘Get stuffed,’ I said.

‘No need to get nasty.’

‘Think yourself lucky I didn’t poke it down your throat,’ I said.

‘I’m old enough to be your father.’

‘But not bright enough.’ I turned over and closed my eyes.

I only dozed for a moment or two before I heard the old man’s voice again. He was leaning out of the window. ‘They’re raking everybody out,’ he said. ‘Like they did last week. It must be another bloody bomb warning.’

We scattered before the police reached the front carriage. I evaded the half-asleep porters and ticket men, and shuffled off down the freight road that bisects the station layout.

‘In here.’ I was too tired to recognize the voice. For a moment I thought it was the Bishop, or Fuller.

‘In here.’ It was not any of the layabouts from the station. It was a short thickset man named Pierce, who was from the department, and behind him I saw Schlegel. They were crowded into a phone booth. I moved fast. I hit Schlegel first, and he reeled. There was a crunch as his elbow hit a metal panel. I saw the look of open-mouthed bewilderment on Pierce’s face, and then I slammed two body punches into him and hooked him as he doubled up. The two of them were jammed tight into the corner of the phone booth; neither stood much chance against me, for I had room to swing my elbows. I hit Schlegel again, and tapped blood from his nose. I gave him a moment to collect himself. ‘Easy, easy,’ he grunted. He was tucking his chin in and holding up his hands in a gesture that was neither defence nor surrender, but had a measure of both.

Pierce was huddled almost on the floor, and Schlegel was twisted into a corner, with the phone jammed into his backside. ‘What did I tell you, that day in the Scrubs,’ I said.

Schlegel stared at me. I not only looked different: I was different. The world had worn me shiny. Prodded awake by cops, cursed by screws, threatened by yobs who wanted your coat, or thought you might have cash. How did a man survive it, except by violence. The world was at your knees, or at your throat. Or so it seemed at the time. But the look in Schlegel’s eyes made me realize how far I’d come down the long road.

‘You got the passport and everything?’ said Schlegel. ‘You should be in France.’

‘You stupid sod. You people never learn, do you? Champion is one of ours – or was once – he knows all that departmental crap. Our Swiss passports would never fool him for thirty seconds. It went into the furnace along with the letters of credit. Me and Champion set up that payment line back in 1941. It was his idea.’ I straightened up, and pushed my fist into the small of my back, to ease the aches and pains of sleeping on the hard floor of the guard’s van.

But I kept them both pinned tight into the booth, with Pierce on the floor. Schlegel tried to move, but I forced him back into the corner with my forearm, and he only retained his balance by treading on Pierce’s leg. ‘Champion is going to come and find me,’ I told them. ‘He won’t buy it any other way. And I’m not sure he’ll swallow it, even without you stupid bastards trying to hurry things along.’ I stopped. I was so tired I could have lain down on the street and sobbed myself to sleep. But I rubbed my face, and blinked, and shook my brains from side to side until I heard a reassuring rattle. ‘And if he doesn’t buy it,’ I said, ‘I get dead. So forgive me, girls, if I’m a little bit sensitive. Because I’ve got a whole lot of dances on my programme, I don’t need a hand up my skirt.’

‘OK,’ said Schlegel. ‘You’re right.’ He found a handkerchief and dabbed his bloody nose.

‘You’d just better believe it, Schlegel, because next time I won’t be just tweaking your nose. You want to give me credentials for Champion? Great! I’ll kill you, Schlegel. And I’ll cool any of the boys you bring along, and not even Champion will think that was a set-up.’

‘You don’t talk to me like that,’ growled Schlegel, and he coughed as he sniffed his own blood. I had him, and he knew it, and I leaned across and with the knuckle of my left fist I tapped his jaw, as one might when playing with a baby. And he didn’t take his eyes off my right fist, that was all set to drive him into the wall.

‘Give me some money,’ I said.

He reached into his inside pocket and found three crumpled five-pound notes. I took them from him, and then I stepped backwards and I felt Pierce’s feet sprawl out. I almost ran down the slope towards York Road.

It was a full moon. ‘Hello, son,’ said the Bishop, as I overtook him. He was hurrying down the traffic ramp, with his bundle of belongings slung over his back. ‘A regular purge tonight, eh?’ He chuckled.

‘Looks like,’ I said. ‘But I can buy us a night’s kip, and a plate of eggs and sausage.’ I brandished the money.

‘You shouldn’t have done it,’ said the Bishop. He was not looking at the notes in my hand, but at Schlegel’s blood on my cuff and knuckles.

‘We’ve been together all evening,’ I said.

‘Portsmouth train, platform eighteen,’ said the Bishop.

‘Near the front,’ I agreed happily, ‘in a non-smoker.’

The next day, I tried for job number eighteen on my list. It was a small private bank off Fetter Lane. It specialized in everything from sanction-breaking to fraud. I’d chosen my list of jobs with great care. A man with my qualifications, booted into the street, isn’t going to apply for a trainee’s job with ICI. These were all dodgy concerns, who knew how to double the five or six grand salary I was asking. But they put a hatchet-man with a big carnation alongside the drinks cabinet, and gave me two glasses of dry sherry and economic-recession talk. I was expecting it, because I had spent nearly five hours on the memo that ensured that each of these companies had a visit from a Special Branch officer at least a week before I arrived.

‘Thank the Lord for Saturday,’ said the Bishop late Friday night as we sat in our local, nursing one glass of warm beer, and taking simulated swigs at it whenever the landlord glared at us.

‘What’s the difference?’ I said. As far as I was concerned, it simply meant that I couldn’t approach the next on the list of prospective employers until the weekend was passed. I leaned back and watched the colour TV on the bar. It was tuned to a comedy show but the sound was turned off.

Fuller said, ‘We go to the coast tomorrow.’

‘Do you?’ I said.

‘The Bishop has this fiddle with the National Assistance …’

‘I told you not to tell him,’ said the Bishop. He found a half-smoked cigarette in his hat.

‘Everybody knows, you old fool.’ Fuller turned to me. ‘There’s a friendly clerk on the paying-out counter. He calls your name, pays you unemployment money, and then later you give him half of it back. He can’t do it more than once a month, or they’d tumble to him.’ Fuller produced his matches and gave just one of them to the old man to light his cigarette end. ‘Bloody disgusting, isn’t he?’ said Fuller.

‘The Phantom Army, they call it,’ said the Bishop. He took a deep drag of the cigarette smoke, and then a swig of the bitter, to celebrate the next day’s payment.

‘We can row you in on that one,’ Fuller offered. ‘Can’t we, Dad?’

‘I suppose so,’ said the old man grudgingly.

‘You’re on,’ I said. ‘How do you get to the coast? You don’t pay the train fare, do you?’

‘Couldn’t make it pay then, could you?’ said Fuller defensively. ‘We fiddle the tickets from one of the booking clerks.’

‘It’s a complicated life,’ I remarked.

‘You don’t have to come,’ said the Bishop.

‘I wasn’t complaining,’ I said.

‘You went after a job today,’ said the Bishop.

‘That’s it,’ I admitted.

Fuller looked me up and down with interest. He paid special attention to my newly washed shirt and carefully brushed coat. ‘You wouldn’t catch me poncing off the capitalist system,’ said Fuller finally.

‘Same again?’ I said. ‘Pints of bitter?’

‘I wouldn’t say no,’ said Fuller.

‘Thanks, son,’ said the Bishop.

Saturday morning. The Southampton train was not full. We caught it with only a few seconds to spare. Fuller led the way, through the buffet car and a luggage van. Even while the train was still stumbling over the points outside the station, I knew that this was the sort of way Champion would make contact.

‘Go ahead,’ said the Bishop. He indicated the door leading to the next coach and the first-class compartments.

I went forward.

In the corridor, outside his compartment, two men in lumpy raincoats took exceptional interest in the dilapidated back yards of Lambeth and did not give me a glance. Champion looked up from The Financial Times and smiled.

‘Surprised?’ said Champion.

‘Not very.’

‘No, of course not. Come and sit down. We’ve got a lot to talk about.’ Beyond him the cramped slums became high-rise slums, and then semi-detached houses and sports fields.

In my hand I was holding one of the Bishop’s roll-ups. I put it in my mouth as I searched my pockets for matches.

‘Been having a rough time?’ said Champion.

I nodded.

He leaned forward and snatched the cigarette out of my mouth. He clenched his fist to screw it up, and threw the mangled remains of it to the floor. ‘Balls,’ he said.

I looked at him without anger or surprise. He brought a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his hands on it. ‘Sleeping on railway stations: it’s balls. I know you of old. You can’t pass through a big town without dropping a few pounds here, and a gun there, and some bearer bonds in the next place. You of all people – sleeping on railway stations – crap, I say.’ He looked out at the factories of Weybridge, and the streets crowded with weekend shoppers.

‘You’re losing your cool, Steve,’ I said. He didn’t answer or turn his head. I said, ‘Certainly I’ve got a few quid stashed away, but I’m not leading the band of the Grenadier Guards there for a ceremonial opening.’

Champion looked at me for a moment, then he threw his packet of cigarettes. I caught them. I lit one and smoked for a minute or two. ‘And I’m not even taking you there,’ I added.

Champion said, ‘I’m offering you a job.’

I let him wait for an answer. ‘That might turn out to be a bad move,’ I told him. ‘A bad move for both of us.’

‘You mean the department will be breathing down my neck because I’ve given you a job,’ he nodded. ‘Well, you let me worry about that, Charlie, old son.’ He watched me with the care and calculation that a nightclub comic gives a drunk.

‘If you say so, Steve,’ I said.

‘You found out what those bastards are really like now, eh?’ He nodded to himself. I believe he really thought they had framed him for the murder of Melodie Page. That was the sort of man Champion was, he could always convince himself that his cause was right and remember only the evidence he selected.

‘Remember when you arrived – that night? Me, and young Pina, and little Caty and the bottle of champagne?’

‘I remember,’ I said.

‘I told you that it would be up to you to keep me convinced you were loyal, not my job to prove you weren’t. It’s the same now, Charlie.’

I smiled.

‘Don’t think I’m joking, Charlie. It wouldn’t need more than a wave to a stranger, or an unexplained phone call, for you to lose your job … you know what I mean.’

‘I can fill in the blank spaces, Steve.’

‘Can you?’

‘We’re not going to be distributing food parcels to old-age pensioners.’

‘No one distributes food parcels to old-age pensioners, and soon I’m going to be one, Charlie. I’m past retiring age: ex-Major, DSO, MC, and I’m cold and hungry, at least I was until a few years ago. I’ve done my bit of villainy for God, King and country. And now I’m doing a bit for my own benefit.’

‘And where would I fit in?’ I asked.

‘I need an assistant,’ he said. ‘And you’d be perfect. Nothing to trouble your conscience; nothing to ruin your health.’

‘It sounds a bit boring, Steve.’

‘I have a lot of Arabs working for me. They do the tricky jobs. They are good workers, and I pay enough to take the pick of the workforce, from botanists to butlers. But there are jobs that they can’t do for me.’

‘For instance?’

‘I’ve got to get a school for Billy. I can’t send an Arab to take tea with a prospective headmaster. I need someone who can take a suitcase full of money somewhere, talk his way out of trouble, and forget all about it afterwards. I talk Arabic as fluently as any Arab, but I don’t think like one, Charlie. I need someone I can relax with.’

‘Sounds like you need a wife,’ I said, ‘not an assistant.’

He sighed, and held up his gloved hand in a defensive gesture. ‘Anything but that, Charlie.’ He let the hand fall. ‘You need a job, Charlie; come and work for me. I need someone from our world.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I appreciate it.’

‘There’s a Latin tag – “Render a service to a friend … to bind him closer”, is that how it goes?’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘“and render a service to an enemy, to make a friend of him”. You wrote that on the report to London, and told the pilot to make sure the old man got it personally. And we got that reprimand with the next night’s radio messages. You remember!’

He shook his head to show that he didn’t remember, and was annoyed to be reminded. It was difficult for Champion to appreciate how impressionable I had been in those early days. For him I’d just been another expendable subaltern. But, like many such eager kids, I’d studied my battle-scarred commander with uncritical intensity, as an infant studies its mother.

‘Well, you didn’t sign up for a course in elementary philosophy, did you?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘for one million dollars. When can I start?’

‘Right now.’ He pointed to a canvas two-suiter on the floor. ‘That’s for you. Use the battery shaver in the outside pocket, and change into the suit and shirt and stuff.’

‘All without leaving your sight?’

‘You catch on quick,’ said Champion. The train gave a throaty roar as we rushed into the darkness of a tunnel and out again into blinding rain.

‘And at Southampton: a false passport, a false beard and a boat?’

‘Could be,’ he admitted. ‘There’s no going back, Charlie. No farewell kisses. No notes cancelling the milk. No forwarding address.’

‘Not even a chance to get a newspaper,’ I said, reminding him of a device we’d used at Nice railway station one night in 1941, when Pina passed back through a police cordon to warn us.

‘Especially not a chance to get a newspaper,’ he said. I sorted through the clothes he’d provided. They’d fit me. If Schlegel had a tail on me, in spite of my protests, they’d need a sharp-eyed man at Southampton to recognize me as I left the train. I was about to vanish through the floor, like the demon king in a pantomime. Well, it was about what I expected. I was changed within five minutes.

I settled back into the corner of my soft first-class seat, and used the electric shaver. Between gusts of rain I glimpsed rolling green oceans of grassland. Winchester flashed past, like a trawler fleet making too much smoke. After Southampton there would certainly be no going back.

‘Have you started again?’

Champion was offering his cigars. ‘Yes, I have,’ I said.

Champion lit both cigars. ‘The bearded one – the Bishop – was one of my people,’ he said.

‘I thought he might be.’

‘Why?’ said Champion, as if he did not believe me.

‘Too fragrant for a tramp.’

‘He told me,’ said Champion. ‘Bathed every day – every day!’

‘No one’s perfect,’ I said.

Champion gave a stony smile and punched my arm.
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‘When a senior officer, like Champion, confesses to being outwitted – that’s the time to run for your life.’ The quote originated from a German: a Sicherheitsdienst officer giving evidence to one of our departmental inquiries in 1945. Champion – like all other British SIS agents captured by the Nazi security service – faced a board after the war, and heard his ex-captors describe his interrogations. Not many came out of such investigations unscathed, and very few such men were ever employed in the field again. Champion was an exception.

‘I think it’s yours,’ said Champion. He picked up the red king and waved it at me. ‘Unless you can think of something I can do.’

‘No, it’s checkmate,’ I said. I am a poor player, and yet I had won two games out of three. Champion swept the pieces off the small magnetic board, and folded it. ‘Anyway, we must be nearly there.’

‘Nice airport have just given us permission to land,’ said the second pilot. I looked out of the window. The land below was dark except for a glittering scimitar that was the coast. We continued southwards, for even a small executive jet must obey the traffic pattern designed to leave jet-noise over the sea. Champion looked at his wristwatch. There would be a chauffeur-driven limousine at Nice airport, just as there had been at the quayside in Le Havre. There was no fuel crisis for Champion.

‘You must have questions,’ said Champion. ‘You never were the trusting type.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Why did you bring your queen forward? Twice you did that. You must have seen what would happen.’

The limousine was there. It was parked in the no-waiting area. The cop had moved a sign to make room for it. The dark-skinned chauffeur was holding a boy in his arms when we saw him. The chauffeur’s gigantic size made the child seem no larger than a baby. But he was a big boy, dressed in a denim bib and brace, with a red wool workshirt: all tailored with the sort of care that only the French expend on children’s clothes.

‘Has he been a good boy?’ said Champion.

The chauffeur stroked the child’s hair gently. ‘Have you, Billy?’

The boy just nuzzled closer into the shoulder of the dark wool uniform.

It was a starry night. The air was warm, and the white-shirted airport workers moved with a spurious grace. What had these men of the south in common with the stamping feet and placid anxiety of the bundled-up dock workers we’d seen sheltering from the driving rainstorms of northern Europe?

I sniffed the air. I could smell the flower market across the road, the ocean, the olives, the sun-oil and the money.

‘Bloody odd world,’ said Champion, ‘when a man has to kidnap his own child.’

‘And his friends,’ I said.

Champion took his son from the chauffeur. He put him on the back seat of the car. Billy woke for a moment, smiled at both of us, and then closed his eyes to nuzzle into the leatherwork. Gently Champion pushed his son along the seat to make room for us. He gave no instructions to the driver, but the car started and moved off into the traffic of the busy coast road. A roar of engines became deafening, and modulated into a scream as a jet came low across the road and turned seaward.

‘You said you’d bring Mummy,’ said the boy. His voice was drowsy and muffled by the seat. Champion didn’t answer. The boy said it again: ‘You said you’d bring her.’

‘Now, that’s not true, Billy,’ said Champion. ‘It will be a long time. I told you that.’

The boy was silent for a long time. When finally he mumbled, ‘You promised,’ it seemed as though he preferred the dispute to continue, rather than be silent and alone. ‘You promised,’ he said again.

I thought for one moment that Champion was going to strike the child, but the arm he stretched out went round him, and pulled him close. ‘Dammit, Billy,’ said Champion softly. ‘I need you to help your Dad, not fight with him.’

By the time we got to Cannes, the child’s slow breathing indicated that he’d gone back to sleep.

You won’t find the Tix mansion in any of those coffee-table books about the houses and gardens of the rich families of France. But the Tix fortune was once a notable one, and the house had been built without regard to cost. The quarry, two miles from it, had been the basis of the Tix empire, and even now in the summer, when there had been no rain for a couple of weeks, the yellow quarry-dust could be seen on the marble steps, the carved oak door and on the half-timbered gables.

A century earlier, the wealth from the quarry had built this great house, and created the village that had housed the men who worked there. But the riches of the quarry had diminished to seams that had to be mined. Eventually even the honeycomb of the mine’s diggings yielded so little that it was closed. The village languished, and finally became a training ground where French infantry learned house-to-house fighting. But the mansion survived, its paintings and furnishings as intact as three great wars permitted.

The builder had made it face the entrance to the drive, a track nearly a mile long. It was a gloomy house, for the dramatic siting of this solitary building on the desolate limestone plateau condemned it to dim northern light.

The electricity was provided by a generator which made a steady hum, audible throughout the house. The hall lights dimmed as we entered, for the power it provided was fitful and uncertain. The entrance hall was panelled in oak, and a wide staircase went to a gallery that completely surrounded the hall. I looked to the balcony but could see no one there, and yet I never entered the house without feeling that I was being observed.

‘Make yourself at home,’ said Champion, not without some undertones of self-mockery.

The tiled floor reflected the hall table, where the day’s papers were arrayed, undisturbed by human hand. The roses were perfect, too, no discoloured leaf disfigured them, nor shed petal marred their arrangement. It was as homely as a wax museum, its life measured by the pendulum of the longcase clock that ticked softly, and tried not to chime.

A servant appeared from a room that I later learned was Champion’s study. This was Mebarki, Champion’s Algerian secretary. He was about fifty years old, his eyes narrow, skin pigmented, and his white hair cropped close to the skull. He pulled the door closed behind him and stood in the recessed doorway like a sentry.

Champion carried his son, sound asleep, in his arms. A man in a green baize apron helped the chauffeur with Champion’s cases. But my attention was held by a girl. She was in her early twenties. The dark woollen dress and flat heels were perhaps calculated to be restrained, as befits the station of a domestic servant who does not wear uniform. But in fact the button-through knitted dress clung to her hips and breasts, and revealed enough of her tanned body to interest any man who knew how to undo a button.

‘Anything?’ said Champion to the white-haired man.

‘Two Telex messages; the bank and the confirmation.’

‘In gold?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. It’s a pity they have to learn the hard way. In that case tell the warehouse, and let them collect them as soon as they like.’

‘And I confirmed lunch tomorrow.’ Mebarki turned his cold eyes to me. There was no welcome there.

‘Good, good, good,’ said Champion, as his mind turned to other matters. Still holding his son, he started up the stairs. ‘I’ll put Billy to bed, Nanny,’ he said. ‘Come along, Charles. I’ll show you your room.’

The servants dispersed, and Champion took me along the dark upstairs corridors of the house to my room.

‘There’s a phone in your room: dial two for my room, one for my study, and ten for the kitchen. They’ll get you coffee and a sandwich, if you ask.’

‘It’s a plush life, Steve.’

‘Goodnight, Charlie. Sleep well.’

My ‘room’ was a suite: a double-bedroom, ante-room and sitting-room, with a fully stocked cocktail cabinet and a balcony that overlooked a thousand acres of scrub. There were books too: carefully chosen ones. I was flattered by the care shown in choosing them, and affronted by the assurance that I’d arrive.

I picked up the phone and asked for tea and ham sandwiches. ‘Tea with milk,’ I said again. It was the nanny who answered. She replied in English. It was English English. ‘Have cold chicken,’ she suggested. ‘They don’t eat ham here – they’re Arabs.’

‘I’ll come down to the kitchen,’ I said.

‘No, I’ll bring it up,’ she said hurriedly. ‘Cheese or chicken?’

‘Chicken.’

‘Stay there. I’ll bring it up.’

I walked out on to my balcony. There was still a light burning somewhere in the lower part of the house, and there were the mixed smells of capsicums being scorched in the style of Arab cooking, and the sweet smell of incense.

I was still on the balcony when the girl arrived with the tray. I watched her as she put it down on the bedside table. She’d unpinned her hair. It was corn-coloured and fell on her shoulders in an attractive disarray. She was tall and slim, with high cheekbones, a generous mouth and blue eyes. She seemed to sense that she was being watched, and she looked up suddenly and smiled, as if reading my carnal thoughts.

‘You’re English, aren’t you?’ The voice was home counties, but it had been a long time away from home.

I nodded.

‘First Englishman I’ve seen in an age,’ she said.

‘No shortage in Nice.’

‘These people won’t let me borrow a car,’ she said. ‘Just because I dented their lousy old Fiat. And you change twice on the bus – I tried it once, and once was enough, I’ll tell you!’ She turned down the cover on the bed and tucked it in, with the quick nervous movements of a trained nurse. ‘The maid should have done that before dinner,’ she explained. ‘No, I’m trapped here.’ She smoothed her skirt over her hips as she straightened her body, and looked at me. ‘I used to go for walks but I twisted my ankle, and there are mine-shafts out there with no fencing or warning notices or anything – just like the French – you could fall right down them and no one would even know about it.’

‘And no cabs?’

‘On my salary – you must be joking.’ She gave me a knowing smile. It was the sort of smile that only beautiful young girls know about: a provocative smile from moist open lips, as sweet as fresh cream. And as ready to turn sour at the first sign of thunder.

I smiled. She walked across to the balcony where I stood. ‘It’s fantastic weather for this time of year,’ she said. The sky was purple, and from somewhere over the hill there was a glow of red neon, like an electronic sunset switched on all night.

Even before she put her arm round me, I felt the warmth of her body and smelled the cologne. ‘I think I’m going to like you,’ she whispered. She reached around to clasp her hands in front of me. Then she pressed her body against my back. ‘I’m going to like you very much.’

‘Why?’ I said.

She laughed. ‘You’re a cool bastard.’ She blew on the back of my neck and then gently bit the lobe of my ear. ‘I’m lonely,’ she said finally, when she grew tired of the game.

‘Not tonight,’ I said. ‘I’ve got a headache.’

She chuckled, and gripped me more tightly.

‘Why don’t you drink your tea?’ she asked. ‘It might start your blood circulating.’

‘Good thinking,’ I said. I took her wrists and gently broke free from her tight grasp.

I went across to the bedside table where she’d put the tray. It was an impressive spread. There were hand-embroidered napkins, solid silver cutlery and some spring flowers in a vase. The tray was set for two. I sat down on the edge of the bed and poured two cups of tea, and added milk. I heard a rustle of silk; by the time I turned round, with the cup and saucer in my hand, she was stark naked, except for a string of pearls and a heavy gold bangle that denoted her blood group.

‘Damn!’ she said mildly. ‘I wanted to surprise you.’ She flipped back the counterpane and climbed into my bed, stretching her legs down into the crisp starched sheets with a sound like tearing tissue paper. ‘Oooh! The sheets are cold!’

‘You want a chicken sandwich?’

She shook her head. She seemed little more than a child, and, like a child, was suddenly sad. ‘You are angry?’ she asked. ‘Have I shocked you?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Be nice to me,’ she pleaded. ‘If you want me to go, I’ll go. But be nice to me.’ She was tanned, except for the places that would be covered by a small two-piece.

I gave her the cup and saucer. ‘You want sugar?’

‘You’re very English,’ she said. ‘You don’t want it yourself, but you can’t bear to turn it away. No, no sugar.’

‘Was this Mr Champion’s idea?’ I said. I turned to watch her as she answered.

She sat up in bed to drink her tea. ‘You’re his best friend, he said.’ A drip of tea had dribbled down her breast. When she rescued it with her spoon she looked at me and giggled. She raised the spoon to my lips, and when I accepted it, giggled again.

‘Was it his idea?’ I persisted.

‘Yes, but I told him I’d have to see you first.’ She stretched her long tanned arm out, to run a fingertip down my back. ‘My name is Topaz,’ she said. ‘It means yellow sapphire.’ She was in her early twenties, with educated speech and calm confident eyes. Forty years ago, girls like this had converged upon Hollywood; now they can be found wherever there are yachts or skis or racing cars, and men to pay for them.

‘So he’s going to pay you?’

‘No, darling, I do it for love.’ She chuckled as if that was the greatest joke in the world. Then she drank her tea greedily and put her tea-cup down on the table at her side of the bed. ‘Put your arms round me for a minute.’

I did so.

‘I get frightened here,’ she said in a whisper. ‘I’m serious now, I really am.’

‘Why should you be frightened?’

‘These bloody Arabs arrive by the dozen and then literally disappear!’

‘Now, come on, Topaz.’

‘I’m not kidding. They arrive in cars in the night, and then next morning there’s no sign of them.’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘I’m serious!’ she said angrily. ‘Footmarks on the hall carpet, and funny noises in the night. Sometimes I wonder if it’s worth the money.’

‘Why are you telling me all this?’ I said.

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘Because you’re English, I suppose.’

‘But Mr Champion is English too, isn’t he?’

She screwed up her face in deep thought. She was either the greatest actress I’d ever seen in action, or she was speaking right from the heart. I looked at her heart with more than casual interest. ‘Not really English,’ she said finally. ‘They laugh and joke together in Arabic. I don’t call that being English, do you?’

‘You’re quite right,’ I said.

Her arms reached out again. ‘Do you wear an undervest?’ she said. It was a rhetorical question. ‘It’s a long time since I met a man who wears undervests.’

‘I can always take it off,’ I said.

‘Yes, take it off.’ She had probably been telling me the truth, but I knew enough about Champion not to dismiss the idea that she might be the greatest actress in the world.

I looked at her. What was she: a housekeeper, a cast-off girlfriend of Champion, a nurse brought here just to look after Billy, or a spy planted to check out what I might say in my sleep. Or did she play some other unsuspected role in this strange household where no pork was eaten, and where the night air smelled of burning incense.

I said, ‘It’s just that I’ve stopped believing in Santa Claus, reincarnation and love at first sight.’

‘And which of those am I supposed to be?’ she asked. ‘You want me to go? If you want me to go, say so.’

‘A man can suss out Santa,’ I said, ‘without stuffing his presents back up the chimney.’
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The N562 road from Grasse deteriorates after Draguignan. From its sharp hairpins you can see the Mediterranean on a fine day, or at least the shiny new autoroute that swings inland at Cannes and goes past Aix and Avignon. That – if you have the right sort of car, and keep your foot on the floor – will take you to Paris within five hours.

But to the north of that ‘route sinueuse’ is a barren region of scrub and rock that the French Army have possessed since the early years of this century. There are no autoroutes there. In fact, the local people will tell you that there are no roads there at all, although they themselves drive north. The raincoated policemen and armed soldiers who huddle around the zone militaire barriers wave the grey corrugated vans of the grocer, the butcher and the baker through the cordon, except when the gunnery ranges are in use.

Champion’s black Mercedes was well known to the sentries. Champion had a local resident’s pass, for the Tix mansion and the quarry were close to the military zone, and the most direct route was through the barriers.

The chauffeur showed the pass to the sergeant of gendarmerie. The sergeant leaned into the car and stared at all three of us before handing the papers back. There was a buzz as the window was raised, and the car rolled forward into the military exercise zone. With a rattle of gravel we passed over the junction of the communications roads. Soon we reached the reinforced surface that the army built to withstand the weight of the AMX 50s, brought up here to ‘the Atelier’ for testing under battle conditions.

Even in fine weather it is a grim place. Like all such military establishments, it is an example of decades of neglect interspersed with panic spending. The buildings at the north-western tip were built by the Germans during the war. It is a walled compound, with guard towers and ditches. The emplacement area, which the US Army built in 1946, included a cinema and swimming-pool that are still in use, but a more important legacy from the Americans is the line-up of artillery stands, where the big guns are anchored during the firing trials.

The heart of the Atelier is to the south of the plateau. It is called the Valmy complex. It was built in 1890, and the name of the great victory for French artillery is carved in stone above the main entrance. It’s a curious-looking place: probably designed by some architect who had waited all his life for a chance to use poured concrete, for almost every wall is curved. It stands amid the stone barracks and the metal tank-hangars like a set for some old Hollywood musical, and it’s not difficult to imagine lines of dancers kicking their way along the curved balconies, tap-dancing on the prow, or poking their smiling faces out of the circular windows.

‘Stop a moment,’ Champion told the driver.

‘They’ll move us on,’ he replied.

‘Go and look at the plugs or something,’ said Champion. He turned to me. ‘Quite a place, isn’t it,’ he said. ‘That’s the research block.’

I pushed the button to lower the window. The clouds were scudding low over the superstructure of the block, tangling in the aerials to make it look more than ever like a ship at full steam.

‘Real research?’

‘Missiles, atomic artillery … some interesting heat-seeking ideas, and one of the best electronic countermeasures research teams in the West.’

‘And what are you interested in?’

‘What are we interested in, you mean.’

‘That’s it.’

Champion had his gloved hands locked together. I noticed him pinching his fingers to find the place from which the tips were missing. I wondered if it gave him pain. ‘I wouldn’t pass anything to the bloody Russians, Charlie.’

I didn’t answer.

He looked at me to see how I’d reacted to his promise about not working for the Russians, but I didn’t react in any way. Champion wiped the back of his glove across his mouth as a child might after an indiscretion. ‘The Arabs will pay for the best anti-aircraft defence that can be bought … defensive weapons, Charlie … you’ve been good not to ask before, but you deserve an explanation of what you are doing.’

‘I’ve never had one in the past.’

Champion smiled grimly. ‘No, I suppose not.’

‘Fuses? Working drawings? One of the research team, is it?’

‘They’ve taught you to think wholesale,’ said Champion. ‘Is that the way the department would do it?’ He didn’t expect an answer. He looked through the rain-specked windscreen to watch the driver prodding the engine. The bonnet closed, and Champion spoke hurriedly to provide an answer before the driver came back inside the car. ‘You know what I’m trying to say, Charlie. If you’ve got any doubts about what I’m doing, for God’s sake tell me.’

‘OK.’

‘Not just OK, Charles. Promise me!’

I smiled. It was not like the Champion I used to know. ‘Scout’s honour, you mean? Will it make you feel more secure if I say I won’t betray you?’ I asked him.

‘Funnily enough,’ said Champion irritably, ‘it will.’

‘I’ll give you a contract,’ I offered. ‘And then if I shop you, you can sue me.’

Then even Champion saw how ridiculous it was to seek assurances from men who were professional betrayers. ‘You killed the men at the quarry,’ he said. ‘Admit it!’

The driver opened the door and got in. I nodded.

The car turned away from the Valmy complex, and took the main road west. There is a large hotel only ten miles down the road. Crowded into the smoke-filled bar there were civilians from the administration and from the laboratories. In the restaurant sat a few off-duty artillery officers in uniform eating lunch. Three of them had wives and children with them.

Champion pushed his way through the noisy men at the bar and ordered drinks. He had dressed to be inconspicuous here – a short brown leather jacket and a stained hat. He made some joke to the bartender and the man smiled. We took our drinks to a battered wooden table under the window, and an old woman put a checked tablecloth on it and set the cutlery for four. She gave a nod of recognition to Champion. We had come a long way round by road, but as the crow flies Champion was almost a neighbour.

‘One of the lab workers will be here,’ said Champion. ‘An old-time Communist, he thinks I make regular trips to Moscow. Don’t disillusion him.’

‘I’ll try not to.’

‘The test firings begin next week. He’ll let you have whatever he can get hold of, but we might have to lean on him.’

The waitress brought three beers, and the menu. Champion tapped the plastic menu on the edge of the table and said to me, ‘Remember what I told you, Charlie. I’m trusting you.’

I reached for my beer and drank some. It seemed unlikely that Champion trusted me, for he’d told me countless times that a spy should trust no one.

Champion stared at the menu. ‘Choucroute! It’s a long time since I last had choucroute garni,’ he said. He pursed his lips as if he was already tasting it. But he didn’t order sauerkraut, he had fillet steak and imported asparagus.
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It was my idea that Gus – Champion’s contact in the Valmy depot – should get a local contractor’s pass for me. He had doubts about it, but the application went through within seven days and they gave me the pass the following Monday. With it I was able to crisscross the whole military zone. Providing Gus came down to the door of the administration block, I was also permitted to enter the buildings there.

From the top floor I saw the flash of the guns far away on the other side of the range, and I could look down to the bottom of the old fault on the edge of which Valmy was built. On the firing days, yellow helicopters scoured the range for warheads and the striped dummy atomic shells. They clattered across the rift to deliver the target-graphs to the administration block’s front lawn – that is to say, the wind-scoured piece of scrubland where stood two ancient field guns, an old missile ramp, and a sign saying ‘No Admittance’.

‘The French are being very co-operative,’ said Schlegel.

‘Too bloody co-operative,’ I said. ‘When that pass came through within seven days, this fellow Gus couldn’t talk about anything else.’

Schlegel stopped pacing up and down and looked at me. He recognized other unspoken criticisms in my voice.

‘We’ve got to keep in contact,’ said Schlegel defensively. ‘And this was the only place.’

I didn’t pursue the argument. Schlegel was right. He looked at his watch. ‘Mustn’t keep you too long, or our friend Champion might wonder where you are.’ He put the papers that Gus had given me into my document case and clicked the locks closed. ‘Worthless,’ he pronounced. ‘If Champion can sell that to the Arabs, he deserves every penny he gets!’

‘A dummy-run perhaps. Just to see if I’m going to blow the works.’

‘What for?’ said Schlegel. ‘Who needs you, one way or the other? Why try to convince you that he trusts you – where’s the percentage?’

‘That’s right,’ I agreed.

‘Now don’t go all hurt on me. Champion doesn’t need you, or any other cut-out. He’s met Gus – Gus knows his face – Jesus! It doesn’t make sense, does it?’

I blew my nose. Then I walked over to the window and looked down at the other buildings. I was suffering the first symptoms of influenza, and the weather promised nothing but thunder and lightning and endless torrents of rain. I put my hands on the radiator and shivered.

‘Come away from that window, bird-brain,’ said Schlegel. ‘You want your pal Gus to see you?’

‘It could make sense,’ I said, moving away from the window. ‘It would make sense, if there was something very big coming up. Something that the French don’t want to talk about.’

Schlegel pulled a horrified face and waved his flattened hands at me to warn me to stop.

‘I know, I know, I know!’ I said. I looked round at the soft furnishings, the hand-tinted portraits of nineteenth-century generals and the faded plastic flowers. Such a reception room – in such a place – was sure to have electronic plumbing, but I continued anyway. ‘If they are putting something really important through the Atelier in the near future, Champion will get his hands on it.’

Schlegel shrugged at what most people in the department would have considered a major breach of security. ‘Not if our pal Gus goes into the cooler. That’s the way they’d reason.’

‘And perhaps that’s the way Champion hopes they will reason.’

Schlegel sucked his teeth in a gesture that was as near as he ever came to admiration. ‘You have your lucid moments, fella. For a Brit, I mean.’ He nodded. ‘You mean he might have two contacts here.’

‘Champion was brought up on second network techniques.’

‘Well, you should know. You were with him, weren’t you.’ He walked over to the plastic flowers, took one and snapped its petals off one by one, tossing them into an ashtray. ‘There are still some questions, though.’ He looked down at the broken pieces of plastic that remained in his hand and dropped them as if they were red hot. ‘I’m trying to give up smoking,’ he said. ‘It’s tough!’

‘Yes,’ I said.

Schlegel pulled a face, trying not to sneeze; sneezed, and then wiped his nose carefully. He went over to the radiator to see if the heat was on. It wasn’t. ‘You want to give me one of those aspirins? I think maybe I’m getting your virus.’

I gave him two tablets. He swallowed them.

He said, ‘Champion has been made a colonel in the Egyptian Army.’

I stared at him in disbelief.

‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘It’s not promulgated, or even distributed, but it’s official all right. You know how these army chiefs like to get their claws into promising sources.’

I nodded. The army would want to get the allegiance of a man like Champion, rather than let his reports go back to the politicians. Giving him a colonelcy was a simple way of doing it.

‘A colonel of the propaganda division, with effect from January the tenth.’ Schlegel folded his handkerchief into a ball and pummelled his nose with it, as if trying to suppress another sneeze. ‘Propaganda division! You think that could be on the level? You think this could all be a propaganda exercise?’

‘Propaganda? A sell so soft that it’s secret, you mean?’ I asked sarcastically.

‘He’s not through yet,’ said Schlegel, with some foreboding.

‘That’s true,’ I said.

‘You’d better move,’ said Schlegel. ‘I know Champion likes you back there in time to dress for dinner.’

‘You’re a sarcastic bastard, Colonel.’

‘Well, I’m too old to change my ways now,’ he said.

There was a tiny mark on Schlegel’s face, where I had punched him in the fracas at Waterloo Station. ‘That other business …’ I said.

‘My Waterloo,’ said Schlegel. He smiled his lopsided smile, and explained, ‘That was Dawlish’s joke.’

‘It wasn’t like me,’ I said apologetically.

‘Funny you should say that,’ said Schlegel. ‘Dawlish said it was exactly like you.’
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‘So this is the south of France?’ I said, as the servant took my coat. Champion leaned forward in his big wing armchair, and reached for a log. He placed it upon the fire before looking up at me. The logs were perfect cylinders cut from young trees, a degree of calculation that extended to everything in the house. The three matching antique corner cupboards, with their japanned decoration, fitted exactly to the space outside the carpet, and the colours harmonized with the painting over the fireplace and with the envelope card table. It was the sort of home you got from giving an interior decorator a blank cheque. After a lifetime of bedsitters and chaotic flats I found the calculated effect disconcerting. Champion had the whisky decanter within arm’s reach. That morning it had been full. Now it was almost empty.

Billy was full-length on the floor, drawing monsters in his animal book. He got to his feet and advanced upon me with an accusing finger.

‘The fishes can’t hear when you call them.’

‘Can’t they?’ I said.

‘No, because they have no ears. I spent hours and hours today, calling to the fishes, but Nanny says they can’t hear.’

‘So why do they follow me?’

‘My nurse says you must have thrown bread into the pond.’

‘I hope you didn’t tell her I did, because she gets angry if I don’t eat all my bread.’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Billy wistfully. ‘I won’t tell her, you needn’t worry.’

Champion was watching the exchange. He said, ‘You’ll give him a complex.’

‘What’s a complex?’ Billy said.

‘Never mind what it is,’ said Champion. ‘You go with Nurse now, and I’ll come up and say goodnight.’

Billy looked at me, and then at his father, and back to me again. ‘I’d like a complex,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry, Billy,’ I said. ‘I know a man who can get them wholesale.’

There was a discreet tap at the door. Topaz entered. She wore a white apron. Her face had no make-up, and her blonde hair was drawn tight into a chignon high on the back of her head. I knew it was what she always wore when giving Billy his bath but it made her look like some impossibly beautiful nurse from one of those hospital films.

She nodded deferentially to Champion, and smiled at me. It was the same warm friendly smile that she gave me whenever we saw each other about the house, but she had not visited my room since that first night together.

Love has been defined as ‘a desire to be desired’. Well, I’d been in love enough times to think it unlikely that I was falling in love with Topaz. And yet I knew that curious mixture of passion and pity that is the essence of love. And, in spite of myself, I was jealous of some unknown man who might deprive her of this exasperating composure.

I looked at Champion and then I looked back to her, always watchful for a hint of their relationship. But the secret smile she gave me was more like the rapport two sober people share in the presence of a drunken friend.

‘Come along, Billy,’ she said. But Billy did not go to her; he came to me and put his arms round me and buried his head.

I crouched down to bring our faces level. Billy whispered, ‘Don’t worry, Uncle Charlie, I won’t tell her about the bread.’

When Billy had finally said goodnight and departed, Champion walked round to the table beside the sofa. He opened the document case I’d brought from Valmy, and flicked his way through it with superficial interest. ‘Crap,’ he said. ‘The same old crap. I’ll look at it later. No need to lock it away upstairs.’

‘Does Gus know that it’s crap?’ I said.

‘It makes him feel he’s part of the class struggle,’ said Champion.

‘He won’t feel like that if he gets ten years for stealing secrets.’

‘Then you don’t know him,’ said Champion. ‘I fancy that’s his most cherished dream.’

‘What’s for dinner?’

‘She’s doing that bloody tripes à la mode again.’

‘I like that.’

‘Well, I don’t,’ said Champion. ‘Don’t you ever think about anything but food? How about a drink?’

‘You do that journey up the road to Valmy three times a week, in that little Fiat, and maybe you’ll start thinking about it, too.’ I waved away the decanter he offered.

‘All right. You think it’s a waste of time seeing Gus. But we’ll need Gus soon – really need him – and I don’t want him getting a sudden crisis of conscience then.’

‘This is just to implicate him?’

‘No, no, no. But I don’t want him picking and choosing. I want a regular channel out of that place. I’ll sort it out when it gets here.’

‘Dangerous way of buying crap,’ I said.

‘For you, you mean?’

‘Who else?’

‘Don’t worry your pretty little head. If they are going to clamp down, I’ll hear about it. I’ll hear about it before the commandant.’ He gave me a big self-congratulatory smile. I’d never seen him really drunk before, or perhaps until now I’d not known what to look out for.

‘Well, that’s wonderful,’ I said, but the sarcasm didn’t register upon him.

He said, ‘You should have seen Billy this afternoon. Ever seen those toy trains the Germans do? They sent a man from the factory to set it up: goods wagons, diesels, restaurant cars and locomotives – it goes right around the room. Locomotives no bigger than your hand, but the detail is fantastic. We kept it a secret – you should have seen Billy’s face.’

‘He wants his mother, Steve. And he needs her! Servants and tailored clothes and model trains – he doesn’t give a damn about any of that.’

Steve furrowed his brow. ‘I’m only doing it for the boy,’ he said. ‘You know that.’

‘Doing what?’

He drained his Scotch. ‘He wants his mother,’ he repeated disgustedly. ‘Whose damn side are you on?’

‘Billy’s,’ I said.

He got to his feet with only the slightest hint of unsteadiness, but when he pointed at me his hand shook. ‘You keep your lousy opinions to yourself.’ To moderate the rebuke, Champion smiled. But it wasn’t much of a smile. ‘For God’s sake, Charlie. She gets me down. Another letter from her lawyers today … they accuse me of kidnapping Billy.’

‘But isn’t that what you did?’

‘Damn right! And she’s got two ways of getting Billy back – lawyers or physical force. Well, she’ll find out that I can afford more lawyers than she can, and as for physical force, she’d have to fight her way through my army to get here.’ He smiled a bigger smile.

‘He wants his mother, Steve. How can you be so blind?’

‘Just do as you’re told and keep your nose clean.’

‘Tripes à la mode, eh,’ I said. ‘I like the way she does that. She puts calves’ stomach and ox-foot in it, that’s what makes the gravy so thick.’

‘Do you want to make me sick!’ said Champion. ‘I think I shall have a mushroom omelette.’ He walked round the sofa and opened the document case. He shuffled through the Xerox copies that Gus had made at considerable risk. This second look at them confirmed his opinion. He tossed them back into the case with a contemptuous Gallic ‘Pooof!’ and poured the last of the Scotch into his glass.

I was surprised to find how much his contempt annoyed me. Whatever Champion felt about my fears, and Gus’s motives, we deserved more for our pains than that.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘She puts those garlic croutons into the omelettes. Perhaps I’ll have one of those as a starter.’
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Thursday was a free day for me. I spent it in Nice. That morning I walked slowly through the market, smelling the vegetables, fruit and flowers. I ate an early peach, and put a blue cornflower in my buttonhole. From the market it was only a stone’s throw to Serge Frankel’s apartment. He was not surprised to see me.

‘We’ll have coffee,’ he said. He ushered me into the study. It was in the usual state of chaos. Valuable stamps were scattered across his desk, and there were piles of the old envelopes that I had learned to call ‘covers’. Catalogues, their pages tagged with coloured slips of paper, were piled high on a chair, and some were placed open, one upon the other, alongside the notebooks on his desk.

‘I’m disturbing you.’

‘Not at all, my boy. I’m glad of a break from work.’

I looked round the room, carefully and systematically. I tried to be discreet about it but there could be no doubt that Serge Frankel knew what I was doing. He waited for me to speak. I said, ‘Aren’t you frightened of burglars, Serge? This stuff must be worth a fortune.’

He picked up some creased stamps that he’d lined up under the big magnifier. Using tweezers, he put them into a clear paper packet and placed a small weight upon them. ‘This is only a small percentage of what I have. A dealer has to keep his stock circulating to prospective customers.’ He plugged the coffee-pot into a wall socket. ‘I can give you cream today. It will make up for last time.’

‘Is Steve Champion still buying?’ I said.

The telephone rang before Frankel could answer my question. He answered the call, ‘Serge Frankel,’ and then before the caller could get launched into a long conversation, he said, ‘I have someone with me at present, and we are talking business.’ He watched the coffee-pot and interjected a few laconic and noncommittal words and a farewell. The coffee-pot was bubbling by the time he rang off. ‘A stamp dealer faces a thousand problems,’ he said. ‘One or two of them are philatelic but at least nine hundred and ninety are simply human nature.’

‘Is that so?’

‘This woman, for instance,’ he made fastidious movements with his fingers to indicate the telephone. ‘Her husband died last month … a decent sort: a printer … well, you can hardly respond to his death by asking her if she wants to sell her husband’s stamp collection.’

I nodded.

‘And now,’ said Frankel, ‘she’s phoning to explain that a Paris dealer called in to see them, was shocked to hear that her husband had died, offered to advise her on the sale, and wound up buying the whole eighteen albums for five thousand francs.’ He ran his hand through his hair. ‘About one quarter of what I would have given her for it. She thinks she’s got a wonderful deal because her husband would never admit how much he was spending on stamps each month … guilty feelings, you see.’

‘You get a lot of that?’

‘Usually the other way about: the husband with a mistress and an apartment in the Victor Hugo to pay for. Such men tell their wives that they are spending the money on stamps. When that sort die, they leave me with the unenviable task of explaining to the widow that the stamp collection that she thought was going to pay off the mortgage, give her a world cruise and put their sons through college, is just a lot of “labels” that I don’t even want to buy.’

‘Those collections you are offered.’

‘Yes, dealers from Paris don’t just happen by when there’s a death in that sort of family. Worse, the widows so often suspect that I’ve been through the albums and stolen all the really valuable items.’

‘A stamp dealer’s life is tough,’ I said.

‘It’s like being Cassius Clay,’ he said. ‘I thump this desk and proclaim that I’ll take on all comers. You could walk through that door, and for all I know you might be the greatest authority on Ballons-Montes or the stamps of the Second Empire or – worse still – telegraph stamps or tax stamps. Everyone wants an instant valuation and payment in cash. I’ve got to be able to buy and sell from experts like that, and make a profit. It’s not easy, I’ll tell you.’

‘Do you ever sell to Champion?’ I asked.

‘Last year I did. I had three very rare French covers. It was mail sent by a catapulted aeroplane from the liner Ile de France in 1928. It was the first such experiment. They ran out of stamps so that they overprinted the surcharge on other stamps. On these the surcharge was inverted … It’s all nonsense, isn’t it?’ He smiled.

‘Evidently not to Champion. What did he pay?’

‘I forget now. Twenty thousand francs or more.’

‘A lot of money, Serge.’

‘Champion has one of the top ten airmail collections in Europe: Zeppelins, French airships, balloon mail and pioneer flights. He likes the drama of it. He doesn’t have the right sort of scholarship for the classic stamps. And anyway, he’s a crook. He likes to have the sort of collection he can run with, and unload quickly. A man like Champion always has a bag packed and a blank airline ticket in his pocket. He was always a crook, you know that!’

I didn’t follow Serge Frankel’s reasoning. It would seem to my non-philatelic mind that a mobile crook would prefer classic stamps of enormous price. And then he’d never need to pack his bag. He could carry his fortune in his wallet everywhere he went. ‘You didn’t tell him he was a crook in the old days,’ I pointed out.

‘Didn’t say that when he ambushed the prison van and set me free, you mean. Well, I didn’t know him in those days.’ He drank the rest of his cup of coffee. ‘I just thought I did.’

He brought the pot and poured more for both of us. He spooned some whipped cream on to the top of his strong coffee and then rapped the spoon against the edge of the cream jug to shake the remains off. The force of the gesture revealed his feelings. ‘Yes, well, perhaps you’re right,’ he admitted. ‘I must give the devil his due. He saved my life. I would never have lasted the war in a concentration camp, and that’s where the rest of them ended up.’

‘What’s he up to, Serge?’

‘You’re out there in the big house with him, aren’t you?’

‘But I don’t know what he’s up to, just the same.’

‘This oil business,’ said Serge. ‘It will change the lives of all of us.’ He picked up the jug, and in a different voice said, ‘Have some cream in your coffee?’

I shook my head. I would not provide him with another chance to move away from the matter in hand.

‘I’m not a Communist any more,’ he said. ‘You realize that, I suppose.’

‘I’d detected some disenchantment,’ I said.

‘Did the czars ever dream of such imperialism? Did the Jew-baiters dream of such support? The Russians have us all on the run, Charles, my boy. They urge the Arabs to deny us oil, they pass guns and bombs and rocket launchers to any group of madmen who will burn and maim and blow up the airports and hijack the planes. They brief the trade unionists to lock up the docks, halt the trains and silence the factories.’

I reached for my coffee and drank some.

‘Makes your throat dry, does it?’ he said. ‘And well it might. Do you realize what’s happening? In effect we’ll see a movement of wealth to the Arab countries comparable to the movement of wealth from India to Britain in the eighteenth century. And that generated the Industrial Revolution! The USSR has now become the biggest exporter of armaments in the world. Algeria, Sudan, Morocco, Egypt, Libya – I won’t bother you with the list of non-Arab customers – are buying Soviet arms as fast as they can spend. You’re asking me if I help the Israelis! Helping the Israelis might be the West’s only chance to survive.’

‘And where does Champion fit into this picture?’

‘A good question. Where indeed! Why should the Arabs bother with a cheap tout like Champion, when all the world’s salesmen are falling over each other to sell them anything their hearts desire?’

‘Don’t keep me in suspense.’

‘Your sarcasm is out of place, my boy.’

‘Then tell me.’

‘Champion has promised to sell them the only thing their money cannot buy.’

‘Eternal happiness?’

‘A nuclear device. A French nuclear device.’

There was a silence broken only by my heavy breathing. ‘How can you know that, Serge?’

Serge stared at me, but did not answer.

‘And if he delivers?’

‘Two hundred million pounds was mentioned.’

I smiled. ‘You are taking a chance on me … suppose I went back to the house and told Champion …’

‘Then either he would give up the plan – which would delight me – or he’d continue with it.’ He shrugged.

‘He might change the plan,’ I said.

‘I wouldn’t imagine that alternative plans spring readily to mind for such a venture.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I suppose you are right.’ I reached into my pocket, found my cigarettes and matches and took my time about lighting a cigarette. I offered them to Serge.

He waved them away. ‘You haven’t told me your reaction,’ he said.

‘I’m trying to decide whether to laugh or cry,’ I told him.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’ve been overworking, Serge. Your worries about the Arab–Israeli war, the oil crisis, your business, perhaps … you think that they form a pattern. You have invented a nightmare, and cast Champion as the archfiend.’

‘And I’m right,’ said Serge, but as soon as he said it, he realized that it would confirm my diagnosis. He was a lonely old man, without wife, child or very close friends. I felt sorry for him. I wanted to calm his fears. ‘If Champion can steal an atomic bomb he deserves whatever it was you said he’d get.’

‘Two hundred million pounds was mentioned,’ said Serge, repeating the exact words he’d used before as if it was a few frames of a film loop that never stopped running through his mind.

‘Why a French atomic bomb?’ I said. ‘Why not an American or a British or a Russian atomic bomb?’

I wished I’d not asked him, for he’d obviously worked out the answer to that one long ago. ‘A French nuclear device,’ he corrected me. ‘The technology is simpler. The French made their bomb unaided, it’s a far simpler device, and probably less well guarded.’ Serge Frankel got to his feet with all the care and concentration of the arthritic. He steadied himself by touching the windowsill where there was a brass inkstand and a carriage clock that always stood at four minutes past one o’clock. I wondered if the hands had become entangled. But Serge was looking not at the cluttered sill but through the window, and down into the street below.

The word ‘probably’ left me an opening. ‘Now, you don’t really believe that the French leave their goodies less well guarded than anyone else in the world. Now, do you, Serge?’

‘I take back the less well guarded,’ he said over his shoulder. From his window there was a view of the market in Cours Saleya. I went over to where he was standing, to see what he was staring at. He said, ‘Any one of them could be working for Champion.’

I realized he was talking about the dark-skinned North Africans, so evident among both the sellers and the customers.

‘That’s right.’

‘Don’t humour me,’ he said. ‘Champion’s bringing Arab cut-throats into the country by the dozen. Algerians don’t even need immigration papers. It was all part of de Gaulle’s sell-out to them.’

‘I’d better get going,’ I said.

He didn’t answer. When I left he was still staring down through the window, seeing God knows what terrible scene of carnage.

As I started to descend the stone steps, I heard someone hurrying behind me from the floor above. The metal-tipped shoes echoed against the bare walls and I moved aside cautiously as he came closer.

‘Vos papiers!’ It was the age-old demand of every French policeman. I turned to see his face, and that was my undoing. He struck my shoulder, from behind. There was enough force in it to topple me and I lost my balance on the last few steps of the flight.

I didn’t fall on to the landing. Two men caught me and had me pinioned against the landing window, with no breath left in my body.

‘Let’s have a look at him.’ He gave me a sudden push to flatten me against the wall.

‘Wait a minute,’ said the second voice, and they searched me with the sort of precision cops achieve in towns where the favourite weapon is a small folding-knife.

‘Let him go! I know who it is,’ said a third voice. I recognized it as that of Claude l’avocat. They turned me round very slowly, as a vet might handle a fierce animal. There were four of them: three coloured men and Claude, all in plain clothes.

‘It was you who phoned Frankel, was it?’ I said.

‘Was it so obvious?’

‘Serge went into a long explanation about stamp collectors’ widows.’

Claude raised his arms and let them slap against his legs. ‘Serge!’ he said. ‘Someone must look after him, eh?’

‘Is that what you’re doing?’

‘He has acquired a lot of enemies, Charles.’

‘Or thinks he has.’

Claude looked at the French plainclothes men. ‘Thank you. We’ll be all right now.’ He looked at me. ‘We will, won’t we?’

‘You assaulted me! Remember? What are you waiting for, an apology?’

‘You’re right,’ said Charles. He held up his hand in a gesture of appeasement. Then he indicated the way through the lobby to the street. The Nice cops had given him one of their stickers and now his white BMW was askew on the pavement under a ‘No Parking’ sign. ‘I’ll give you a lift somewhere.’

‘No thanks.’

‘We should talk, I think.’

‘Another time.’

‘Why put me to all the trouble of making it official?’

I said nothing, but I got into the passenger seat of his car. The anger, despair and humiliation of Claude’s wartime betrayals boiled up inside me again.

We sat in the car for a moment in silence. Claude fussed around to find his cheroots and put on his spectacles, and dabbed at his natty gent’s suiting. I wondered whether he’d spoken with any of the others and whether they’d told him that I wasn’t likely to congratulate him about earning his medal and his pension.

He smiled. Claude smiled too often, I’d always thought so.

‘We said you’d never last,’ said Claude. ‘When you first appeared on the scene, we had bets that you wouldn’t last out.’

‘In the war?’

‘Of course, in the war. You had us fooled, Charles.’

‘That makes two of us.’

‘Touché.’ He smiled again. ‘We thought you were too headstrong then, too direct, trop simple.’

‘And now?’

‘We soon learned that you are anything but direct, my friend. It’s unusual to find a man so ready to let the world think him a clumsy unschooled peasant, while all the time his mind is processing every possible permutation for every possible situation. Headstrong! How could we have ever thought that.’

‘It’s your story,’ I said.

‘But in one respect our first impressions were correct,’ said Claude. ‘You are a worrier. After the event, you worry. If it wasn’t for that you would have been the greatest of the great.’

‘The Muhammed Ali of espionage,’ I said. ‘It’s an attractive idea. Serge just told me he feels like the Muhammed Ali of stamps, except that he called him Cassius Clay.’

‘I know you’re here for your government. I’m here for the German government. We’re both after Champion. We might as well co-operate.’

He looked at me, but I said nothing. He looked away from me, to where the figs, apricots and new potatoes from Morocco were on sale alongside the oranges from Jaffa. A man stole a bean and walked on chewing it. Claude looked round at me to see if I’d noticed the larceny. His reaction was too studied. It was all too studied. I doubted whether Claude had been told anything about me – he just wanted to see me at close quarters. Perhaps he reasoned that if I was still in government service, I’d have to deny it hotly, while if I now worked for Champion, I’d want Claude to think I was still official.

What he decided about me I don’t know. I opened the car door, and began to get out. I said, ‘I’ve no inclination for all this play-acting, late-night TV spy stuff. If you, and that old man up there want to re-live the great days of your youth, very well, but leave me out of it.’

‘Your youth, too,’ said Claude.

‘My childhood,’ I said. ‘And that’s why I don’t want to repeat it.’

‘Close the door,’ said Claude. ‘Get back in, and close the door!’

I did so. I wanted to know what Claude was going to say next, because if he really had been tipped off by his office in Bonn, this would be the time to throw the details in my face and watch it dribble down my chin.

I had to know, because if Claude knew … it was only a matter of time before Champion found out.

But Claude was silent.

It was lunchtime. We both watched the stall-holders folding up their stands and stacking away the unsold fruit. As each space was cleared, the motor-cars – which had been circling the Cours for the last half-hour – dashed in to park. More than once there was a bitter argument between drivers. It was a famous local amusement. Claude’s strong-arm men were still standing on the far side of the market. They had bought slices of hot pizza, and were eating them while watching both Claude’s car and Frankel’s window.

‘Are they really cops?’ I asked him.

‘Yes, they are cops all right. Harkis – auxiliaries who worked for the French in Algeria. They can’t go home and the French don’t like them.’

‘You realize that Frankel is terrified of the Arabs. If you have these jokers hanging around to protect him, you are probably giving him his nightmares.’

‘They keep out of sight. And are you sure Frankel is terrified of the Arabs?’

‘You don’t know much if you don’t know that,’ I said. ‘Frankel, the onetime exponent of Marxism and the brotherhood of man, now comes on like … Goebbels.’

‘A Fascist, you mean, comes on like a Fascist. Don’t worry about hurting my feelings. Yes, we’re all fighting a new war: the battle-lines have been drawn afresh. Frankel is a racist, I’ve become a champion of parliamentary government, you are working to defeat the Communists you once fought alongside, and Champion has become an active anti-Semite.’

‘Has he?’

‘You don’t do your homework very thoroughly, Charles. He’s working for the Egyptians. Are you getting too old for this business?’ He smiled, and touched the hair that was carefully arranged over his almost-bald head. ‘You are a strange race, you English,’ he said. He searched my face, as if he might find some answer there. ‘I work in security in Bonn. We turned out our files, to keep London fully informed of what we are doing. We sent the usual notification to French security before I came down here to take a closer look at Champion. The French have been very good. I have an office with the police here in town. They keep me informed, and they’ve let me have those Harkis to help me. But you English are so arrogant! You’ll never be a part of Europe. You don’t reply to our correspondence. Your people come here without proper clearance with the French. And now, when I put my cards on the table and suggest some cooperation, you adopt the superiority of manner that we’ve learned to expect from the English.’

‘You’ve got it all wrong, Claude,’ I told him. ‘I don’t work for British security. I don’t work for any kind of security. I’m not concerned in your problems with London. And I’m not interested in your simplistic generalizations about the British character.’

‘Champion has bribed German government officials and senior officers of the Bundeswehr, and he threatened a police officer. He has conspired to import arms into the Federal Republic, and forged official documents. Within a week or ten days he’ll be arrested, and there will be no point in his running away because, with the charges we’re bringing, we’ll extradite him from any country of Western Europe or the USA.’ A car took the corner a little too widely. The driver hooted angrily before he saw Claude’s police sticker and steered away. ‘Have I made myself clear?’ Claude asked me.

‘You’ve made yourself clear, all right,’ I said. ‘You mean you want Champion to run, or else you’ll have to start putting some real evidence together. If that happens, some of those bribed officials might get angry while they’re still in a position to fight back. And, in that case, you and some of your colleagues will be out of a job.’

‘You’re protecting Champion!’ he said.

‘He doesn’t need any protection, Claude. You found that out in the war, when you took him down to the Rock and removed the tips of his fingers without getting a squeak out of him.’

For a moment Claude looked as if he was going to argue, but he swallowed his anger. He said, ‘Champion still has that same charm, doesn’t he? He had us all eating out of his hand in the war, and now he’s still got you in his pocket.’

‘There’s something you should know, Claude,’ I said sarcastically. ‘I work for Champion. He pays me every month; and I work for him. Have you got that? Now write it down in your notebook and send a carbon to your office in Bonn, so they can file it in their secret archives. And make sure you put your address on it, in case they want to send you another Iron Cross.’

I fiddled with the door catch, which was designed to baffle foolhardy children. This time I opened the door and got out.

‘Frankel will make an attempt on Champion’s life,’ said Claude. ‘You tell your boss that.’

I rested one hand on the roof of the car, and leaned down to talk to Claude. He wound the window down hurriedly. ‘Do you believe everything that Frankel tells you?’ I asked. ‘Or do you just pick out the bits you like?’

‘I’m looking after the old man,’ said Claude.

‘Just where does your concern end, and where does house-arrest start?’ I said. ‘You have men outside his door – dark-skinned men who terrify him – you tap his phone, and you rough-up his visitors.’ I waited for Claude to deny it; but he didn’t deny it.

Claude didn’t want to discuss Frankel; he was interested only in Champion. He said, ‘Champion is an Arab terrorist, and no matter how many times you tell me which side he fought on during the war, he’ll be treated like an Arab terrorist. And he can’t even claim to be some perverted form of idealist – he’s in it just for the money.’

‘We’re all in whatever we’re in for the money, Claude. I forget the last time I met an unpaid volunteer.’

I’d got as far as this without realizing that Claude had the same bitter contempt for me that I had for him. But now, as he bit his lip, I could see that Claude had not escaped the war unscathed. His wounds had come after the surrender, as he co-operated with his conquerors and learned the apartheid of crime that all German policemen had to learn during the Allied occupation, but his wounds were none the less crippling for that. ‘At first I’m a Fascist, and now I’m a mercenary. And I’ve got to smile, and take it all the time, have I?’ He brought a clenched fist down upon the car’s steering wheel with enough force to break it, except that German cars were so well made and safe to drive in. ‘Well, I was never a Nazi – never! I hated those people. But I am a German, and I did my duty then as I do it now.’

‘And if you’d been living just a few miles farther east, you’d be doing your duty on behalf of the Communists, I suppose.’

Claude smiled. ‘I can remember a few nights during the war when you were telling us all how much you favoured theoretical Communism.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Well, almost everyone’s in favour of theoretical Communism. Maybe even those bastards in the Kremlin.’
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An atlas might show Marseille and Nice as two identical dots on the map. But Marseille is a sprawling Sodom-on-Sea, complete with bidonville and race riots, a city of medieval confusion, where the only thing properly organized is crime.

Nice, on the other hand, is prim and neat, its size regulated by the niche in the hills into which it nestles. Its cops nod politely to the local madams, and Queen Victoria shakes a stone fist at the sea.

Friday’s sky was blue, and the first foolhardy yachtsmen were beating their way up the coast against a chilly wind.

I went through the usual contact procedure. I phoned the sleazy little office near Nice railway station, but I would have been surprised to find Schlegel there. In his present role, I knew he’d stay well away from a small place like Nice. And well before the secretary told me that Schlegel wanted to see me urgently, I guessed he was staying with Ercole out at the restaurant – ‘vue panoramique, tranquillité, et cuisine mémorable’ – because it was the one place I did not want to go.

Old Ercole would greet me with a bear-hug, and a kiss on both cheeks, and he’d talk about the old days, and look up to the wall behind the bar where his citation hung. And where a silver-framed Ercole was frozen in an endless handshake with a stern-faced General de Gaulle.

There was nothing perspicacious about that guess. It was a natural place for Schlegel to hole-up. There’d be no resident guests there at this time of year, apart from the occasional use of a private room, booked with a wink and paid for with a leer. Ercole still had top security clearance with the department, and it was not only secluded but it was as luxurious a place as Schlegel would find anywhere along this coast. Had I been a computer, I would have put Schlegel there. But I’m not a computer, and try as I may, I could never get to like old Ercole, and never get to trust him either.

It all went as I knew it would. Even the fast drive along the high Corniche – that dramatic mountain road you see behind the titles of TV documentaries about the French Miracle, just before they cut to an economist standing in front of the frozen food cabinet – even that was the same.

All of these hill villages depress me. Either they have been taken over by souvenir shops and tarted-up restaurants with the menu in German, or, like this village, they are dying a slow lingering death.

The wind had dropped. Out at sea, the sailing boats, like neatly folded pocket handkerchiefs, hardly moved. I parked alongside the defunct fountain, and walked up the village’s only street. The houses were shuttered, and the paintwork was peeling and faded except for the bright red façade of the Communist Party’s converted shop.

It was damned hot and the air was heavy. The cobblestones burned my feet, and the rough stone walls were hot to the touch. An Air Tunis jet passed over, obeying the control pattern of Nice. From up here, I seemed almost close enough to touch the faces of passengers peering from its windows. It turned away over the sea, and its sound was gone. In the quiet, my footsteps echoed between the walls.

A newly painted sign pointed the way to Ercole’s restaurant. It was tacked to the wall of a roofless slum. From its open door a lean dog came running, followed by a missile and an old man’s curse that ended in a bronchial cough. I hurried on.

Built with the stone of the mountainside, the village was as colourless as the barren hill upon which it perched. But at the summit, there was Ercole’s restaurant. Its whitewashed walls could be seen through a jungle of shrubs and flowers.

From somewhere out of sight came the grunts, puffs and smacks of a tennis game. I recognized the voices of Schlegel and Ercole’s grandson. There were kitchen noises, too. Through an open window came steam, and I heard Ercole telling someone that a meal was a conversation between diner and chef. I went in. He stopped suddenly as he caught sight of me. His greeting, his embrace and his welcome were as overwhelming as I feared they would be.

‘I had this feeling … all day I had it … that you would come here.’ He laughed and put his arm round my shoulder and clasped me tight. ‘I hate this man!’ he proclaimed to the world in a loud voice. ‘I hate him! That he comes here, and does not come to Ercole straight away … what have I done? This is your home, Charles. You know this is your home.’

‘Jesus, Ercole. What’s this goddamned mouthfest?’ It was Schlegel. ‘Oh, there you are, kid. They said you’d phoned. All OK?’

I didn’t tell him whether or not everything was OK.

‘Staying to supper?’

‘I’m not sure I should,’ I said. ‘I said I’d be back in the late afternoon.’ But Ercole was going into an encore, and I decided not to get too neurotic about Champion, lest I stir up the very suspicions I was trying to avoid.

‘Give us a drink, Ercole. Splice the mainbrace! Right?’

‘Right,’ I said, with the sort of enthusiasm I was expected to show for Schlegel’s studied forays into English idiom.

‘Sure, sure, sure,’ said Ercole.

I looked round the empty dining-room. Soon it would be crowded. Ercole was making money, there was little doubt about that. He’d torn down most of the old buildings and built anew, spending additional money to make it all look old again.

On the far side of the room, two young waiters were setting a table for a party of fifteen diners. The glasses were getting an extra polish, and special flowers and handwritten table d’hôte cards were positioned on the starched cloth.

Ercole watched them until they’d finished. ‘A drink, a drink, a drink,’ he said suddenly. ‘Apéritif? Whisky? What is the smart thing in London now?’

‘I don’t know what’s the smart thing in London now,’ I said. And if I did know, I’d make a special point of not drinking it. ‘But a kir would suit me very well.’

‘Two kirs, and an Underberg and soda for the colonel,’ Ercole ordered.

‘Bring ours down to the pool,’ said Schlegel. He stabbed me with a finger. ‘And you come and swim.’

‘No trunks,’ I said.

‘The fellow mending the filter will show you,’ said Ercole. ‘There are all sizes, and plenty of towels.’

I still hesitated.

‘It’s a heated pool,’ said Schlegel. I realized that he’d chosen the pool as a suitable place for us to talk.

The drinks arrived. Schlegel changed into nylon swimming trunks patterned like leopard’s fur. He timed his activities so that his running-somersault dive off the board coincided with my emergence from the changing-room in a curious pink swimming costume about two sizes too big.

Schlegel devoted his entire attention to his swimming, just as he gave undivided attention to most of the other things I’d seen him do. For me, the pool merely provided a diversion for my arms and legs, while my mind grappled with Champion. Eventually even Schlegel grew tired, and climbed out of the water. I swam across to where he was sitting. I floated in the water as he sipped his drink.

‘It’s a long time since I did any swimming,’ I said.

‘Is that what it was?’ said Schlegel. ‘I thought you were perfecting a horizontal form of drowning.’

‘Spare me the swimming lesson,’ I said. I wasn’t in the mood for Schlegel’s Catskill comedy. ‘What is it?’

Schlegel picked up the packet of cheroots that he’d placed ready at the side of the pool. He selected one and took his time lighting it. Then he tossed the dead match into the undergrowth.

Ercole had planted quick-growing bamboo, but it was not yet tall enough to hide the little village cemetery, with its decorated family tombs, faded photos and fallen flowers. There was a small child there, she was putting flowers into a tin can and singing to herself.

It was only the middle of the afternoon, but already the mist was piling up in the valleys so that the landscape became just flat washes of colour, with no dimensions at all, like a stage backdrop.

‘Cu-nim. We’ll have a whole week of this,’ Schlegel predicted. He sniffed the air with an aviator’s nose and looked respectfully at the clouds.

I waited.

Schlegel said, ‘There’s a Panamanian freighter coming in to Marseille from Alexandria tomorrow night. Dangerous cargo wharf. Five articulated trucks will be there to load. Those trucks belong to the Tix outfit – Champion’s trucks, in other words …’ He puffed on the cheroot. ‘Know anything about that?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘But if it worries you, get the dock police to turn it all over.’

He shook his head. ‘Uh-uh-uh! Diplomatic cargo. Going to the embassy in Bonn. It will be sealed. Breaking into that baby and finding anything less than Hitler seated at the Wurlitzer is a sure-fire way to get yourself busted. That cargo has exactly the same protection as a diplomatic bag.’

I related my conversations with Serge Frankel and with Claude.

‘And now you’re going to start telling me that Champion is going to stash a nuclear bomb into those trucks,’ said Schlegel.

‘I’m just telling you what Frankel said,’ I told him. ‘Do we know the route the trucks will take?’

‘Don’t mastermind me, bubblebrain,’ said Schlegel. ‘We’re checking out all likely targets along the routes. Including airfields where nukes are stored,’ he added. ‘But Champion is not after a nuke.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Nah! If you’d ever seen a nuke, you’d know why. They bring those cookies in on freight cars, shielded with lead, and crawling with guys in protective clothing … and even if Champion got his hands on one, what does he do – take off down the road in an articulated truck?’

‘Threatening to detonate it,’ I offered.

‘You’ve got a nasty overdose of Serge Frankel,’ he said. ‘For all we know, he’s in this with Champion.’

‘Frankel’s a Jew,’ I protested.

‘Spare me the schmaltz, buddy: my violin is in my other pants. If your pal Champion was planning to hijack canned pork, I wouldn’t eliminate the chief rabbi.’

‘If Champion was planning to hijack tinned pork,’ I said patiently, ‘we wouldn’t have to worry about the Arabs dropping it on Tel Aviv.’

‘But how would they move a bomb?’

‘Steal a loaded bomber?’

He stared at me. ‘You are determined to lay this theory on me, aren’t you?’ He kicked the water, very hard, with his heel. It splashed all over me.

‘It’s the only theory I’ve got,’ I said. I wiped the splashes from my face.

‘Bombers loaded with atomic weapons are guarded like …’ Unable to find a comparison, Schlegel shook his head. ‘I’ll do the necessary,’ he promised. ‘The people who guard nukes scare easily.’

‘I know the feeling,’ I said.

Schlegel nodded. ‘Come into town Sunday morning, when Champion goes to Mass. I’ll see you at the port – Ercole’s cabin-cruiser: the Guilietta. Right?’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘Let’s hope the smoke’s clearing by then,’ he said. He wrapped his sunglasses and cigars in his towel and gave them to me. ‘You want to take my stuff round the pool while I swim back?’ Schlegel gave orders in the American style, as if politely inquiring about certain aspects of obsessional behaviour. I didn’t answer him and I didn’t take his towel.

‘There’s something else you want?’ said Schlegel.

‘I want Melodie Page’s reports, contacts and sheets – anything, in fact – for the month before she died. I want to look at it for myself.’

‘Why? Of course you can have it, but why?’

‘Murdering the girl was the only hurried and uncharacteristic move Champion has made so far. Something must have panicked him, and it might be something that the girl discovered.’

Schlegel nodded. ‘Anything else?’

‘See what you can find out about this Topaz kid.’

‘OK,’ said Schlegel. He pushed the towel into my hand and dived into the water, leaving barely a ripple. He swam underwater, turning his head only enough to bite air. I envied him. Not only the ability to swim like a basking shark, but also for his jet-jockey readiness to press buttons, pull triggers and dive into the deep end of life, while people like me drown in indecision, imagined loyalties and fear. If Champion was yesterday’s spy, Schlegel was tomorrow’s. I can’t say I looked forward to it.

By the time I started walking round the pool, Schlegel had taken a fresh towel from the rack and disappeared into a changing-room. I took my time. The sun was moving behind the hill-tops, so that the landscape was turning mauve. But high in the stratosphere, a jetliner caught the sun’s rays and left a contrail of pure gold. In the cemetery the little girl was still singing.

‘Did you enjoy the duck?’ said Ercole proudly.

‘One of these days,’ said Schlegel, ‘I’m going to fix you one of my special cheeseburgers. With all the trimmings!’

For a moment Ercole was taken aback. Then he roared, ‘I hate you, I hate you,’ and kissed Schlegel on the cheek.

‘That’ll learn you, Colonel,’ I said softly.

Schlegel smiled bravely while Ercole placed a large piece of goat’s cheese on a crust of bread, but stopped smiling when Ercole put an arm-lock on him and forced it into his mouth. ‘It’s not possible that a man won’t eat a fine cheese like this,’ shouted Ercole. ‘I make it myself – with my own hands.’

It was in Schlegel’s mouth by now, and he pulled a face as he tasted its sharp flavour.

Louis – Ercole’s grandson – watched the cameo, disapproval showing clearly on his face. He was in his late teens, dressed in the dark well-cut suit that befitted the heir to a gastronomic mecca, but it was difficult to imagine him presiding over it with the sort of passion that his Falstaffian grandpa never failed to show.

Ercole leaned back in his chair and sipped a little of the vintage Burgundy. He turned to Schlegel. ‘Good?’ he asked Schlegel finally.

‘Wonderful,’ said Schlegel, without conviction.

Ercole nodded. It was enough.

We dined that night in Ercole’s office. It was large enough to hold a table and half a dozen chairs, as well as the tiny desk at which he did his paperwork. The office was a glass-sided box situated between the dining-room and kitchen, and providing a clear view of both. Such a ‘cash-control booth’ was not unusual in large restaurants, but perhaps only Ercole’s was walled with the mirrored-glass exterior that provided such privacy.

We could see the whole dining-room and kitchen, but the clients and staff saw only their own reflections. We watched a bearded boy walk from table to table, holding aloft carefully drawn landscape sketches. He said nothing, nor did his expression change. Few people for whom he displayed his work granted him more than a casual glance before continuing their meal and their conversation. He moved on. It was a sad society, in which all these property salesmen, plastics executives and car rental tycoons could not only humiliate this boy, but inure him to it.

I asked Louis to purchase a drawing for me. It cost no more than a bottle of Ercole’s very cheapest wine.

‘Have you gone off your trolley?’ asked Schlegel, with no more than passing interest.

‘It’s a good drawing,’ I said.

‘At least you can tell which way up it’s supposed to be,’ said Schlegel. He took it from me and examined it, and then looked through the mirror-glass to see the artist. ‘Well, now he’ll be able to buy himself some soap,’ he said.

‘What’s so special about soap?’ I said. ‘Why can’t he buy himself some food and wine?’

Schlegel didn’t answer, but Louis smiled approvingly and was emboldened to ask me a question. ‘Is that Ferrari yours?’ His voice was almost a whisper, but it was not so quiet that Ercole didn’t hear. He’d moved his chair so that he could watch the restaurant. He answered without turning his head.

‘Table twenty-one,’ he said. ‘The flashy fellow with the open-neck shirt. He arrived in the Ferrari. I wish now I’d made him put the tie on. They both had the hundred-franc menu. He owns a handbag factory near Turin – she’s his secretary, I should think.’ He took a long look at her, sniffed, and jerked a thumb at Louis. ‘Cars and football: that’s all this one thinks about.’

‘But you said Louis prepared the duck,’ I protested.

Ercole reached forward and ruffled his grandson’s hair. ‘He’s not a bad boy, just a bit wild, that’s all.’

We were all too polite to remark that the boy’s conservatively tailored suit, and deferential whispers, made it difficult to believe. But already Ercole’s attention was elsewhere. ‘Table nineteen have been waiting hours for their coffee. Tell that fool Bernard to pull himself together.’ As Louis slipped quietly away, Ercole said, ‘Or you do it.’ He didn’t take his eyes from the restless people at table nineteen for more than a few seconds at a time but he was able to continue talking as if using some different part of his brain. ‘You know what the theory of relativity is?’

‘You tell me,’ Schlegel invited.

‘Bernard’s let those two tables in the corner get to the fish course at the same time. They all want it off the bone. Now, for Bernard, the minutes fly like seconds. While for those people who asked for coffee three, perhaps four, minutes ago each minute seems like an hour.’

‘So that’s the theory of relativity?’ said Schlegel.

‘That’s it,’ said Ercole. ‘It’s a miracle that Einstein discovered it, when you remember that he wasn’t even a restaurateur.’

Schlegel turned to follow Ercole’s gaze. ‘That guy’s impatience is nothing to do with Einstein,’ he argued. ‘With a plug-ugly broad like that facing you, every minute seems like an hour.’

It was Louis who served the coffee to them. He did it well, but he didn’t once look at the people he served.

‘And the special hand-dipped chocolates,’ remarked Ercole approvingly, after Louis had sat down with us again. ‘She’ll gobble her way through them, just watch. Did you notice her ask for a second portion of the profiteroles?’

‘Are you going to the football match on Sunday morning?’ Louis undid the lace of one shoe and rubbed his foot. He lacked the stamina of the professional waiter.

‘He’s staying out at Champion’s house,’ said Ercole.

‘Yes, I know,’ said the boy. I saw contempt in the glance he gave the old man.

‘I think I might have a morning in bed,’ I said.

‘No Mass for these heathens,’ said Ercole.

‘It’s just a friendly match for charity,’ said the boy. ‘Really not worth the journey. But next month it will be a good one.’

‘Perhaps I’ll come next month, then,’ I said.

‘I’ll send you tickets,’ said the boy, and seemed strangely pleased at my decision.
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Compliant with Schlegel’s prediction, the next few days brought perfect spring weather. When Sunday morning came, there was a clear blue sky and hot sun. I went into Nice with Champion, and Billy decided that he would come too. The chauffeur stopped outside St François de Paule. Billy asked why I wasn’t going with them to Mass, and I hesitated, searching for a reply.

‘Uncle has an important meeting,’ said Champion.

‘Can I go too?’ said Billy.

‘It’s a private meeting,’ Champion explained. He smiled at me.

‘I’ll leave my coat,’ I said, anxious to change the subject. ‘The sun is warm.’

‘See you later,’ said Champion.

‘See you later,’ said Billy, but his voice was almost lost in the pealing of church bells.

There was a rehearsal in progress at the opera house across the road. A few bars from Verdi’s ‘Requiem’ were repeated over and over. The red carpet was laid for the ‘Caisse’, but in the shabby doorway marked ‘Paradis’, a policeman barred the way.

I cut through the market. It was crowded with shoppers, and with country people in their well-brushed black suits, black dresses and shawls, arguing over cages of rabbits and chickens and snails and brandishing brown eggs.

Out at sea, a yachtsman hopefully hauled upon an orange-striped spinnaker as he was passed by a ketch. The sea still had the milkiness of winter, but the surface was calm. The waves lapped the shingle with no more than a gentle slap, and disappeared with a deep sigh of despair.

There is always a blustery wind around the great hillock of rock under which the port of Nice shelters. There was everything there, from a sailing dinghy to tramp steamers moored close to the cranes. The quayside was piled high with pale-yellow timber, and on the far side of the water I saw the Giulietta tied up along with half a dozen yachts and cruisers. There was no sign of Schlegel on its deck.

The main port of Nice is not the sort of place where you see the fancy yachts double-parked, with film stars dining al fresco on the poop deck, and borrowing a cup of caviare from the tycoon next door. This is a strictly business-only mooring, the Club Nautique is another call. But for a Sunday morning, it was unusually crowded: a dozen men stood around a Peugeot van, and watched two frogmen having their equipment checked. The metal barriers that divide the car-parking area had now been rearranged to cordon off the quay, and a uniformed policeman guarded the only gap in it.

‘Where are you going?’

‘A little walk,’ I said.

‘Little walk somewhere else,’ said the cop.

‘What’s happening?’ I said.

‘Did you hear me? Get going!’

I walked, but kept to the other side of the fence until I came to some other spectators. ‘What’s happening?’ I asked.

‘A body, I should think,’ said a woman with a shopping bag. She didn’t look round to see who’d asked, in case she missed something.

‘A suicide?’

‘Off one of the yachts,’ said another man. He was dressed in an orange-and-yellow yachtsman’s wind-cheater, with a heavy-duty zip in bright red.

‘Some millionaire, or his fancy piece,’ said the woman. ‘On drugs, probably – an orgy, perhaps.’

‘I’ll bet they are Germans,’ said the man in the wind-cheater, anxious lest the woman’s fancies should be so elaborate as to eliminate his own prejudices. ‘Germans can’t hold their drink.’

The officious policeman came back to where we were standing. ‘Move on,’ he said.

‘Move on yourself, you dirty pig,’ said the woman.

‘I’ll put you into the van,’ said the policeman.

‘You ponce,’ said the woman. ‘What could you do with me in the back of the van?’ She let out a cackle of dirty laughter and looked round at the rest of us. We all joined in, and the policeman went back to the barrier.

The unity of our gathering thus demonstrated, a hitherto silent member of the crowd was encouraged to speak. ‘They think it’s a tourist,’ he said. ‘Tangled in the anchor ropes of one of the boats – the Giulietta or the Manxman there – they think he went in during the night. The frogmen will soon get him.’

‘It will take them an hour,’ said the man in the yachting-jacket.

Yes, I thought, it will take them an hour. I moved away from the spectators, and walked slowly up the steep connecting street to the Boulevard de Stalingrad.

Everywhere seemed closed, except for the bakers across the street and a large café, its name, ‘Longchamps’, in white plastic letters on a hand-painted acid-green background. The floor was cleared, as if for dancing, or a bout of bare-fist fighting. There were a dozen or more customers, all men, and none of them dressed well enough for Mass. In a far corner, a man in a booth accepted bets, and all the while the customers were prodding the racing papers, writing out slips and drinking pastis.

I ordered a cognac, and drank it before the girl behind the bar replaced the cap on the bottle.

‘That’s an expensive way to satisfy a thirst,’ she said. I nodded, and she poured a second one. This one I took more slowly. The radio music came to an end and a weather forecaster started a lot of double talk about areas of high pressure. The woman switched it off. I sipped my brandy.

A man came up, put a one-franc coin into the machine on the counter and got a handful of olives. ‘Have one,’ he offered. It was Schlegel.

I took one without comment but my eyes must have popped.

‘Thought they were untangling me from an anchor chain, did you?’

‘Something like that,’ I said.

Schlegel was wearing native costume: stone-coloured golf-jacket, dark pants and canvas shoes. ‘Well, you started celebrating too soon, blue-eyes.’

‘Did you ever think of wearing a black beret with that outfit?’ I asked.

We took our time before moving to the quietest corner of the café, alongside a broken juke-box.

‘Here’s what you asked for,’ said Schlegel. ‘The contacts that Melodie Page made with her “running officer” and the report dated six weeks before her death.’

I opened the brown envelope and looked inside.

‘She stuck with Champion – very close,’ said Schlegel. ‘She went with him to stamp exhibitions in Zürich and Rome. The last three cards have special exhibition cancellations, you’ll notice.’

I looked at the postcards that Melodie Page had sent to her cut-out. They were the sort of thing that several aerophilately firms sell: picture postcards of the Graf Zeppelin airship anchored at some place in South America, the Hindenburg airship flying over New York and a grim one that showed the same airship exploding in flames in Lakehurst in 1937. The last card was a picture of an American airship, Macon, sent after her return to London.

‘Nothing complicated about the code,’ explained Schlegel. ‘She met her contact five days after the postmark date. Seven days after if the postcard was coloured.’

I went through the cards again.

Schlegel said, ‘Why did she suddenly become interested in aerophilately?’

I said, ‘The cards were easy to obtain. Champion likes using them to send to his collector friends. And if she’s at these stamp shows, what could be more natural?’

‘This couldn’t be a big stamp racket, could it?’ said Schlegel.

‘Champion might transfer money that way. A stamp is a bit like a bearer-bond but it’s not much of an investment. After all, the value has got to go up at least thirty per cent before you’ve covered the dealer’s mark-up.’

‘What about forgeries or stolen stuff?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘How can you be sure?’

‘On the scale we’re talking about, it would be impossible. The word gets around. A stamp crook has to nibble a mouthful at a time. Making a half way decent forgery of a stamp is a long expensive business. And you can’t recoup by suddenly putting a hundred forged rare stamps on the market, or prices would slump to nothing. Even with genuine stamps they would. And what kind of dough are we talking about? Even in the swish Bond Street auctions you won’t find many single stamps fetching more than fifty pounds sterling. That kind of swindle isn’t going to meet Champion’s wine bill!’

He opened his case and brought out the five-page report that the London office had sent. It was an analysis of Champion’s movements, and the spending and activities of his companies, during the previous six months. Or as much as London knew of them. ‘Not to be taken away,’ said Schlegel, as I opened it hurriedly. He went to the counter and brought two espresso coffees. By the time he’d returned, I’d scanned it.

‘Nothing there, is there?’ He tapped the coffee with his spoon. ‘You’d better drink that. Two brandies under is no way to face that boy, even if he’s half of what you say he is.’

I drank the hot coffee, folded up his sheets of typing, and handed them back to him.

‘And the trucks in Marseille?’

‘They are being loaded. The manifest says engine parts, chemicals and heavy-duty plastics and fabrics. It’s a diplomatic load, just as we were warned it would be.’

‘Did you find out anything about the Topaz girl?’

Schlegel studied me carefully before replying. ‘She’s twenty-five. British subject, born in London. Only child. Doting parents to whom she writes each week. Her father is a retired research chemist, living on a small pension in Portsmouth, England. She hasn’t lived at home since she first went to college in London. She graduated with honours in thermo-chemistry but she’s never had a proper job. She’s worked as a waitress and gas-pump attendant … you know the kind of thing. Seems like she’s hooked on kids. Her last three jobs have been as a children’s nurse. She’s not a qualified nurse, of course.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘She’s a qualified thermo-chemist.’

‘Oh, Jesus!’ said Schlegel. ‘I knew this was going to start you shovelling that Serge Frankel shit all over me. Thermo-chemists don’t manufacture nukes.’

‘No,’ I said patiently. ‘Thermo-chemists don’t manufacture nukes. But thermo-chemistry does relate to the explosion of nukes.’ I opened the manila envelope he’d given me, and I found the photo postcard of the Hindenburg disaster. ‘And the conversion of hydrogen into helium also relates to the explosion of nukes.’ I stabbed my finger at the great boiling mass of flame erupting out of the airship.

Schlegel took it from me and bent close to look at the photo, as if he might discover more there. He was still looking at it when I left.
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The cars of Nice are mostly white, so Champion’s black Mercedes was easily spotted on the Place Massena. The driver was in the car, but Champion and his son were sitting outside a café-bar under the stone arcades. Champion was drinking an apéritif, and Billy was arranging sweet-wrappers on the circular metal table-top. Billy waved when he saw me. He’d saved me two cubes of chocolate, which by now were soft, misshapen and coated with pocket-fluff.

Champion got to his feet too. They’d clearly had long enough sitting there, and he didn’t offer me a drink. The chauffeur had the door open as we reached the car, and there was a discussion about whether Billy was permitted to sit in front. Billy lost and was seated between us in the back.

Champion opened the window. The sun had heated the interior enough to explain why most cars were white.

‘Now don’t get chocolate all over the upholstery,’ said Champion. He got a handkerchief from his top pocket.

‘I’ll be careful,’ I said.

‘Not you, stupid,’ said Champion. He grinned, and wiped Billy’s hands and mouth.

‘You can’t always be sure, these days,’ I said.

‘Don’t say that, Charlie.’ He seemed genuinely hurt. ‘Have I changed so much?’

‘You’re a tough cookie, Steve,’ I told him.

‘Welcome to the club,’ he said. He looked to Billy to see if he was listening to us.

Billy looked up at me. ‘I’m a tough cookie, too,’ he told me.

‘That’s what I said: Billy is a tough cookie, Steve!’

Billy looked to his father to check me out. Steve smiled. ‘We don’t want too many tough cookies in the family,’ he said, and straightened Billy’s tie.

By this time we’d reached the airport turn-off. The chauffeur was overtaking the Sunday drivers creeping along the promenade. An Air France Caravelle came down alongside us, to land on the runway that runs parallel to the road. There was a roar, and a scream of rubber as its jets reversed.

Billy watched the Caravelle until it disappeared from sight behind the airport buildings. ‘When will we go in an aeroplane again, Daddy?’

‘One of these days,’ said Champion.

‘Soon?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘For my birthday?’

‘We’ll see, Billy.’

‘Will Uncle Charles come too?’

‘I hope so, Billy. I’m counting on it.’

Billy smiled.

The car sped on over the Pont du Var and to the tollgate of the autoroute. Like any good chauffeur, our driver had the coins ready, and so we joined the fast-moving lane for the automatique. A few cars ahead of us, the driver of a VW camper tossed his three francs into the plastic funnel. The barrier tilted upwards to let the VW through. Before it dropped back into position again, a lightweight motor-cycle slipped through behind it. The long lines of cars at the other gates kept the gate-men too busy to notice the infringement.

‘Young bastards!’ said Champion. ‘Bikes are not even allowed on the autoroute.’

By that time we were through the barrier, too. The two youths on the motor-cycle had pulled into the slow lane and were weaving through the traffic. The pillion passenger had a golf-bag on the shoulder, and kept turning round to be sure there was no pursuit. They were a sinister pair, both in black one-piece suits, with shiny black bone-domes and dark visors.

‘That’s what I mean, Steve. There was a time when you would have laughed,’ I said.

He’d been watching the motor-cycle riders through the rear window, but now he turned away. ‘Perhaps you’re right,’ he said tonelessly.

The traffic thinned. The driver pulled out to the fast lane and put his foot hard down. The car leaped forward, passing everything on the road. Champion liked speed. He smiled, and glanced triumphantly at the cars that were left behind. The motor-cyclists were the only ones who chased us. We went faster and faster still, and they kept on our tail.

I put my hand out to steady Billy as we accelerated. As I did so, Champion’s face tightened with rage. The light inside the car changed dramatically. The windows frosted, one by one, as if whitewash was being poured over us. Champion’s hand hit my shoulder and knocked me aside. I toppled, falling upon Billy, who let out a loud yell of protest.

Champion seemed to be hammering upon my back with all his strength, and under both of us, Billy was squashed breathless. The Mercedes rocked with a succession of spine-jarring jolts, as if we were driving over railway sleepers. I knew that the tyres had torn, we were riding on the wheel-rims. As the car struck the verge, it tilted. The driver was screaming as he fought the steering-wheel, and behind his shrill voice I heard the steady hammering noise that can never be mistaken.

‘Down, down, down,’ Champion was shouting. The car began to roll over. There was a sickening thump, and a squeal of tortured metal. The horizon twisted, and we fell upwards in a crazy inverted world. The car continued to roll, tossing us around like wet clothes in a tumble-dryer. With wheels in the air, the engine screamed, and the driver disappeared through the windscreen in a shower of splintered glass that caught the sunlight as it burst over him like confetti. For a moment the car was the right way up, but it started to roll for a second time, and now fir-tree branches, clods of earth and chopped vegetation were coming in through the smashed windows. When upside down, the car slowed, tried to get on to its side, but with a groan settled on to its roof, wheels in the air, like a dead black beetle.

If I expected hordes of rescuing Samaritans, I was to be sadly disappointed. No one came. The trees made it dark inside the narrow confines of the bent car. With great effort I extricated myself from under Champion’s bloody limbs. Billy began to cry. Still no one appeared. I heard the buzz of traffic speeding past on the autoroute, and realized that we were out of sight.

I struggled with the door catch, but the car had warped enough to jam the door. I rolled over on to my back and braced my hands behind my head. Then, both feet together, I kicked. There was a sound of breaking glass and the door loosened. I clambered out. Then I got Billy under the armpits and pulled him clear.

Any last doubt I’d had about the two motor-cyclists machinegunning us was dispelled by the bullet-riddled body of Champion’s driver. He was dead, shiny with bright-red blood, upon which thousands of particles of safety glass stuck, like sequins on a party dress.

‘Daddy’s dead,’ said Billy.

I fumbled around for my spectacles and then took Champion’s limp arm and dragged him from the car. It was now an almost unrecognizable shape. There was the stink of petrol, and the loud gurgle of it pouring from the inverted petrol tank.

‘Go over there and lie down, Billy.’

Champion wasn’t breathing. ‘Steve,’ I whispered. ‘Don’t kid around, Steve.’

The irrational thought that Champion might be shamming was all I had to comfort me. I pushed a finger into his mouth and found his dentures. They were half way down his throat. I tipped him face-down, and thumped him in the small of the back. Billy was staring at me wide-eyed. Champion gurgled. I hit him again, and shook him. He vomited. I dropped him flat on his face and began to pump the small of his back, using a system of artificial respiration long since discarded from the first-aid manuals. Soon I felt him shudder, and I changed the pressure to coincide with his painful inhalations.

‘Where’s Billy?’ His voice was cruelly distorted by the absence of his dentures.

‘Billy is absolutely all right, Steve.’

‘Get him away from the car.’

‘He’s fine, I tell you.’

Champion closed his eyes. I had to lean close to hear him. ‘Don’t send him to wave down a car,’ he mumbled. ‘These French drivers will run anyone down to avoid being late for lunch.’

‘He’s right here, Steve.’

His mouth moved again, and I bent close. ‘I said it would be like old times, didn’t I, Charlie?’
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‘Don’t ask me for a medical reason,’ said the doctor. He finished dressing a cut on my arm. ‘Let’s just say that it wasn’t Monsieur Champion’s time to go.’

‘But how sick is he now?’

‘Most people would need a couple of months’ convalescence. But then most people would probably have died in the smash. Most people would need an intensive-care unit, instead of sitting up in bed asking for whisky. But the police can’t talk to him until next week. I told them that.’

‘I’m sure he stopped breathing,’ I said. ‘I thought he was dead.’

‘Will-power,’ said the doctor. ‘You see a lot of it in my job. Had he been in a depressed state, he might have died. As it is, he’s probably got all manner of plans that he simply won’t give up.’

‘You’re probably right,’ I said.

‘You saved his life,’ said the doctor. ‘I told him that. It was lucky that you were only slightly hurt. You saved him. Those damned dentures would have choked him: he wouldn’t have been the first, either. Airlines tell people to remove them if there’s the danger of a forced landing.’

‘We’ve known each other a long time,’ I said.

‘Don’t talk to him tonight,’ said the doctor. ‘Well, let’s hope he’s around to do the same thing for you some time.’

‘He already has,’ I said.

The doctor nodded. ‘There are tablets for the pain. He’ll go to sleep now, I’ve given him a powerful dose of sedative – big frame and very restless – I’ll keep him well sedated for the next few days. I don’t think we’ll have to move him into the clinic.’

‘And the boy?’

‘He needs a good night’s sleep, that’s all. Children have an extraordinary recuperative facility. I don’t want to give him my knock-out drops. I suggest that you give him some warmed wine with plenty of sugar in it. Nature’s remedy, the grape. Better than all the chemicals.’

‘Thank you, doctor.’

‘Don’t thank me. I am pleased to be of service. I like them, you see. The child has inherited his father’s charm, hasn’t he?’

‘Yes, he has.’

‘He made me promise you’d say goodnight to him. I told him his father’s asleep. I don’t think he’s anxious, but …’

‘I’ll go and see him now.’

I need not have tiptoed in.

‘Did you see Henry? He was covered in blood.’

‘You must go to sleep, Billy.’

‘Where’s Daddy?’

‘He’s got to have a good night’s sleep, the doctor said so.’

‘Is Henry dead?’

It was a trap to test my story about his father. ‘Yes, Billy. Poor Henry is dead, but your father is just shaken up, and you and me are just fine. So we must count our blessings.’

Billy corrected me. ‘We must thank God,’ he said.

‘That’s what I meant,’ I said.

‘Can I see Daddy?’

‘If you want to, you can. But I thought you’d take my word for it.’

‘Yes, I do,’ said Billy. ‘I do take your word for it.’ He wriggled down into his bed and put his face into his pillow. I waited for him to peep out at me. When he did, I pulled a face at him. Usually he laughed, but this time he was very serious. ‘Is Aunty Nini in prison?’

Pina had always been called Nini, ever since Billy had found her real name too difficult to pronounce. ‘Why, Billy?’

‘For shooting Henry.’

‘Who says she shot Henry?’

‘I saw her,’ said Billy. ‘She was driving the motorcycle. I saw her and she saw me.’

‘It looked like her, Billy. But Aunty Nini would not shoot us; we’re friends, aren’t we?’

Billy nodded, and swallowed. ‘It looked like her, though,’ he said.

‘I’ll bring you a glass of wine,’ I said. ‘Then we’ll put out the light, so that you can sleep. In the morning we’ll try talking to the fishes again.’
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‘Don’t switch on the light, lover man.’

Topaz was waiting in my bedroom. She’d pulled the curtains open and stood near the balcony, so that the moonlight made her hair shine like polished silver.

I moved towards her. She threw herself into my arms. ‘It gives me the creeps, this house.’

‘Is everything all right?’

‘All right? How could it be, in this dump? Those Arabs eating couscous and watching me all the time. And Mr Champion in some sort of coma.’

‘He’s only under sedation,’ I said. ‘And I like couscous.’

‘Gives me the creeps,’ she said. ‘This whole house gives me the creeps. If it wasn’t for poor little Billy, I would have packed my bags weeks ago.’ As she put her arms round me, I could feel the thinness of the white cotton dress, and I could feel that she wore nothing under it. She kissed me.

‘Don’t undo my shirt,’ I said.

‘What are you, a poof or something?’

‘Some other time, Topaz,’ I said. ‘Right now, I’ve got things to do.’

She hugged me tighter, confident that she could make me see reason.

‘You know enough of those English words for “go away” without forcing me to use them,’ I whispered.

‘I am English,’ she said.

‘And that’s another reason,’ I said.

‘What have I done?’ she said. ‘Am I using the wrong sort of toothpaste, or something?’

‘You’re a doll,’ I told her, ‘but for the next hour I’m going to be busy.’

‘Oh, an hour.’ She gave me her sexiest smile, and a sigh to match. ‘I might be able to last out an hour.’

‘Well, don’t blow a gasket,’ I said, ‘the steam fogs up my glasses.’

There was enough light coming from the night sky for me to see her as she smiled, and kicked off her shoes. She plumped up the pillows and sat on the bed. She kept her handbag close to her and began to rummage through its contents.

Footsteps came hurrying along the corridor outside my room. An Arab voice called softly for Billy, but there was no answer. The footsteps moved away downstairs, and I heard the call repeated somewhere down in the hall.

‘They are all leaving,’ said Topaz.

‘Sounds like it,’ I said. Now they were calling for Billy from outside in the grounds.

‘I’m not involved in any of this,’ she said.

‘I’ll see you in an hour,’ I said.

‘No,’ said Topaz.

There was enough light to see that she was holding a small pistol. ‘I thought it might be like that,’ I said.

‘Sit down on that little chair.’

I sat down very quickly. She gave a mocking laugh. ‘What are you?’ she said. ‘A man or a mouse?’

‘Do I have a choice?’

She looked at me for what seemed like a long time. ‘I’ll bet you keep your small change in a little purse.’ She waved the gun to show that she didn’t like the way I was leaning towards the door. Her position on the bed gave her a clear field of fire should I go to either the balcony window or the door. There was enough moonlight coming through the window to make such a dash very dangerous.

‘You shouldn’t have got into this one, cream bun.’

‘Stay here until morning, and you’ll be safe, and I’ll collect one hundred thousand francs,’ she explained. ‘Go downstairs, and you’ll be knocked unconscious, and I’ll lose my money.’

‘Sweet talk!’ I said. ‘These people pay debts with bullets.’

‘You let me worry about that,’ she said.

I moved. The little gold-painted chair creaked. Such chairs are not designed for sitting on.

‘It will be a long night,’ she said. ‘It’s too bad you wouldn’t do it the easy way.’

‘I’ll get my cigarettes,’ I said. I reached into my jacket for them. Topaz smiled her agreement. She had already run her hands over every place I might have hidden a gun.

I smoked my cigarette, and gave her no cause for alarm. She held the pistol as if she knew how to use it, and she’d left the room in darkness, so that if I tried to get away I would be silhouetted against the light from the balcony window or the light from the hall when I opened the door. I wasn’t sure how much of this was luck, and how much of it judgement, but neither was I in a hurry to learn.

Elsewhere in the house there were sounds of movement. Footsteps came up the stairs, past the door, and returned slowly and with enough deep breathing to make me sure that Champion was being carried downstairs.

‘Light another cigarette,’ said Topaz.

I did as I was told. At that range its glowing ember provided her with a target that she could not miss.

What was the plan, I wondered. If the girl was going to kill me, she could have done so already. If they were going to take me with them, there was no need for her to get me into bed for the night. If she was going to delay me until morning, how would she prevent me then from giving the alarm. Holding me at gun-point was one thing, locking me up, or knocking me unconscious was another.

I wondered how much of this was Champion’s idea.

‘If they kill Champion, you’ll be an accessory,’ I said. ‘And they still have the death penalty in France.’

My eyes had become accustomed to the gloom. I could see her stretched out on the bed, her hands clasped loosely in front of her. In her hands, the gun. ‘I’ll have a hundred thousand francs,’ she said. ‘You don’t think I’m going to hang around here, do you?’

‘The Riviera,’ I said. ‘Why not?’

‘I’ve had one winter in this lousy climate and I’m not planning another. To think that I believed all that travel-poster bilge about hot sun and swimming all the year. No, mister, my future is all planned.’

‘Husband?’ I asked. ‘Or someone else’s husband?’

‘You should have been on the stage,’ she said. ‘I don’t need anyone to help me spend. Especially I don’t need men to help me.’

‘Where in the sun?’ I persisted.

‘Close your eyes and go to sleep,’ she said, as if angry with herself for revealing too much. ‘Or I’ll sing out and someone will put you to sleep.’

There was the sound of heavy diesels coming slowly up the road. Topaz slid off the bed and went to the window. ‘Four huge trucks,’ she said. ‘No, five, I mean. Really huge. They’ve stopped down near the lodge.’

‘Use your brains, Topaz,’ I said. ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’

‘You’re frightened,’ she said.

‘You’re damned right,’ I said.

‘I’ll look after you,’ she said sarcastically. ‘If they were going to hurt us, they wouldn’t have let me have the gun, would they?’

‘Have you tried it?’

‘Funny man – just don’t give me an excuse, that’s all.’ She went back to the bed.

‘Champion’s badly hurt,’ I told her. ‘The Arabs have taken control. They are not just going to leave us here.’

‘Oh, shut up.’

I chain-smoked that night, my muscles so tense that I hardly inhaled the smoke, and I don’t know how many cigarettes I used before there came a soft tapping on the door.

‘Topaz!’ The voice was no more than a whisper but I could see Mebarki, the Algerian secretary, as he came into the room. ‘Are you both there?’ Already some reflex action had turned my cigarette to conceal its light behind my palm.

‘Yes,’ said Topaz. The man stepped forward to the bed. There was a blaze of light. I might have mistaken it for a photo-flash, except that it was a rich yellow colour, rather than a thin blue. The flash of light printed Mebarki in full colour upon the black negative of the room. He stood leaning forward, like a man digging his garden. His eyes were half closed and his lips pursed in mental, moral and physical effort. The resounding bang of the gun he held seemed to come a long time afterwards. It was followed by the sound of gun-shot buzzing round the room like angry flies. Then he pulled the second trigger.

There was a clatter as the shotgun was dropped upon the floor, and a softer noise that I later discovered to be the leather gloves he’d thrown after them. From outside came the sound of the diesel engines. They revved and then moved away, until the sound of the last truck faded.

Topaz was past help. I could see that without even switching the light on. The point-blank shotgun blasts had torn her in two, and the bed was soaked with warm blood.

I owed my life to a semantic distinction: had Mebarki said ‘Are you both in bed?’ instead of ‘Are you both there?’, he would, no doubt, have devoted the second barrel to me.

I reached forward gingerly to retrieve her gun, and rinsed it under the tap in a process that was as much exorcism as it was forensic science.

Poor Topaz. Even traffic casualties who have played tag in the road deserve our tears, but I could find none. In Portsmouth two would grieve, each Sunday morning of their final years marred by long bus rides to a chilly cemetery.

Armed only with the little pop-gun that the Arabs had given Topaz, and equipped with a torch from beside my bed, I went through the house.

Billy’s room was empty, but I threw some of his clothes into a canvas bag and hurried down to the back door and went outside. I moved quickly and spoke softly: ‘Billy! Billy!’ There was no response. I went round past the kitchen door until I got to the fish pond. ‘Billy! It’s Uncle Charlie.’

There was a long silence, and when an answer came it was no more than a whisper. ‘Uncle Charlie.’ Billy was behind the summerhouse from which we played our games of calling to the fish. ‘Is that you, Uncle Charlie?’

‘Were you banging the doors, Billy?’

‘It was those men – did you see the big lorries? They made the doors bang twice.’

‘That’s all right, then,’ I said. ‘As long as it wasn’t you.’ I picked him up. He was dressed only in his thin pyjamas. I felt him shivering. ‘We must hurry, Billy.’

‘Are we going somewhere?’

‘Perhaps Aunty Nini will take you to England. Take you to Mummy.’

‘For always?’

‘If you want.’ Keeping off the gravel path, I carried Billy down to the copse where I’d left the Fiat under the trees.

‘Promise?’

‘You know I’ll try.’

‘Daddy says that when he means no.’ Billy put both arms round my neck. ‘Aunty Nini shot Henry,’ he said.

‘But only in the game,’ I said.

‘Was it?’ he said, coming fully awake and staring at me.

‘You and I always play jokes on Sunday,’ I reminded him. ‘There was the man trapped inside the fire extinguisher, and the toy rabbit who hid …’

‘And the fishes you talked to.’

‘There you are,’ I said.

‘Daddy will be awfully cross about the car,’ said Billy.

‘That’s why he went to bed,’ I explained. ‘I’ve had to promise to mend it.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Billy with a deep sigh. ‘But I’ll help you, Uncle Charlie.’

I found the Fiat parked where I had left it. I unlocked the front door and put Billy inside. As I looked back towards the house I saw a light shine from one of the upstairs windows. I got into the car and closed the door without slamming it. Another light shone from the upstairs windows of the house. I was beginning to understand how they worked now: someone had come back to sweep up the remains.

I started the Fiat. ‘Hold tight, Billy!’ I said. ‘This might be a rough ride!’ The car careered over the rutted tracks.

‘Yippee! Are you going to drive right across the back fields?’ said Billy excitedly.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s so dull always going out through the front gate.’
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There was a bright moon, but cloud was building up with every sign that the promised storms would arrive by morning. I kept up a good speed on the dry moonlit roads. I took my own route into Nice rather than follow the obvious one. I crossed the River Var high up, leaving behind the chic region where wealthy psychiatrists throw poolside parties for pop-groups.

East of the Var is another landscape. Routiers and quarrymen work extra time to buy a few hundred breeze blocks for raw little villas, that squat upon steep hillsides and at the weekends excrete small cars. In record time we were at St Pancrace. I raced through the empty streets of the northern suburbs and along the Boulevard de Cessole to the station. From there it was only two minutes to the Rue de la Buffa where Pina Baroni lived.

I found a parking place near the Anglican church. It was still only about one A.M., but as the sound of the Fiat’s motor faded there was not a sound or a movement in any direction.

Pina lived on the fourth floor of a new apartment block, at the fashionable end of the Rue de la Buffa. Across the street was Pina’s boutique. Its neighbours included two foreign banks, a poodle-clipper and the sort of athletic club that turns out to be a sun-lamp salon for fat executives.

In the moonlight the white marble entrance was as bright as day. The foyer was all tinted mirror, concealed lighting and locked glass doors, with a light behind the intercom and a thief-proof welcome-mat. ‘It’s Charlie,’ I said. The door opened with a loud click, and a sign lighted to tell me to push the door closed behind me.

Pina was dressed as if ready to go out. ‘Charlie –’ she began, but I shook my head, and at the sight of Billy she bent down to him. ‘Darling Billy,’ she said, and embraced him tightly enough to squeeze the breath from his body.

‘Aunty Nini,’ he said dutifully, and stared at her thoughtfully.

‘He got his feet wet,’ I told her. ‘He went down to talk to the fishes in his pyjamas.’

‘We’ll give you a hot bath, Billy.’

‘These are clean pyjamas and underclothes and things,’ I said. I indicated the bag I’d brought.

‘Your Uncle Charlie thinks of everything,’ said Pina.

‘But always a bit too late,’ I said.

As if anxious to avoid talking to me, Pina took Billy into the bathroom. I heard the water running, and Pina came out and fussed about with clean sheets and pillowcases for the spare bed.

‘I want you to take him to England, Pina. Take him back to Caty.’

Pina looked at me without answering. ‘Hot milk or cocoa?’ she called loudly. ‘Which would you like, Billy?’

‘Cocoa, please, Aunty Nini.’

‘I can’t,’ said Pina.

‘It’s all over, Pina,’ I said. ‘Even now I can’t guarantee to keep you out of it.’

She pushed past me and went into the tiny kitchen. She poured milk into a saucepan, mixed cocoa into a jug and added sugar. She gave it all her attention. When she spoke it was without looking up. ‘You know about the others?’

‘Serge Frankel masterminding the whole thing, with you and old Ercole’s grandson doing the commando stuff? Eventually I guessed.’

‘Is Champion dead?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘They took him away when the big trucks came. Where are they going, Pina?’

She bit her lip and then shook her head. ‘It’s a mess, Charlie.’ The milk boiled and she poured it into the cups. She pushed one cup towards me and took another one to Billy.

I sank down into an armchair and resisted a great desire to go to sleep myself. I heard the water running, and the voices of Pina and the child. I looked round the room. Amongst the colour TV, indoor plants and the sort of steel-and-leather furniture that looks like office equipment, there were one or two items still remaining from the farmhouse where she’d lived with her parents during the war. There was a sword that some long-dead Baroni had carried in the Battle of Solferino, at a time when Nice and Savoy were speaking Italian. Alongside it hung a faded watercolour of a house near Turin, and a photo of Pina’s parents on their wedding day. In the glass-fronted cabinet a place of honour had been found for a Staffordshire teapot with a broken spout. In the old days that had been the hiding place for the radio crystals.

‘He’s asleep,’ she said. She looked at me as if still not believing I was real.

‘I’m glad you kept the teapot, Pina.’

‘I’ve come close to throwing it over the balcony,’ she said tonelessly. She went over to the cabinet and looked at it. Then she picked up the photo of her late husband and sons and put it down again.

‘I should have come here and talked to you,’ I said. ‘Every day I planned to, but each time I put it off. I don’t know why.’ But really I did know why: it was because I knew such a conversation would probably end with Pina going into custody.

‘A husband and two fine boys,’ she snapped her fingers. ‘Gone like that!’ She pouted her lips. ‘And what of the kid who threw the bomb. Someone said he was no more than fifteen years old. Where is he now, living there, in Algiers, with a wife and two kids?’

‘Don’t torture yourself, Pina.’

She took Billy’s coat and mine from a chair, and with the curious automatic movements that motherhood bestows she straightened them, buttoned them and hung them in a closet. Then she busied herself arranging the cups and saucers and the small plates and silver forks. I said nothing. When she had finally arranged the last coffee spoon, she looked up and smiled ruefully. ‘The war,’ she said. ‘It makes me feel so old, Charlie.’

‘Is that why?’ I said.

‘Is that why what?’

‘Is that why you tried to kill Champion today, and damned near killed me and the kid as well?’

‘We didn’t even know Billy was in France.’

‘So it was Champion’s fault,’ I said bitterly.

‘Did you recognize me?’ she asked.

‘Billy did.’

‘We came back,’ she said. ‘You were on your feet, and Billy was all right. So we didn’t stop.’

‘You and old Ercole’s grandson,’ I said. ‘Bonnie and Clyde, eh?’

‘Don’t be bloody stupid, Charlie.’

‘What, then?’

‘Someone’s got to stop Champion, Charlie.’

‘But why you? And why Ercole’s grandson?’ But I didn’t have to ask. I’d heard Ercole’s stories about the war and the glorious part he’d played in the liberation of France. Who could miss the citation, and the photographs, so beautifully framed and well displayed near the lights ostensibly directed at the Renoir reproduction?

I put more sugar into the cocoa.

‘I said you’d guess,’ said Pina. ‘He sounded you out about the football match, to make sure you wouldn’t be in the car at the time. But I said you’d guess.’

‘It will be a fifteen-year stretch,’ I said. ‘The driver’s dead, do you know that?’

‘We talked about it,’ said Pina. She took her coffee and drank some. ‘But finally we decided that we’d go ahead, even with you in the car, we’d go ahead.’

‘So I noticed,’ I said. I drank some cocoa and then I sniffed at it.

‘It’s only cocoa, Charlie,’ she said.

I drank it. ‘And did you decide to go ahead even if Billy was in the car?’

‘Oh, my God, Charlie. What have we come to?’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘Will you forgive me, Charlie? We didn’t see Billy. You must believe me. You must!’

‘I believe you, Pina.’

She reached out and clung tightly to me, but there was no passion, just that terrible wail of despair with which survivors lament being left alone.

‘Take Billy to his mother, Pina.’

She nodded, but her face was contorted with grief and she soon began to cry again. I put my arms round her, and tried to steady her as the sobs racked her frail body. I felt the hot tears on my cheek and I caressed her back as a mother might calm a fractious child.

‘I’ll phone my people right now. I might be able to arrange a plane immediately. In any case, you mustn’t stay here.’

She stopped crying, and looked at me. ‘Serge Frankel said you were an important man.’

‘Go to Caty, in Wales. Stay, until I tell you it’s safe to return.’

She gripped my arm to tell me that she understood. I pulled myself away from her and stood up. She huddled in the corner of the sofa and sobbed into her hands. I remembered the tomboy who had never shed a tear, not even when the Germans took her mother away. Pina had a lot of crying to catch up with. Or perhaps she was crying for all of us.
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I was too late. We were all too late. If you are trying to do a totalitarian job within the permitted limits of a free society, you are always too late. The vegetable market, that after dark is as deserted as anywhere in the city, had become a copper’s carnival.

Where the vegetable stalls usually stood, there were the shiny black police cars of the Divisional Superintendent, the police doctor and the examining magistrate. Parked tight to the pavement there was an ambulance and the Criminal Records van.

The entrance to Serge Frankel’s apartment block was rigged with lights, and guarded by two policemen, their pinched faces blue with cold.

‘Everybody wants to get into the act!’ It was Claude.

He nodded to the guards and I was permitted inside. ‘It looks that way,’ I said.

There was a cop on each landing, and the residents stood about in pyjamas and dressing-gowns as plainclothes men searched through every room. But when we got to Serge Frankel’s study there was hardly room to move.

Frankel was spreadeagled across the threadbare carpet, one thin arm extended to the wing armchair in which I’d sat that day in 1940. There were enough valuable stamps and covers scattered around the room to make some casual observers believe that it had been robbery with violence. Claude did not look directly at Frankel. He found excuses to look at other things in the room, and to examine the stamps and covers on the desk, as the policeman entered them into the evidence book. ‘It was clean and quick,’ said Claude.

I picked up the sheet. ‘Through and through wound,’ I read aloud. ‘Grease collar on the entry side …’

‘He was a big man in the ’thirties,’ said Claude. ‘He brought a lot of people out of Germany in ’thirty-three and ’thirty-four. He helped the Princess escape, did you know that?’

I looked at him. Claude was taking the old man’s death very badly. Very badly for a professional, that is. I realized that my suspicions about Claude’s intentions were unfounded: he simply liked the old man.

‘He was never bitter,’ said Claude. ‘Never suspicious.’

‘This time, he wasn’t suspicious enough,’ I said. ‘No break-in. He must have opened the door for whoever did it.’

Claude nodded.

Dawn was breaking, chiselling the horizon open like a blue steel oyster knife. The first of the market-men were throwing boxes of vegetables about, with all the noisy glee of men who are early risers.

‘Schlegel said that you would know what to do,’ said Claude.

‘Here?’

Claude looked towards the Divisional Super, who was near enough to be listening to what we said. The policeman nodded, and looked at me. ‘Schlegel said you know more than any of us.’

‘God help us, then,’ I said.

A plainclothes officer was outlining the position of Frankel’s body in white chalk upon the carpet. As he finished and stepped aside, a photographer did the necessary three-shot set. Then two men in white coats put Frankel on to a stretcher, tied a label to his wrist, and carried his body away.

‘The end of an era,’ said Claude.

‘Only for us, Claude,’ I said. ‘For these boys it’s just another night of overtime.’

‘It’s shaken you, too, hasn’t it?’ said Claude.

‘No,’ I said.

‘They should never have sent us,’ said Claude.

Well, perhaps Claude was right, but as soon as the ambulance men had removed Serge Frankel’s body I took hold of the situation. ‘Three of your men,’ I told the Divisional Super. ‘Get all the rest of them out of here. Three of your best detectives must go through all this stuff, piece by piece.’

‘Looking for what?’ said Claude. ‘A piece of paper?’

‘This man Frankel had some sort of inside line to the Champion household. By some kind of alchemy this arthritic old man sat up here in this apartment, plotting and planning everything from murder to geopolitics. Until yesterday I thought his contact was Champion’s English nanny, but now I’m sure it wasn’t her.’ I turned to look at the amazing chaos of the study: thousands of books, thousands of covers, countless stamps and a muddle of bric-à-brac. ‘Somewhere here something will tell us who, what, why and where Frankel’s contact was.’ I sighed. ‘No, I don’t know if it will be a piece of paper.’

A plainclothes officer stood behind Frankel’s desk, putting keys and money and personal papers into separate plastic bags and labelling each one with the same number that was registered in the evidence book. ‘Stop him doing that,’ I said. ‘We’ll need those keys: I want to open these drawers and boxes and filing cabinets.’

The Divisional Superintendent gave the necessary orders, until the room was almost empty. His chosen detectives took a handful of keys and began to work methodically.

‘What’s the latest on the big trucks?’ I asked Claude.

Claude straightened the shoulder strap of his impeccable white trenchcoat, coughed and said apologetically, ‘We can hardly put out an all-stations alert, can we?’

‘It might look that way now,’ I said. ‘But if it all fouls up, you’ll have lots of little men in pin-stripe trousers explaining exactly why you could have.’

‘Five trucks,’ said Claude. ‘Still all together, and following the expected route to Bonn. At first light, the traffic helicopters will take a look at them.’

I didn’t answer.

Claude said, ‘You’re blown, Charlie. You’re not going to get back into Champion’s set-up again. The whole thing is blown wide open. Schlegel sent you across to investigate Frankel’s death. It’s absurd to go on pretending you are just a bystander.’

‘You’re right, Claude,’ I said.

‘Your request about the plane for Pina Baroni and the Champion child came to me,’ explained Claude. ‘I got permission to use the plane belonging to our ambassador in Paris. So I know all the details.’

‘Schlegel talks too much,’ I said.

‘You’re wrong,’ said Claude. ‘Colonel Schlegel is brighter than you. He knows that he can get more cooperation from people who know what is happening.’

One of the detectives had found the key to the big safe behind the door. It looked like a rusty old refrigerator and was about as invulnerable.

‘You think this Algerian secretary has taken control?’ said Claude.

‘How do we know he is Algerian? He might be an Egyptian – a nuclear physicist, a general or an executioner. If I hadn’t been in that shoot-up on the autoroute, I’d even be suspecting that that was another of Champion’s tricks.’

‘He’s got us all like that,’ said Claude. ‘But perhaps Champion’s ultimate trick is simply to pull no tricks.’

We both turned to see the two detectives hammering the handle of the gigantic safe. With one final heave they wrenched the door open.

Just for one moment, I thought he was still alive. He was sitting inside, cross-legged, on some dented cash-boxes, with box-files resting on his shoulders. Then, very slowly, Gus tilted forward, and crashed on to the carpet, in an avalanche of stamps and covers. He had not yet stiffened, and, under the weight of his body, his arms and legs reached out, so that he seemed to be trying to crawl out from under the debris.

‘Gus!’ I exclaimed loudly. ‘The Spanish Civil War – the International Brigade. Why the devil didn’t I think of those two getting together.’

‘Someone murdered both,’ said Claude. It was a guess, but it was obviously the right one.

One of the detectives leaned close to look at the body. ‘Same wound as the old man,’ he said.

‘Damn, damn, damn,’ I said. ‘Every time they are a jump ahead of us.’

Claude’s Teutonic reaction was a more practical one. ‘Get the doctor and the photographers and the records people back,’ he told one of the detectives. ‘Now we start all over again.’

A uniformed policeman brought me a small green official envelope from the police station. His raincoat was shiny with rain and I had already heard the rumble of thunder. I tore open the envelope. Schlegel had sent a Telex from the CRS office at Nice airport. He wanted me there as quickly as possible.

‘I’ve got to go,’ I said.

‘Schlegel is probably taking you up to talk to our Border Police in Aachen.’

‘Where the hell is that?’ I said. I knew where it was, but I was angry that Claude knew more than he told me. Perhaps that was what was wrong with all of us.

‘Nordrhein-Westfalen,’ said Claude. ‘The German frontier with Belgium and Holland. It’s a health resort.’

I waited, but Claude said nothing more. ‘Well?’ I said. ‘He’s not going up there to take a cure, is he?’

‘There was a tip-off … a shipment of guns being smuggled. Schlegel felt it might have a bearing on the Champion business.’ Claude’s face was quite impassive. It was impossible to know whether he agreed with Schlegel.

‘We have a car here,’ said the uniformed policeman, in a polite attempt to hurry me.

‘One more thing,’ said Claude.

I bowed my head and pinched my nose waiting for it.

‘It was Champion who betrayed the network. The rest of us all worked through cut-outs. Only Champion knew that Marius was collecting the radio messages from the Princess, and circulating them through the confessional.’

I looked at him for a long time before replying, wondering why he wanted to hurt me. ‘I was there at Nice railway station when Champion was arrested,’ I told him. ‘You know that Marius and the others had already been arrested about five o’clock that morning – seven hours earlier!’

Claude shook his head. There was the sound of distant thunder, and dawn was making the windows red enough to see the dabs of rain hitting the glass. When Claude spoke, it was in the dull monotone of a speak-your-weight-machine. ‘That was part of the deal. We arrested Champion the previous morning. It was part of the deal that we would let him come down on the train, so that you would see him being arrested.’

‘The departmental inquiry after the war. Your people cleared him.’

‘We all lied. We thought it would be clever to have a hold over a man like Champion. But it was never of any use.’ He sighed as though his life had been filled with brilliant ideas for blackmail that he’d found no chance of using.

‘Why tell me now?’ I asked. ‘After all this time. Why tell me now?’ It was all happening as I knew it would if I came back here to find the remembered magic: I was stumbling over broken wires, bent pulleys and jammed trapdoors, left over from a bungled stage conjuring act.

‘You’ve been assuming that Champion is some kind of entrepreneur. He might be the victim of blackmail.’

‘I’ll write it into the report,’ I promised. ‘Meanwhile, dig out something on that old bastard Santa Claus. Why do the poor kids get the paper-hats, and the rich kids get the ponies?’

‘Have a good time in Germany,’ said Claude. I heard the thunder again. Or was it some old man in the wings, shaking a sheet of tin?
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Monday morning: Germany: the helicopter touched down on the rain-soaked earth, and lurched slightly as it settled into the mud. I opened the Plexiglas door, and jumped down, landing with a loud squelch. Schlegel jumped out too, and the mud spattered over my trouser-legs. ‘So Champion was taken away by force?’ asked Schlegel. He squinted through the driving rain to the far side of the clearing, where a group of foresters conferred beside a fallen fir tree.

I didn’t answer. Schlegel asked me again. It was one of those examination questions; any square you tick loses you marks.

‘Billy went into the garden and hid,’ I said. ‘I can’t imagine Champion moving off, and leaving his boy there.’

‘I’m glad to hear that some of it’s not going according to plan,’ said Schlegel, with uncharacteristic low spirits.

‘I just can’t decide whether the death of Gus, and Serge Frankel, was part of the plan – or a reckless way of dealing with an emergency,’ I said. ‘If we knew that, it might all fall into place.’

Schlegel sighed, wiped his face and nodded, all at the same time. Behind us I heard the helicopter blades chug to a halt. ‘Come along,’ he said. For a moment or two there was no sound except the squelch of our shoes, and the splash of rain running off the firs that made this path as green and gloomy as the ocean deeps. But then the first axe fell, and the chopping continued like the beating of a heart.

‘We should have put a transponder into Champion’s cars,’ grumbled Schlegel.

‘Yes, we should have,’ I said. It was like wishing that Champion was sporting enough to leave a trail of paper.

We came off the pathway on to the road, stepping along a wooden duckboard to cross a drainage ditch. On the road three cars and a small van were parked askew to improvise a roadblock. The cars had the insignia of the state police, but the van belonged to the Border Police, a force with federal authority. There was no way of recognizing which men were which, for they were all wearing the same wet raincoats and sou’westers. They had adopted the relaxed and patient attitudes with which outdoor workers endure steady rain. One of the men detached himself from the group and hurried towards us.

He was an elderly man, and under the collar of his oilskin I saw the badges of a captain. He saluted gravely. ‘We’re holding them in the truck.’ He spoke good English, with just a trace of an accent. ‘They’ll admit nothing.’

‘While you get wet!’ said Schlegel. ‘Bring the little creeps out, and let them get rained on.’

‘We’d have to handcuff them,’ said the policeman. He handed Schlegel two detonators, and a map drawn upon a page torn from a school exercise book.

‘So?’ said Schlegel aggressively. ‘So?’ He looked down the road in the direction of Roetgen. It was several kilometres to the Belgian frontier. There are many such minor roads crossing the border. Some of them are little more than fire-breaks through the mighty wilderness of the Eifel. Even when the Ruhr disgorged its hunters, campers and holidaymakers, you could still get lost among these hilly forests that have to be cut by handsaw.

Here the US First Army faced Germans fighting on home-soil, for the first time. The Americans had been fed into the dense mine-strewn forest like coffee beans into a grinder. There was no room for a tank to pass between the trees, so the infantry had dug deep and listened to the artillery barrage. It chopped the limbs off the trees, and left a legacy of steel that even today tears the teeth out of power-saws.

‘Grim bloody place,’ said Schlegel. He brought out his cigars, but thought better of it and put them away again.

‘Here they come,’ I said.

There were two of them: wretched-looking hitchhikers, bearded, tired and crumpled. It was surprising that they had strength enough to manage the gigantic rucksacks and bedding rolls that were on their backs. The policeman had not handcuffed them, having probably decided that the equipment and accessories were more than enough to hamper their escape. Now the policeman stepped back from them.

The police had found twelve detonators, two Sten guns and some maps – including one of the USAF-Luftwaffe air-base at Ramstein – buried in their camping gear. The taller of the pair looked back at the uniformed officer, and then at Schlegel. ‘I want a lawyer! This is the twentieth time I’ve asked for a lawyer. I know my rights!’ Even Professor Higgins would be hard-pressed to place such an accent: Birmingham, England, at first-hand, perhaps, Brooklyn, New York, at second-hand and a sprinkling of Hollywood, California.

‘So you can count?’ said Schlegel. He didn’t look up. Schlegel seemed oblivious of the pouring rain that was fast reducing the maps in his hands to pulp.

Schlegel passed the maps to me. There were half a dozen of them: small practical Xerox copies of the suburbs of Bonn, the centre of Bonn – some of the more important buildings indicated in additional felt-pen notes – and a Michelin map of this area with the cross-border roads scribbled upon.

Without a word to me, Schlegel reached back for the maps and I gave them to him.

‘Yeah, I can count, Yank!’ said the boy. Schlegel still didn’t look at him. The boy glanced up at the sky, as if looking for some reassuring patch of blue. But the only break in the dark clouds revealed a kingdom sulphurous and fiery.

The boy used both thumbs to ease the weight of his pack and equipment. ‘And you’d just better know it, Yank. ’Cos you’ll find out I can count real good.’ They both wore red-star badges, pinned into the sort of beret that Che Guevara wears in posters.

Schlegel looked up at him and then at his silent companion, who was a few inches shorter, and carried notably less equipment. ‘I haven’t got a great deal of time,’ Schlegel explained, as if the boy had invited him to take tea and cucumber sandwiches. ‘So just tell me where you got the maps, the Sten gun and the detonators, and then I can get some lunch and go back to my office.’

‘Drop dead, Yank.’

‘This is no time to be cute, sonny. Tell him, Barrington. This is no time to be cute, is it?’

Schlegel often made up names on the spur of the moment. I recognized his use of Barrington as a sign of his impatience with my Island Race. ‘It’s not the time,’ I said obediently.

The boy’s lips moved as if he was salivating to spit but it was simply a show of anger. ‘Get stuffed!’ he said. His voice was pure Birmingham now.

Schlegel moved so fast that both boys were caught off balance, but it was only the silent boy that he hit. He walloped him twice, swinging his elbow back in a great show of force, so that the blows looked far harder than they were. But, for a boy with forty or fifty pounds strapped on his back, and metal studs in his shoes, it was more than enough to send him reeling and sliding. A third jab tumbled him into the rain-filled ditch that gurgled under a jungle of thorns and weeds. The boy landed with a splash, and was trapped by the weight of his burden. He let out a scream that was strangled as the cold water took away his breath.

‘You bastard,’ said the Birmingham boy. It was a different sort of voice now: just as bitter, and even more angry, but there was an undertone of defeat there, too. ‘Jerry’s not strong,’ he shouted. ‘Leave him alone, you old bastard. It’s not fair!’

Schlegel had not used his left hand, in which the map and detonators were still clasped. He spared no more than a glance at the boy who was struggling to climb out of the ditch. He stared at the talkative one. ‘It’s fairness we’re talking about now, is it? I thought we were talking about dynamite. About blowing the bourgeoisie into hamburger.’ He waved the detonators about. ‘Not strong, your friend Jerry, eh? Strong enough to carry a machine-gun and two hundred shells, right? And strong enough to pull the trigger, providing both you punks think you’ll get away unhurt.’ By now Jerry had hauled himself up the side of the steep ditch. He was on his hands and knees, shaking the water from his head and whimpering to himself.

Schlegel was close to him. He looked down at him for what seemed like ages. Shivering and wet, the boy did not look up. Schlegel gently put his foot on the boy’s shoulder and pushed. He grabbed Schlegel’s ankle but could not hold on to it. There was a cry of despair as he tumbled back into the ditch.

‘He’ll get pneumonia!’ shouted the boy from Birmingham.

‘Are you a medical student?’ said Schlegel, with polite interest.

The boy swallowed. ‘I’ll talk,’ he growled. ‘I’ll talk. You win, I’ll talk.’

The rain lessened but the wind was cold. Schlegel buttoned his collar tight against his throat, and flicked the brim of his corduroy hat to get the rain off it.

From the clearing where our chopper had landed, there came the sudden clatter of a two-stroke motor, and then the terrible scream of a chain-saw biting into wood. I shivered.

‘You heard me, Yank. I’ll talk!’

Schlegel said, ‘Go ahead, son. I’m listening.’

‘Outside the American Express in Amsterdam – that place on the pavement, you know …’ He looked at his friend sprawled in the ditch.

‘I know,’ said Schlegel.

‘A guy named Frits – he bought hot dogs for us. The next day we went back to his pad and smoked. He had a friend … least, he said he had a friend. There was a thousand guilders for starters. Another fifteen hundred for delivery of the stuff to an address in the village of Schmidt. We thought it was pot, honest we did.’

‘Sure. And the Sten guns you thought were pipes, to smoke it,’ said Schlegel. ‘Come out of there, you stinking little fairy.’ He reached down and grabbed the rucksack straps of the boy in the ditch. With apparent ease, he hoisted him back on the road. ‘OK,’ said Schlegel. ‘I’ll believe you.’

‘Can we go?’

‘You sort that one out with the German cops,’ said Schlegel. ‘Come on, Barrington. Just standing downwind of these little creeps makes me throw up.’

‘We could identify Frits, the man in Amsterdam. Do a deal … huh?’ said the boy.

‘A man for all seasons,’ said Schlegel. ‘I don’t do deals with kids like you – I squeeze them; and they drip.’ He flicked the boy away, as he would some insect buzzing around his head.

‘In Schmidt. We had to meet our contact in the Haus Rursee,’ added the boy anxiously. The police officer took the boy’s arm.

‘Come on,’ said Schlegel to me. He turned and I followed. The scream of the chain-saw grew louder. When we reached the clearing the tree was dismembered, the amputations marked by bright circular wounds, and pools of sawdust.

The police pilot sat at the controls of the helicopter waiting for the order to go. Schlegel did not give it immediately. We sat back on the seats, with rain forming puddles underfoot, and the world multiplied ten thousand times in the raindrops on the Plexiglas.

‘It’s Champion, no question of that,’ said Schlegel. ‘He wanted us here, but what the hell are we supposed to do?’

‘They are just stupid kids,’ I said.

‘I know they are,’ said Schlegel. ‘But I had to know if they were more than that.’

‘Could those trucks be across the border by now?’ I asked.

‘They were going like hell all last night,’ said Schlegel. ‘No reason why not.’

I looked at Schlegel.

He said, ‘Why should he stage a diversion like this, while the trucks cross the border? They have diplomatic protection: borders make no difference in this case.’

‘There has to be a reason,’ I said. ‘Something happened when those trucks went across the border. And that something would have told us what the plan was.’

‘The drivers were all checked at the dock gates. All of them are French-born professional drivers, with at least eight years’ experience. Already we have checked their fingerprints with London, Washington, Paris and Bonn. Not a whisper of a clue.’

‘No, it must be the vehicles.’

‘You think Champion is inside one of those trucks?’

I said, ‘I only wish I had a theory.’

‘What happens to trucks when they cross a frontier?’ Schlegel asked the pilot of the police helicopter.

‘They check the manifests and the personal papers. They make sure the load is firmly secured. Perhaps they check the brakes and the roadworthiness. It’s according to how busy they are.’

‘No,’ I told Schlegel. ‘It’s not going to be something that the customs men would notice. It’s something that would only seem strange to you or me, or to someone who knows the situation. Otherwise there would be no point in staging a diversion that would take our attention.’

Schlegel sat hunched forward in his seat, while the rain beat down upon our plastic bubble. ‘They must be on the Autobahn to Cologne by now,’ he said finally. He reached for the pilot’s map and opened it on his knees. ‘If they are going to Bonn, they will turn off the Autobahn at that big clover-leaf there – Autobahnkreuz Köln West – and follow the circular road as far as the next cloverleaf.’ He stabbed the place on the map. ‘From there, it’s only a lousy twenty kilometres to Bonn.’ He looked at me and then at the pilot. ‘When those trucks get half way between Cologne and Bonn – we stop them, and screw the diplomatic ruckus.’

‘You want me to radio for permission?’ the pilot asked.

Schlegel looked at him unenthusiastically. ‘I’m giving the orders, Baron von Richthofen! You just pull the levers! Let’s go!’

The pilot clipped his helmet chinstrap tight, and twisted the microphone wire so that it was close to his mouth. Schlegel, having made his decision, twisted his nose in his hand, and then pinched his own cheeks as a physician might help a patient recover from a coma.

I looked at the pilot’s map. On both sides of the River Rhine, from Cologne to Bonn, the land is flat and, by the standards of the great industrial complex of the Ruhr, comparatively lightly inhabited. But there were towns there – Wesseling and Niederkassel – I wondered how they would like being expendable in favour of the great cities each side of them.

The starter banged and I watched the pilot’s lips moving as he began his litany of radio signals. I guessed he would call the traffic police who had been tailing the convoy of trucks at a discreet distance.

The helicopter tilted forward and lifted away over its cushion of downdraught. It, too, belonged to the traffic police and the pilot was used to flying through this sort of weather. Even at tree-top height, black puffs of cloud scudded past us like Indian signals. I stared at the scenery. The forest stretched as far as I could see. To the south, yellow sky was reflected in the ruffled water of the Rursee, so that it looked like a fiery volcano just about to boil over.
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By the time the River Rhine gets to Bonn, it is wide and grey and cold, smeared with fuel oil and flecked with detergent. And north of the capital it meanders through flat featureless land that continues all the way to Holland and the North Sea, and the wind makes the river choppy.

The police helicopter came low over the waterway, lifting enough to clear the masts of a liquid-gas tanker, and then of a big Dutchman, low in the water, with a deck-cargo of yellow bulldozers. Once over his cranes we crossed waterlogged fields and high-tension cables that sparkled in the rain, like a spider’s web wet with dew. And then we saw them.

The helicopter reared, and turned abruptly as we came to the concrete of the rain-washed Autobahn. The five trucks were keeping to a steady fifty miles per hour and the pilot had timed our approach to coincide with a burst of speed by the two white Porsche cars that had been following them.

The flashing police-lights made long reflections on the road, and the trucks slowed and followed the police cars into the heavy vehicle park of a service area. Our helicopter put us down gently just before the huge diesel trucks cut their engines, one by one.

‘Perfect,’ said Schlegel. I’d never heard him use that word before.

The policemen got out of their Porsches, put on their white-topped caps and stretched their limbs. They had been providing us with a commentary for the last half hour. Now they saluted Schlegel and awaited instructions.

‘Ask them for their driving licences,’ said Schlegel derisively. ‘Jesus Christ! Don’t tell me a traffic cop can’t find something wrong with everybody.’

They didn’t smile, and neither did the men who climbed down from the cabs of the trucks.

‘Check the manifests, check the customs seals, check the brakes,’ said Schlegel. He tapped my arm. ‘You and me are going to give them the once-over lightly, before we open them up.’

They were gigantic fifty-ton diesels: twelve forward speeds and two reverse. Cabs like glasshouses, ergonometrically designed seats, and behind them a rest bunk. There were racks for vacuum flasks of coffee, and cheap transistor radios were taped to the sunshields. A set of Michelin maps was duplicated for each of the five cabs, and there was a German phrase-book and a repair manual. They had been on the road for almost twenty-four hours. The cabs had become a smelly clutter of empty cigarette packets and butts, squashed paper cups and discarded newspapers.

‘We would see it,’ Schlegel reminded me. ‘Champion was frightened that we would see it, smell it, or hear it. Otherwise there was no point in arranging that charade with those kooks.’

One of the traffic policemen brought the manifest to Schlegel. It was the same as the ones we’d got from the dock office in Marseille. It described the load as a general consignment of engine parts, construction materials, fabrics and chemicals. Schlegel handed it back. ‘Frisk all of them,’ he told the policeman. ‘If you find as much as a pocket knife, it might be enough to hold them for inquiries. And I want the exterior of the trucks examined by someone who knows how many differentials a truck like this needs and where to find them.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the policeman.

There was a steel towing-cable padlocked to the underside of the chassis and, in special cradles behind the cabs, there were steel wheel-chocks. Schlegel rapped one of them. The metal was too heavy to get an echo out of it.

Schlegel looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

‘Why?’ I said. ‘When you can put it inside so easily?’

‘I suppose you are right,’ said Schlegel. ‘We’re going to have to bust them open.’ The vehicles were so large, and the wheels so big, that we were able to get right under the chassis without crouching very low. ‘Look at the suspension,’ said Schlegel. ‘With one of these brutes you could schlepp Cologne cathedral away in the middle of the night, and still throw the opera house in the trunk.’

‘And it could take plenty more, too,’ I remarked. We looked at the massive leaf springs. The upper one was still curved, and the lower, supplementary spring not yet tensioned.

‘That’s got to be it!’ said Schlegel, in great excitement. ‘You’ve hit it.’

‘The weight!’

‘Exactly. These trucks must be almost empty. Look at that! We should have noticed that from the way they were sitting on the road.’

‘And a customs man would have noticed. In fact they might have put them on a weighbridge while the manifest was stamped.’

‘Why? Why? Why?’ said Schlegel. He punched the great rubber tyre.

‘So that we would be talking about fifty-ton diesel-truck suspension, somewhere on the banks of the lower Rhine, while Champion is earning a promotion from colonel of propaganda to general of god-knows-what.’

Schlegel grunted, and came out from under the truck. He waved to the policeman. ‘Forget it,’ he called. ‘Let them go.’

‘They say they are going right the way down the Autobahn to Munich,’ said the policeman.

‘Are the papers in order?’

‘They say they are going to get new papers in Bonn.’

‘Let them go,’ said Schlegel. ‘They can keep going all the way to Vladivostok for all I care.’ He smiled. ‘That’s all, boys: go get yourselves some coffee.’

The policemen looked at Schlegel with that same inscrutable superiority with which they look up from your driving licence.

Schlegel turned back to me. ‘Munich,’ he said with disgust. ‘And after that, Brindisi or Lisbon – it’s a merry dance he’s been leading us.’

‘There’s something else,’ I said.

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know – but he didn’t send five empty trucks from Marseille docks to Bonn just to grab our attention.’

‘Why not?’ said Schlegel. ‘He did it! And while we chased them, he got to where he wanted to go.’

‘You don’t know Champion,’ I said. ‘That’s not fancy enough for him.’

Littered with old food wrappings, smelling of spilled fuel and warm fat, these coffee shops on the Autobahns are the most desolate places in Europe. An endless succession of strangers gobble mass-produced food and hurry on. The staff are glassy eyed and melancholy, trapped in a river of traffic, which swirls past so that the fumes, noise and vibration never cease.

‘And lousy coffee,’ added Schlegel.

‘Do you know how much it costs to hold a chopper on the ground while you dunk that doughnut?’

‘You’re a lot of fun to have around,’ said Schlegel. ‘Did I ever tell you that?’ He opened his shirt and scratched himself.

‘Not lately,’ I admitted.

‘Hit me with one of your dust-packets, will you.’

I gave him one of my French cigarettes.

‘Why?’ he said for the hundredth time. He lit the cigarette.

‘There’s only one explanation,’ I said.

He inhaled and then waved the match violently to put the flame out. ‘Give.’

‘He brought something off that boat.’

‘And unloaded it during the night,’ finished Schlegel. ‘On the other hand, they’ve been making such a good average speed.’

‘It’s all double-think,’ I said.

‘Let’s get back to Nice,’ said Schlegel. He scratched himself again, but this time there seemed to be an element of self-punishment in it.
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When Champion broke from the department, we set up this small office in Nice. The modest entrance bore the trademark of a well-known British travel company, and three of our staff gave their full-time attention to legitimate travel business.

Schlegel had taken an office on the top floor. He was standing in the window when I entered, looking across the square to Nice railway station. When Cimiez, in the northern part of Nice, had been chic, this section had also been fashionable. But now it was dirty and rundown. The tourists arrived at the airport, and they wanted hotels near the sea. I walked over to the window.

The railway station had hardly changed since the day I waited for Champion to arrive, and watched him being arrested. The tiled floor was a little more chipped, the mural of the Alps a little dirtier, but what else had stayed so much the same? Certainly not me.

Schlegel could always find himself a clean shirt, but his suit was creased and baggy, and the oil-stain on his knee was the one he’d got from the wheel of the big truck. His eyes were red, and he rubbed them. ‘They should tear this whole lousy district down. Put the bus depot and the railroad station in one complex, and stack twenty floors of office accommodation overhead.’

‘Is that why you sent down for me?’ I said.

‘What are you doing downstairs?’

‘Trying to catch up on my sleep. First time since I got up on Sunday.’

‘You want to learn to cat-nap. No. I mean what are you working on down there?’

‘I sent out for some maps. I’m waiting for them,’ I told him.

‘I know all about that,’ said Schlegel. ‘When people in this office send out for things, I get a copy of the requisition. Your goddamn maps have arrived. I’ve got them here.’

‘I can see you have,’ I said.

‘That’s the way I work.’

‘Well, good luck, Colonel. I’ll go back downstairs and try to get a little more sleep.’ I got up and went to the door.

Schlegel suppressed a yawn. ‘OK, OK, OK. We’re both tired. Now come over here and show me what you want the maps for.’

I went around to the other side of his desk and sorted through the survey maps of the country round Champion’s house, and copies of the land registration, and some data about drainage and changes of ownership. I tipped everything – except the map that showed the whole region – into Schlegel’s wastepaper basket. ‘That stuff was just to make it look like an ordinary lawyer’s inquiry,’ I said.

‘You want to tell me what’s on your mind?’ demanded Schlegel.

‘Those five empty trucks. Suppose they unloaded the contents at the Champion house.’ I spread the map.

‘No, no, no,’ said Schlegel. ‘I thought of that, but the gendarmerie patrol that area up there. They fixed a new lock on the back door. They go in there to look round.’

‘Let’s suppose,’ I said patiently.

‘That Champion is sitting in the dark up there, testing the spark plugs in some reconditioned dragster?’

‘Engine parts,’ I said. ‘That might mean pumps, to get the old workings going again.’

‘The mine.’ He snatched the map and unrolled it across his desk. He used the phone, a paperweight and his desk-set to hold the corners. He sucked his teeth as he looked at the full extent of the mine workings: the shafts, seams and the long haulage roads. ‘That was quite a layout.’

I rapped my knuckle against the telephone with enough effort to make the bell tinkle. ‘And just about here, remember – the artillery depot, Valmy.’

‘Jesus!’ whispered Schlegel. ‘They’ve got atomic shells in that store.’ For the first time Schlegel took the idea seriously.

‘Nuclear artillery shells – at Valmy! And you knew that all along?’ I said.

‘It was need-to-know,’ said Schlegel defensively.

‘And I didn’t need to know?’

‘Keep your voice down, mister. You were going to sit in Champion’s pocket. Telling you that there were nukes in Champion’s back yard would have been stupid.’

I didn’t reply.

‘It wasn’t a matter of trust,’ said Schlegel.

‘You’re a stupid bastard,’ I said.

‘And maybe you’re right,’ he admitted. He ran his thumb and index finger down his face, as if to wipe the wrinkles from his cheeks. It didn’t work. ‘So what do we do about this?’ He smacked the map with his fingers so that he made a tiny tear in the brittle paper.

‘We’d better tell Paris,’ I said.

‘If we’re wrong, they’ll hate us. If we’re right, they’ll hate us even more.’

‘You’d better tell them,’ I said.

‘You don’t know those people like I do,’ said Schlegel. ‘Champion was once one of ours – that’s all they will need to blame us for everything.’

‘We’ve had these maps from the municipal authority – and that’s on record – you’ve been told about the atomic shells – and that’s on record, too. They will crucify us if we don’t tell them immediately.’

Schlegel looked at his watch. ‘They will have packed up by now. I don’t want to spend an hour explaining things to the night-duty officer.’ He looked up at me. ‘And I know that you don’t, either. Let’s go out to the house and take another look at it. It might be just another false trail. If it’s worth a damn, we’ll tell Paris in the morning. What do you say?’

‘I don’t like it,’ I said.

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t like it,’ I said, ‘because when we get out there, you’ll want to go inside. And then, you’re going to want to find the entrance to the mine. And then you’re going to want to go down there … and all the time, you’re going to be holding me in front of you.’

‘How can you say that! Did I ever do that to you before?’

Before I could answer, Schlegel picked up the phone to get a car.
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It was dark. I fidgeted enough to send the blood back through my dead arm, and looked round to where Schlegel was hiding, in the scrubland just a few feet away. The western horizon was still pale. But there was not enough light to see the Tix house, except through the night-scope that we’d set up on the rise behind it.

There was precious little moon, just a well-honed sickle, cutting its way out of the clouds every few minutes. But it was during such a flicker of light that the ’scope showed a movement at the back door. I held my breath: it was a man, tall enough to be Champion. He had a gun slung over his shoulder, and was wearing a helmet and some sort of boots or gaiters. I released the trigger on the night-scope so that the intensifying tube could build up a fresh charge. I used it again as the man started to walk across the yard, picking his way past the mud, and then climbing the wooden stairs to a vantage point on the platform outside the hayloft. It made a good sentry post; too good – if he turned this way he’d need no night-scope to see us moving.

Schlegel moved closer. ‘Champion’s people,’ he said. On the cold air his voice was dangerously loud. He rubbed his mouth, as if to punish it, and when he spoke again it was in a whisper. ‘Not real policemen; I checked the patrol times before we left.’

The dew had soaked my clothes and there was enough of a breeze to make me shiver. I nodded, lest the tone of my voice revealed the state of my morale.

We’d already seen another such man, standing at the place where the tracks divided for the house and the quarry. Equipped with a radio-phone it would be easy to warn of the approach of the gendarmes on their regular patrols.

Schlegel elbowed me aside, and took the eyepiece of the ’scope for a moment. There was a movement beyond the clump of half-dead olive trees that we were depending upon to screen us from the house. Lying full-length in the grass, I felt the vibrations of a man stamping his feet to keep warm. He was not more than forty metres away from us. Perhaps only the woollen scarf wrapped round his head, plus the numbness that comes from long spells of sentry duty, had prevented him from hearing Schlegel’s voice.

When the second man stamped his feet, a third sentry moved. This one was up the slope to the rear of the house. I swung the night-scope to see him. He’d unbuttoned his overcoat and, after a considerable search of his clothing, he brought out cigarettes and matches and lit up.

‘That lame-brain is asking for it,’ whispered Schlegel.

It was true that he’d offered himself as an easy target to anyone within range. For a moment I was puzzled by his action.

Even an imbecilic sentry should know enough to step behind cover while he strikes a match, if only to keep it secret from his sergeant. And then I understood. ‘They’re not sentries,’ I told Schlegel. Each one of them was facing the wrong way, which was probably why we’d got so close without being detected. ‘They’re guards.’

I crawled forward to get under the shelter of the low stone wall that separated the yard from the long meadow. Would they patrol, I wondered, and which side of the wall did our fellow keep to?

I waited while Schlegel moved up to me. ‘Champion is in there,’ I said. ‘They are holding him.’

He didn’t answer for a moment or two. Then he said, ‘The imbecile would be our best chance.’

The kitchen door opened, making a bright-yellow smoke-filled prism. Out of the kitchen came a man. A smell of burning fat confirmed that he was the cook. To be that indifferent to the police patrols they must obviously be about to pull out.

‘Champion is a prisoner in there,’ I told Schlegel.

‘I heard you the first time,’ he said.

‘I want a closer look.’

He thought about it for a moment or two. ‘Give me that night-scope.’

‘I’d better look inside the house,’ I said. He didn’t reply. I wondered if he’d heard my whisper.

He stretched forward to hand me a Walther P.38 and four magazines of bullets. I pushed it into the waistband of my trousers.

I waited until the nearest guard moved down to exchange a word with the man who was still coughing his heart out in the back yard. I vaulted over the low stone wall, lost my balance on the dew-wet stones, and slid down the incline, to land in a heap against a neatly stacked log-pile. I remained dead-still, hardly daring to breathe, but the lung-racking coughs were loud enough to prevent the clatter of my fall from reaching the men in the yard.

I looked back to where Schlegel lay hidden. The lens of his night-scope caught the light from the kitchen window, and flashed like a searchlight. Seen from this end, it was a dangerous toy, but I could do nothing to warn Schlegel now.

Beyond the stacked logs there was the door to the dairy. I crawled forward, and pressed gently against it. It was ajar and swung open with hardly a sound. There was a smell of cheese. A glimmer of light, from the kitchen at the other end of the hall, glinted on the big stone crocks that held the separated milk. I could hear the cook still coughing, and I could feel the draught of air that was clearing the kitchen of smoke.

If I was to get to Champion’s study, I would have to get through the kitchen while it was still empty.

I peered into the smoke. The spilled fat was still burning with fierce flames on the coal-fired cooking stove. I held my breath but the acrid fumes made my eyes water, and took a layer off the back of my throat. I ran into the smoke.

I remembered the two steps down to the scullery, and the slippery mat that was at the bottom of the back stairs. When I reached the entrance hall, I planted myself in the recess under the stairs and listened. Someone was coming. I heard unhurried footsteps on the upstairs landing. The balcony creaked as someone put his weight on the rails, and looked down into the hall. There was a whirr of clockwork and then the longcase clock struck the half hour. The footsteps moved away.

Before I could move, the front door opened and one of the guards came into the hall. He was a huge man, an Algerian, in raincoat, helmet and gumboots. He wiped his feet on the doormat, plucked the chinstrap loose, took off the helmet carefully, and placed it on the hall table. Then he discarded the raincoat, too, leaving it in a heap in the hall, like the skin shed from some shiny black insect. Under the policeman’s coat and helmet, he was dressed in blue overalls. He came past me close enough for me to smell the garlic on his breath, but he looked neither to right nor left. He stopped in front of Champion’s study. He sorted through a bunch of keys, then opened the door and went inside. I waited. Soon there was a noise that I’d always associated with the generator that supplied electricity for the household. Now I had another theory.

I looked at my watch. Fifteen minutes had already passed. I stepped across the hall and to the door of the study. I put my ear to it. No sound came from inside and I leaned forward to look through a crack in the door. As far as I could see it was empty. I pushed the door and went in.

I walked through Champion’s large study. I looked behind the curtains and behind the inlaid Sheraton bookcase. There was no sign of the Algerian sentry and there was only one other door. It was open, and I stepped into a small ante-room, in which Champion kept filing cabinets, typewriter and office materials of a sort which might make his elegant study unsightly. I stepped inside. The second of the filing cabinets was unlocked. I slid the drawer open and found inside, not documents, but a phone and a panel with buttons marked ‘open doors’, ‘close doors’, ‘top floor’ and ‘lower level’. I pressed the last button. The sliding door closed. A motor mechanism whirred, and the lights dimmed. This was the sound that I’d mistaken for that of the generator. Very slowly at first, the whole room began moving. It was not a room at all: it was a lift.

It stopped at what I guessed was about fifty feet below ground level. I pushed against a heavy metal door, keeping flat against the cabinets, but when the door was fully open I saw only a short corridor, brightly lit by fluorescent lights. There was no one in sight. I pulled the gun out of my waistband and moved warily along the corridor until I reached a large office-like room. It too was empty. I breathed a sigh of relief, and tucked the gun away again.

It was a square room, with cheap wall-to-wall carpet, and a plastic sofa arranged to face an office desk, swivel chair and telephone switchboard. It could have been the reception office of any penny-pinching little company, except for the notice that said ‘No Smoking’ in both French and Arabic.

But now I knew what to look for, I had no difficulty noticing the tiny gap that ran down the mirror from floor to ceiling. And then – on the telephone switchboard – I found a switch around which the paint was exceptionally worn and dirtied. I pressed it. The mirrored doors slid apart.

This was another shaft, but quite different to the one behind me. This was a part of the original nineteenth-century workings. From up the shaft there came the draught that is the sign of an active mine. And the draught smelled sour, as the dust it carried hit my face.

The Tix mansion was built on a rise that brought its ground floor level with the old winding gear. The lift from Champion’s study had brought me down to the level of the old fan drift. This was the upcast shaft, which had been built only for the filled tubs to come out.

This was not a lift – it was not a padded box with concealed lighting, Muzak and seats for the elderly – it was a cage. It was an open-fronted cage, with rusty chain-link sides, a wire-netting top, to catch falls of rock from the roughly hewn shaft, and an expanded-steel floor, through which I could see a glimmer of light a thousand feet below me. I stepped inside and the cage jiggled and clanged against the stay-wires. The sound echoed in the dark shaft, so loud that I expected some reaction from below, but I saw none. I locked the safety bar in place in front of me, and swung the crude lever mechanism to close the outer doors. For a moment I stood in the pitch darkness, listening to the whirr of engines and cables. Then, with a sickening lurch, the cage dropped, gathering speed as it went. The winding mechanism screeched loudly, the pitch of its cry growing more shrill as the speed increased.

The cage stopped suddenly, so that it bounced on the springing. I was at the bottom of the mine. It was dark. There was a steady beat of the pumps and the hum of fans. I reached forward, to touch the rocky face of the shaft but a crack of light showed that I faced doors with a crush-bar opening device.

I could hear the pumps somewhere close at hand, and under my feet, in the bottom of the shaft, there was the sump and its running water. I opened the doors, and found the shaft-landing brightly lit with fluorescent light. This must have been one of the earliest shafts sunk. The landing was a large one, with concreted walls and lockers and safety notices, and a time-keeper’s box that contained all the comforts of a ramshackle home. These ‘No Smoking’ notices were only in Arabic. From here stretched three galleries, forming a junction at the corner of the landing. One gallery was sealed. The other two had rails for the tub-trains. One gallery’s tracks were rusted and dirty, but the other’s were shiny bright and slightly oiled, like a guardsman’s rifle.

Keeping close to the wall, I moved out of the light into the gallery that seemed still in use. Its walls were wet, and there was the steady drip of water, its sound magnified by the narrow confines of the tunnel. For illumination there was only the dim yellow glow of a few safety lights, recessed into wired and armour-glassed fittings. The line of bulbs showed me the inclines and curves of the workings, but there was not enough light to prevent me stumbling into pot-holes and falling over outcrops of rock. More than once, I went ankle-deep into the syrupy liquid that the dust and water made. Times without number I barked my shins and ankles upon the uneven sides of the gallery. There were rats everywhere: pairs of tiny green lights that stared at me, before disappearing with a scamper of feet that sometimes disturbed the litter of paper and tin cans.

I was a hundred and fifty yards along the gallery when I heard the train start. I looked around for somewhere to hide. The dim wall lights glinted on the sides of the gallery. I could see no recesses or cross-cuts ahead, and I’d certainly not passed anywhere that could conceal a man.

The sound of the train grew louder. I guessed that it was pulling a train of empty tubs, for there was a metallic rattling as the trolley wheels bounced on the poorly made track. It moved slowly, and as it turned the curve the diesel loco and its driver obscured the safety lights. I pressed myself flat against the wet rock-face.

The train was only fifty yards away by now, and its noise was almost deafening. I sank down on to my knees, and then went flat. It was a gamble, for if they did spot me, I’d have no chance to defend myself. I turned up my collar to hide the whiteness of my neck, and tucked my hands out of sight. The locomotive roared close to my ears, and its diesel exhaust scorched my arm. One of the tubs had been left in the inverted dump position. The edge of it struck my arm. I bit back an involuntary yell, and then the noise of the train overwhelmed my gasp of pain.

I remained still for several minutes after the train passed. When I got to my feet again, it was out of sight, although I could hear its rumble as it crossed the junction at the shaft landing. I heard voices, too, as the driver exchanged greetings with someone. The winding gear started again.

I moved forward, and this time I kept the gun in my hand. Now I heard other voices from the distant shaft landing. There were lots of men, and even my lousy Arabic was enough to tell me that a new shift of workers was coming on duty.

I hurried forward. Behind me I could hear the voices of the men as they climbed aboard the train. There were curses, and cheers, and the unfunny jokes that men exchange at moments of tension. The men’s voices were amplified by the narrow mine workings, and for a moment I panicked. I ran forward, hammering my fist against the rock, and desperately praying for any small niche in which to hide. My prayer was answered and I groped my way into a low tunnel that gave off the main gallery. It was wide, but there was so little head-room that I was almost bent double. I realized that it was not a gallery: it was a working face. I stumbled, banged my head and fell heavily. I felt the blood trickle down the side of my cheek and reached out to help myself to my feet. It was then that I touched the chilly surface of a steel rail. The tracks ran along this working, too. I went cold with fear. I realized that the train – filled with the workers – would not return along that same gallery down which I’d seen it go. The mine would be sure to work a one-way system, so that the unloaded trains could complete a circuit, to return the empty tubs to the work-face.

The train was coming up this road to meet me.

I turned and ran along the tunnel, now crouched even lower to avoid hitting my head. To my left there was the ancient conveyor and to my right what had once been the working face. The face was not flat, like a wall, it was an endless series of ‘rooms’ eaten out of the rock. Some of them were no more than a few feet wide, while others were just a black void. But that side of the workings was closed off with wire fencing. Several times I almost lost my balance as I tripped upon the loose uneven surface. I grazed my hand on the sharp edges of the conveyor-belt, with all its pulleys and rollers. Growing panicky, and ever more careless, I blundered into a wooden pit-prop and momentarily was knocked senseless. I doubled up over the conveyor, and heaved deep breaths that took the sharp dust deep into my lungs.

I looked back. The tunnel shone yellow. The driver was using the headlight on the locomotive. When it turned the corner this time, they surely must see me.

Desperately, I decided to crush myself into the space between the conveyor-belt and the bench over which it ran. I got my legs inside but only the great beam of yellow light, and the noise of the locomotive, persuaded me to cram myself into a space far too small.

I held my breath as the train approached with agonizing slowness. On it there were a dozen or more men. Most of them were dressed in the same dungarees that the others had been wearing, but four of the men were differently dressed. I blinked in amazement to see that they were wearing the leather helmets and goggles of old-time aviators. And, in case I was still in doubt, each of them was nursing on his lap the heavy canvas harness and unmistakable brown canvas pack of a parachute.
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I watched the tub-train as it trundled away from my hiding place. There was enough light now to see that this track was entirely new. The air-doors at the end of them were also new. The train, with its strange subterranean aviators, thudded through the air-doors with a flash of lights and a shrill call of its whistle.

I waited a long time before extricating myself from my hiding place. When I was sure there was no one following them, I made my way along the track to the air-doors. I opened them and stepped through quickly.

The air-door shut behind me with a muffled bump, and cold night air hit me in the face like a custard pie. I was standing on a ledge, some twenty feet up one side of a vast underground cavern. It was about fifty yards across, and just as deep, but it must have been well over one hundred yards in length. Suddenly I realized that the roof was the sky, and I recognized it as the Tix quarry where I’d hidden for two nights and days of the war. But far more astonishing than the man-made hollow was the huge black metallic egg that completely filled it.

It was smooth and symmetrical, elegant and futuristic like those storage tanks that the oil companies depict on the covers of their annual reports, when shares have tumbled. On an airfield, perhaps I would have recognized it more quickly, but only when I saw its whole shape against the starry sky did I realize that the quarry was being used to house an airship.

An airship. Melodie Page had died after sending us the postcard photos of the Graf Zeppelin and the Hindenburg, and it had been too obvious to see. Not that this was a giant rigid, like those airships of the ’thirties. This was no more than a blimp, of the sort I’d seen drifting over the cities of Europe and America advertising drink and cigarettes. This, then, was the consignment of engine parts, heavy-duty fabrics and plastics, and hydrogen or the plant to manufacture it – hence all those ‘No Smoking’ notices in Arabic.

Lacking a proper mooring mast, its nose was tethered to the shovel of a rusty excavator, and dozens of ropes held the restless shape down, close upon the floor of the quarry. The Dacron envelope had been roughly covered with matt black paint, and the gondola had been modified for freight-carrying. The engine nacelles were fixed to each side of the gondola. One engine had a servicing platform still in position. Three mechanics were bending over it, clanking spanners. They stood upright and exchanged looks of satisfaction.

As I was looking down upon them, one of the mechanics signalled to someone at the pilot’s controls, in the gondola. The engine started with a bang. It roared and came up to full revolutions, before being throttled back to a steady tick. They let it run for a couple of minutes, and then cut it. The quarry was silent, except for the generator that powered the lights and tools, and, from behind me, the faint hum of the fans in the mine.

I still had the P.38 in my hand, and my first impulse was to fire into the gas envelope, but there was little chance that such pin-pricks would do it any great damage: Also it would be dangerous. I was still thinking about it when a voice said, ‘Put it down, Charlie!’

I looked round, but I could see no one, apart from the mechanics who were displaying the same sort of interest in the voice as I was. It was Champion’s voice and it had come from a loudspeaker – or several loudspeakers. His voice echoed as the sound of it travelled back from the farthest loudspeaker and bounced off the gas-filled envelope and the quarry walls.

‘Put it down, please!’ A bird fluttered fearfully and flew across the airship. I still did not move.

‘I have a marksman here. The gallery behind you is sealed, and there is no way out of the quarry, except up the cliff side.’

I looked at the sheer sides of the quarry from which his voice still reverberated, and I put my pistol back into my belt.

Champion took his time, crossing the bottom of the quarry and climbing the crude steps to the ledge where I’d emerged from the mine gallery. I suppose I would have been equally cautious, or perhaps I would have shot first and parleyed afterwards. But Champion climbed up the steps, smiling his tired old smile and smacking the quarry dust off the knees of the grey, multi-zippered flying-suit he was wearing.

‘You cost me fifty francs,’ he said. ‘I bet you’d get Schlegel to come in.’

‘You knew we were out there?’

‘No, no, no. First thing we knew was that the cage was left at the bottom. We guessed then. Someone had got in. You and Schlegel, was it?’

‘And a couple of battalions of CRS.’

‘You wish!’ said Champion. ‘Well, we probably have Schlegel too, by now. You got through the road block but I brought them close in afterwards. They’ll phone down to me.’

‘I’m way ahead of you, Champ,’ I said.

‘Don’t tell me you thought of the airship.’

‘No, that was a surprise. But I knew that whatever it was it would be here.’

He walked to a door built into the cliff at one end of the ledge. It was his control room. Inside, there were a couple of chairs, and the control console for launching the airship. There was a battery of telephones, an intercom, and six small TV screens that provided a view of the airship from each direction. Champion indicated a chair and sat down at the console. The little control room was glass-faced, and before sitting, he lifted an arm to the mechanics below us, to tell them that all was well.

‘Why here?’ he said.

I said, ‘Remember that day we were caught by that German spot-check at St Tropez, and the German guard shot at the kid who stole the chickens?’

‘I remember.’

‘You told them we’d found the Renault on the road. And then, after we’d watched them taking the car away, you phoned the police station, and said there was a Renault with RAF escapers inside, going to a safe house in Nîmes.’

Champion smiled.

‘I was pretty impressed, Steve,’ I said. ‘The cops followed those German soldiers in the Renault. They followed them all the way to Nîmes … stake-outs, checks … mobiles … all kinds of stuff …’

‘And meanwhile we put Serge Frankel, and his junk, into the submarine at Villefranche,’ said Champion. He frowned.

I said, ‘Afterwards you said, “Make the deceit do the work”. I remembered that last week.’

He nodded.

I said, ‘You deliberately let us suspect the manifest. You let us think you’d go to all kinds of trouble to get some mystery cargo into position in Germany. While all the time the trucks were loading at Marseille docks – loading this airship, envelope folded and engines crated – and then you drove here and unloaded.’

‘It worked,’ said Champion.

‘Like a conjurer – you told me that: make enough sly play with your left hand, and they won’t even look at your right one. You made them look at your empty trucks and see loaded trucks, because that’s what they wanted to see.’

‘It worked,’ repeated Champion.

‘Almost,’ I said.

‘You didn’t discover it,’ said Champion, ‘you sensed it. No plan is proof against a hunch.’ He grinned. ‘You told me there was no place for hunches any more. So perhaps we are both yesterday’s spies.’

‘It had crossed my mind,’ I admitted.

‘And …?’

‘You’re going to have to kill me, Steve. And that’s another hunch.’

He looked at me and wiped his moustache. ‘We’ll see, Charlie.’

‘You don’t teach an old dog new tricks, Steve. You know it, I know it. Let’s not kid around, at least you owe me that. There are thoughts I might need to have, and things I might have to do.’

‘Like …?’

I shrugged. ‘Like getting out of here!’

He looked at me and smiled wearily, like the governor of Devil’s Island indenting for more shark food. ‘It doesn’t have to be like that,’ he said. ‘We’ll work out something. How’s the boy?’

‘Billy’s fine. We’re going to build a plastic model of the Cutty Sark before he goes back to school.’

‘You sent him back to Caty.’

‘That’s it,’ I said.

‘It will make no difference in the long run,’ said Champion. ‘The important fact is that he’ll grow up with a bit of money in his pocket.’

‘The money you’ll get for this caper?’

Champion nodded. ‘If my old dad had left me a bit of money, it might have worked out differently.’ He reached inside his flying-suit and found the big gold pocket-watch I remembered from the old days. He held it up to show me that it was all his father had left him. Or perhaps it was just Champion’s way of checking what the time was.

‘Inconsiderate of your old man,’ I said. ‘Not to sell out.’

‘Thirty-five years teaching in Egypt,’ said Champion. ‘Scrimping and saving to send me to school, and the only time he ever hit me was when I didn’t stand up for “God Save the King”.’

‘What an incurable romantic he must have been, Steve. Old fools like that can never match the wits of realists like you.’

Champion stared at me. ‘That’s not cricket, old pal.’

‘I thought we were all-in wrestling,’ I said.

‘You have to learn cricket and all-in wrestling, if you are the only boy at Sandhurst who plays cricket in second-hand togs.’

‘And that kind of resentment spurred you on to get all the prizes.’

‘Perhaps,’ admitted Champion. ‘But don’t ask me to say thank you.’ He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, as if wiping away a bad taste. ‘By God, Charlie, you’re a working-class boy. You know what I mean.’

‘I know what you mean,’ I said, ‘but I am not planning to deliver an atomic bomb to back up the demands of the Trades Union Congress, or the Monday Club.’

If he detected a note of irony in my remark, he gave no sign of it. ‘Shells, atomic shells!’ He obviously hoped that this distinction would bring about a change of my attitude. ‘I wouldn’t get involved in nuclear bombs – not accurate enough. But atomic shells are tactical, Charlie. They can be put into a vehicle park, or a dump – no fallout, and very tight destruction pattern.’

‘You’ve been reading too many of those Staff College appreciations, Champ,’ I said. ‘Save the rationalization for your memoirs: what are they paying you?’

‘They’ll cross my hand with silver,’ he admitted.

‘Thirty pieces?’

‘Thirty billion pieces, if I ask for it. And every currency in the world, Charlie. When we needed money to fight starvation, disease and poverty, Europe couldn’t be bothered. But when they had to start walking to the railway station … then they put their hands in their pockets!’ All the time the airship moved restlessly, rearing up suddenly to the limit of its mooring ropes, and then being hauled down again by the ground crew at each end of the quarry.

‘You know how it works, Champ,’ I reminded him. ‘I didn’t come out here without leaving a forwarding address. They will soon find your hole in the ground.’

Champion turned away to look at the TV monitoring screens. There were half a dozen of them, relaying pictures from cameras set high on the cliff side, and facing down to the airship. Using these, the pilot would be able to see how much clearance he had, on every side, as the moorings were cast off and it floated upwards.

‘Helicopters, you mean?’ Champion said, without looking up from the console.

‘I don’t know what they will send.’

‘With half a dozen cookies on board with me, I don’t care what they send. They are not going to shoot me down over mainland France. Not with a cargo of nuclear explosive aboard, they’re not.’

‘And over the sea?’

‘A civil aircraft, registered in Cairo? We do sixty, perhaps eighty, miles an hour in this bladder. By the time they get permission to shoot, I’ll be over Tunis!’ His mind went back to Billy, or perhaps he had never stopped thinking about his son. ‘How could Billy adapt to Cairo? Answer me truly, Charlie. How could he?’

‘You mean you’re frightened that he might adapt too well. You’re scared in case he becomes the chief assassin for the Palestine Liberation Organization.’

‘Perhaps I am.’

‘But you’d give them the means by which to bomb themselves to power.’

‘Not the PLO …’ he waved his hand wearily, as if deciding whether to enlighten me about the distinction between the government in Cairo, and the terrorists who throw bombs into airport waiting-rooms and set fire to jumbo-jets. He decided against it. ‘Billy stays in Europe where he was born – he’s vulnerable to smallpox, malaria, cholera and a million other things.’

‘You’d be separated from him?’ I couldn’t believe it. ‘The judgement of Solomon, Champ.’

‘You didn’t say “You can’t get away with it,”’ he complained. Then we both looked up at the great black shape of the airship.

‘But you can!’ I said. ‘That’s what I don’t like about it.’

‘You can’t see it, and even with the engines running the only sound is a faint hum, like a distant car. People just don’t look up.’

‘Radar?’

‘We’re keeping well clear of the air traffic lanes. The military radar is mostly facing seawards: the stations at Arles and Digne can read inland, but we keep behind high ground.’

‘Flying low.’

‘Yes. One hundred metres or less. There’s no risk: even if some radar operator did see us … a huge blob, moving at no more than sixty miles an hour? … he’s just going to log it as what radar men call “an anomalous propagation” and everyone else calls a machine failure.’

‘You’re flying it?’

He shook his head. ‘We don’t take risks,’ he said. ‘An airline captain, qualified on 707s. He went to America and did the course, said he was going to fly it for advertising.’

‘How soon?’

He looked at his watch. ‘We’ll start cutting into the explosives store at Valmy sometime within the next hour.’

‘From the mine?’

‘We’ve dug thirty kilometres of gallery,’ said Champion. ‘We are now underneath the nuclear explosives store. Some of the most experienced mine engineers, from all the Arab states.’

‘Brought in as waiters?’

‘… and labourers, foundry workers and garbage men. All they need is an Algerian ONAMO card, and the French immigration can’t stop them.’

‘Suppose you hit an alarm system?’

‘From under the earth?’ said Champion. He laughed. He knew it was a perfect plan, and he was enjoying this chance to tell me about it.

From some tiny ledge, high up on the side of the quarry, birds began to sing: not one but a whole chorus of them.

The stars were bright, and cold air coming over the lip of the quarry was striking against the warmer airship and causing it to rear against the mooring ropes: superheat, they call it. This was the time of maximum lift.

Champion smiled.

Only the inevitable is tragic. Perhaps Steve Champion’s tragedy was born out of his obsession about providing money for his son. Perhaps it was a need to provide for his son a future at least as affluent as the boy’s mother could have supplied. Or perhaps it was simply that Steve Champion was the same romantic, desperate man that he said his father had been.

‘The money’s safe,’ said Champion. ‘Billy will never want.’

‘Wouldn’t you have chosen your father, rather than any fortune, Steve?’

‘No!’

‘Too emphatic!’ I chided him. ‘Top marks for self-deception.’

‘Well, it’s a pretty poor liar who can’t even deceive himself,’ said Champion, and, like an elderly soprano defying the critics, he gave me one of his famous coloratura smiles, and held it long enough to deserve a round of applause.

It was the smile that was his undoing. Until then, I had been listening to Steve Champion, and making excuses for him. I was trying to understand his concern about Billy, and struggling to believe that he’d spend the rest of his life separated from his son. But now somewhere far behind his eyes I saw, not bonhomie, but bravura.

I looked down to where the ground crew was standing by on the moorings. As each completed his task, he looked towards the platform where we were standing – they were looking to Champion.

Champion’s story about cutting into the bomb store within the next hour was nonsense. They must have done it already. The shells must be aboard, and the airship ready to go. Champion’s last laugh was in keeping me talking until a moment before take-off.

No one intended to stay for another hour, or even another few minutes, if the bustle around the gondola was any indication. The mooring ropes were hitched into quick-release hooks, and the covers were now being clamped over the engine casings.

The canvas screens that extended around the rim of the quarry, to protect the airship against rock-falls, were now fully retracted. Champion leaned forward and tapped the wind gauge, but the needle didn’t move.

Champion got up and walked outside, to the open balcony. I followed him. He leaned forward to see the tall vegetation that grew along the edge of the quarry. There was no movement in it. ‘The wind is always a worry,’ said Champion.

‘There’s no wind,’ I said. I was watching him carefully now.

‘No.’ He sniffed the air. ‘You can “free-balloon” up on a night like this … start the engines when you’re in the air.’

‘Is that so?’ I said. He was thinking aloud. They would need to ‘free-balloon’ up if they were to go, without someone controlling the ascent, from this console.

‘You’ll look after the boy?’

I didn’t answer him.

‘Good,’ he said, and patted my arm.

Perhaps if I’d been listening to him more closely, or remembering old times, I would never have hit him in the sudden and impulsive way that I did. He reeled against the rail. I followed the straight right with an uppercut from my left. It wasn’t anything to write to Physical Fitness Magazine about, but Champion was already off balance. It sent him down the staircase: backwards. Even while my left was connecting, I was bringing the P.38 out of my belt. Champion landed at the bottom of the steps in a heap. He groaned, and dragged his arm from under him, but it carried no gun. Champion was too damned Sandhurst to brandish pocket guns, and his sort of tailor can’t set a sleeve to hide a shoulder holster. And anyway, Steve Champion had no trigger finger. He fixed me with a look of hatred and despair, but pain closed his eyes.

I offered a silent thanks to Schlegel for the P.38. The well-oiled safety slid to fire. There was no time to thumb the hammer back; I pulled hard on the trigger and felt the double-action. I fired, and put the whole magazine of bullets into the gas bag. The Walther twisted in my hand, as all big pistols do, but I wasn’t trying to win a prize at Bisley; I wanted only to puncture the envelope and let the hydrogen gas escape near the engine. I pushed the magazine catch, and shook the gun hard enough to bring the empty magazine out. It clattered to the floor. I banged the full magazine into place and brought it up two-handed style. These were the ones that had to hit. There was only the faintest glimpse of light on the foresight, but as it came up the engine nacelle, I squeezed the trigger. I’d known old P.38s, with worn trigger bars, to rip off a magazine like a burp-gun, but this one was a gentleman’s pistol. It was too dark to see what my grouping was like, but inside the engine cowling, ricocheting bullets were playing close-harmony tin, like a drunken steel-band at Mardi Gras.

As the hammer nose clicked on the firing-pin, I threw the gun aside, and ran for the mine entrance. I already fancied I heard the gurgle of petrol running from the punctured fuel tank. I pictured the hot engine that it would fall upon; the thought propelled me head-first through the doors. They thudded shut behind me and the sound of the fans was in my ears, until the beat of my pulsing veins drowned it out. I stumbled in the darkness but fear beats any after-burner as a means of propulsion, and I was at the far end of the main gallery when the airship’s hydrogen ignited. I knew that, in theory, an atomic shell could not be exploded by fire, but did that extend to the temperatures at which hydrogen burned?

The bang ripped the doors from their hinges, and the end of the mine gallery became a red glowing rectangle. A giant breaker of hot air picked me up and slammed me to the floor, and then did it again. I twisted my head to see what was chasing me. The patch of light was boiling whiteness. It was like staring into the sun through a square telescope. I screwed up my eyes as the main blast of heat hit me. This time the smell hit me too; not only the carbonized rubber, and the stink of hydrogen and scorched dust, but the awesome smell of burned hair and flesh. I clamped my hands over my face and found that some of the burned hair and flesh was my own. I rolled over, shouting some incoherent mixture of prayers, oaths and promises.

With the roar of the great furnace I’d created still in my ears, I crawled towards the shaft landing. Each movement was painful and the dust had been sucked up into a blinding black storm. After the first few tottering steps I knew I could go no farther.

But it wasn’t going to end like this, I told myself. A man doesn’t spend a lifetime working for that damned department, and die in a mine, without pension or gratuity. But a few minutes’ rest … that was different: a man must be allowed a moment’s rest.
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‘And do you know what I say?’ said Schlegel for the tenth or eleventh time.

‘You say “crap”,’ I replied. I was tired. As I wiped a hand across my forehead I smelled my scorched clothes and my scorched hair. And I looked at the burns on my hand.

‘Don’t go to sleep on me,’ said Schlegel. ‘There’s a whole slew of paperwork for you to finish before you sack out. Yes, that’s right: I say crap. And if it wasn’t for Dawlish being so soft, I’d have your arse in a sling.’ He nodded to me, and scowled at the same time. ‘I wouldn’t let my own mother come out of the other side of this one unscathed.’

‘I believe you, Colonel,’ I said.

‘Well, now we can see why the girl sent that picture postcard of the Zeppelin. She got on to it too early for Champion’s liking. But how could you be sure it was filled with hydrogen? No one fills blimps with hydrogen any more.’

‘Helium is too difficult to get.’

‘Helium would have left you looking pretty damned stupid, fella,’ said Schlegel. ‘Non-flam helium would not have burned. That would have left you with egg on your face. It would have given Champion a big laugh, and you a tail filled with lead.’

‘You would have preferred that, perhaps,’ I said.

‘I would have preferred that. No perhaps about it.’

He picked up a newspaper that had just arrived by messenger. The headline said, ‘Gas Leak Kills Twelve’, with a subhead that said it had happened at a ‘remote chemical plant’ owned by Tix Industries. Schlegel held the paper up and flicked it with the back of his hand, so that it made a loud noise. ‘A lot of trouble went into getting us that newsbreak the way we wanted it,’ he said.

Schlegel opened a new box of cigars and selected one. He didn’t offer them to me. ‘Atomic shells!’ said Schlegel. ‘Would it interest you to know that Champion had not even tried to dig a passage to the artillery school?’

I didn’t answer.

‘You pleading the Fifth Amendment?’ said Schlegel. ‘Or did you just go to sleep? The whole thing was a bluff. And you fell for it …’ He shook his head sadly. ‘Do you realize what you did?’

‘OK,’ I told him. ‘It was a bluff. But let me tell you what kind of bluff it was. Champion was going to fly that blimp to North Africa – there’s no doubt about that.’

‘So what?’

‘He would have claimed to have stolen atomic shells.’

‘And the French would have denied it.’

‘And which of them would we have believed?’ I asked him.

‘I would have believed the French,’ insisted Schlegel primly.

‘Well, the Israelis might not have believed the French. And if you were the Israeli negotiators at the treaty talks, perhaps you’d have had your doubts, too.’

‘And lost out in the negotiations, you mean?’ Grudgingly, Schlegel conceded an inch to me. ‘Champion wouldn’t put his head on the block just to provide psychological advantages for those goddamned Cairo politicians.’

‘He wasn’t putting anything on the block,’ I said. ‘It was an aircraft, registered in Cairo, flying over France without permission. Who was going to press the button?’

‘Nukes in French air space … and the Quai d’Orsay in a panic …? Champion would be taking a big risk, I’d say.’

I said, ‘Champion knew they’d phone the artillery commandant and find that there were no atomic artillery shells missing. They sign those things in and out, every shift: a thirty-second response.’

Schlegel didn’t answer.

I said, ‘All along, I was puzzled by the way that he let us know it was going to be a nuclear device. I wondered why he didn’t try to disguise the object of the operation as well as the method.’

Schlegel nodded. It was beginning to get through to him. ‘He did it so that you would strong-arm me into alerting every damn official in NATO. When the Egyptians claimed to have got a nuke, there were going to be a lot of our top brass saying where there’s smoke there’s fire.’

‘It was a neat idea, Colonel,’ I said. ‘And since we were going to keep on denying that any kind of bomb had been stolen, Champion could come back and live in France, get Billy again, and even go to London for his stamp auctions.’

‘Knowing that any attempt to hit or hassle him would look like a confirmation that he’d got the damned thing.’ Schlegel nodded a grudging concession to Champion’s cleverness. ‘The only thing he didn’t figure was that the Melodie Page kid would put the boot in.’

‘And that I would put the boot in, too.’

‘Umm,’ said Schlegel. He rubbed his chin. He’d not shaved for forty-eight hours and his suit was filthy from poking around in the embers of the fire.

Out of the window, I could see Nice railway station. It was dusk, and the lights were on. Facing it was the Terminus Hotel. Once this had been a fashionable place to stroll and to sit, but now the great hotel was dark and empty, its windows dirty and its fine entrance boarded up. I remembered the café, with outdoor tables and fine cane chairs. I’d been sitting there, that day in that war so long ago. I’d waited for Champion, and seen him arrested by the Germans as he emerged from the station. He knew exactly where I would be, but he didn’t look in my direction. Steve was a pro.

Now Steve was dead. The hotel was dead, and the café was gone. The chairs and tables were replaced by a corrugated iron hoarding. Upon it there was layer upon layer of posters, advertising everything from Communist Party candidates to go-go clubs and careers in the Foreign Legion. Across them, someone had daubed ‘Merde aux Arabes’ in red paint.

‘Are you listening?’ said Schlegel.

‘Yes,’ I said, but I wasn’t.
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‘I have loved the stars too fondly to be fearful of the night’

Epitaph on grave of unknown astronomer
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Cover designer’s note

As much of the book’s action takes place in the heat of the African desert, I retrieved from my personal archive a photograph of a setting sun that I had taken some years ago while filming in the Sinai. Aside from the unusual colour palette the picture gives to the background, the sun provides a neat visual focal point.

A Soviet Army cap badge provides an ideal device to symbolically tear apart the story’s two female characters, represented by two playing cards, one of which is the Queen of Spades, the spade being a symbol of death. The star shape of the badge is also an oblique reference to the author’s transposition of the word ‘spy’ for ‘star’ in the book’s title.

On each front cover of this latest quartet, I have placed a photograph of the eyes of the bespectacled unnamed spy, in this instance overlaid with a marksman’s target. Our hero is a marked man for sure, but as with so many stories in which he features it is never clear who is holding the gun. The bull’s-eye of the target also offers a neat visual counterpoint with the sun above.

To give the book’s title a Russian flavour, in recognition of Professor Bekuv and the Soviet intelligence he brings with him, I have reversed, in Ruthenian fashion, the letters ‘N’.

Readers who have been faithfully building their collection of these reissues will by now have become familiar with my use of a linking motif on the spines of the books. Being the final foursome in the entire series of reissues, and books in which violence is never too far away, I thought it a good idea to ‘go out with a bang’, as it were. This quartet’s spines accordingly display a different handgun, as mentioned in each of the books’ texts. The example here is a .44 calibre Smith & Wesson Model 29 revolver, made famous in Dirty Harry as ‘The Most Powerful Handgun in the World’.

Another recurring feature in this quartet, to be found within each back cover’s photographic montage, is a pair of ‘our hero’s’ glasses, which look suspiciously like those worn by ‘Harry Palmer’ in The Ipcress File and other outings …

Along with the glasses, the montage contains one of my old British passports; in keeping with the secret identity theme, the name of our bespectacled hero is hidden, as is the serial number by an artfully placed gaming die. Once again, this symbol of luck and chance seems perfectly suited to the world of espionage. To portray his minder, Major Mickey Mann, I have included a US Army major’s insignia, plus his signal corps badge. To represent some of the other locations visited in the story: an old Irish penny partly hides behind an Aeroflot boarding pass, a souvenir of my brief visit to the Soviet Union; and a greetings postcard from Portland, Maine. Finally, a CIA lapel badge sits upon a joker playing card.

Though as to who has the last laugh, you will have to discover for yourself.

Arnold Schwartzman OBE RDI

Hollywood 2012


Introduction

I was flying to southern Spain with Kevin McClory who wanted to talk to Sean Connery about a James Bond film that he was planning. (Many rewrites later it became Never Say Never Again, its title based upon a remark made by Sean’s wife after this meeting.) Persuading Sean to return to his James Bond role was going to be a hard sell, and Kevin knew it. Immediately after take-off an attractive young woman passenger came forward to where McClory was seated. She recognized him and asked if he would like a game of backgammon. Yes, he said. Small stakes, she promised, for I have never seen a game of backgammon played other than for money. It’s a game of skill but it is a gambler’s game. During the flight – while they played backgammon – she told me that she was a professional gambler. Every month there was a major tournament somewhere in the world and she attended every one of these gatherings, winning enough to provide a comfortable lifestyle. She had recognized McClory from his presence at a backgammon tournament in the Bahamas. Although I spent no more than two hours talking with this woman, I took her skills and audacious lifestyle as a background for the character Red Bancroft in this story. 

For a few weeks after this chance encounter, I lived in the beachside home of Kevin and worked on a James Bond script. To research it I had gone on a trip around Florida, attended long, long, New York meetings and endured a splashy exploration of the dark Manhattan sewers for a sequence that I later deleted. (Despite persistent stories otherwise, there were no alligators living there as far as I could see.) Recovering in the sunny Bahamas, I found myself in a community of actors, writers and musicians. Backgammon was the common obsession and, until I found a ‘teach yourself backgammon’ sort of book in a local shop, I found it baffling. But once I understood the rules and skills of the game I found it to be a rewarding spectator sport. I never did play against McClory or any of his friends; they were far too skilled and far too rich. But I did learn enough to keep Red Bancroft in play in this story.

It was another entrepreneurial friend – Wylton Dickson, an Australian – who invited me to go rally driving deep into the Sahara Desert. Wylton had married an art school friend of mine and from that day of their wedding onwards he was a valuable element of my life and a treasured adviser. He was a man of many parts, many trades and countless fresh and original ideas. Restless, in a way that Australians sometimes are, he was always brimming with energy. He had offices, and the most beautiful old houses, in many parts of London. I never saw him drunk or even tipsy, but every time I entered Wylton’s office he was opening a bottle of chilled champagne to pour a glass of it for me. French Champagne? Don’t be silly; only the best of the best was good enough for Wylton’s friends. A considerable proportion of all the champagne I ever drank must have been the bottles of the Australian champagne that I consumed in Wylton’s company. During my time as a film producer I rented my wonderful Piccadilly film office from him. The old high-ceilinged room overlooked Hyde Park Corner and the view was so captivating that it was difficult to tear myself away at day’s end. I worked with him to advertise Australian wine. 

In 1974 he created a World Cup Rally and invited me to participate. I drove one of the specially tuned Peugeot cars, and joined the ‘marshals’ that timed and checked the progress of the contestants. The route went hundreds of miles into the Sahara. It was an adventure, and the desert sequences in Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Spy faithfully reflect my time in Algeria – at that time a forbidden and little-visited nation. Pounding along on the desert tracks with these professional drivers made me realize what a complicated and scientific business rally driving is for such men and women. I learned the Arabic word for oranges, heard some new profanities and improved my driving, too.

Although I do not favour giving my fictional characters the names of real people, I inserted the name of Charlie Kelly into this story because Charlie was one of the most highly regarded Irish detectives in New York’s Police Department and a good friend who opened many doors for me. It was Charlie who secured for me my honorary membership of the NYPD. And Charlie provided a characterization that he never recognized. 

Is this a Harry Palmer story I am sometimes asked, and the answer is ‘yes’. But the principal difference in the story construction is having Major Mann with him. Conan Doyle was probably not the first fiction writer to discover the advantage of giving your principal character a close friend. Comedians in the Victorian music halls had proved the rich benefits that come from having a ‘straight’ man ‘feed’ the comic. But like his predecessor – Colonel Schlegel in Yesterday’s Spy – Major Mann turned the tables on me. I had hardly started the outline when I found that my memories of my times with US servicemen – flyers in particular – were demanding a voice in the story. And, unlike Dr Watson’s passive role, Mann’s participation was a vital and dynamic one. American syntax gave the galloping Major the primary role in the story and the Harry Palmer figure (Frederick Anthony in the book), is my Doctor Watson. But it is of course Dr Watson with whom the reader identifies, and so it should be in this story.

Another distinction that followed publication of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Spy was that my use of ‘rat fink’ was recorded in a supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary. It was this vulgar expression that came to my mind when I heard that my American publishing house insisted upon changing the title of this book for the US market. It did not do much to warm my relationship with that concern or with the English friend who was the editor responsible.

Over the years many readers have told me that I write love stories and most of them are surprised when I agree with that verdict. Men and women share our world but do not share its rewards. Neither do they share the same dreams and pleasures. It is this fundamental mismatch that makes true love so sublime. It also makes observing the world around us so surprising, and writing about relationships so difficult and so sustaining. Twinkle is a love story but it does not celebrate the elation and unremitting joy that love is supposed to bring. Like many true love stories it is sad.

I usually feel a sense of deprivation when the writing ends. But that feeling is usually accompanied by dissatisfaction; knowledge that one might have done better in some aspect or other of the process. It is that dissatisfaction which starts us on the next book, swearing to do better. Twinkle was no exception to that sad feeling but this time I had the unusual belief that I had come near to what I started out to do.

Len Deighton, 2012
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‘Smell that air,’ said Major Mann.

I sniffed. ‘I can’t smell anything,’ I said.

‘That’s what I mean,’ said Mann. He scratched himself and grinned. ‘Great, isn’t it?’

There’s not much to smell when you are one thousand miles into the Algerian Sahara; not much to smell, not much to do, not much to eat.

For those travellers who know the swimming-pools and air conditioning of the government hotels along the northern edge of the Sahara, Adrar comes as a shock. Here the hotel has no more than tightly drawn curtains to protect the tourist from the sun, and the staff have noisy arguments about who should siesta on the cold stone floor of the entrance hall. Only Europeans stayed awake all day, notably four bearded Austrians who, night and day, played cards in the shuttered dining-room. They were waiting for a replacement petrol pump for their truck. Between games they swigged sweet, warm cola drinks. There was no alcohol on sale, and smoking was frowned upon.

Even on this winter’s evening the stones and the sand radiated the heat of the desert day.

There was no moon but the stars were so bright that we could easily see our vehicles piled high with stores and sextant and a sign that said ‘Dempsey’s Desert Tours’. They were parked on the huge main square of Adrar. Mann walked round the vehicles just to make sure the supplies had not been plundered. It was unlikely, for they were outside the police station.

Mann stopped and leaned against the Land Rover. He took out a packet of cheroots; there were only four left. ‘Look at those stars,’ he said.

‘The Milky Way – I’ve never seen it so clearly. A spaceship travelling at 100,000 miles per hour would take 670 million years to cross the Milky Way,’ I said. ‘There’s a hundred thousand million stars there.’

‘How do you know?’ said Mann. He put the cheroot in his mouth and chewed it.

‘I read it in the Reader’s Digest Atlas.’

Mann nodded. ‘And do you know something else … the way they’re going, in another few years there will be another million stars there – enough spy satellites to put both of us out of business.’

‘Twinkle, twinkle, little spy,’ I said.

Mann looked at me to see if I was being insubordinate. ‘Let’s go back inside,’ he said finally. He decided not to light the cheroot. He put it away again. ‘I’ll buy you a bottle of Algerian lemonade.’ He laughed. Mann was like a small, neatly dressed gorilla: the same heavy brow, deep-set eyes and long arms – and the same sense of humour.

The dining-room is large, and although the big fans no longer turned it was the coolest place for hundreds of miles. The walls are whitewashed light blue, and crudely woven striped rugs are tacked to floor and walls. Overhead, the wooden flooring rattled like jungle drums as someone moved. There was the sudden roar of the shower and the inevitable violent rapping of the ancient plumbing. We helped ourselves to soft drinks and left the money on the till.

‘That Limey bastard takes a shower every five minutes.’

‘Yes, about every five minutes,’ I agreed. Major Mickey Mann, US Army Signal Corps, Retired, a CIA expert on Russian electronics and temporarily my boss, had showed no sign of discomfort during the heat of day in spite of his tightly knotted tie and long trousers. He watched me carefully, as he always did when offering criticism of my fellow countrymen. ‘That particular Limey bastard,’ I said quietly, ‘is sixty-one years old, has a metal plate in his skull and a leg filled with German shrapnel.’

‘Stash the gypsy violin, feller – you want to make me weep?’

‘You treat old Dempsey as if he’s simple-minded. I’m just reminding you that he did four years with the Long Range Desert Group. He’s lived in Algeria for the best part of thirty years, he speaks Arabic with all the local dialects and if it comes to real trouble in the desert we’ll need him to use that sextant.’

Mann sat down at the table and began toying with the Swiss army penknife that he’d bought in the souvenir shop at Geneva airport. ‘If the wind starts up again tonight …’ he balanced the knife on its end, ‘sand will make that road south impassable. And I don’t need your pal Percy to tell me that.’

‘Even in the Land Rover?’

‘Did you see that three-tonner down to the axles?’ He let go of the knife and it stayed perfectly balanced. ‘Sand that bogs down a three-ton six by six will bury a Land Rover.’

‘They were gunning the motor,’ I said. ‘You bury yourself that way.’

‘You’ve been reading the camping-in-the-desert section of the boy scout handbook,’ said Mann. Again he banged the folding knife down on to the table, and again it balanced on its end. ‘And in any case,’ he added, ‘how do we know the Russkie will be able to steal a four-wheel drive? He might be trying to get here in a Moskvich sedan for all we know.’

‘Is he stupid?’

‘Professor Bekuv’s intellect is not universally admired,’ said Mann. ‘During the time he was with the Russian scientific mission at the UN he wrote two papers about little men in flying saucers, and earned his reputation as a crank.’

‘Defecting cranks don’t get the department’s OK,’ I said.

‘Looking for messages from little men in flying saucers probably motivated his work on masers,’ said Mann. ‘And Bekuv is one of the world’s experts on masers.’

‘I’m not even sure I know what a maser is,’ I said.

‘You read the Technical Brief.’

‘Twice,’ I said. ‘But not so as to understand it.’

‘Maser,’ said Mann. ‘It’s an acronym – “m” for microwave, “a” for amplification, “s” for stimulated, “e” for emission, “r” for radiation.’

‘Do you mind if I take notes?’

‘Listen, dummy. It converts electromagnetic radiation – from a whole range of different frequencies – to a highly amplified, coherent microwave radiation.’

‘Is it anything to do with a laser?’

‘Well, a maser is a laser but a laser is not necessarily a maser.’

‘Is it anything to do with that guy looking in a mirror who says “Brothers and sisters have I none”?’

‘Now you’re beginning to get the idea,’ said Mann.

‘Well, somebody must be very interested in masers,’ I said, ‘or they wouldn’t have sent us two down here to provide Bekuv with a red-carpet reception.’

‘Or interested in flying saucers,’ said Mann.

‘If this Russian is such an idiot, what makes anyone believe that he’s capable of escaping from that Russian compound, stealing a roadworthy vehicle and getting all the way up here to meet us?’

‘Don’t get me wrong, pal. Bekuv is crazy like a fox. Maybe he is a flying-saucer freak, but when he was in New York with that UN scientific set-up he was reporting back to the KGB. He joined the 1924 Society – crackpots maybe, but they have some of the world’s top scientists as members. Bekuv was only too keen to read them long papers about gabfests through the galactic plasma by Soviet scientists, but he was listening very carefully when they told him what kind of work they were doing with their radio telescopes and electromagnetic wave transmissions.’ Major Mann ran his fingers back through his wispy hair that each day went greyer, now that he’d used up the last of his dark rinse. Almost without being conscious of what he was doing, he pushed hair over the balding patch at the back of his head. ‘Professor Bekuv was a spy. Don’t ever forget that. No matter how you dress it up as being a free exchange of scientific know-how, Bekuv was skilfully digging out a whole lot more than rumours about flying saucers.’

I looked at Mann. I’d seen plenty of such men all the world over from the Shetlands to Alaska, and all the way through Communist Algeria too: foot-loose Americans, their linen clean and their livers tormented, soft accents blunted by a lifetime of travelling. It would have been easy to believe that this wiry fifty-year-old was one of those condottieri of the oil fields – and that’s what was written in his nice new passport.

‘Where did Bekuv go wrong?’ I asked.

‘To be sent down to Mali, as part of Soviet aid to under-developed African countries … deputy head of a six-man team of Soviet scientists.’ Major Mann reached for his hip-flask. He looked round the room to be sure he was not observed before putting a shot of whisky into his sweet, fizzy Algerian cola. ‘Nobody knows for sure. The latest guess is that Bekuv’s flying saucers began to be an embarrassment for the Soviet Academy and they sent him down here for a spell to concentrate his mind on political realities.’

‘I thought the Soviet Academy were very enthusiastic about flying saucers,’ I said. ‘What about this big radio telescope they’ve built in the northern Caucasus – the RATAN-600?’

‘Now you reveal the depths of your ignorance,’ said Mann. ‘There’s a whole lot of difference between the respectable scientific work of searching deep space for signals from extra-terrestrial intelligence and the strictly infra dig. pastime of looking for unidentified flying objects, or what the sci-fi freaks call ufology.’

‘Now, I’m glad you told me that,’ I said waving away Mann’s offer of the flask. ‘And so Bekuv was kicked downstairs into the foreign aid programme, and that’s why he decided to defect. Well, that all fits together very neatly.’

Mann swallowed his drink and gave a grim smile to acknowledge that such a verdict was seldom intended as a compliment in the circles in which we moved. ‘Right,’ he said.

‘Last one in the shower is a cissy,’ I said. As I got up from the table I noticed that his knife was not balanced there after all; he’d driven its short screwdriver right into the wood.
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The Trans-Sahara Highway is a track that goes south, through In-Salah and Tam, to the Atlantic. But we were using another trans-Sahara highway; the lesser known route that runs parallel to it, and many miles to the west. This was the way to the least known parts of Africa. This was the way to Gao and to Bamako, the capital of landlocked Mali. This was the way to Timbuktu.

It was four fifteen the next morning when we left the hotel in Adrar. Mann and Percy were in the Land Rover. I followed in the VW bus with Johnny, an extra driver from ‘Dempsey’s Desert Tours’. We drove through the market-place in the gloom of desert night. It was damned cold, and the drivers wore scarves and woolly hats. The big trucks that cross the desert in convoy, loaded with dried fish and oranges, were nearly ready to move off. One of the drivers waved us past. Desert travellers have survival in common; never knowing when you might need a friend.

We turned south. I followed the rear lights of the Land Rover. The road was hard sand, and we maintained a good speed past the roughly painted signs that pointed to distant villages. In places, loose sand had drifted on to the track, and I braked each time the Land Rover rear lights bounced; but the drift had not yet built up into the humps that tear an axle in half.

The gun-metal sky lightened and glowed red along the horizon until, like a thermic lance, the sun tore a white-hot hole in it. This road skirted the edges of the Sahara’s largest sand-seas. To the west the horizon rolled like a storm-racked ocean, but to the east the land was flat and featureless, as grey and as hard as concrete. Sometimes we passed herds of moth-eaten camels, scratching for a bite of thorn-bush or a mouthful of scrub. The route south was marked by small cairns of stones. Often there was a solitary Arab riding astride some wretched beast, so small and bowed that the rider’s feet almost touched the ground. Once an Arab family were rearranging the burdens upon the saddles of their three camels. We saw no motor traffic.

We were three hours out of Adrar by the time we reached the end of the track. Six dented oil-drums blocked the way, and a sun-bleached wooden sign indicated that we should follow the tyre tracks in a diversion from the marked route.

The Land Rover bumped off the hard verge with a flurry of sand as the wheels slipped into a soft patch. My smooth tyres took hold and then followed slowly along the pattern of tracks. I kept close behind the others, lining up our vehicles to simplify the problems of winching, for there was little doubt that I would be the one who got stuck. Their four-wheel drive would get them out of this kind of sand.

The detour was marked each hundred metres or so by an old oil-drum. Some of them had been blown over, and rolled far away from their original positions. Two were almost buried in drifting sand. It was easier to watch the tyre tracks.

After about eight kilometres the Land Rover stopped. Mann got out and walked back to me. It was fully light now and even with sun-glasses I found myself squinting into the light reflecting from the sand. It was still early morning, but now that we’d stopped I felt the heat of the sun and smelt the warm rubber, evaporating fuel and Mann’s after-shave lotion.

‘How far was that last drum?’ asked Mann.

‘A couple of hundred metres.’

‘Right and I don’t see another ahead. You stay here. I’ll mosey around a little.’

‘What about these tyre tracks?’ I asked.

‘Famous last words,’ pronounced Mann. ‘Tracks like those can lead you out there into that sand-sea, and finally you get to the place where they turn around and head back again.’

‘Then why tracks?’

‘An old disused camp for oil prospectors, or a dump for road gangs.’ He kicked at one of the tyre marks.

‘These tracks look fresh,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ said Mann. He kicked one of the ridges of impacted sand. It was as hard as concrete. ‘So do the tank tracks you find in southern Libya – and they’ve been there since Rommel.’

I looked at my watch.

Mann said, ‘I hope the diversion is well marked on the highway to the south of here, or that Russian cat will come wheeling past us while we’re stuck out here in this egg-timer factory.’

It was then that Percy Dempsey got out of the Land Rover and limped back to join us. He was a curious figure in his floppy hat, cardigan, long baggy shorts and gaiters.

‘Jesus!’ said Mann. ‘Here comes Miss Marple.’

‘I say – old chap,’ said the old man. He had difficulty remembering our names. Perhaps that was because we changed them so often. ‘Mr Antony, I mean. Are you wondering about the road ahead?’

‘Yes,’ I said. My name was Antony; Frederick L. Antony, tourist.

Dempsey blinked. His face was soft and babyish as old men’s faces sometimes are. Now that he had taken off his sun-glasses, his blue eyes became watery.

Mann said, ‘Don’t get nervous, Auntie. We’ll dope it out.’

‘The oil-drum markers continue along this track,’ said the old man.

‘How do you know that?’ said Mann.

‘I can see them,’ said the old man.

‘Yeah!’ said Mann. ‘So how come I can’t see them, and my buddy here can’t see them?’

‘I used my binoculars,’ said the old man apologetically.

‘Why the hell didn’t you say you had binoculars?’ said Mann.

‘I offered them to you just outside Oran. You said you weren’t planning a trip to the opera.’

‘Let’s go,’ said Mann. ‘I want to make camp before the sun gets high. And we have to find a place where the Russkie can spot us from the main road.’

Dempsey’s Desert Tours VW bus was equipped with two tent sides that expanded to provide a large area of shade. There was also a nylon sheet stretched across the roof, and held taut above it, which prevented the direct sunlight striking the top of the bus and so making it into the kind of oven that metal car bodies became.

The bright orange panels could be seen for miles. The Russian spotted them easily. He had driven non-stop from some prospecting site along the river Niger east of Timbuktu. It was a gruelling journey over poor tracks and open country, and he’d ended it in the fierce heat of early afternoon.

The Russian was a hatchet-faced man in his early forties.

He was tall and slim with cropped black hair that showed no sign of greying. His dark suit was baggy and stained, its jacket slung over his brawny shoulder. His red check shirt was equally dirty, and the gold pencil clipped into its pocket was conspicuous because of that. Pale blue eyes were almost sealed by fine desert sand, and his face was lined and bore the curious bruise-like marks that come with exhaustion. His arms were muscular and his skin was tanned very dark.

Major Mann opened the nylon flap and indicated the passenger seats of the VW bus and the table-top fixed between them. In spite of the tinted windows the plastic seat covering was hot to the touch. I sat opposite the Russian and watched him take off his sun-glasses, yawn and scratch the side of his nose with his car-key.

It was typical of Mann’s cunning, and of his training, that he offered the Russian no chance to rest. Instead he pushed towards him a glass and a vacuum flask containing ice-cubes and water. There was a snap as Mann broke the cap on a half-bottle of whisky and poured a generous measure for our guest. The Russian looked at Mann and gave him a thin smile. He pushed the whisky aside and from the flask grabbed a handful of ice-cubes and rubbed them on his face.

‘You got ID?’ Mann asked. As if to save face he poured whisky for himself and for me.

‘What are ID?’

‘Identification. Passport, security pass or something.’

The Russian took a wallet from his hip pocket. From it he brought a dog-eared piece of brown cardboard with his photo attached. He passed it to Mann, who handed it to me. It was a pass into the military zone along the Mali frontier with Niger. It described the Russian’s physical characteristics and named him as Professor Andrei Mikhail Bekuv. Significantly the card was printed in Russian and Chinese as well as Arabic. I gave it back to him.

‘You have the photo of my wife?’

‘It would have been poor security to risk it,’ said Mann. He sipped at his drink but when he set it down again the level seemed unchanged.

Professor Bekuv closed his eyes. ‘It’s fifteen months since I last saw her.’

Mann shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘She will be in London by the time we get there.’

Bekuv spoke very quietly, as if trying to keep a terrible temper under control. ‘Your people promised a photo of her – standing in Trafalgar Square.’

‘It was …’

‘That was the agreement,’ said Bekuv, ‘and you haven’t kept to it.’

‘She never left Copenhagen,’ said Mann.

Bekuv was silent for a long time. ‘Was she on the ship from Leningrad?’ he said finally. ‘Did you check the passenger list?’

‘All we know is that they didn’t come in on the plane to London,’ said Mann.

‘You lie,’ said Bekuv. ‘I know the sort of people you are. My country is filled with such men as you. You had men there waiting for her.’

‘She will come,’ said Mann.

‘Without her I will not come with you.’

‘She will come,’ said Mann. ‘She is probably there already.’

‘No,’ said Bekuv. He turned in his seat, to see the road that would take him a thousand miles back to the Russians in Timbuktu. In spite of the tinted windows, the sand was no more than a blinding glare. Bekuv picked up the battered sun-glasses that he’d left on the table alongside his car keys. He toyed with them for a moment and then put them into the pocket of his shirt. ‘Without her I am nothing,’ said Bekuv reflectively. ‘Without her life is not worth living for me.’

Mann said, ‘There is urgent work to be done, Professor Bekuv. Your chair of Interstellar Communication at New York University will give you access time on the Jodrell Bank radio telescope – and, as you well know, that has a 250-foot steerable paraboloid. The university is also arranging time on the 1,000-foot fixed radio telescope they’ve built in the Puerto Rican mountains near Arecibo.’

Bekuv didn’t answer but he didn’t leave either. I glanced at Mann and he gave me the sort of glare that was calculated to shrivel me to silent tissue. I realized now that Mann’s joke about little men in flying saucers was no joke.

‘There is no one else doing this kind of cosmology,’ Mann said. ‘Even if you fail to make contact with life in other solar systems, you’ll be able to give it a definitive thumbs down.’

Bekuv looked at him scornfully. ‘There is already enough – proof to satisfy any but the most stupid.’

‘If you don’t take this newly created chair of Interstellar Communication there will be another bitter fight … and next time the cynics might get their nominee into it. Professor Chataway or old Delahousse would jump at such an opportunity to prove that there was no life anywhere in outer space.’

‘They are fools,’ said Bekuv.

Mann pulled a face and shrugged.

Bekuv said, ‘I have a beautiful wife who has remained faithful, a proud mother and a talented son who will soon be at university. Nothing is more important than they are.’

Mann sipped some of his whisky and this time he really drank. ‘Suppose you go back to Timbuktu and your wife is waiting in London? What then, eh?’

‘I’ll take that chance,’ said Bekuv. He slid across the seat and stepped down from the VW into the sand. The light through the nylon side-panels coloured him bright orange.

Mann didn’t move.

‘You don’t fool me,’ said Mann. ‘You’re not going anywhere. You made your decision a long time ago and you’re stuck with it. You go back now, and your comrades will stake you out in the sand, and toss stale piroshkis at you.’

Bekuv said nothing.

‘Here, you forgot your car keys, buddy,’ Mann taunted him.

Bekuv took the keys that Mann offered but he did not step out into the sunshine. The sudden buzzing of a fly sounded unnaturally.

‘Professor Bekuv,’ I said. ‘It’s in our mutual interests that your family should be with you.’

Bekuv took out his hankerchief and wiped sand from the corners of his eyes but he gave no sign of having heard me.

‘I understand there is still work to be done, so you can bet that the American Government will do everything in their power to make sure you are happy in every respect.’

‘In their power, yes …’ said Bekuv sadly.

‘There are ways,’ I said. ‘There are official swops as well as escapes. And what you never hear about are the secret deals that our governments do. The trade agreements, the loans, the grain sales … all these deals contain hundreds of secret clauses. Many of them involve people we exchange.’

Bekuv dug the toe of his high, laced boots into the sand and traced a pattern of criss-cross lines. Mann reached forward from his seat and rested a hand upon Bekuv’s shoulder. The Russian twitched nervously.

‘Look at it this way, Professor,’ Mann said, in the sort of voice that he believed to be gentle and conciliatory. ‘If your wife is free we’ll bring her to you, so you might as well come with us.’ Mann paused. ‘If she’s in prison … you’d be out of your mind to go back.’ He tapped Bekuv’s shoulder again. ‘That’s the way it goes, Professor Bekuv.’

‘There was no letter from her this week,’ said Bekuv.

Mann looked at him but said nothing.

I had seen it before: men like Bekuv are ill fitted for the conspiracy of defection, let alone years of conspiracy that threatened the safety of his family. His gruelling journey across the Sahara had exhausted him. But his worst mistake was in looking forward to the moment when it would all be over; professionals never do that. ‘Oh Katinka!’ whispered Bekuv. ‘And my fine son. What have I done to you. What have I done.’

I didn’t move, and neither did Mann, but Bekuv pushed the nylon flap aside and stepped out into the scorching sun. He stood there for a long time.
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The next problem was how to lose Bekuv’s vehicle. It was a GAZ 59A, a Russian four-wheel drive field-car. It was a conspicuous contraption – canvas top, angular bodywork and shiny metal springs showing through the seat covers. You couldn’t bury it in sand, and setting it ablaze would probably attract just the sort of attention we were trying to avoid.

Mann took a big wrench and ripped the registration plates off it and defaced the RMM sign that would tell even an illiterate informer that it was from Mali.

Mann didn’t trust Percy Dempsey out of his sight. And Mann certainly didn’t trust Johnny, the ever-smiling Arab driver. Only because he couldn’t come up with a better idea did he agree to Johnny heading back north with the GAZ, while we followed with Bekuv in the VW. And all the time he was turning to look at Bekuv, watching Percy in the Land Rover behind us and telling me that Percy Dempsey wasn’t half the man I’d cracked him up to be.

‘It’s damned hot,’ I said.

Mann grunted and looked at Bekuv still asleep on the bench seat behind us. ‘If we dump that GAZ anywhere here in the south, the cops will check it to make sure it’s not someone dying of thirst. But the farther we go north, the more interest the cops are going to take in that funny-looking contraption.’

‘We’ll be all right.’

‘We haven’t seen one of those heaps in the whole of Algeria.’

‘Stop worrying,’ I said. ‘Percy was doing this kind of thing out here in the desert when Rommel was in knee pants.’

‘You Limeys always stick together.’

‘Why don’t you drive for a while, Major.’

When we stopped to change seats, we stayed there long enough to let Johnny get a few kilometres ahead. The GAZ was no record-breaker. It wasn’t all that far advanced from the Model A Ford from which it evolved. There would be no problem catching up with it, even in the VW.

In fact, the old GAZ came into view within twenty-five minutes of us resuming the journey. We saw it surmounting the gentle slope of a dune and Mann flicked his headlights in greeting.

‘We’ll keep this kind of distance,’ Mann said. There was about five hundred yards between the vehicles.

Behind us Percy came into view, driving the Land Rover. ‘Is Percy a fag?’ said Mann.

‘Queer?’ I said. ‘Percy and Johnny? I never gave it a thought.’

‘Percy and Johnny,’ said Mann. ‘It sounds like some cosy little bar in Tangier.’

‘Does that make it more likely that they are queers, or less likely?’

‘As long as they do their job,’ said Mann. ‘That’s all I ask.’ He glanced in the mirror before taking a packet of Camels from his shirt pocket, extracting a cigarette and lighting up, without letting go of the wheel. He inhaled and blew smoke before speaking again. ‘Just get us up to that goddamned airstrip, that’s all I ask.’ He thumped the steering-wheel with his bony fist. ‘That’s all I ask.’

I smiled. The first hint of Bekuv’s possible defection had been made to a British scientist. That meant that British Intelligence were going to cling to this one like a limpet. I was the nominated limpet, and Mann didn’t like limpets.

‘We should have moved by night,’ I said, more to make conversation than because I’d thought about it very carefully.

‘And what do we tell the cops, that we are photographing moths?’

‘No explanation necessary,’ I said. ‘These roads probably have more traffic at night when it’s cool. The danger is running into camels or people walking.’

‘Look at tha – Jesus Christ!’

Mann was staring ahead but I could see nothing there, and by the time I realized he was looking in the rear-view mirror it was too late. Mann was wrenching the steering-wheel and we were jolting into the desert in a cloud of sand. There was a howl of fury as Bekuv was shaken off the back seat and hit the floor.

I heard the jet helicopter long before I caught sight of it. I was still staring at the GAZ, watching it disappear in a flurry of sand and white flashes. Then it became a big molten blob that swelled up, and, like a bright red balloon, the fuel exploded with a terrible bang.

The helicopter’s whine turned to a thudding of rotor blades as it came back and flew over us with only a few feet clearance, its blades chopping Indian signals out of the smoke that drifted up from the GAZ.

The Plexiglas bubble flashed in the sun as it banked so close to the desert that the blade tips almost touched the dunes. It was out of sight for a moment and by the time I heard the engine again I was fifty yards from the track full length on my face and trying to bury my head in the sand.

The pilot turned tightly as he came to the roadway. He circled the burning car and then came back again before he was satisfied about his task. He turned his nose eastwards. At that altitude he was out of sight within a second or two.

‘How did you guess?’ I asked Mann.

‘The way he was sitting there above the road. I’ve seen gun-ships in Nam. I knew what he was going to pull.’ He smacked the dust off his trousers. ‘OK, Professor?’

Bekuv nodded grimly. Obviously it had removed any last thoughts he might have had about driving back to Mali to kiss and make up.

‘Then let’s get the hell out of here, before the cops arrive to mop up the mess.’

We slowed as we passed through the smoke and the stink of rubber and carbonized flesh. Bekuv and I both turned to make sure that there was no last chance that the boy could have survived it. Then Mann accelerated, but behind us we saw the Land Rover stop.

Mann was looking in the rear-view mirror. He saw it too. ‘What’s the old fool stopping for?’

I didn’t answer.

‘You got cloth ears?’

‘To bury the kid.’

‘He can’t be that dumb!’

‘There are traditions in the desert,’ I said.

‘You mean that’s what the dummy is going to tell the cops when they get here and find him carving a headstone.’

‘Probably.’

‘They’ll shake him,’ said Mann. ‘The cops will shake Percy Dempsey, and you know what will fall out of his pockets?’

‘Nothing will.’

‘We will!’ said Mann, still watching in the mirror. ‘Goddamned stupid fruit.’

‘I make it twenty k.’s to the turn-off for the airstrip.’

‘Unless our fly-boy was scared shitless by that gunship, and went back to Morocco again.’

‘Our boy hasn’t even faked his flight plan yet,’ I said. ‘He’s only fifteen minutes’ flying time away from here.’

‘OK, OK, OK,’ said Mann. ‘I don’t need any of that Dunkirk spirit crap.’ For a long time we drove in silence.

‘Watch for that cairn at the turn-off,’ I said. ‘It’s no more than half a dozen stones, and the sand has drifted since we came down this road.’

‘There’s no spade in the Land Rover,’ said Mann. ‘You don’t think he’d bury him with his bare hands, do you.’

‘Slow a little now,’ I said. ‘The cairn is on this side.’

An aircraft came dune-hopping in from the north-west. It was one of a fleet of Dornier Skyservant short-haul machines, contracted to take Moroccan civil servants, politicians and technicians down to the phosphate workings near the Algerian border. The world demand for phosphates had made the workings the most pampered industry in Morocco.

The pilot landed at the first approach. It was part of his job to be able to land on any treeless piece of hard dirt. The Dornier taxied over to us and flipped the throttle of the port engine, so that it turned on its own axis, and was ready to fly out again. ‘Watch out for the prop-wash!’ Mann warned me.

Mann’s father had been an airline pilot, and Mann had a ten-year subscription to Aviation Week. Flying machines brought out the worst in him. He rapped the metal skin of this one before climbing through the door. ‘Great ships, these Dorniers,’ he told me. ‘Ever see a Dornier before?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘My uncle George shot one down in 1940.’

‘Just make sure you lock the door,’ said Mann.

‘Let’s go, let’s go,’ said the pilot, a young Swede with a droopy moustache and ‘Elsa’ tattooed on his bicep.

I pushed Bekuv ahead of me. There were a dozen or more seats in the cabin, and Mann had already planted himself nearest the door.

‘Hurry!’ said the pilot. ‘I want to get back on to my flight plan.’

‘Casablanca?’ said Mann.

‘And all the couscous you can eat,’ said the pilot, and he opened the throttles even before I had locked the door.

The place from which the twin-engined Dornier climbed steeply was a disused site left by the road-builders. There were the usual piles of oil-drums, two tractor chassis and some stone markers. Everything else had been taken by the nomads. Now a bright new VW bus marked Dempsey Desert Tours was parked in the shallow depression of a wadi.

‘That’s screwed this one up for ever,’ said Mann. ‘When the cops find the VW they’ll be watching this airstrip for ever.’

‘Dempsey will collect it,’ I said.

‘He’s a regular little Lawrence of Arabia, your pal Dempsey.’

‘He could have done this job on his own,’ I said. ‘There was no need for us to come down here.’

‘You’re even dumber than you look.’ Mann looked round to make sure that Bekuv couldn’t hear.

‘Why then …?’

‘Because if the prof yells loud enough for his spouse, someone is going to have to go in and get her.’

‘They’ll use one of the people in the field,’ I said.

‘They’ll use someone who talked to the professor … and you know it! Someone who was here, who can talk to his old lady and make it sound convincing.’

‘Bloody risky,’ I said.

‘Yep!’ said Mann. ‘If the Russkies are going to send gun-ships here and blast cars out of the desert, they are not going to let his old lady out of their clutches without a struggle.’

‘Perhaps they’ll write Bekuv off as dead,’ I said.

Mann turned in his seat to look at the professor. His head was thrown back over the edge of the seat-back. His mouth was open and his eyes closed. ‘Maybe,’ said Mann.

Now I could see the mountains of the High Atlas. They were almost hidden behind the shimmer of heat that rose from the colourless desert below us, but above the heat haze I could distinguish the snow-capped tops of the highest peaks. Soon we’d see the Atlantic Ocean.
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I never discovered whether New York University realized that they had acquired a chair of Interstellar Communication; certainly it was not mentioned in the press analysis. The house we used was on Washington Square, facing across the trees to the university buildings. It had been owned by the CIA – through a land-management front – for many years, and used for various clandestine purposes that included extra-marital exploits by certain senior members of the Operations Division.

Technically, Major Mann was responsible for Bekuv’s safety – which was a polite way of saying custody, as Bekuv himself pointed out at least three times a day. But it was Mann’s overt role of custodian that enabled Bekuv to believe that the interrogation team were the NYU academics that they pretended to be. The interrogators’ first hurdle was to steer Bekuv away from pure administration. Perhaps it was inevitable that a Soviet academic would want to know the floor-area his department would occupy, spending restrictions, the secretarial staff he was entitled to, his voting power in the university, his access to printing, photography and computer and his priority for student and postgraduate enrolment.

The research team was becoming more and more fretful. The reported leakage of scientific information eastwards was reflected by the querulous memos that were piling up in my ‘classified incoming’.

Pretending to be Professor Bekuv’s assistants, the interrogators were hoping to recognize the character of the data he already knew, and hoping to trace the American sources from which it had been stolen. With this in mind, slightly modified data had been released to selected staff at various government labs. So far, none of this ‘seeded’ material had come back through Bekuv, and now, in spite of strenuous protests from his ‘staff’, Bekuv declared a beginning to the Christmas vacation. He imperiously dismissed his interrogators back to their homes and families. Bekuv was therefore free to spend all his days designing a million-dollar heap of electronic junk that was guaranteed to make contact with one of those super-civilizations that were sitting around in space waiting to be introduced.

By Thursday evening the trees in Washington Square were dusted with the winter’s first snow, radio advertisers were counting Christmas shopping time in hours, and Mann was watching me shave in preparation for a Park Avenue party at the home of a senior security official of the United Nations. A hasty note on the bottom of the engraved invitation said ‘and bring the tame Russkie’. It had sent Mann into a state of peripatetic anxiety. ‘You say Tony Nowak sent your invite to the British Embassy in Washington?’ he asked me for the fourth or fifth time.

‘You know Tony,’ I said. ‘He’s nothing if not tactful. That’s his UN training.’

‘Goddamned gab-factory.’

‘You think he knows about this house on Washington Square?’

‘We’ll move Bekuv tomorrow,’ said Mann.

‘Tony can keep his mouth shut,’ I said.

‘I’m not worrying about Tony,’ said Mann. ‘But if he knows we’re here, you can bet a dozen other UN people know.’

‘What about California?’ I suggested. ‘UCLA.’ I sorted through my last clean linen. I was into my wash-and-wear shirts now, and the bath was brimming with them.

‘And what about Sing Sing?’ said Mann. ‘The fact is that I’m beginning to think that Bekuv is stalling – deliberately – and will go on stalling until we produce his frau.’

‘We both guessed that,’ I said. I put on a white shirt and club tie. It was likely to be the sort of party where you were better off English.

‘I’d tear the bastard’s toenails out,’ Mann growled.

‘Now you don’t mean that,’ I said. ‘That’s just the kind of joke that gets you a bad reputation.’

I got a sick kind of pleasure from provoking Major Mann, and he rose to that one as I knew he would: he stubbed out his cigar and dumped it into his Jim Beam bourbon – and you have to know Mann to realize how near that is to suicide. Mann watched me combing my hair, and then looked at his watch. ‘Maybe you should skip the false eyelashes,’ he said, ‘we’re meeting Bessie at eight.’

Mann’s wife Bessie looked about twenty years old but must have been nearer forty. She was tall and slim, with the fresh complexion that was the product of her childhood on a Wisconsin farm. If beautiful was going too far, she was certainly good-looking enough to turn all male heads as she entered the Park Avenue apartment where the party was being held.

Tony greeted us and adroitly took three glasses of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter. ‘Now the party can really begin,’ said Tony Nowak – or Nowak the Polack as he was called by certain acquaintances who had not admired his spike-booted climb from rags to riches. For Antoni Nowak’s job in the United Nations Organization security unit didn’t require him to be in the lobby wearing a peaked cap and running metal detectors over the hand baggage. Tony had a six-figure salary and a three-window office with a view of the East River, and a lot of people typing letters in triplicate for him. In UN terms he was a success.

‘Now the party can really begin,’ said Tony again. He kissed Bessie, took Mann’s hat and punched my arm. ‘Good to see you – and Jesus, what a tan you guys got in Miami.’

I nodded politely and Mann tried to smile, failed and put his nose into his champagne.

‘The story is you’re retiring, Tony,’ said Bessie.

‘I’m too young to retire, Bessie, you know that!’ He winked at her.

‘Steady up, Tony,’ said Bessie, ‘you want the old man to catch on to us?’

‘He should never have left you behind on that Miami trip,’ said Tony Nowak.

‘It’s a lamp,’ said Mann. ‘Bloomingdales Fifty-four ninety-nine, with three sets of dark goggles.’

‘You could have fooled me,’ said Tony Nowak, ‘I thought it was a spray job.’

Behind us there were soft chiming sounds and a servant opened the door. Tony Nowak was still gripping Bessie’s arm but as he caught sight of his new guests he relaxed his grip. ‘These are the people from the Secretariat …’ said Tony Nowak.

‘Go look after your new arrivals,’ said Mann. ‘Looks like Liz Taylor needs rescuing from the Shah of Iran.’

‘And ain’t you the guy to do it,’ said Tony Nowak. He smiled. It was the sort of joke he’d repeat between relating the names of big-shots who had really been there.

‘It beats me why he asked us,’ I told Mann.

Mann grunted.

‘Are we here on business?’ I asked.

‘You want overtime?’

‘I just like to know what’s going on.’

From a dark corner of the lounge there came the hesitant sort of music that gives the pianist time for a gulp of martini between bars. When Mann got as far as the Chinese screen that divided this room from the dining-room, he stopped and lit a cheroot. He took his time doing it so that both of us could get a quick look round. ‘A parley,’ Mann said quietly.

‘A parley with who?’

‘Exactly,’ said Mann. He inhaled on his cheroot, and took my arm in his iron grip while telling about all the people he recognized.

The dining-room had been rearranged to make room for six special backgammon tables at which silent players played for high stakes. The room was crowded with spectators, and there was an especially large group around the far table at which a middle-aged manufacturer of ultrasonic intruder alarms was doing battle with a spectacular redhead.

‘Now that’s the kind of girl I could go for,’ said Mann.

Bessie punched him gently in the stomach. ‘And don’t think he’s kidding,’ she told me.

‘Don’t do that when I’m drinking French champagne,’ said Mann.

‘Is it OK when you’re drinking domestic?’ said Bessie.

Tony Nowak came past with a magnum of Heidsieck. He poured all our glasses brimful with champagne, hummed the melody line of ‘Alligator Crawl’ more adroitly than the pianist handled it, and then did a curious little step-dance before moving on to fill more glasses.

‘Tony is in an attentive mood tonight,’ I said.

‘Tony is keeping an eye on you,’ said Bessie. ‘Tony is remembering that time when you two came here with those drunken musicians from the Village and turned Tony’s party into a riot.’

‘I still say it was Tony Nowak’s rat-fink cousin Stefan who put the spaghetti in the piano,’ said Mann.

Bessie smiled and pointed at me. ‘The last time we talked about it, you were the guilty party,’ she confided.

Mann pulled a vampire face, and tried to bite his wife’s throat. ‘Promises, promises,’ said Bessie and turned to watch Tony Nowak moving among his guests. Mann walked into the dining-room and we followed him. It was all chinoiserie and high camp, with lanterns and gold-plated Buddhas, and miniature paintings of oriental pairs in acrobatic sexual couplings.

‘It’s Red Bancroft,’ said Mann, still looking at the redhead. ‘She’s international standard – you watch this.’

I followed him as he elbowed his way to a view of the backgammon game. We watched in silence. If this girl was playing a delaying game, it was far, far beyond my sort of backgammon, where you hit any blot within range and race for home. This girl was even leaving the single men exposed. It could be a way of drawing her opponent out of her home board but she wasn’t yet building up there. She was playing red, and her single pieces seemed scattered and vulnerable, and two of her men were out, waiting to come in. But for Mann’s remark, I would have seen this as the muddled play of a beginner.

The redhead smiled as her middle-aged opponent reached for the bidding cube. He turned it in his fingers as if trying to find the odds he wanted and then set it down again. I heard a couple of surprised grunts behind me as the audience saw the bid. If the girl was surprised too she didn’t show it. But when she smiled again, it was too broad a smile; and it lasted too long. Backgammon is as much a game of bluff as of skill and luck, and the redhead yawned and raised a hand to cover her mouth. It was a gesture that showed her figure to good advantage. She gave a nod of assent. The man rattled the dice longer than he’d done before, and I saw his lips move as if in prayer. He held his breath while they rolled. If it was a prayer, it was answered quickly and fully – double six! He looked up at the redhead. She smiled as if this was all part of her plan. The man took a long time looking at the board before he moved his men.

She picked up her dice, and threw them carelessly, but from this moment the game changed drastically. The man’s home board was completely open, so she had no trouble in bringing in her two men. With her next throw she began to build up her home board, which had been littered with blots. A four and a three. It was all she needed to cover all six points. That locked her opponent. Now he could only use a high throw, and for this his prayers were unanswered. She had the game to herself for throw after throw. The man lit a cigar with studied care as he watched the game going against him, and could do nothing about it. Only after she began bearing-off did he get moving again.

Now the bidding cube was in her hands – and that too was a part of the strategy – she raised it. The man looked at the cube, and then up to the faces of his friends. There had been side wagers on his success. He smiled, and nodded his agreement to the new stakes, although he must have known that only a couple of high doubles could save him now. He picked up the dice and shook them as if they might explode. When they rolled to a standstill there was a five and a one on the upper side. He still hadn’t got all his men into the home board. The girl threw a double five – with five men already beared-off, it ended the game.

He conceded. The redhead smiled as she tucked a thousand dollars in C notes into a crocodile-skin wallet with gold edges. The bystanders drifted away. The redhead looked up at Bessie and smiled, and then she smiled at Major Mann too.

But for that Irish colouring she might have been Oriental. Her cheekbones were high and flat and her mouth a little too wide. Her eyes were a little too far apart, and narrow – narrower still when she smiled. It was the smile that I was to remember long after everything else about her had faded in my memory. It was a strange, uncertain smile that sometimes mocked and sometimes chided but was nonetheless beguiling for that, as I was to find to my cost.

She wore an expensive knitted dress of striped autumnal colours and in her ears there were small jade earrings that exactly matched her eyes. Bessie brought her over to where I was standing, near the champagne, and the food.

When Bessie moved away, the girl said, ‘Pizza is very fattening.’

‘So is everything I like,’ I said.

‘Everything?’ said the girl.

‘Well … damn nearly everything,’ I said. ‘Congratulations on your win.’

She got out a packet of mentholated cigarettes and put one in her mouth. I lit it for her.

‘Thank you kindly, sir. There was a moment when he had me worried though, I’ll tell you that.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘When you yawned.’

‘It’s nerves – I try everything not to yawn.’

‘Think yourself lucky,’ I said. ‘Some people laugh when they are nervous.’

‘Do you mean you laugh when you are nervous?’

‘I’m advised to reserve my defence,’ I told her.

‘Ah, how British of you! You want to know my weaknesses but you’ll not confide any of your own.’

‘Does that make me a male chauvinist pig?’

‘It shortens the odds,’ she said. Then she found herself stifling a yawn again. I laughed.

‘How long have you known the Manns?’ I asked.

‘I met Bessie at a Yoga class, about four years back. She was trying to lose weight, I was trying to lose those yawns.’

‘Now you’re kidding.’

‘Yes. I went to Yoga after …’ She stopped. It was a painful memory. ‘… I got home early one night and found a couple of kids burglarizing my apartment. They gave me a bad beating and left me unconscious. When I left hospital I went to a Yoga farm to convalesce. That’s how I met Bessie.’

‘And the backgammon?’

‘My father was a fire chief – Illinois semi-finalist in the backgammon championships one year. He was great. I almost paid my way through college on what I earned playing backgammon. Three years ago I went professional – you can travel the world from tournament to tournament, there’s no season. Lots of money – it’s a rich man’s game.’ She sighed. ‘But that was three years ago. I’ve had a lousy year since then. And a lousy year in Seattle is a really lousy year, believe me! And what about you?’

‘Nothing to tell.’

‘Ah, Bessie told me a lot already,’ she said.

‘And I thought she was a friend.’

‘Just the good bits – you’re English …’

‘How long has that been a “good bit” among the backgammon players of Illinois?’

‘You work with Bessie’s husband, in the analysis department of a downtown bank that I’ve never heard of. You –’

I put my fingers to her lips to stop her. ‘That’s enough,’ I said. ‘I can’t stand it.’

‘Are your family here in the city with you?’ She was flirting. I’d almost forgotten how much I liked it.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Are you going to join them for Christmas?’

‘No.’

‘But that’s terrible.’ Spontaneously she reached out to touch my arm.

‘I have no immediate family,’ I confessed.

She smiled. ‘I didn’t like to ask Bessie. She’s always matchmaking.’

‘Don’t knock it,’ I said.

‘I’m not lucky in love,’ she said. ‘Just in backgammon.’

‘And where is your home?’

‘My home is a Samsonite two-suiter.’

‘It’s a well-known address,’ I said. ‘Why New York City?’

She smiled. Her very white teeth were just a fraction uneven. She sipped her drink. ‘I’d had enough of Seattle,’ she said. ‘New York was the first place that came to mind.’ She put the half-smoked cigarette into an ashtray and stubbed it out as if it was Seattle.

From the next room the piano player drifted into a sleepy version of ‘How Long Has This Been Going On?’ Red moved a little closer to me and continued to stare into her drink like a crystal-gazer seeking a fortune there.

The intruder alarm manufacturer passed us and smiled. Red took my arm and rested her head on my shoulder. When he was out of earshot she looked up at me. ‘I hope you didn’t mind,’ she said. ‘I told him my boy-friend was here; I wanted to reinforce that idea.’

‘Any time.’ I put my arm round her waist; she was soft and warm and her shiny red hair smelt fresh as I pressed close.

‘Some of these people who lose money at the table think they might get recompense some other way,’ she murmured.

‘Now you’ve started my mind working,’ I said.

She laughed.

‘You’re not supposed to laugh,’ I said.

‘I like you,’ she said and laughed again. But now it was a nice throaty chuckle rather than the nervous teeth-baring grimace that I’d seen at the backgammon table.

‘Yes, you guessed right,’ she said. ‘I ran from a lousy love-affair.’ She moved away but not too far away.

‘And now you’re wondering if you did the right thing,’ I said.

‘He was a bastard,’ she said. ‘Other women … debts that I had to pay … drinking bouts … no, I’m not wondering if I did the right thing. I’m wondering why it took me so long.’

‘And now he phones you every day asking you to come back.’

‘How did you know.’ She mumbled the words into my shoulder.

‘That’s the way it goes,’ I said.

She gripped my arm. For a long time we stood in silence. I felt I’d known her all my life. The intruder alarm man passed again. He smiled at us. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ she said.

There was nothing I would have liked better but Mann had disappeared from the room, and if he was engaged in the sort of parley he’d anticipated, he’d be counting on my standing right here with both eyes wide open.

‘I’d better stay with the Manns,’ I told her. She pursed her lips. And yet a moment later she smiled and there was no sign of the scarred ego.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I understand,’ but she didn’t understand enough, for soon after that she saw some people she knew and beckoned them to join us.

‘Do you play backgammon?’ one of the newcomers asked.

‘Not so that anyone would notice,’ I said.

Red smiled at me but when she learned that two one-time champions were about to fight out a match in the next room she took my hand and dragged me along there.

Backgammon is more to my taste than chess. The dice add a large element of luck to every game, so that sometimes a novice beats a champion just as it goes in real life. Sometimes, however, a preponderance of luck makes a game boring to watch. This one was that – or perhaps I was just feeling bad about the way Red exchanged smiles and greetings with so many people round the table.

The two ex-champions were into the opening moves of their third game by the time that Bessie Mann plucked my sleeve to tell me that her husband wanted me.

I went down the hall to where Tony Nowak’s driver was standing on guard outside the bedroom. He was scowling at the mirror and trying to look like a cop. I was expecting the scowl but not the quick rub down for firearms. I went inside. In spite of the dim lighting, I saw Tony Nowak perched on the dressing-table, his tie loosened and his brow shiny.

There was a smell of expensive cigars and after-shave lotion. And seated in the best chair – his sneakers resting upon an embroidered footstool – there was Harvey Kane Greenwood. They had long ceased to refer to him as the up-and-coming young Senator: Greenwood had arrived. The long hair – hot-combed and tinted – the chinos and the batik shirt, open far enough to reveal the medallion on a gold neck-chain, were all part of the well-publicized image, and many of his aspirations could be recognized in Gerry Hart, the lean young assistant that he had recently engaged to help him with his work on the Scientific Development Sub-Committee of the Senate Committee of International Cooperation.

As my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, I saw as far as the Hepplewhite sofa, upon which sat two balding heavyweights, comparing wrist-watches, and arguing quietly in Russian. They didn’t notice me, and nor did Gerry Hart, who was drawing diagrams on a dinner napkin for his boss Greenwood, who was nodding.

I was only as far as the doorway, when Mann waved his hands, and had me backing-up past Nowak’s sentry, and all the way along the corridor as far as the kitchen.

Piled up along the working surfaces there were plates of left-over party food, dirty ashtrays and plastic containers crammed with used cutlery. The remains of two turkeys were propped up on the open door of a wall oven, and as we entered, a cat jumped from there to the floor. Otherwise the brightly lit kitchen was unoccupied.

Major Mann opened the refrigerator and took a carton of buttermilk. He reached for tumblers from the shelf above and poured two glassfuls.

‘You like buttermilk?’

‘Not much,’ I said.

He drank some of it and then tore a piece of paper from a kitchen-roll and wiped his mouth. All the while he held the refrigerator door wide open. Soon the compressor started to throb. This sound, combined with the interference of the fluorescent lights above our heads, gave us a little protection against even the most sophisticated bugging devices. ‘This is a lulu,’ said Mann quietly.

‘In that case,’ I said, ‘I will have some buttermilk.’

‘Do we want to take delivery of Mrs B?’ He did not conceal his anger.

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘Here!’ said Mann indignantly. ‘Right here in schlockville.’

I smiled. ‘And this is an offer from gentleman-Jim Greenwood and our friend Hart?’

‘And the two vodka salesmen from downtown Omsk.’

‘KGB?’

‘Big-ass pants, steel-tipped shoes, fifty-dollar manicures and big Cuban cigars – yes, my suspicions run that way.’

‘Perhaps Hart got them through central casting.’

Mann shook his head. ‘Heavy,’ he said. ‘I’ve been close to them. These two are really heavy.’

Mann had the mannerism of placing a hand over his heart, the thumb and forefinger fidgeting with his shirt-collar. He did it now. It was as if he was taking an oath about the two Russians.

‘But why?’

‘Good question,’ said Mann. ‘When Greenwood’s goddamned committee is working so hard to give away all America’s scientific secrets to any foreigner who wants them – who needs the KGB?’

‘And they talked about B.?’

‘I must be getting senile or something,’ said Mann. ‘Why didn’t I think about those bastards on that Scientific Cooperation Committee – commie bastards the lot of them if you ask me.’

‘But what are they after?’

Mann threw a hand into the air, and caught it, fingers splayed. ‘Those guys – Greenwood and his sidekick – are lecturing me about freedom. Telling me that I’m just about to lead some kind of witch-hunt through the academic world …’

‘And are we?’

‘I’m sure going to sift through Bekuv’s friends and acquaintances … and not Greenwood and all his pinko committeemen will stop me.’

‘They didn’t set up this meeting just to tell you not to start a witch-hunt,’ I said.

‘They can do our job better than we can,’ said Mann bitterly. ‘They say they can get Bekuv’s wife out of the USSR by playing footsie with the Kremlin.’

‘You mean they will get her a legal exit permit, providing we don’t dig out anything that will embarrass the committee.’

‘Right,’ said Mann. ‘Have some more buttermilk.’ He poured some without waiting to ask if I wanted it.

‘After all,’ I said in an attempt to mollify his rage. ‘It’s what we want … I mean … Mrs B. It would make our task easier.’

‘Just the break we’ve been waiting for,’ said Mann sarcastically. ‘Do you know, they really expected us to bring Bekuv here tonight. They are threatening to demand his appearance before the committee.’

‘Why?’

‘To make sure he came to the West of his own free will. How do you like that?’

‘I don’t like it very much,’ I said. ‘His photo in the Daily News, reporters pushing microphones into his mouth. The Russians would feel bound to respond to that. It could get very rough.’

Mann pulled a face and reached for the wall telephone extension. He capped the phone and listened for a moment to be sure the line was not in use. To me he said, ‘I’m going back in there, to tug my forelock for ten minutes.’ He dialled the number of the CIA garage on 82nd Street. ‘Mann here. Send my number two car for back-up. I’m still at the same place.’ He hung up. ‘You get downstairs,’ he told me. ‘You go down and wait for the back-up car. Tell Charlie to tail the two Russian goons and give him the descriptions.’

‘It won’t be easy,’ I warned. ‘They are sure to be prepared for that.’

‘Either way it will be interesting to see how they react.’ Mann slammed the refrigerator door. The conversation was ended. I gave him a solemn salute, and went along the hall to get my coat.

Red Bancroft was there too: climbing into a fine military-styled suede coat, with leather facings and brass buttons and buckles. She winked as she tucked her long auburn hair into a crazy little knitted hat. ‘And here he is,’ she said to the intruder alarm manufacturer, who was watching himself in a mirror while a servant pulled at the collar of his camel-hair coat. He touched his moustache and nodded approval.

He was a tall wiry man, with hair that was greying the way it only does for tycoons and film stars.

‘The little lady was looking everywhere for you,’ said the intruder alarm man. ‘I was trying to persuade her to ride up to Sixtieth Street with me.’

‘I’ll look after her,’ I said.

‘And I’ll say good night,’ he said. ‘It was a real pleasure playing against you, Miss Bancroft. I just hope you’ll give me a chance to get even sometime.’

Red Bancroft smiled and nodded, and then she smiled at me.

‘Now let’s get out of here,’ I whispered.

She gripped my arm, and just as the man looked back at us, kissed my cheek. Whether it was nice timing, or just impulse, was too early to say but I took the opportunity to hold her tight and kiss her back. Tony Nowak’s domestic servants found something needing their attention in the lounge.

‘Have you been drinking buttermilk?’ said Red.

It was a long time before we got out to the landing. The intruder alarm man was still there, fuming about the non-arrival of the elevator. It arrived almost at the same moment that we did.

‘Everything goes right for those in love,’ said the alarm man. I warmed to him.

‘You have a car?’ he asked. He bowed us into the elevator ahead of him.

‘We do,’ I said. He pressed the button for ground level and the numbers began to flicker.

‘This is no city for moonlight walks,’ he told me. ‘Not even here in Park Avenue.’

We stopped and the elevator doors opened.

Like so many scenes of mortal danger, each constituent part of this one was very still. I saw everything, and yet my brain took some time to relate the elements in any meaningful way.

The entrance hall of the apartment block was brightly lit by indirect strip-lighting set into the ceiling. A huge vaseful of plastic flowers trembled from the vibration of some subterranean furnace, and a draught of cold wind from the glass entrance door carried with it a few errant flakes of snow. The dark brown floor carpet, chosen perhaps to hide dirty footmarks from the street, now revealed caked snow that had fallen from visitors’ shoes.

The entrance hall was not empty. There were three men there, all wearing the sort of dark raincoats and peaked hats that are worn by uniformed drivers. One of them had his foot jammed into the plate-glass door at the entrance. He had his back to us and was looking towards the street. The nearest man was opposite the doors of the elevator. He had a big S & W Heavy-Duty .38 in his fist, and it was pointing at us.

‘Freeze,’ he said. ‘Freeze, and nobody gets hurt. Slow now! Bring out your bill-fold.’

We froze. We froze so still that the elevator doors began to close on us. The man with the gun stamped a large boot into the door slot, and motioned us to step out. I stepped forward carefully keeping my hands raised and in sight.

‘If it’s money you want,’ said the alarm manufacturer, ‘take my wallet, and welcome to it.’ He was frantically reaching into the breast pocket of his camel-hair overcoat.

The alarm manufacturer’s voice was such a plaintive whine of terror that the man with the gun smiled. He turned his head so that the third gunman could see him smiling. And then his friend smiled too.

There were two shots: deafening thumps that echoed in the narrow lobby and left behind a whiff of burned powder. The man with the gun screeched. His eyes popped wide open, he gasped and coughed blood. There was a brief moment before the pistol hit the carpet with a thump, and its owner slid slowly down the wall, leaving a long smudge of blood. Red Bancroft gripped my arm so hard that it hurt. The second shot hit the man watching the stairs. It went in at the shoulder, and smashed his clavicle. He threw his gun down and grabbed his elbow. They say that’s the only way you can ease the pain of a fractured collar-bone. He couldn’t run very fast with that sort of wound. That’s why the alarm manufacturer had time enough to put his gun up to eye level. He got him in the spine with the third shot. It was enough to tumble him full length on to scattered particles of impacted snow and the plastic sheet that had been put down in the outer lobby to protect the carpet. He died with his head resting on the word ‘Welcome’. There wasn’t much blood.

It was the body of that second man that obstructed me as I opened the glass door. It had an electric solenoid lock. I had to push the override.

The intruder alarm man collided with me in the doorway but we both scrambled out into the street in time to see the third man running. He was hatless now and halfway across the avenue. I heard a car being started. The alarm man raised his gun for a shot at him but slid on the ice and lost his balance. He tumbled. There was a clatter and a curse as he fell against a parked car. I ran out into the empty roadway. On the far side of the avenue the door of a black Mercedes opened to receive the gunman. The Mercedes leapt forward while the door was still open. I saw a flurry of arms, and one leg trailed, and cut a pattern in the snow, before the man was inside and the door closed. As the Mercedes reached the cross-street intersection, the driver switched his lights on.

‘Fulton County plate,’ said the voice of the intruder alarm man. ‘Did you see that? It was a car from Fulton County. Did you get the number?’

He was breathless from the tumble he’d taken, and I was breathless too.

‘Three digits and FC,’ I said. ‘It was too dirty to get it.’

‘Goddamned weather,’ said the man. ‘I would have plinked him but for that damned patch of ice.’ He turned and we walked back to the lobby.

‘I think you would,’ I said.

He slapped me on the back. ‘Thanks for taking his attention, young feller,’ he said.

‘Is that what I did?’

‘Raising your hands and acting scared … that took his attention. And that was cool.’ He stepped over the body that was sprawled in the doorway. I followed him.

‘Spread that around,’ I said. ‘But just between the two of us – I wasn’t acting.’

The alarm man laughed. It was the strangled sort of laugh that releases a lot of suppressed tension. He toyed with the .38 revolver that was still in his hand. It was a blue-finish Colt Agent, with the hammer shroud that prevented it from snagging when drawn from a pocket. He must have thumb-cocked the hammer, for there had been no time for double action between the movement of his hand and the sound of his shots.

‘I’d put that away,’ I said. ‘Put it out of sight before the cops arrive.’

‘I’ve got a permit,’ he said indignantly. ‘In fact, I’m president of my local gun club.’

‘They come down the street and see you standing over two corpses with a hot shooter in your hand they are likely to shoot first and check the permits afterwards.’

He put the gun away but not before bringing the next loaded chamber into position. He unbuttoned his overcoat and jacket, to place his gun into a highly decorative Berns-Martin spring-grip shoulder-holster. As we got back to the lobby Mann arrived with Tony Nowak.

‘You stupid bastard,’ said Mann to the alarm manufacturer although I had the feeling that some overfill was intended to splash on to me.

‘What am I supposed to do,’ said the alarm man, looking in a mirror and combing his hair, ‘let those punks drill me? I’d be the laughing-stock of the whole intruder alarm business.’

‘They’re both dead,’ said Mann. ‘You shot to kill.’

The alarm man turned to look at Mann. Then he looked at the two corpses and back to Mann again. For a moment I thought he was going to express satisfaction at what he’d done but he knew too much about the law to do that. ‘Well, that’s something you’d better talk about with my lawyer,’ he said finally. Some of the bubbly elation that always follows such danger was now fading, leaving him flat and a little frightened.

Mann caught my eye. ‘No, I’m getting out of here,’ he said.

‘I’m not Wyatt Earp,’ said the man. ‘I can’t shoot guns out of guys’ hands.’

I took Red Bancroft’s arm. ‘I’d better get you home,’ I said.

‘The police will want to talk to me,’ she said.

‘No. Tony will fix that,’ I said.

Tony Nowak nodded. ‘You get along home, Red. My driver will take you. And don’t lose any sleep about those guys … we’ve had a whole string of muggings here over the past month. These are rough customers. I know the Deputy Inspector – I’ll get him to keep you out of it.’

I thought the girl was taking it all with a superhuman calmness. Now I realized that she was frozen with fear. Her face was colourless and as I put my arm round her, I felt her body twitch violently. ‘Take it easy, Red,’ I said. ‘I’ll have to stay on here.’

‘They’re both dead,’ she said, and stepped high over the body of the man in the doorway, without looking down at him. Outside in the swirling snowstorm she stopped and wound her knitted scarf round her head. She reached up for me and planted a sisterly kiss on my lips. ‘Could it work out to be something special … you and me?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ I said. While we stood there a police car arrived, and then a car with a doctor’s registration.

Tony Nowak’s driver opened the door of the Lincoln for her. I waved, and stood there a long time until the car could no longer be seen. By the time I got back to the lobby the cops were there. They were stripping the dead gunmen naked, and putting the clothes into evidence bags.
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Tony Nowak’s apartment is in the seventeenth police precinct, but dead bodies from those plush addresses go down to the Twenty-First Street Morgue and are put in the chilled drawers alongside pushers from Times Square and Chinese laundrymen from the Tenderloin.

‘Can we smoke?’ I asked the attendant. The cold room had an eerie echo. He nodded and pulled the drawer open, and read silently from the police file. Apparently satisfied, he stepped back so that we could get a good look at the hold-up man. He came out feet-first with a printed tag on his toe. His face had been cleaned of blood and his hair combed, but nothing could be done about the open mouth that made him look as if he’d died of surprise.

‘The bullet hit the windpipe,’ said the attendant. ‘He died gasping for air.’ He closed the file. ‘This has been a heavy night for us,’ he explained. ‘If it’s OK with you guys, I’ll go back to the office. Put him away when you’re through with him.’ He put the clip-board under his arm and took a look at his pocket-watch. It was 2.15 A.M. He yawned and heaved the big evidence bag on to the stainless steel table.

‘Medical examiner had them stripped at the scene of the crime – just so Forensic can’t say we lost anything.’ He prodded the transparent bag that contained a peaked hat, dark raincoat, cheap denim suit and soiled underwear. ‘You’ll find your paperwork inside.’ He twisted the identification tag that was on the dead man’s toe so that he could read from the UF6 card. ‘Died on Park Avenue, eh. Now there’s a goon with taste.’ He looked back at the body. ‘Don’t turn him over until the photographer has finished with him.’

‘OK,’ I said.

‘Your other one is in drawer number twenty-seven – we keep all the gunshot deaths together, at this end of the room. Anything else you want and I’ll be in the ME’s office through the autopsy room …’

Mann opened the bag and found the shirt. There was a bullet nick in the collar.

‘A marksman,’ I said.

‘A schmuck,’ said Mann. ‘A marksman would have been satisfied with the gun arm.’

‘You think this hold-up might have a bearing on the Bekuv situation?’ I said.

‘Put a neat litle moustache on Bekuv and send him up to Saks Fifth Avenue for a 400-dollar suit, grey his temples a little and feed him enough chocolate sodas to put a few inches on his waistline, and what have you got?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I’ve got nothing. What are you trying to say?’

‘Mister snap-shooting goddamn intruder alarm – that’s who you’ve got, stupid.’

I considered for a moment. There was a faint superficial resemblance between Bekuv and the intruder alarm man. ‘It’s not much,’ I said.

‘But it might be enough, if you were a trigger-happy gorilla, waiting in the lobby there – very nervous – and with just an ancient little snapshot of Bekuv to recognize him by.’

‘Who’d think Bekuv would be with us at Tony Nowak’s party?’

‘Greenwood and Hart: those guys wanted him there,’ said Mann.

I shook my head.

Mann said, ‘And if I told you that thirty minutes after we left Washington Square last night Andrei Bekuv was in his tux and trying to tell the doorman that I had given him permission to go out on his own?’

‘You think they got to him? You think they gave him a personal invitation to be there?’

‘He wasn’t duding-up to try his luck in the singles bars on Third Avenue,’ said Mann.

‘And you agreed?’ I asked him. ‘You told Hart and Greenwood and Nowak that you’d bring Bekuv to their party?’

‘It’s easy to be wise after the event,’ said Mann defensively. He used his tongue to find a piece of tobacco that was in his teeth. ‘Sure I agreed but I didn’t do it.’ He removed the strand of tobacco with a delicate deployment of his little finger. ‘These guys in the lobby: they didn’t ask for cash, wrist-watch or his gold tie-pin, they asked for his wallet. They wanted to check – they were nervous – they wanted to find something to prove he was really Bekuv.’

I shrugged. ‘Wallet … bill-fold … a stick-up man is likely to ask for any of these things when he wants money. What about the Fulton County number plate?’

‘Do you know how big Fulton County is?’

‘On a black Mercedes?’

‘Yes, well we’re checking it. We’ve got the guy from the Department of Motor Vehicles out of his bed, if that makes you feel any better.’

‘It does,’ I said. ‘But if we’d found that “ancient little snapshot of Bekuv” amongst these personal effects that would make me feel even better still. Until we’ve got something to go on, this remains a simple old-fashioned New York hold-up.’

‘Just a heist. But tomorrow, when we tell our pal Bekuv about it, I’m going to paint it to look like they are gunning for him.’

‘Why?’

‘We might learn something from him if he thinks he needs better protection. I’m going to tuck him away somewhere where no one’s going to find him.’

‘Where?’

‘We’ll get him out of here for Christmas, it’s too dangerous here.’

‘Miami? or the safe house in Boston?’

‘Don’t be a comedian. Send him to a CIA safe house! You might as well take a small-ad in Pravda.’ Mann rolled the body back into the chilled case. The sound set my teeth on edge. ‘You take the back-up car,’ Mann told me. ‘I’ll drive myself.’

‘Then where will you put Bekuv?’

‘Don’t make it too early in the morning.’

‘You’ve got my sworn promise,’ I said. I watched him as he marched through the rows and rows of cold slabs, his shoes clicking on the tiled floor and a curious squeaky noise that I later recognized as Mann whistling a tune.

I suppose Mann’s insouciant exit attracted the attention of the mortuary attendant. ‘What’s going on, Harry?’ He looked at me for a few seconds before realizing that I wasn’t Harry. ‘Are you the photographer?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Then who the hell are you?’

‘Seventeenth Precinct know about me,’ I said.

‘And I’ll bet they do,’ he said. ‘How did you get in here, buster?’

‘Calm down. I saw your colleague.’

‘You saw my colleague,’ he mocked in shrill falsetto. ‘Well, now you’re seeing me.’ I noticed his hands as he repeatedly gripped his fists and released them again. I had the feeling he wanted to provoke me, so that he had an excuse for taking a poke at me. I was keen to deprive him of that excuse.

‘It’s official,’ I said.

‘ID, feller,’ he said and poked a finger at my chest.

‘He’s all right, Sammy.’ We both turned. The other mortuary attendant had come in by the centre door. ‘I talked to Charlie Kelly about him. Charlie says OK.’

‘I don’t like guys creeping around here without my permission,’ said the pugnacious little man. Still murmuring abuse, he studied his clip-board and wandered back upstairs with that twitchy walk one sees in punchy old prize-fighters.

‘Sorry about that,’ said the first attendant. ‘I should have told Sammy that you were here.’

‘I thought he was going to put me on a slab,’ I said.

‘Sammy’s all right,’ he said. He looked at me before deciding that I should have a fuller explanation. ‘Sammy and me were cops … we joined the force together, we were both wounded in a gun battle near Delancey, way back in the ’sixties. Neither of us was fit enough to go back into the force. He’s a good guy.’

‘You could have fooled me,’ I said.

‘Saw his fifteen-year-old kid brought in here one day – hit by a truck coming out of school – that happens to you once and you remember. You start getting dizzy every time you unzip a body bag.’ He turned away. ‘Anyway, it was all OK for you, was it? I hear you were right in the middle when the shells started flying.’

‘I was lucky,’ I said.

‘And the third guy took off in a black Merc.’ He was reading it all on the report. ‘You get the plate number?’

‘FC,’ I said. ‘They tell me that’s a Fulton County registration.’

‘Well, at least you didn’t get suckered by the Fulton County plate.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, any cop who’s been in the force a few years will tell you the way those people from Fulton County used to come into the city and double-park all over Manhattan. And no cop would ever give them a ticket. Jesus, the number of times I saw cars … would you believe treble-parked on Madison, jamming the traffic … and I just walked on and forgot about it.’

‘I don’t get it.’

‘Well you wouldn’t, being from out of town, but a Fulton County plate is FC and then three numerals. Not many cops noticed any difference between that and three numbers followed by FC … I mean, a cop’s got a lot on his mind, without getting into that kind of pizzazz.’

‘And what is it about a car with a registration plate that has three numbers followed by FC? What is it that makes it OK for him to treble-park on Madison Avenue?’

The mortuary attendant looked at me sorrowfully. ‘Yeah, well you’ve never been a patrolman, have you. Three digits FC, means a car belonging to a foreign consul … that’s an official car with diplomatic immunity to arrest, and I mean including parking tickets. And that’s what all those smart-ass drivers from Fulton County were betting on.’

‘Got you,’ I said.

He didn’t hear me; he was staring into the ’sixties and watching one of those nice kids we all used to be. ‘Midnight to eight,’ he said. ‘I liked that shift – no dependants, so what’s the difference – and you make more money, overtime and payments for time in court. But it was a rough shift for a cop in those days.’

‘In those days?’ I said.

‘This was an all-night city back in the early ’sixties – bars open right up to the legal 4 a.m … all-night groceries, all-night dancing, all-night you-name-it. But the city got rougher and rougher, so people stayed home and watched TV … You go out there now, and the streets are dark and empty.’ He picked up a piece of cloth and wiped his hands. His hands looked very clean but he wiped them anyway. ‘Streets are so empty that a perpetrator can take his time: no witnesses, no calls to the cops, no nothing. Midnight to eight used to be a tough shift for a cop …’ He gave a humourless little laugh. ‘Now it’s a tough shift here at the morgue.’ He threw the rag aside. ‘You should see some of them when we get them here … kids and old ladies too … ahh! So you’re from out of town, eh?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Three thousand miles out of town.’

‘You got it made,’ he said.

Outside the night was cold. The sky was mauve and the world slightly tilted. Around the access points for the city’s steam supply the crust of snow had melted so that the roadway shone in the moonlight, and from the manhole covers steam drifted as far as the cross-street, before the wind whipped it away. A police car siren called somewhere on the far side of the city. It was a pitiful sound, like the repeated cries of a thrashed animal crawling away to die.
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The Washington Square house is ‘twinned’ in the CIA style – divided vertically – so that the back of the house, shuttered against telescopes and double-glazed against focusing microphones, is all offices, while the front half provides apartments for the staff, and so presents all the outward appearance of domesticity.

I lived on the second floor. Bekuv lived above me. Bekuv’s appearance had changed during those few days in New York City. His hair had been cut by some fancy barber, and he’d had enough sleep to put some colour back into his cheeks. His clothes were transformed too: tailored trousers, a blue lambswool shirt and bright canvas shoes. He was sitting on the floor, surrounded by loudspeakers, records, amplifier components, extra tweeters, a turntable, a soldering iron and hi-fi magazines. Bekuv looked despondent.

‘Andrei was screwed,’ Mann told me as I went in. I found it hard to believe that Mann was sorry about it.

‘In what way?’

‘Coffee on the warmer,’ said Bekuv.

I poured myself a cup and took a blini.

‘All this damned hi-fi junk,’ said Mann.

Bekuv applied the pick-up to one of his records and suddenly the whole room was filled with music.

‘Jesus Christ!’ Mann shouted angrily.

Delicately Bekuv lifted the pick-up and the music ceased. ‘Shostakovich,’ he said to anyone who was seeking that information.

Mann said, ‘Andrei spent nearly two thousand dollars on all this stuff, and now he’s been reading the discount-house adverts.’

‘I could have got it for five hundred dollars less,’ Bekuv told me. I noticed that several of the hi-fi magazines were marked with red pentel, and there were little sums scribbled on the back of an envelope.

‘Well, perhaps we can do something about that,’ I said vaguely, while I drank my coffee and thought about something else.

‘Andrei is not going downtown,’ said Mann, ‘and that’s that.’ I realized they had been arguing about whether Bekuv was allowed to go out on the street again.

‘Now this loudspeaker is buzzing,’ said Bekuv.

‘Listen, dummy,’ Mann told him, bending forward from his chair, so that he could speak close to Bekuv’s ear. ‘There are citizens out there waiting to ice you. Didn’t you hear what I told you about the shooting last night? We spent the small hours downtown in the city morgue – I don’t recommend it, not even for a stiff.’

‘I’m not frightened,’ said Bekuv. He put the pick-up arm back on the record. There was a loud hissing before he reduced the volume a little. It was still very loud. Mann leaned forward and lifted the pick-up off the record. ‘I don’t give a good goddamn whether you are frightened or not frightened,’ he said. ‘In fact I don’t give a damn whether you are alive or dead, but I’m going to make sure it happens after you are moved out of here, and I’ve got a receipt for you.’

‘Is that going to happen?’ asked Bekuv. He began looking through his loose-leaf notebook.

‘It might,’ said Mann.

‘I can’t go anywhere for the time being,’ said Bekuv. ‘I have work to do.’

‘What work?’ I said.

Bekuv looked at me as if only just realizing that I was present. ‘My work on interstellar communication,’ he said, sarcastically. ‘Have you forgotten that I have a chair at New York University?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘I’ve calculated for the initial programme of transmissions. It would cost very little money, and it will focus attention on the work we are doing.’

‘Transmissions?’ said Mann.

‘In space there are clouds of hydrogen. They vibrate to make a hum of radio noise. You pick it up on any radio set at 1,420 megacycles. My theory is that this would be the best frequency to use for our first messages to outer space. Other civilizations are certain to notice any change in that hum of hydrogen vibrations.’

‘Sure to,’ said Mann.

‘Not on that exact wavelength,’ added Bekuv. ‘They would be obliterated. We must transmit near to the wavelength, not on it.’

‘Near to it; not on it,’ said Mann. He nodded.

‘It would cost very little,’ said Bekuv. ‘And I could have it working inside six months.’

‘That’s well before the flying-saucer men go to summer camp,’ said Mann.

Bekuv looked up at Mann. His voice was harsh, and it was as if he was answering a long list of unspoken questions when he shouted, ‘Twice I have attended meetings of the 1924 Society. Only twice! The last time was nearly five years ago. Science is not the cosy little club you believe it is. Don’t keep pressurizing me. I recognized no one, and we did not exchange names and addresses, for obvious reasons.’

‘For obvious reasons,’ said Mann. ‘Because those sons of bitches were betraying the whole of America’s military electronics programme.’

‘And will it get your secrets back if you keep me a prisoner here?’ yelled Bekuv. ‘Not allowed to go out … Not allowed to make phone calls.’

Mann walked quickly to the door, as if frightened he would lose his temper. He turned. ‘You’ll stay here as long as I think fit,’ he said. ‘Behave yourself and I’ll send you a packet of phonograph needles and a subscription to Little Green Men Monthly.’

Bekuv spoke quietly. ‘You don’t like cosmology, you don’t like high-fidelity, you don’t like Shostakovich, you don’t like blinis …’ Bekuv smiled. I couldn’t decide whether he was trying to needle Mann or not.

‘I don’t like Russians,’ explained Mann. ‘White Russians, Red Russians, Ukrainians, Muscovite liberals, ballet dancers or faggy poets – I just don’t like any of them. Get the picture?’

‘I get it,’ said Bekuv sulkily. ‘Is there anything more?’

‘One thing more,’ said Mann. ‘I’m not an international expert on the design of electronic masers. All I know about them is that a maser is some kind of crystal gimmick that gets pumped up with electronic energy so that it amplifies the weakest of incoming radio signals. That way you get a big fat signal compared with the background of electronic static noise and interference.’

‘That’s right,’ said Bekuv. It was the first time he’d shown any real interest.

‘I was reading that your liquid helium bath technique, that keeps the maser at minus two hundred and sixty-eight degrees centigrade, will amplify a signal nearly two million times.’

Bekuv nodded.

‘Now I see the day when every little two-bit transistor could be using one of these gadgets and pulling in radio transmissions from anywhere in the world. Of course, we know that would just mean hearing a DJ spinning discs in Peking, instead of Pasadena, but a guy collecting a royalty on such a gadget could make a few million. Right, Professor?’

‘I didn’t defect for money,’ said Bekuv.

Major Mann smiled.

‘I didn’t defect to make money,’ shouted Bekuv. If Mann had been trying to make Bekuv very, very angry, he’d discovered an effective way to do it.

Mann took my arm and led me from the room, closing the door silently and with exaggerated care. I didn’t speak as we both walked downstairs to my sitting-room. Mann took off his dark raincoat and bundled it up to throw it into a corner. From upstairs there came the sudden crash of Shostakovich. Mann closed the door to muffle it.

I walked over to the window, so that I could look down into Washington Square. It was sunny: the sort of New York City winter’s day when the sun coaxes you out without your long underwear, so that the cross-town wind can slice you into freeze-dried salami. Even the quartet echo-singing under the Washington arch had the hoods of their parkas up. But no street sounds came through the double-glazing; just soft Shostakovich from upstairs. Mann sat in my most comfortable chair and picked up the carbon of my report. I could tell that he’d already been to his office and perused the overnights. He gave my report no more than a moment or two, then he lifted the lid of my pigskin document case and put a fingertip on the Hart and Greenwood files that had arrived by special messenger in the early hours. They were very thin files.

‘The car had a foreign consul plate?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘And you read that stuff on the telex?’

‘The two Russians are staying in a house leased to the Second Secretary of the Soviet Trade Delegation … Yes, I read it, but that doesn’t make them KGB or even diplomatic. They might just be visiting relatives, or subtenants or squatters or something.’

Mann said, ‘I’d like to bring in the owners of that car and sweat them.’

‘And what would you charge them with? Leaving the scene of an accident?’

‘Very funny,’ said Mann. ‘But the foreign consul plate on that car ties them to the stick-up artists.’

‘You mean KGB heavies lend their official car to three hoods?’

Mann pouted and shook his head slowly, as if denying a treat to a spoiled child. ‘Not the way you’d arrange it, maybe,’ he said. ‘But there was no reason for them to think it would all foul up. They figured it would be a pushover, and the official car would provide them with the kind of getaway that no cop would dare stop. It was a good idea.’

‘That went wrong.’

‘That went wrong.’ He ran his fingers through the urgent paperwork inside my document case. ‘Are we going to get some of this junk down the chute today?’

‘Does that “we” mean you’re about to break the seal on a new box of paper-clips?’

Mann smiled.

I put the case beside me on the sofa and began to sort it into three piles: urgent, very urgent and phone.

Mann leaned over the sofa back. He lifted a corner of the neatly stacked documents, each one bearing a coloured marking slip that explained to me what I was signing. Mann sucked his teeth. ‘Those typewriter commandos downstairs don’t know a microdot from a Playboy centrefold but give them a chance to bury you in paperwork and – goddamn, what an avalanche!’ He let the paperwork slip out of his hands with enough noise to illustrate this theory.

I moved the trayful of papers before Mann decided to repeat his demonstration; already the slips and paper-clips were falling apart.

‘Well, I’ll leave you to it,’ Mann said. ‘I’ve got to catch an airplane. Anybody wants me tell them to try the Diplomat Hotel, Miami, Florida.’

‘Don’t use your right name,’ I said.

‘I won’t even be there, bird-brain. That’s just being set up.’

I reached for the first pile of paperwork.

‘Before I go,’ Mann said still standing in the doorway watching me, ‘Bessie says will you spend Christmas with us.’

‘Great,’ I said without looking up from my desk work.

‘I’d better warn you that Bessie is asking that girl Red Bancroft along … Bessie is a matchmaker …’

‘You’re checking out a place to hide Bekuv, aren’t you?’ I said.

Mann bared his teeth in the sort of fierce grimace that he believes is a warm and generous smile.

I worked on until about noon and then one of the I-Doc people looked in. ‘Where’s Major Mann?’

‘Out.’ I continued to go through the documents.

‘Where did he go?’

‘No idea,’ I said without looking up.

‘You must know.’

‘Two little guys in white coats came in and dragged him out with his feet kicking.’

‘There’s a phone call,’ said the man from downstairs. ‘Someone asking for you.’ He looked round the room to be sure I wasn’t hiding Mann anywhere. ‘I’ll tell the switchboard to put it through.’

‘There’s a caller named Gerry Hart coming through on the Wall Street line,’ the operator told me. ‘Do you want us to patch it through to here, and connect you?’

‘I’ll take it,’ I said. If it had taken Hart only twenty-four hours to winkle-out the phone number of the merchant bank in Wall Street that I was using as my prime cover, how long would it take to prise open the rest of it? I pushed the police documentation to one side. ‘Let’s have lunch,’ suggested Hart. His voice had the sort of warm resonance contrived by men who spend all day speaking on the telephone.

‘Why?’

‘There’s a development.’

‘Talk to my boss.’

‘Tried that, but he’s in Miami.’ Hart’s tone of voice made it clear that he didn’t believe that Mann was in Miami.

‘You could just make that flight where they serve free champagne in tourist,’ I suggested.

‘You really in Wall Street? Or are they patching this to some number in Langley, Virginia?’ He gave a little chuckle.

‘What’s on your mind, Gerry?’

‘Listen! I wanted to avoid Mann. It’s you I want to talk to. Spare me thirty minutes over a cream-cheese sandwich. You know the Cookery? – University Plaza? Say one o’clock? Don’t tell Mann – just you alone.’

He had chosen a restaurant about as close to the CIA safe house in Washington Square as it was possible to get. It could have been a coincidence – the Cookery was one of my favourite haunts, and Gerry Hart might well know that – but I had a feeling that he was trying to cut me down to size before hitting me with his proposition. ‘OK,’ I said.

‘I wear a moustache nowadays. Will you be able to recognize me?’ he said. ‘I’ll be reading today’s New York Times.’

‘You mean with two peep-holes cut in the front page?’

‘Just make sure you don’t bring Captain America with you,’ said Hart and rang off.

Gerry Hart pinched his trousers at the knees, so that he wasn’t putting any strain on his twelve-ounce wool-and-mohair suit. That done, he eased his shirt sleeves far enough to reveal his cufflinks, but not so far that his black-faced Pulsar wrist-watch was hidden. The file said he was an authority on New Orleans jazz. ‘Can’t be all bad,’ Mann had remarked at the time.

‘I’m in politics now,’ Hart said. ‘Did you know that?’

‘I thought perhaps you were playing the horses.’

‘You always had a great sense of humour.’ He smiled for just a fraction of a second. ‘I’m not so touchy as I used to be in the old days,’ he said. He fingered his new moustache self-consciously. I noticed the manicured fingernails. He’d come a long way from that nervous, opinionated State Department clerk that I remembered from our first meeting.

The drinks came. I put extra Tabasco into my Bloody Mary and then offered the same to Gerry. He shook his head. ‘Plain tomato juice doesn’t need flavouring,’ he said primly. ‘And I’m certainly surprised you need it with all that vodka.’

‘My analyst says it’s a subconscious desire to wash my mouth out with disinfectant.’

Hart nodded. ‘Well, you have a lot of politician in you,’ he said.

‘You mean I approach every problem with an open mouth,’ I said. I drank quite a lot of my Bloody Mary. ‘Yes, well, if I decide to run, I’ll come and talk to you.’

I knew it would be foolish to upset Hart before I knew what was in his mind. His file said he was a 31-year-old lawyer from Connecticut. I regarded him as one of the first of that growing army of young men who had used a few years’ service in the CIA as a stepping-stone to other ambitions, as at one time the British middle classes had used the Brigade of Guards.

Hart was short and saturnine, a handsome man with curly hair and the sort of dark circles under deep-set eyes that made you think he was sleepy. But Gerry Hart was a tough kid who didn’t smoke and didn’t drink, and if he was sleepy it was only because he stayed up late at night rewriting the inaugural address he’d deliver to Congress on the day he became President.

Hart sipped a little of his tomato juice, and wiped his mouth carefully before speaking. ‘I handle more top-secret material now than I did when I was working for the company – would you believe that?’

‘Yes,’ I said. Gerry Hart liked to refer to the CIA as ‘the company’ to emphasize that he had been on the inside. His file didn’t mention service in the CIA but that didn’t mean a thing.

‘Did you ever hear of the 1924 Society?’ he asked me.

‘I’d rather hear about it from you,’ I said.

‘Right,’ said Hart.

The waitress came to the table with the menus. ‘Don’t go away,’ he told her. He ran his eye quickly down the list. ‘Club sandwich, mixed salad with French dressing, regular coffee, and I’ll take the check. OK?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the waitress.

‘The same,’ I said. That made Gerry Hart feel very secure, and I wanted him to feel very secure.

The waitress closed her pad and took the menus from us. She came back with our order almost immediately. Hart smiled at her.

‘We have penetrated the 1924 Society. That’s why we can do it,’ Gerry Hart explained when she had gone.

‘What’s inside a club sandwich?’ I said. ‘Do what?’

‘Bring Mrs Bekuv here.’

‘Is it like a triple-deck sandwich?’

‘Bring Mrs Bekuv out of the USSR, officially or unofficially.’

‘How?’

‘What do you care how?’

I took the top off my sandwich and examined the filling. ‘We don’t have club sandwiches in England,’ I explained.

‘Even Greenwood hasn’t been told that this is a CIA operation,’ Hart said. ‘Sure, we’ll try to get Bekuv’s wife by asking the Russians through the Senate Scientific Development sub-committee but if they won’t play, we’ll make it work some other way.’

‘Wait a minute,’ I said. ‘What is this CIA operation you’re talking about?’

‘The 1924 Society.’

‘I don’t even know what the 1924 Society is,’ I said truthfully.

Hart smiled. ‘In 1924 Mars came very close to Earth. Scientists said maybe Mars would try to communicate with Earth. It caused no end of a ruckus in the scientific press, and then the newspapers joined in the speculation. Even the US Army and Navy ordered all their radio stations to reduce signals traffic and listen for extra-terrestrial messages. The 1924 Society was formed that year. Twelve eminent scientists decided to pool information about communications from outer space, and plan ways of sending messages back.’

‘And it’s still going strong, is it?’

‘Now there are twenty-seven members – only three of them founder members – but a lot of people take it seriously. In 1965, when three Russian astronomers picked up radio waves on a hundred-day cycle from quasar CTA-102, the 1924 Society were considering the report even before the Soviet Academy got the news, and before the Kremlin ordered them to retract.’

‘And the CIA has penetrated the 1924 Society?’

‘How do you think we got the first indication that Bekuv was ready to defect?’

I polished my spectacles – people tell me I do that when I’m nervous – and gave the lenses undue care and attention. I needed a little time to look at Gerry Hart and decide that a man I’d always thought of as blowing the tuba was writing the orchestrations.

Gerry Hart said, ‘This is a big operation, make no mistake. Bekuv is only a tiny part of it but we’ll get Mrs Bekuv here if that’s what you want.’

‘But?’

He stabbed a fork into his sandwich and cut a small triangle of it ready to eat. ‘But you’ll have to prevent Mann from putting his stubby peasant fingers into the 1924 Society. His abrasive personality would really have them all running for dear life, just at a time when we’ve got it ticking along nicely.’ He changed the fork over to his other hand and fed himself some sandwich.

I picked my sandwich up in my fist, and didn’t reply until I had a big mouthful to talk round.

‘You’ve been frank with me, Gerry,’ I said, ‘and I’ll be frank with you. You think we are worrying ourselves sick about getting Mrs Bekuv here? I’ll tell you, we don’t give a damn where she is. Sure we have made the right sort of noises and let Bekuv think we are pushing hard on his behalf, but we prefer things the way they are.’

‘You can’t be serious,’ said Hart.

‘Never been more serious in my life, old pal.’

‘I wish someone had told us this before,’ he said irritably. ‘We have spent a lot of money on this one already.’

‘On what?’

‘We’ve paid some money to a couple of Russian airline people … we have organized travel papers for Mrs Bekuv. There was talk of getting her here by Saturday week.’

‘This is a good sandwich, Gerry. They call this a club sandwich, do they? I must remember that.’

‘Is your pal Major Mickey Mouse really planning to tear the 1924 Society apart?’

‘You know what he’s like,’ I said.

Gerry Hart forked through his salad to find the last pieces of cucumber. He dipped them into the salt and ate them before pushing the rest of the salad away. He wiped his mouth on his napkin. ‘No one would believe that I was trying to help you guys,’ he said. ‘No one would believe that I was trying to solve one of your biggest headaches and trying to stop you giving me one.’

‘Are you serious about being able to get Mrs Bekuv here … getting her here by next week, I mean?’

Hart brightened a little. He reached into his waistcoat pocket and got out a tiny chamois purse. He opened it with his fingertips and dropped the contents into the open palm I offered him. There were two gold rings. One of them was old, and burnished to a condition where the ornamentation was almost worn away. The newer one was simpler in style and inside, where there was an inscription in Russian, I could see the gold was only a thin plating.

Hart said, ‘Bekuv’s wife’s rings: the plated one is their wedding band – with suitably euphoric Komsomol slogan – and the other one is Bekuv’s mother’s ring, inherited when she died.’ He reached out and I returned the rings to him. ‘Good enough for you?’ he asked.

‘A wonderful piece of foresightedness, Gerry.’

‘I know it’s all part of your technique,’ said Hart. ‘I know you are trying to irritate me but I’m not going to be irritated.’

‘I’m delighted to hear that,’ I said.

‘But there is a time factor,’ he said. ‘And if you don’t give me a tentative “yes”, shortly followed by a suitable piece of paper, I’m getting to my feet and walking out of here.’

‘Yes, well, don’t forget to pay for the sandwiches,’ I said.

‘There’s nothing in this for me personally,’ said Gerry Hart. ‘I’m trying to prevent a foul-up between two separate investigations.’

‘Why don’t you make an official report?’

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ said Hart. ‘It will take weeks to go through and at the end …’ he shrugged.

‘And at the end they might decide that Major Mann is right.’

‘There’s nothing in this for me,’ said Hart again.

‘You’re too modest, Gerry. I’d say there was a lot in this for you. You tell me that Greenwood doesn’t know you are up to the neck in a CIA investigation of the 1924 Society. You’re too smart to hazard the main chance in search of a little career-garnish. I’d guess you keep your boss fully informed. And I’d say that you plan to come out the other side of this one having demonstrated what a powerful man you are, and what important connections you have with the CIA and how you can mangle its policies if you feel inclined. If Greenwood was impressed with that – and we both know that he might be – you could wind up in Congress, or maybe in the White House. Now don’t tell me you didn’t think of that possibility.’

‘Don’t you ever get depressed?’ he asked. ‘You always talk like everyone is on the make. Don’t you ever get depressed?’

‘I do, Gerry. Each time when I turn out to be right, which is practically always.’

‘Do you hate me so much? Would you prevent Mrs Bekuv joining her husband just in case I get some political mileage out of it?’

‘You’re not talking to a junior cipher-clerk, Gerry. I’ve been there; and I know how the wheels go round, when jerks like you press the buttons …’

‘Now, I’ve heard …’

‘I’ve listened to you through a Bloody Mary, a club sandwich and a cup of coffee, Gerry. Now you listen to me. I’m not preventing Mrs Bekuv making a journey anywhere because I’ll put my pension on an old underwear button that Mrs Bekuv has already made her journey. She’s in Manhattan, right, Gerry?’

‘We’ve got a leak, have we?’

‘No leak, Gerry,’ I said. ‘Agents in the Soviet Union – the ones that survive there – don’t send messages to guys like Gerry Hart explaining what kind of travel arrangements they might be able to get for the Mrs Bekuvs of this world – they see an opportunity open up, they make a snap decision, they act on it, and disappear again.’

‘I suppose so,’ said Hart.

‘And I picture Mrs Bekuv as a hard-nosed Party-worker, as smart as Stalin but only half as pretty. I see her pushing her absent-minded husband into his high-paid, top-secret job, in spite of his theories about flying saucers. I don’t picture her as the sort of woman who hands over her wedding rings to some strange creep who might be a KGB man who likes a little hard evidence. No. But she might loan them out … for an hour or two.’

Gerry Hart didn’t answer. He poured cream into the last little drop of his coffee and drank it slowly.

‘We’ll take her off your hands, Gerry,’ I said. ‘But no pieces of paper, and I can only advise Mann about the 1924 Society: no promises.’

‘Do what you can,’ he said. For a moment the bottom had dropped out of his world but, even as I watched him, I saw him coming up at me again as only soft rubber balls and politicians know how to bounce. ‘But you’re wrong about Mrs Bekuv,’ he said. ‘Wait until you see her.’

‘Which of you asked for the check?’ the waitress said.

‘My friend asked for it,’ I said.
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Gerry Hart and I were both right. He delivered Mrs Bekuv to us within five days and had to be content with Major Mann’s worthless assurance that any investigation of the 1924 Society would be conducted by men wearing velvet gloves. But I was wrong about Mrs Bekuv. She was in her middle thirties, a cheerful strawberry blonde with a curvacious figure that no one would ever persuade me to classify as plump. It required a superhuman faith in departmental files to believe that she’d been an earnest fourteen-year-old Young Communist, and had spent eight years touring the Soviet Union lecturing on fruit-crop infections. Gerry Hart was right – Mrs Bekuv was quite a surprise.

Elena Katerina, like her husband Andrei, had prepared her shopping-list long before her arrival in New York. She was complete with a caseful of Elizabeth Arden creams and lotions, and a complete range of Gucci matching luggage containing a wardrobe that would cope with any climate and a long time between laundries.

Sitting up front in Mann’s Plymouth station-wagon, in suede pants-suit and white silk roll-neck, her blonde hair gleaming in the lights of the oncoming traffic, she looked more American than Bessie Mann or Red Bancroft sitting at the back each side of me.

Mrs Bekuv was wide awake but her husband’s head had tilted until it was resting on her shoulder. Mann had left it too late to avoid the Christmas Eve traffic build-up and now it seemed likely that we would arrive late.

‘Should we call them, honey … tell them to save some dinner?’ said Bessie.

‘They know we’re coming,’ said Mann. He pulled out and took advantage of a sudden movement in the fast lane. Bekuv had found a radio station in Baltimore that was playing Latin American music, but Mann reached over and turned the volume low.

‘They say Virginia is like England,’ said Red Bancroft trying to see into the darkness.

‘I’ll let you know, when it gets light,’ I said.

‘Anyone wants to drive,’ offered Mann, irritably, ‘and they’ve only got to say so.’

‘And see where it gets them,’ said Bessie Mann. She leaned forward and patted her husband on the head. ‘We all have great faith in you, darling,’ she cooed.

‘Don’t do that when I’m driving.’

‘When shall I do it, then? It’s the only time you turn your back.’

Red Bancroft said, ‘Whenever my father asked my mother what she wanted for Christmas, she’d say she wanted to go away to a hotel until it was all over. But we never did spend Christmas in a hotel.’ Red lit up one of the mentholated cigarettes she liked to smoke and blew smoke at me. I pulled a face.

‘Because of all the work,’ said Mann over his shoulder. ‘She wanted to get away from all the cooking and the dishes.’

‘Men see through us every time,’ said Bessie Mann, feigning admiration.

‘That’s what she meant,’ insisted Mann.

‘Of course it is, darling,’ she leaned forward to touch his cheek, and he took her fingers so that he could kiss the back of her hand.

‘You two hide a torrid affair behind these harsh exchanges,’ I said.

‘Hold it, Bessie,’ said Mann urgently. ‘We’ve got two romantic kids in the back.’

‘Why is it called Virginia?’ said Mrs Bekuv suddenly. Her English was excellent, but she spoke it in a curiously prim voice and with poor pronunciation, like someone who had learned from a text-book.

‘Named after England’s virgin queen,’ said Mann.

‘Oh,’ said Mrs Bekuv, not sure if she was being mocked.

Mann chortled, and changed down for the steep hill ahead.

It was certainly a remarkable hide-out: an old house set in four hundred acres of Virginia countryside. As we came up the potholed road our headlights startled rabbits and deer, and then through the trees we saw the hotel, its windows ablaze with yellow light and the façade strung with coloured bulbs like a child’s Christmas tree.

Parked in the metalled space alongside the barn, there was a bus. It was a shiny metal monster, left over from the days before buses got tinted windows and air-conditioning. Alongside it there was another car, and as we came to a stop our headlights caught the shiny bodywork of a vintage Packard convertible, reconditioned by some enthusiast.

Mann switched off the lights and the radio. ‘Well, here we are,’ he said. ‘Plenty of time for supper.’

‘Eight twenty,’ said Bessie Mann. Bekuv yawned, and his wife eased her shoes on and opened the car door.

‘Happy Christmas,’ I said, and Red kissed me on the ear.

‘You’ll love this place,’ said Mann.

‘We’d better,’ said Bessie, ‘or I’ll never believe you again.’

As I climbed out of the warm car the cold of the open countryside bit into me. ‘Isn’t that beautiful,’ said Red. ‘It’s been snowing.’

‘Is that like home, Professor Bekuv?’ Bessie asked.

‘I was born in the desert,’ said Andrei Bekuv. ‘I was born in a region more desolate than the Sahara – the USSR is a big place, Mrs Mann.’

‘Is your home in the desert too, Katerina?’ said Mrs Mann.

Mrs Bekuv wrapped herself in a long red cape and pulled the hood up over her head to protect her from the chilly wind. ‘America is my home now, Bessie,’ she said. ‘I loved New York. I will never leave America.’

Mann was locking the doors of the car and I caught his glance. Any fears we’d had about Mrs Bekuv’s conversion to capitalism seemed unfounded.

‘Just take your pocket-books, and the cameras,’ Mann told anyone who was listening. ‘They’ll send someone out for the baggage.’

‘You always lock the car,’ said Bessie Mann. ‘He’s so suspicious,’ she announced to a world that already knew.

We went into the lobby of the hotel and I thought for a moment that Mann must have chosen it to make the Bekuvs feel at home. The furniture was massive and there were old-fashioned floral cushions and cracked lino on the stairs. Behind the reception counter there was a framed photo of Franklin Roosevelt and a litho reproduction of US Marines raising the flag on Iwo. The receptionist might have been chosen to match: she was a cheerful little woman with carefully waved grey hair and a chintzy dress. ‘There’s still time to catch the second half of the movie,’ she said.

Mann picked up the menu from the desk. ‘I think we’d rather eat,’ he said.

‘He changes the reel at the half-hour. The lights go on; you’ll not disturb the show.’

‘You want to send some food up to the rooms?’

‘Whatever you say,’ agreed the old lady.

‘The home-made soup and steak – rare – and salad,’ said Mann. ‘And give us a bottle of Scotch and a bottle of vodka and a few mixes and ice.’

‘I’ll do it right away. Everyone the same?’ she smiled. ‘There’s an ice-box in your rooms.’

We mumbled agreement, except for Mrs Bekuv who wanted her steak well done.

‘The best steak this side of Texas,’ said the old lady. ‘That’s what they all tell me.’

The two single rooms, booked for Red and me, were at the far end of the corridor. One had a shower and the other a bathroom. ‘Shower or bath?’ I asked as we looked into the rooms.

‘I hate showers,’ she said going into the room that was equipped with it. ‘Especially these tin-sided contraptions. They make such a racket.’

She went over to the single bed and prodded it to see if it was soft. Then she pulled the blanket back and pummelled the pillows. ‘No,’ she said coming back to where I was standing and putting her arm through mine. ‘I think we’ll use the room with the tub.’ She took me to the other room.

She sat on the bed and pulled off the silly little woollen hat she liked to wear. Then she undid the buttons of her dress. Her long red hair tumbled down over her pale shoulders. She smiled. She was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen and her happiness warmed me. She kicked off her shoes. I picked up the phone. ‘Can I have a bottle of champagne? Yes, French champagne. On second thoughts, better make that two bottles.’

It was a long time before we got back to the sitting-room that the Bekuvs shared with the Manns. There was a boy in starched apron and black bow-tie smoothing the tablecloth and setting out the cutlery.

‘Thought you two were hungry enough to give dinner a miss,’ said Mann archly.

‘Mickey!’ said his wife. ‘You haven’t ordered the wine.’

‘You got red wine?’ Mann asked the young waiter.

‘Only Californian,’ said the boy.

‘I like Californian,’ said Major Mann. He put a flattened hand over his heart, as if swearing to it.

The proprietor’s wife had fixed dinner. The homemade soup was clam chowder and the steaks were delicious. Mann praised the buttered corn. ‘You can keep all that lousy French chow,’ Mann offered. ‘You give me American cooking every time.’

Mrs Mann said, ‘You like it; you got it.’ The Bekuvs smiled but said nothing.

From downstairs the louder parts of the film’s soundtrack were sometimes audible. We heard exploding bombs and wartime melodies.

I suppose Bekuv must have been anticipating the pep-talk that Mann decided was due. When Mann produced a box of cigars and suggested that we smoke them down the hall, rather than wake up to the aroma of stale tobacco, Bekuv readily agreed, and I went with them.

The lounge was furnished in the same downbeat way that the lobby had been. There were several large sepia photographs of men with goggles, standing round old racing cars and grinning at each other. I guessed that Pierce, the proprietor, was a vintage-car freak, and probably owned the finely preserved Packard outside, and maybe the vintage bus, too.

Bekuv chose the dilapidated sofa. Mann leaned over him to light his cigar. ‘There have been a lot of new developments since you arrived Stateside,’ said Mann.

‘What kind of developments?’ said Bekuv cautiously.

‘At first we were asking you to tell us about the scientific data you were handling before you defected.’

‘And I did that,’ said Bekuv.

‘Up to a point you did it,’ said Mann. ‘But you must have realized that there was another motive too.’

‘No,’ said Bekuv, drawing on his cigar and facing Mann quite calmly.

‘For God’s sake, Bekuv! You must see by now that our work on masers is way ahead of anything being done in the Soviet Union. We don’t need you to tell us about masers.’

Bekuv had no intention of admitting anything like that. ‘Then why ask me?’

‘No one can be as dumb as you pretend to be at times,’ said Mann.

I interrupted them before Mann blew his top. ‘We know that American scientific data is being betrayed to the Soviet Union.’

Bekuv turned to look at me. He frowned and then gave a despairing shrug. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘You will have to explain.’

‘We are hoping to recognize the form in which you recall the material. It might help us to trace the source of it. We might be able to find where it’s coming from.’

‘Much of it came from published work,’ said Bekuv.

‘Now don’t get smart,’ said Mann. He stood up, and there was a moment when I thought I was going to have to step between them. ‘We are not talking about the kind of stuff that Greenwood and his committee are giving away. We are talking about military stuff.’

‘What began as a scientific leak has now become a flood of material,’ I said. ‘Some of it is intelligence data. There is British material too, which is why I am involved.’

‘I wondered about that,’ said Bekuv.

‘I’m being squeezed,’ said Mann, ‘and when I get squeezed, you go through the wringer.’

‘I’m giving you the material as fast as I can recall it,’ said Bekuv.

‘And that’s not fast enough,’ said Mann. There was an element of threat there.

‘I can’t go any faster,’ said Bekuv. I watched his face. Perhaps this was the time he started to realize that his assistants at NYU had been trying to interrogate him.

Mann straightened and threw his head back. He held the cigar to his lips and put the other hand in the small of his back. It was a gesture both reflective and Napoleonic, until he scratched his behind. He strode slowly across the carpet in front of the log fire, staring all the time at the ceiling and puffing smoke. ‘It was July of ’seventy-one. Berlin was stinking hot … you know the way it can get in that town. We’d included one of our kids in a party of trade union officials who were being given the treatment: that apartment block on the Allee that they pretend is full of workers’ families, and the crèche near the Wannsee and the banquet where they drink the dudes under the table with endless toasts to the unity of the proletariat. Silly to put one of our boys into a scrum like that. It was an American trade union lawyer from Pittsburgh who reported him to the Russians. When we got him back, his arse was raw with untreated cigarette burns, and his bloodstream was full of pentathol. We flew him back to the best surgeon in the States but he never got the full use of his right hand again …’ Mann smiled one of his cold smiles at Bekuv.

Bekuv had never taken his eyes off Mann as he paced up and down. Now he said, ‘It’s not so simple to recall the details.’

‘I was trying to help,’ said Mann.

‘I need more time,’ said Bekuv.

Mann smiled again. He consulted his watch. ‘Just look at the time. We’d better finish these cigars and join the ladies.’ He threw his cigar away and ushered us out.

‘It’s a beautiful place,’ said Red Bancroft. She was looking out of the window, cupping her hands to keep out the reflections. ‘The moon is coming out. It is a wonderful evening for a walk.’

‘It’s freezing,’ I said.

‘Wrap up well, Pop,’ she said scornfully. ‘You can put on that nice new leather overcoat.’

I nodded my agreement, and I saw Red and Mrs Mann exchange the sort of knowing look with which women greet the downfall of a male.

The film show ended at ten minutes past ten. Red and I were walking through the cobbled yard at the rear of the house to get a closer look at the vintage bus and the old Packard. We’d heard ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’ and ‘Change Partners’ coming faintly through the heavily curtained room where the movie was playing. As the finale music swelled, the back door opened, and some men came out into the cold air. One of them coughed and another slapped his back helpfully. Two more of the men lit cigarettes.

‘London!’ said one of the men. ‘That’s where I first saw that movie. I was a gunner, nineteen – youngest top-kick in the group – and I’d met this shy English kid. We went to a movie with her mother; can you imagine … with her mother! I was crazy about her.’

‘What was her mother like?’ said a second man. The first man laughed politely.

‘I saw it with my Daddy and Ma,’ said another voice. ‘I was a shavetail, just out of pilot training. I was on leave before joining a bomb group in England. My folks just smiled and listened to me tell them how I couldn’t wait to get into the fighting … and all the time they were figuring the odds against my getting killed … it’s only now, when I’ve got kids of my own, that I understand what that cost them.’

‘We all came back,’ said another man. ‘Sometimes I wonder why.’

‘Not all of us,’ said the man who’d been in pilot training. ‘I lost a lot of real good buddies.’

‘They shipped the squadron from England to France without warning,’ said the first man. ‘I forgot how to find the house in Manchester where she lived, and I never took down the address. I went back twice and walked the streets … but it was no use.’

‘Wartime romance,’ said the second man.

‘It was more than that,’ said the first man. ‘I still think about her. Every week or so I remember her. That proves it, doesn’t it.’

The door opened again and some women came out into the yard. ‘What are you doing out here?’ one of them asked shrilly. ‘It’s so cold!’

A second woman said, ‘Telling dirty stories; I know what they were doing. Admit it now, Norm, you were telling dirty stories.’

‘That’s right,’ said the man from pilot training. ‘That’s what we were doing.’

The proprietor’s son was taking down the shutters from the room in which they’d been watching the film. As he did so, the light from inside lit up the yard. It was bright enough to see the men and women standing there. They were all in their late forties or early fifties. The women wore old-fashioned party dresses, and the men were in army uniforms. But the uniforms were not those of the modem army, they were the pink trousers, olive-drab jackets and soft-topped flyers’ caps of the US Army Air Force, circa 1943.
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It was breakfast-time on Christmas Eve. Low-angled winter-morning sunshine made slatted patterns on the wallpaper. ‘Nostalgia isn’t what it used to be,’ pronounced Mann. He’d been reading aloud from the brochure that was included on our breakfast-table in the sitting-room. ‘Nostalgia Inn’ said the headline and there was a photograph of the hotel taken the previous summer when a vintage-car club used it for a convention. The furnishings, the recorded music, the film shows and even the menus had been chosen to give the clientele a chance to wallow in their memories and their illusions.

‘This month and next month is the World War Two period,’ Mann said. ‘But last Christmas they did a 1914 week, and I hear it was terrific.’ He was wearing a tweed jacket, white roll-neck sweater and khaki cotton trousers. It would do for World War Two.

‘All we’re saying,’ repeated Bessie Mann patiently, ‘is that you should have told us.’

‘And had you buying special gowns and hair-dos.’

‘Well, why not?’ said Bessie.

‘It would have loused up the security,’ said Major Mann. ‘This is supposed to be a way for our Russian friends to stay incognito. You telling every store clerk in Bloomingdales about it would have blown us all wide open.’

‘You never trust me,’ said Bessie Mann.

‘Damn right,’ agreed Mann cheerfully.

‘Give me the car keys,’ she said.

‘Where are you going?’ said Mann.

‘I’m getting a 1940 hair-do and a party dress.’

‘Don’t curb those new radials,’ said Mann. Bessie Mann aimed a playful blow at her husband’s head. He ducked and grinned.

Red touched my hand across the table. ‘Shall I go too? I need cigarettes.’

‘Buy a dress and give me the bill,’ I said. ‘Happy Christmas.’

Red leaned over and kissed me.

‘Break it up, you two,’ said Mrs Mann.

‘Listen, honey,’ said Mann. ‘Take a cab into town just in case I need the car.’

Soon after Mrs Mann and Red departed to go to town, Mrs Bekuv emerged through the connecting door. She was dressed in a blue silk pants-suit. It was a little flashy for my taste but it showed her blonde hair, and full figure, to advantage. Major Mann poured coffee for her, and offered her the butter. Only two warm rolls remained under the starched cloth in the basket. Mrs Bekuv broke one of them open and chewed a piece of its crust. She was still looking down at the plate as she spoke. ‘You’ll never get anywhere with my husband by threats, Major Mann.’

Mann put his coffee down and turned on his full unabated charm. ‘Threats?’ he said as if encountering the word for the first time. ‘Is that what he told you, Mrs Bekuv? Perhaps he misunderstood. A long drive … all the strain of the last few days … he is looking a little tired.’

‘Neither of us likes threats, Major Mann,’ she said. She buttered her roll.

Mann nodded his agreement. ‘No one does, Mrs Bekuv. No one I’ve ever met.’

‘That’s why we left the Soviet Union.’

Mann raised his hand as if to shield his eyes from a bright light. ‘Now that’s not quite true, Mrs Bekuv. You know it’s not quite true. Your husband defected because he’d been passed over for promotion on four successive occasions, and because he was finally posted to that lousy little job in Mali, where he didn’t get along with his boss.’

‘That boss,’ said Mrs Bekuv with great distaste, ‘was a junior assistant to my husband only five years ago.’

‘Exactly,’ said Mann. ‘And that’s why your husband defected – nothing to do with living in a police state, or being threatened, or wanting to read Solzhenitsyn in the original Swiss.’

‘You have my husband’s defection all worked out, Major,’ said Mrs Bekuv. ‘So what about me? Why do you think I defected?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Mann warily. ‘But you certainly look like a million dollars in that Saks Fifth Avenue pants-suit, and Tiffany’s gold wrist-watch and bangle.’

‘You were having me followed?’ She seemed very surprised.

She turned to see him better. The sunlight made her screw up her eyes, but even squinting into the light she was still a shapely and beautiful woman.

‘Just making sure you weren’t accosted by any strange men, Mrs Bekuv.’ Mann leaned over and moved the slats a fraction to close the sun’s rays out.

‘Men from the Soviet Government, you mean?’

‘Any kind of men, Mrs Bekuv.’

‘It’s not me you need to watch,’ she said. She drank her coffee and put butter on the last piece of roll as if to signal that the conversation had ended.

‘You mean I should be watching your husband?’

‘He will not respond to pressure, Major Mann. Andrei is a gentle person. If you bully him, he will run from you.’

‘You’re asking me to do business through you, Mrs Bekuv?’ Mann had hit it, and she was disconcerted.

‘It would be worth trying,’ she said.

‘Well, you must get your husband to co-operate, Mrs Bekuv.’

‘But he already writes millions of words for you.’

‘He has given us a great deal of scientific material – as close to verbatim as his memory will allow – but that’s not what I call real co-operation, Mrs Bekuv.’

‘What more do you want?’

‘A man like your husband can get a lot of information from the style of the report and the procedure of the experiments and analysis. He knows which of the world’s labs are concerned with the development of masers, and could probably name the men working in them – I think he knows where the leaks are coming from.’

Mrs Bekuv drank some coffee.

Mann continued his thesis. ‘No Soviet scientist has been allowed more freedom than your husband has over the last few years. He has attended nearly thirty scientific conferences, lectures, seminars and symposiums, outside the Soviet Union – now that’s unusual, Mrs Bekuv, you must admit. It’s tempting to guess that he’s been getting a lot of his material on a person-to-person basis, while talking with other scientists at these international conferences.’

‘I’ll talk to Andrei,’ she promised.

‘Me and my friend here,’ said Mann pointing at me with his spoon as I poured another cup of coffee. ‘We are an easy-going couple of kids. You know we are. But we’ve got to start scribbling a few picture postcards for the fellows in the front office. Otherwise they are going to start wondering if we are on some sort of fun-fest down here. They’ll assign us to permanent night duty guarding the Lincoln Memorial. You get me, Mrs Bekuv?’

From the floor below us someone switched on the radio to hear a Christmas carol service. ‘While shepherds watched their flocks …’ came softly to us at the breakfast-table.

‘I get you, Major Mann,’ she said. I watched her carefully, but the slight smile she gave him revealed nothing but good-natured amusement. Mann picked up his orange juice and sipped some. ‘You know something, Mrs Bekuv. It’s getting so that freshly squeezed orange juice is just not available for love nor money. You’d be amazed at how many five-star hotels serve canned juice.’

‘In the Soviet Union every hotel and restaurant serves freshly squeezed orange juice,’ said Mrs Bekuv.

For a moment I thought Mann was going to challenge that contention but he smiled his most ingratiating smile and said, ‘Is that so, honey. Well, I always knew there must be something good about that crummy wasteland.’

Mrs Bekuv pushed her cup aside and got to her feet.

‘See you later,’ said Mann affably.

Mrs Bekuv left the room without replying.

We were still sitting there when Bessie and Red phoned us from Waterbridge. They were almost through at the hairdressers, and the new dresses were gift-wrapped and ready for collection. All we had to do was to bring our chequebooks into town, and take them somewhere smart for lunch. To my surprise Mann readily agreed. He even invited the Bekuvs to go with us, but Andrei was going to record a Christmas concert on his Sony radio-recorder and Mrs Bekuv shook her head without looking up from Dr Zhivago.

Downstairs in the dining-room the hotel staff were hanging ancient tin toys and celluloid dolls upon a Christmas tree. On the stage a ten-piece orchestra from Chicago were arguing with Mr Pierce about where the coloured spotlights should point.

Mann drove all the way to the end of the property and half-way up the hill before speaking. ‘You don’t approve of my little talk with Frau Bekuv?’

‘I wouldn’t put it into an anthology of psychological triumphs.’

‘What did I do wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘You obviously want her to put the finger on the 1924 Society, so that you’ve got an excuse to turn them over. Well, I’m sure she got the message and she will probably oblige you.’

‘Why would that make you so mad?’

‘If you are sure that the leak is through the crackpots on the 1924 Society, why not move in on them right away? If you are not sure, you are only confusing the situation by using Mrs Bekuv like a glove puppet.’

‘Ah!’ said Mann. ‘Why not move in on the 1924 Society right away, you say. Well, I knew it was only a matter of time before you handed me a question I could answer.’ He turned his eyes away from the road long enough to stare at me. ‘The 1924 Society is a secret society, kiddo. No one’s exactly sure who is a member of the 1924 Society.’

‘Except the other members.’

‘Like the Bekuvs. Yes, well now you’re getting the idea, pal.’

‘Suppose that, while we’re all away, the Bekuvs call a cab and scram?’

Mann smiled as we pulled to a halt in a newly vacated parking-space in front of a pawnshop filled with saxophones and shotguns. I could see the hairdressers’ a few doors away. ‘You got a couple of quarters?’ he said.

I gave him some change for the meter but he didn’t get out of the car immediately. He said, ‘I’ve put a couple of my boys to watch the back door.’

‘You’d like them to skip,’ I said accusingly.

‘It would simplify things,’ said Mann.

‘Unless they succeeded,’ I said.

Mann pulled a face and got out.

The Bekuvs were still in the hotel when we arrived back. Mozart’s Jupiter was on the hi-fi. Andrei was still doing the calculations that would put messages into outer space and his wife was sleeping with Dr Zhivago. Mann dropped on to the sofa and heaved a sigh.

It’s one of the many things I don’t understand about women that the moment they return from some expensive hair-crimping parlour they stand in front of a mirror and comb the whole thing out again. Red and Bessie did that while Mrs Bekuv, evidently having decided that she’d missed out on a good thing, joined in the fun.

With seeming reluctance, she allowed herself to be persuaded into a new hair-style too. Red swept her hair up into a styling of the ’forties, and held it while they both admired it. Deftly Red pinned it into position and arranged the curls and the fringe with loving care.

Mann watched it all with interest, but his wife seemed strangely disquieted. It provided a revealing insight into Mrs Bekuv – and a portent of Red too, but I didn’t see that at the time.

I ordered tea for all of us, but even before I’d put the phone down, Mann’s autocratic manner told his wife that he wanted a private word with the Bekuvs. Bessie said she’d prefer to take her tea into her room, and even Red – no admirer of Mann’s patriarchal moods – meekly agreed to do the same, even to the extent of leaving Mrs Bekuv’s hair-do unfinished. That didn’t please the Russian lady, and after the others had gone she fixed Mann with a steely stare, told her husband to switch the music down, and said, ‘Dr Henry Dean. He lives at a house called La Grange in the village of St Paul Chauvrac, Bretenoux, 46 Lot, France. Do you want to write that down?’

Mann said, ‘Dr Henry Dean, La Grange, St Paul Chauvrac, Bretenoux, 46 Lot, France. No, I don’t want to write it down.’

‘He is not a scientist,’ said Mrs Bekuv, ‘not an important one, anyway. But he is the contact between the 1924 Society and Moscow.’ She smiled and twisted a strand of blonde hair in her fingers. It was the artless gesture of the ingénue, inappropriate for this Rubenesque wife and mother, and yet she had more than enough charm to carry it off.

‘That’s fine,’ said Mann tonelessly. He turned to me. ‘Get on to that, will you.’

I looked at him closely. There was something in his voice that I could not recognize.

‘I’ll do what I can,’ I said. I knew that my request to Langley for archive searches at five o’clock on a Christmas Eve would not be received with great enthusiasm.

‘Don’t try too hard,’ said Mann. ‘I wouldn’t like to be ready to go by tomorrow morning.’

Mrs Bekuv looked from one to the other of us. ‘You will go to France?’

‘Dr Henry Dean, you say. Well, that’s interesting,’ said Mann. He said it in a louder voice. It was obviously intended to bring Andrei Bekuv into the conversation.

Andrei Bekuv nodded but did not turn round to meet Mann’s eyes. He was toying with his new radio-recorder and trying to pretend he was nothing to do with the conversation.

Mrs Bekuv said, ‘Andrei and I were talking about the investigation.’

‘And I appreciate that,’ said Mann.

She ignored his sarcasm. She went on. ‘Our complete co-operation would not only be good for America, it would be very good for you too.’

‘I’m not sure that I’m following your implications,’ said Mann who was not only following the implications but well ahead of them. He pressed a splayed hand upon his heart. I saw now that what I had always thought was a spiritual gesture was done to check that his collar was buttoned down.

‘Promotion and a better pay-scale, more power, a better posting … you know what I mean,’ said Mrs Bekuv. ‘This first name we give you freely but if you want more we must have a new agreement.’

Mann grinned. ‘You mean you want your share of the prosperity – promotion, and pay-scale.’

‘Otherwise,’ said Mrs Bekuv, ‘we will simply say nothing, until you are fired and a new team sent to work on us.’

‘How do you know that I won’t get out the rubber truncheons long before I get fired?’

Andrei Bekuv shifted uneasily and fiddled with the volume control so that a few chords of Mozart escaped and ran across the carpet. ‘We’ll have to take that risk,’ said Mrs Bekuv.

‘How much?’

‘We didn’t realize how expensive it is to live in New York,’ said Mrs Bekuv immediately. ‘With all those smart people at university, I’m going to have to look my best, you know.’ She smiled as if we all shared some secret joke.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Mann.

‘I couldn’t resist all these new clothes, Major Mann,’ she said. ‘After all those years in the Soviet Union I was dazzled by the shop-windows, and Andrei insisted that I bought a whole new wardrobe, from shoes to underwear. He said it was all part of our starting our new life.’

‘I understand,’ said Major Mann.

‘Forget what I said just now. With or without an increase in the money, we will both help you all we can.’ Mrs Bekuv slapped a menu into Dr Zhivago and slammed the book closed. Then she stood up and smoothed her cornflower-blue silk dress, running her fingers down over hips and thighs in the sort of gesture used by nervous contenders in amateur beauty competitions. She smiled at both of us, and was still smiling as she leaned over her husband and kissed the top of his head.

The waiter arrived with a tray of tea and toast just as Mrs Bekuv went out of the room. Mann took the tray from him and began to pour the milk, and offer the home-made cherry cake. Andrei Bekuv took a slice of lemon in his tea and declined the cake. ‘My wife gets very nervous, Major Mann,’ he said. ‘She misses the boy.’

‘You knew your son would never join you. He’ll be taking his exams next year … you wouldn’t want us to try and bring him out against his will.’

‘No, no, no,’ said Andrei Bekuv. ‘What you say is true … but it doesn’t change the facts. My wife can’t get used to the idea of never seeing her son again.’ He looked away. ‘And to tell you the truth, I can’t either.’

‘Sure,’ said Mann. ‘Sure.’ He patted Bekuv’s arm as one might try to calm an excited poodle.

Emboldened by this gesture of friendship, Bekuv opened his loose-leaf notebook. ‘I have completely changed my work on interstellar communication.’

‘Have you?’ said Mann. ‘That’s good. No more humming hydrogen, you mean?’

Bekuv made some vague noises while pointing at the pages of closely written numbers. ‘At first we were looking for some means of communicating through the galactic plasma without dispersion. Obviously this meant using electromagnetic waves. We knew X-rays were no good …’

‘Why?’ I said in an attempt to join in.

‘They can’t be focused,’ said Bekuv, ‘and gamma rays have too limited a range.’

‘How limited?’ I asked.

‘About one hundred thousand miles,’ said Bekuv. Mann pulled a face. Bekuv smiled and said, ‘But now I am beginning to believe that we should abandon the idea of any sort of electromagnetic waves. After all, we will never be able to converse with another civilization, because each message will take twenty years getting there and another twenty to get back.’

‘Sounds like the British telephone system,’ said Mann.

‘Now I believe we should simply seek to make a mark in the universe … a mark that some other civilization will detect and so know there is some kind of sophisticated life on planet Earth.’

‘What kind of mark?’ said Mann.

‘Not ploughing patterns in fields. There has been a lot of talk about that but it is absurd. The canals on Mars that Schiaparelli reported in 1887 and the Mariner spacecraft revealed as a complete misinterpretation have ruled out that idea.’ He turned the page to where there were diagrams and more calculations. ‘I am thinking of a cloud of material that will absorb a chosen wavelength of light. This would leave a pattern – no more than a line perhaps – in the spectrogram of a star’s light. This would be enough to tell any civilization that there was scientific achievement here on Earth.’

I looked at Mann. He raised his eyebrows. ‘What is the next step?’ Mann asked, with trepidation evident.

‘To put this before your Government,’ said Bekuv. ‘It will cost quite a lot of money.’

Mann was unable to completely suppress a sigh. ‘Well, you’d better put this all to me in the form of a report. Then I will see what I can do.’

‘I don’t want it filed away and forgotten,’ said Bekuv. ‘I want to talk to someone about it. You have a Senate Committee on International Co-operation. Could I talk to them?’

‘Perhaps,’ said Mann, ‘but you’ll have to write it all down first.’

‘One more thing,’ said Bekuv. ‘It’s Christmas Eve, could I take my wife to the midnight mass tonight?’

‘It doesn’t say you are Catholics on the dossier,’ said Mann. He was disconcerted, and slightly annoyed. Or perhaps he was feigning annoyance.

‘We have lapsed in our church-going, but not in our faith,’ said Bekuv. ‘Christmas Eve has always been a special time for us.’

‘Someone will have to go with you,’ said Mann.

‘I’ll go,’ I said.

Bekuv looked at Mann. Mann nodded.

‘Thank you,’ said Bekuv. ‘I will go and tell Katinka. Thank you both.’ He went away wagging his tail.

‘Sometimes I don’t know how I keep my hands off that jerk,’ said Mann.

‘And it shows,’ I told him.

Mann sat down in the soft armchair and closed his eyes tight.

‘Are you all right?’ I asked.

‘I’m all right,’ said Mann but his face had gone grey, and he looked as if old age had overtaken him very suddenly. I waited for him to speak. I waited a long time.

‘Henry Dean,’ I reminded him of the name Mrs Bekuv had given us. ‘Dr Henry Dean.’

‘Hank Dean,’ said Mann. He tightened his tie.

‘You’ve heard of him?’ I asked.

‘Hank Dean: airline executive’s son, born in Cottonwood, South Dakota. High school athlete; track star, truly great pitcher, tipped for pro baseball until he got injured.’

‘How do you know so much about him?’ I asked.

‘We grew up together in a village just outside Cleveland. My dad was a pilot and his was sales manager for a tinpot airline; flying contract mail between Chicago and New York City. The airline families lived alongside the airfield, and the village kids beat shit out of us. The war came, we both went into the army. Hank was a bright kid, came out a captain in the airborne, but he’d done a few drops in civilian clothes. At the end of the war, the army kept him on, but sent him to MIT to get his masters. He wound up with a PhD before he got back into uniform. Next thing I heard he was working in Berlin for a little company that made high-voltage electrophoresis machines for medical labs … you’re beginning to get the picture?’

‘I get the picture,’ I said. ‘This little engineering company had a very lenient policy about employees who disappeared for long weekends, and came back with their hair slightly ruffled and a hole in the hat.’

‘Yeah, a CIA front, and a very active one. Henry Dean was making quite a name for himself. They switched him back into the army and gave him the police desk in Berlin. Then they began saying that Dean would be running Operations in Langley before he was thirty-five – that kind of crap, you know.’

‘I know.’

‘But Dean got into the juice. His old man was a lush, I remember. That’s why his dad quit flying and went to sales. Hank was very close to his dad; he used to hide the bottles, argue with him, plead with him, but it was no use. Poor Hank – and Berlin is a bad place for a guy who is easily tempted.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

Mann passed a hand across his eyes as if trying to see into the past. When he spoke again it was the voice of a man half asleep. ‘Got into the juice. There was some kind of foul-up … a row about some documents being given to the East Germans … there was an inquiry. I don’t know the details but Dean was never the same again after that. They gave him a second chance. The next thing was a back-up assignment for a routine crossing. It was unlikely that he’d be needed, but suddenly he was, and they dug him out of a bar on the Ku-damm, stoned out of his mind. There was a lot of static from Langley, and a lot of promises from Dean. But it was the third time that ended his career.

‘Berlin in the late ’fifties – it was heavy stuff, and two really good guys went that night. Those two had a lot of friends, and the friends blamed Hank Dean. He was finished for that kind of field-work. He went back to Washington but he couldn’t handle a scene like that – it needs a light touch – Washington “A list” hostesses, all that muscle from the satellite embassies, too many whizzkids chasing your job. No, that wasn’t Hank Dean.’

I tried to pour some tea. There was only a trickle left, and that was cold. There were no lights on in the sitting-room, and Mann was no more than a silhouette against the darkening sky. The silence lasted so long that when he spoke again it made me start.

‘He stayed on the wagon for years,’ said Mann. ‘And then finally Special Services found something for him in Vietnam. They wanted me to sign a chit sponsoring him …’ Mann sighed. ‘I thought about it all day and all night. I was sure he’d foul up and spatter me with shit … so I said no.’

I tried to ease some of the guilt off his back. ‘Hindsight reveals a wise decision,’ I said.

It did nothing to cheer Mann. Against the wintry light from the window, I saw him pinch the bridge of his nose. He was slumped lower now, his chin almost on his chest. ‘Can’t be sure of that, can we?’ he said. ‘Maybe if I had signed it we wouldn’t be running our pinkies down the Christmas airline schedules.’

‘Maybe,’ I agreed.

‘There comes a time in your life when you have to do the human thing – make the decision the computer never makes – give your last few bucks to an old pal, find a job for a guy who deserves a break, or bend the rules because you don’t like the rules.’

‘Even in this job?’

‘Especially in this job, or you end up as the kind of dispassionate robotic bastard that communism breeds.’

‘Are you going to bring Dean back, or try to turn him?’

‘I’ve embarrassed you, have I?’ said Mann bitterly.

‘Because if you are going to bring him back, there will be a lot of paperwork. I’ll want to get started on it as soon as possible.’

‘You like baseball?’ Mann asked. ‘He was second baseman. I saw the whole thing … a double play and this little fink put a set of sharpened cleats into his knee. He would have turned pro, I’m sure. He’d never have come into this lousy racket.’

‘Turn Dean,’ I said, ‘and perhaps we could do without the Bekuvs.’

‘Hank Dean … big noisy lummox … full of farts and funny stories … untrimmed beard, dirty dishes in the sink, rot-gut in flagons, and a sleeping-bag in the bathroom if you’re too drunk to drive home. You’d never recognize him for this bright kid who got the sharpened cleats in his leg. Funny how a thing like that can change a man’s whole life.’

‘This is just a way of getting at you,’ I said.

‘It looks like it,’ said Mann. ‘I wonder how long ago they started working on it.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Poor old Hank. A KGB operation – I can smell it from here, can’t you? Payments into his bank balance, witnesses who can identify him, microdots pasted into his copy of Thunderball, you know what they get up to. Jesus! – and I’ve got the choice of handing over to another investigating officer, the way the book tells it, or of bending the rules and try and make it easy on him.’

‘If the KGB have set it up, they will have dotted every i and crossed every t. They dare not risk something like this blowing up in their faces.’

‘They’ve not necessarily framed him,’ said Mann calmly. ‘They might have just offered him enough dough to get him working for them.’

‘You don’t believe that.’

‘I don’t want to believe it,’ said Mann. ‘Do you know something … for a moment there I wasn’t even going to tell you that I knew Dean. I was just going to press on with the investigation and keep stumm.’

If the Russians wanted to compromise or discredit Mann, they’d chosen a racking dilemma for him. But they’d misjudged their target. Many would have folded under such pressure, most would have handed the file over to someone else, but not Mann. He was shaken, but not for long.

‘Already it’s working,’ Mann said. ‘Already there is a gap between us.’

The neon signs and the lights of the nearby town were turning the night sky fiery. ‘No gap,’ I said.

‘No gap,’ said Mann scornfully. ‘Already you are getting nervous – worrying about your pension and trying to decide how much you can afford to play along with me.’

‘No.’

‘Why no?’ he asked. ‘Why no, Frederick Antony, old buddy?’

He deserved some warmer reassurance that reflected the times we’d had together. Something that told him I’d stake my life upon his judgment – be it good or bad. But I was too English for such extravagances. Coldly I said, ‘Because I trust you more than I trust Mrs Bekuv. For all we know she could be planted by the KGB … acting on their instructions, and giving us the spielmaterial they want to feed to us.’

The phone rang but Mann made no attempt to answer it.

I said, ‘That will be the girls reminding us about the dance they’ve dressed up for.’

Mann didn’t move, and soon the phone ceased to ring. ‘The side of his knee,’ said Mann. ‘His left leg, he still limps.’
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That strange winter afternoon, Mann’s soft voice in that darkened room, my lack of sleep, the infatuation for Red that was fast becoming love, the contrived nostalgia of the Christmas festivities, or perhaps those last three whisky-sours, accounted for the way I remember it as a hazy dream. A dream that became a nightmare.

The hotel management loaned us two old-fashioned tuxedos. My outfit included a shirt with a piqué front, as stiff as a board, and Mann’s even had a wing-collar. The band played Glenn Miller arrangements with suitable verve and sweetness, and the brass stood up and swayed through the choruses.

The Manns were dancing to the tune of ‘Sun Valley Serenade’ when Red and I took the Bekuvs into town for the midnight mass. The Catholic church in Waterbridge was crowded, and an elaborate nativity scene occupied the entrance. The nave was lit by a thousand flickering candles. They made the interior warm and yellow, but the upper parts of the church were dark.

The Bekuvs sat close together, and we chose a seat behind them so that I could watch them without intruding upon their privacy. Long after the singing of the choir ended, my mind remained full of the candlelight and the resonant chords of the great organ. And, mixing with it, came the brassy riffs of the Glenn Miller arrangements and the soft whispered words of love from Red.

Outside, the first hours of Christmas Day were celebrated in an icy wind and scattered showers of sleet. At the exit people paused to wrap their scarfs tighter and button their thick overcoats. It was this that created a solid crush of worshippers at the door. We shuffled forward a step at a time.

It was exactly the right place for it.

I heard the strangled cry from Mrs Bekuv, and the scream of some other unidentified woman. Hands flailed and hats were knocked askew. A man began to shout. The Bekuvs were no more than five yards away from me but they might have been five miles for all the help I could give them.

I swore, and ripped at the crowd, tearing a way between the worshippers like a man demented.

By the time I got to the Bekuvs, the crowd had parted enough to let Mrs Bekuv sit on the stone steps. She was conscious but said nothing. She looked heavy and lifeless, the way soldiers do when their battle is done. Andrei Bekuv was bending over her. Both of them had blood on the front of their clothes. Andrei was pulling at his wife’s sleeve so that blood ran down her arm to form a puddle on the step.

‘They’ve killed Katinka,’ said Andrei Bekuv.

I reached for her pulse and bloodied my hands.

‘Get an ambulance, Red. Ask the church to phone.’

‘They’ve killed my Katinka,’ said Bekuv, ‘and it’s all my doing.’

I bound my handkerchief tightly round her arm but the blood still came. It marked the cuff of my borrowed tuxedo, and dribbled on to my new leather overcoat.

There were no shadows. Everything in the room was white, and the fluorescent tubes lit it with a cold, pitiless glare. My blood-encrusted handkerchief lay coiled and discarded on the trolley, like the scaly skin of some terrible red serpent, and alongside it – carefully aligned – was the gold wrist-watch and bracelet that Bekuv had bought for his wife in New York.

My coffee was cold. I tore open a sachet of powdered cream, stirred the mixture and gulped it down. It was a hell of a lousy way to spend Christmas morning.

There was a rap at the door and Mann entered without waiting for a response. His eyes were bloodshot and his hair imperfectly parted.

‘You talked with the surgeon?’ He unbuttoned his trenchcoat to reveal a partly buttoned shirt, and a cardigan pulled down over his evening trousers.

‘No arterial cuts. Her hands will be scarred for life – she grabbed at the switchblade – maybe scars on the abdomen too, but the thick coat saved her anything worse than superficial wounds. If the blade had entered her the way it was intended, she would have been dead before she hit the ground.’

Mann sniffed, walked over to the trolley and moved the wrist-watch and bangle with the tip of his finger, as if making a chess move. ‘Description of the assailant?’

‘At least a dozen,’ I said. ‘All of them different.’

‘And our pal Andrei?’

‘She stepped between them. It was meant for Andrei, but he wasn’t scratched. He’s taking it badly.’

‘“My darling Katinka, what have I done to you?”’

‘That’s the kind of thing,’ I agreed.

‘No one could have known that the Bekuvs started talking,’ said Mann, as much to convince himself as to convince me.

‘There must be a few people in Washington suffering sleepless nights.’

‘There will be a few people in the Kremlin suffering worse than sleepless nights if we break this one wide open,’ said Mann. ‘They don’t set up Henry Dean situations unless it’s really big.’

‘We should have expected some attempt to kill them.’

‘I did expect it. But not this soon. Who the hell could have known we’d brought them to this godforsaken hole.’

‘Gerry Hart?’

Mann scratched his face. His was unshaved, and he touched his beard self-consciously. ‘Yes, that little bastard is certainly kept well informed. Who might be leaking to him? Any ideas?’

I shook my head.

‘Well, this is the way it’s going to be from now onwards,’ said Mann. ‘We’d better get prepared for more of the same. We’d better move the Bekuvs out of here.’

I looked at my watch. ‘Merry Christmas,’ I said.

‘The better the day, the better the deed. Isn’t that what they say?’

‘It might look damned funny to the local press boys.’

‘A mugging?’ said Mann. ‘Nothing to leave the tree for.’

‘Knifing at midnight mass,’ I said. ‘In Waterbridge that’s a headline. They will go for it. You won’t shake that one, Major.’

‘And if I put a security guy at her bedside, it will look even more like a story.’ Mann grabbed at his face and rubbed hard as if trying to wake up. ‘And yet without a security guard they might try again.’

I tried to reassure him. ‘It was an amateur kind of job,’ I said. ‘I never heard of the KGB using a shiv artist who hit the wrong target, and even then let them grab the knife away.’

‘It damn nearly worked, and you know it,’ said Mann. ‘And there was nothing amateur about the way they found out where the Bekuvs would be last night.’

‘They might have followed us all the way from New York City, and then staked out the hotel, waiting for an opportunity,’ I suggested.

‘You know nothing followed us,’ said Mann. ‘Even in the back seat with Red, you’ve got to know nothing followed us.’

I didn’t answer. He was right, nothing had followed us down the highway and we’d had a helicopter to help check-out that fact.

‘You get back to your girl-friend,’ said Mann. ‘Give me a call here in the morning. I’ll have doped it out by then.’

Red was half asleep as I got into bed. She reached out for me in dreamy wantonness. Perhaps it was part of an attempt to forget the events of the previous evening that made us so abandoned. It seemed hours before either of us spoke a word.

‘Is it going to be all right?’ Red asked me in a whisper.

‘She’s not badly hurt. Andrei isn’t even scratched.’

‘I didn’t mean that,’ she said. ‘I’m glad she’s not badly hurt, but I didn’t mean that.’

‘What then?’

‘This is all part of what you’re doing, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘And it’s going wrong?’

‘It looks like it,’ I admitted. ‘Mrs Bekuv will have to be kept under surveillance and that will be more difficult now she needs medical attention.’

‘In London,’ said Red suddenly. ‘What sort of house do you live in?’

‘I don’t have a whole house,’ I said. ‘I rent the top floor to a friend – a reporter – and his wife. It’s a small Victorian terrace house, trying to look Georgian. The central heating is beginning to crack the place apart – first thing I must do when I get back is to get some humidifiers.’

‘Where is it?’

‘That part of Fulham where people write Chelsea on their notepaper.’

‘You said there was a garden.’

‘It’s more like a window-box that made it. But from the front you can see a square with trees and flower-beds – in summer it’s pretty.’

‘And what kind of view from the back windows?’

‘I never look out of the back windows.’

‘That bad?’

‘A used-car dealer’s yard.’

She pulled a face. ‘I’ll bet it’s the most beautiful car dealer’s yard in the world,’ she said.

I kissed her. ‘You can decide that when we get there,’ I said.

‘Do I get to change the drapes and the kitchen layout?’

‘I’m serious, Red.’

‘Yes, I know,’ she said. She kissed me again. ‘Don’t let’s be too serious though – give it time.’

‘I love you, Red,’ I said.

‘I love you too – you know that. Do you want a cigarette?’

I shook my head. She reached across me to the bedside table and found her cigarettes and lighter. I couldn’t resist the chance to hug her close to me, and she tossed the cigarettes aside and said, ‘Well, if I can choose.’ The cigarette-lighter slid down behind the mattress, and clattered to the floor. Red giggled. ‘Will you always want me?’ she said.

‘Always,’ I said.

‘Not that, you fool,’ she said.

She kissed me with opened mouth. Eventually I said, ‘What then?’

‘Would Major Mann let me stay with you?’ she asked. ‘I could make the coffee, and sweep the floor, and look after Mrs Bekuv.’

I said, ‘I’ll ask him tomorrow, if he’s in a good mood.’

She kissed me again, more seriously this time. ‘If he’s in a good mood,’ I repeated.

‘Thanks,’ she mumbled.

I reached for her. ‘You chatter too much,’ I said.
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There was no sky, no sun, no earth: until a few hundred square miles of France appeared like a smear upon the lowest layer of cloud. And as suddenly it was gone again.

‘I don’t want to phone from the airport,’ I told Mann, ‘but I’ll check that there is nothing for us on the telex.’

‘Worry about something else,’ Mann told me, as the stewardess removed the tray containing the dried-out chicken, shrivelled peas and brightly coloured pieces of tinned fruit. ‘Worry about income tax. Worry about the inflatable life-rafts. Worry about pollution. Worry about ptomaine poisoning. Worry about youth. But quit worrying about Red Bancroft.’

‘I’ve stopped worrying about Red Bancroft,’ I said.

‘She’s been checked by the FBI, by the CIA and her hometown police department. That girl is OK. There is good security: she’ll be safe. It will all be OK.’

‘I’ve stopped worrying. I told you that.’

Mann turned in his seat so that he could see my face. He said finally, ‘Bessie said you two were hitting it off, and I didn’t believe her.’ He leaned across and punched my arm so that my coffee spilled. ‘That’s just great,’ he said.

‘There’s something wrong there,’ I confided. ‘She’s a wonderful girl and I love her – at least I think I do – but there is something in her mind, something in her memory … something somewhere that I can’t reach.’

Mann avoided my eyes as he pressed his call-button and asked the stewardess to bring a bottle of champagne. ‘We’re getting awfully near Paris,’ said the girl.

‘Well, don’t you worry your pretty little head about that, honey,’ Mann told her. ‘We’ll gulp it down.’

I saw him touch the document case beside him. It contained the paperwork that we would need if Mann decided to drag Hank Dean, screaming and swearing, back to the New World. Mann caught my glance. ‘I’m not looking forward to it,’ he admitted. ‘And that’s a fact.’

‘Perhaps he will talk,’ I said.

‘Perhaps he knows nothing,’ said Mann.

The stewardess brought the champagne. Her uniform was one size too small, and the hair-do three sizes too big. ‘We’ll be going down in a minute or two,’ she told us.

‘All three of you?’ said Mann. The stewardess departed. Mann poured the champagne, and said, ‘I guess everything depends upon the way you look at it. Maybe if I’d been at college with Andrei Bekuv, I could even feel sorry for that schmendrik.’

‘Everything depends upon the way you look at it,’ I agreed. ‘But I already feel a bit sorry for Andrei Bekuv.’

Mann made a noise like a man blowing a shred of tobacco from his lips. It was a sign of his disagreement.

‘I feel sorry for him,’ I said. ‘He’s crazy about his wife, but she’s wrong for him.’

‘Everybody is wrong for that jerk,’ said Mann. ‘Everybody and everything.’ He picked up his champagne. ‘Drink up,’ he commanded.

‘I don’t feel like celebrating,’ I said.

‘Neither do I, my old English buddy, but we are pals enough to drink together in sorrow – right?’

‘Right,’ I said, and we both drank.

He said, ‘Mrs Bekuv is the best thing that ever happened to that creep. She’s one of the most beautiful broads I’ve ever seen – and I’m telling you, pal, if Bessie wasn’t around, I’d be tempted. Bekuv doesn’t deserve a doll like that. And she wet-nurses that guy: wipes his bottom, checks his haircuts, demands more dough from us. And she even takes a blade that’s coming his way. No wonder he’s in a constant sweat in case she kisses him goodbye.’

‘Well, everything depends on the way you look at it,’ I said.

‘Don’t tell me you haven’t felt some stirring of carnal lust for Mrs Bekuv,’ said Mann. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t fancied it.’

‘I’ve got Red,’ I said smugly.

Mann repeated his tobacco noise. ‘You know something,’ he said scornfully. ‘You can be very, very British at times.’

I smiled, and pretended to think that it was a compliment. And I returned to him the Biographical Abstract I’d been reading. He locked it away in his case.

‘Drink up. We’ll be landing any minute,’ he said. But, in fact, we joined the stack, somewhere over the great wooded region of Compiègne, and circled to await landing permission which did not come until forty minutes later.

It gave me time to think about Hank Dean. It was the new format bio-ab, dressed up to look like a report from a particularly energetic personnel manager. This one was typed on onion-skin paper, carrying the logo of a small furniture factory in Memphis, Tennessee. Attached to it was an employee-record punchcard and a photo. It had been ‘styled’ to provide a cause-and-effect view of Hank Dean’s life, instead of being, as the earlier sheets were, a list of dates and a terse summary.

And yet these sheets are always a poor substitute for sight and sound of the real person. What use was it to know that his middle name was Zacharias, and that some schoolfriends call him Zach. How many schoolfriends remain for a man who is nearly fifty years old? Dean had ‘a drinking problem’. That had always struck me as an inappropriate euphemism to apply to people who had absolutely no problem in drinking. What Dean had was doubtless a sobriety problem. I wondered if that was anything to do with the break-up of his marriage. The wife was a New Yorker of German extraction, a few years younger than Dean. There was one child – Henry Hope Dean – who lived in Paris and spent his vacations fishing with his father.

I closed the file. Henry Zacharias Dean, PhD, 210 pounds at last dossier revision, soldier, company executive, failed CIA agent, failed husband but successful father … here we come. And won’t you wish you were back in that village near Cleveland, getting punched in the head by the local kids.

‘Did you say something?’ asked Mann.

‘The no-smiling sign is on,’ I said.

Mann poured the last of the champagne into our glasses.

One Christmas – so many decades ago that I can’t remember when exactly – an aunt gave me a book about some children who were captured by the crew of a pirate ship. The pirate captain was a huge man, with a hooked nose and a magnificent beard. He drank rum in copious amounts, and yet was never obviously drunk. His commands could be heard from fo’c’s’le to crow’s-nest, and yet his footsteps were as deft, and as silent, as a cat’s. That pirate captain’s mixture of bulk and dexterity, cruelty and kindness, shouts and whispers, drinking and sobriety were also the make-up of Hank Dean.

He would need only a Savile Row suit, some trimming of the beard and a glass of sherry in his hand to be mistaken for a wealthy gynaecologist or a stockbroker. And yet, in this shaggy sweater, that reached almost to his knees, denim trousers washed to palest blue, and swilling Cahors, the local wine, round and round in the plastic cup that had once contained Dijon mustard, he would have had trouble thumbing a ride to Souillac.

‘Should have done it years ago. Should have done it when I was eighteen. We both should have done it, Mickey.’ Hank Dean swigged his wine and poured more. He closed the typescript of his comic detective novel Superdick, put it into a manila envelope and shut it away in a drawer. ‘That’s just my excuse for staring into space,’ he explained.

The heat from the big black iron stove disappeared up the huge chimney, or through the cracks and crevices that could be seen round the ill-fitting doors and windows. Only when Hank Dean threw some wax cartons and wrapping paper into the stove did it give a roar and a brief show of flame.

Dean lifted the frying-pan that was warming on the stove. ‘Two eggs or three?’

‘I’m not hungry,’ said Mann. ‘Give me a piece of that salami.’ He picked up a slice of the sausage on his fork and chewed at it.

Dean said, ‘Jesus Christ, of course you’re hungry. You’ve come all the way down from Paris, haven’t you. And this is the greatest food in the world. You’re having an omelette with truffles – it would cost you a king’s ransom in one of those phoney New York traps – and that’s not salami, goddamn it, it’s pork sausage, smoked at the farm just up the hill there.’

Mann stopped eating the pork sausage and put his fork down.

‘I miss the ball games,’ said Dean. ‘I’d be lying to you if I didn’t admit to missing the ball games. But I can hear them on the radio sometimes.’

‘Short-wave radio?’ said Mann.

‘And the Voice of America. On a good night, the Armed Forces Network from Germany. But I’m surrounded by high ground here, as you can see.’

‘Sure,’ said Mann.

I wondered how much of that exchange was about baseball, and how much was about short-wave radio reception – and maybe transmission too. I took some sausage, and tore a crusty piece of bread from the end of the loaf. It would all go on a long time yet, I decided. Mann and Dean would pretend to talk about old times, while talking about new times. And Mann would pace up and down, looking into cupboards and assessing the length of drawers and the thickness of walls to decide whether something could be concealed behind them. He would judge it all on a basis of infallibility, while hoping for a careless mistake.

‘My kids went to camp this Christmas,’ Mann told Dean. ‘It cost me an arm and a leg. How I’m going to pay for them when they go to college, like your boy, sometimes scares the arse off me.’

Dean was cutting a large truffle into slices as thin as a razorblade. He was using a wooden-handled folding knife, of the type the Wehrmacht issued to special units that had to cut sentries’ throats.

‘Living here costs me practically nothing,’ explained Dean. ‘The company pays me five hundred bucks a month, and I’m still getting ten dollars a week for that ball-game injury back when we were kids. The team carried insurance and that was lucky for me.’ He lifted the bread-board and carefully bulldozed the truffle slices into the beaten egg, then stood up and walked to the stove. There was a limp in his left leg. Whether this was for our benefit because he’d been thinking about it, or simply a result of sitting too long I could not be sure.

‘But didn’t you say your boy went to some kind of private college in Paris? Doesn’t that really cost?’

Dean stirred the egg, and checked the heat of the frying-pan by tossing a scrap of bread into it. It went golden brown. He forked it out, blew on it and ate it before adding some salt and pepper to the egg mixture. Then he stood with the bowl of egg poised above the stove. ‘You must have got it wrong, Mickey,’ he said. ‘The boy went to an ordinary French technical school. There were no fees.’

With a quick movement, and using only one hand, he closed the knife and slipped it back into the pocket of his jeans. He said, ‘My old Renault will do more miles per gallon than any automobile I ever used. The running repairs I do myself. In fact, last month I changed the piston rings. Even with the present price of gas, I spend no more than the ten bucks a week that my injury provides – I figure I owe my leg that car.’

He turned round from the stove and smiled. ‘As for the rest; that little restaurant next door sells me my lunch for about what I could buy the ingredients for. I don’t know how they do it. In the evening I manage on a bit of charcuterie, eggs, bread and stuff. For special occasions, one of these twenty-franc truffles …’ He smiled. ‘Of course if my book hit the jackpot …’

‘How often do you manage to get to the big city?’ Mann asked him. Dean tipped the egg mixture into the pan. The sudden splutter of the egg in the hot fat made Mann turn his head.

‘Paris, you mean?’ said Dean.

‘Or New York,’ said Mann. ‘Or London, or Brussels – even Berlin.’ He let the word hang in the air for a long time. ‘Any big city where you can do some shopping and see a show.’

‘I haven’t seen a show – or even a movie – in a lot of years, Mickey,’ said Dean. He dragged at the eggs with urgent movements of a wooden spoon, twisting and turning the pan, so that the uncooked egg would run on to the hot metal that he uncovered. ‘No time, and no money, for those bourgeois pastimes.’

In another place, and at another time, such comment would have passed unnoticed but now Dean bent low to the pan, and watched the egg cooking with a concentration that was altogether unmerited, and I knew he could have bitten his tongue off.

Dean turned the pan up, so that the giant omelette rolled on to a serving-dish. He divided it into three equal parts and put it on our plates. Above the table the lamp was a curious old contraption of brass and weights and green shades. Dean pulled at the strings so that the lights came low over the dining-table.

We ate the meal in complete silence. Now that only the table was illuminated, it gave everything there an artificial importance. And the three sets of busy hands, under the harsh light, were like those of surgeons co-operating in some act of dissection. In spite of his protests about not being hungry, Mann gobbled the omelette. When there was no more than a few smears of uncooked egg on his plate, he took a piece of bread and wiped up the egg with obsessional care before putting the bread into his mouth.

‘The reason we came down here to see you, Hank …’ Mann took another piece of bread, tore it into pieces and ate it piece by piece, as if trying to find reasons for not continuing.

‘You need no reasons, old buddy,’ said Dean. ‘Nor your friend either. Hank Dean – open house. You know that by now, don’t you? In the old days, I’ve had parties where they’ve slept under the table, and even in the bath.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ said Mann.

‘And done a few other things under the table and in the bath,’ said Dean. He let out a whoop of laughter and refilled the glasses. ‘Cahors – black wine they call it here. Drink up!’

‘We’re squeezing a couple of Russkies,’ said Mann. Again his tone of voice made it sound as if he’d stopped in the middle of a sentence.

‘Defectors?’ said Dean, helping himself to a slice of goat cheese, and pushing the plate nearer to me. ‘Try the tiny round one, that’s local,’ he said.

‘Defectors,’ said Mann.

‘I guess I always felt a bit sorry for those kids that came over the wall, back in my time,’ said Dean. ‘They’d toy with their goddamn transistor radios, and admire their snazzy new clothes in front of a full-length mirror. And they’d come along each day, and I’d write down the sentry details or the factory output or whatever kind of crap they thought was worth reporting to us. Then, one day, they’d feel like eating Sunday lunch with Mom and Pop, and suddenly they’d realize there were going to be no more of those Sundays. They’d come over the wall; there would be no more nothing with any of their relatives, or their buddies, or their girls. And they would take it real bad.’

‘Is that right,’ said Mann.

‘And I’d wonder whether it was worth it,’ said Dean. ‘They were going to get some lousy job in a plastics factory, not unlike the lousy job they had back with the commies. Maybe they would be stacking away a little more bread and listening to their pop groups – but should we have encouraged those kids? Well, I don’t know.’

‘That’s the way you see it, is it?’ said Mann.

‘That’s the way I see it,’ said Dean.

‘No wonder you were such a lousy field-man.’

‘Now you know I was pretty good,’ said Dean. ‘You know I was.’

Mann didn’t answer but I knew he’d signed a few reports that said that Dean had been very good indeed. One of them helped to earn Dean a medal.

‘These defectors of ours,’ said Mann, ‘aren’t sitting on sentry-duty timetables, or plastic toilet-seat outputs. This one could slice some balls in Washington, DC.’ Mann moved his hand to indicate me. ‘My friend here has been heard to express the opinion that it will carve a hole in the hierarchy at Langley, Virginia.’

‘You don’t mean that someone as high as CIA Special Projects might be involved?’

‘They don’t call it Special Projects any more,’ Mann told him. ‘But apart from that, you catch the exact nuance of my colleague’s stated belief.’

‘Jesus,’ said Dean.

The kettle boiled and Dean poured the water on to the coffee. He put milk into a saucepan and lit a flame under it. Without turning round he said, ‘I’m really glad, Mickey. Really pleased.’

‘What are you talking about?’ said Mann.

‘This could give you a Class A station, Mickey. Paris maybe. Romp home with this between your teeth, and you’ll never look back. Hell, you could get a Division even.’

Dean sat down and watched the coffee dripping through the paper filter. He looked up and smiled at Mann. It was difficult to understand what was going on between the two men. I wondered if Dean guessed the purpose of our visit, and if he thought Mann was going to turn the investigation into a witch hunt through the CIA, with the ultimate aim of securing a high position in it.

‘These two commie defectors are stalling,’ said Mann.

‘There is always that initial inertia,’ said Dean. ‘In the good ones, anyway. It is only the hustlers who come in talking.’

‘Your name cropped up,’ said Mann.

Dean watched the milk as it started to bubble and then poured it into a jug. ‘I drink it black, like the French do,’ he explained. ‘But I guess you foreigners might like milk in your coffee. My name what?’ He poured coffee into the thick, brown coffee-cups of the sort they use in restaurants because they are so difficult to break.

‘Your name was given in connection with the 1924 Society. Your name was offered to us by one of the Russkie defectors. They say you are working for Moscow.’

‘Common enough trick,’ said Dean. He drank some of the strong coffee. ‘Enough people know me as a one-time CIA agent. I guess the story of the foul-up that night in Berlin must be on KGB file.’

‘It’s probably a standard part of their instruction course,’ said Mann bitterly.

‘Perhaps it is,’ said Dean. He laughed and stroked his beard. ‘Well, there you are then.’

‘No, there you are,’ said Mann.

‘Do you mean this is on the level, Mickey?’

‘That’s what I mean, Hank.’

‘Working for Moscow … you guys must be out of your minds.’

‘You haven’t asked me what the 1924 Society is,’ said Mann.

‘I haven’t asked you what it is, because I know what it is,’ said Dean. ‘In the early ’fifties I did a 150-page report on the 1924 Society. And don’t tell me you didn’t read up my file before you came here. I know you better than that.’

It was Mann’s turn to look disconcerted. ‘No mention of it in your file now,’ he said.

‘Well, what a coincidence,’ said Dean sarcastically. ‘It’s been mislaid just about the time your Russkies fingered me. Now maybe you’ll get your mind back into working condition again.’

‘You mean because someone raided your file, we should write you off as innocent?’ Mann asked incredulously.

‘Right,’ said Dean.

Mann dabbed a finger through the tobacco smoke. ‘You’ve been too long with the birds and the bees, St Francis. When we find there’s a chapter missing from someone’s personal file, the subject is the prime suspect. Is it all coming back to you now?’

Hank Dean poured himself a large glass of ‘black’ wine but changed his mind about drinking it. In a gesture that Sigmund Freud would have appreciated, he pushed it far across the table, out of arm’s reach.

‘You’re wrong,’ said Dean. ‘You’re both making a big mistake. It would be crazy for a man in my position to get involved in any such caper. I’m on French political file … probably on local police-records even. I’d have to be crazy to do it …’ his voice trailed away disconsolately. ‘But you don’t scare me. You go away and dig up some evidence. Until then, I’ll sit here drinking plonk and eating truffles.’

‘Not a chance, Hank,’ said Mann. ‘Make it easy on yourself. Let’s do a deal, while we still need a deal. Play hard to get, and I’ll harass you until you weep.’

‘For instance?’ said Dean.

‘Tell him,’ Mann said.

‘Your pension has already stopped,’ I said. ‘You’ll get no cheque this month, unless Major Mann signs a chit for the financial director. The money from the insurance will go on for a few weeks but eventually the insurance company will have a medical report from one of our doctors. He’ll certify that your injury is no longer twenty-five per cent debilitating. As you remember, there is no award if the injury is less than twenty-five per cent debilitating.’

‘What is this guy,’ roared Dean. ‘Some kind of speak-your-weight machine?’

‘Do you want me to continue?’ I asked.

‘Go ahead, go ahead,’ said Dean.

‘The State Department have given us permission to declare your passport void, and make this known to the French authorities in any way we choose. That is to say, we can either tell them that it is invalid, or request them to hold you for using false or forged travel documents.’

‘What are you talking about? My passport is real, issued by the State Department only two years back.’

‘If the State Department say a US passport is forged, Mr Dean, I don’t think you can hope that the French will argue with them.’

‘So you’ll try to get me Stateside?’

‘What did you imagine would happen?’ Mann asked him. Dean swivelled to face Mann, his eyes dilated and his teeth bared. He was like some kind of wild animal trapped in a cave, while two hunters prodded him with long sticks – and there was a picture of that in one of my children’s books too.

‘I’m innocent, goddamn it,’ said Dean. He hammered his mighty fist down upon the table so that the crockery jumped high into the air and landed with a rattle.

‘Then co-operate,’ shouted Mann.

‘What do you want me to do?’ yelled Dean. ‘Dream up some fairy stories for you?’

‘It might be a step in the right direction,’ Mann growled.

I held up my hands in a gesture of peace-making. ‘Now boys, you know the rules,’ I said. ‘No butting, no kicking, no gouging, and nobody slugs the referee. We’ve had a skinful of Hank’s wine, and he knows he can’t get very far, with or without his passport. There’s no phone here and by now he probably guesses that we have immobilized his car and ours …’

‘And I don’t mean removing the distributor arm,’ said Mann.

‘So let’s get some shut-eye,’ I suggested. I looked to the end of the table where stood the three wine bottles we’d emptied. ‘In the morning we can talk some more, and perhaps to better purpose.’

Hank Dean’s cottage was built in the three-level style typical of rural buildings in this part of France. The ground floor was a cellar that Hank had converted into a store-room and a primitive sort of bathroom and shower. Stone steps led up to the front door and the living-room-kitchen-dining-room that opened from it. A creaking old wooden staircase led to the top floor where there were four cell-like bedrooms, with tiny dormer windows, fitted with the sort of bubbly glass that made it look as if the landscape was melting.

No matter what the scientists say, when the moon is full and low upon the horizon it is gigantic. This night, coloured by the earth’s dust, the great golden orb looked as if it was about to collide with our planet. From the upstairs window I could see the snow on the hills that faced us across the valley. St Paul Chauvrac is a hamlet of a couple of dozen families, dominated by the houses and out-buildings of two middle-sized farms. Two cottages have fallen into ruin. One of them still has the pink lettering of a boulangerie, but that faded many years ago, and now the baker visits three times a week in a corrugated van. There was also a large house, which some hopefuls back in the ’thirties had converted to a hotel and restaurant. But nowadays the Hostellerie du Château provided no more than a clean bed and a wholesome meal. Its management did not strive for stars in the guidebooks they sold in Paris, or for the bright enamel plaques that promise elegance in three languages, but it was popular with travelling salesmen. There were still lights burning at the Hostellerie when we all retired to our respective bedrooms. They were the only lights in the village. I heard a rusty catch being unfastened, and the creak as the next room’s window opened. I knew that a man of Hank Dean’s girth could not get through it.

I didn’t go to sleep. It was cold and I took a blanket from the bed and draped it round my shoulders. I heard the bed in Dean’s room creak. He would not sleep; he would think things over and, if Mann’s plan came to fruition, he would sit down to breakfast singing like a bird. Or perhaps that wasn’t Mann’s plan; perhaps that was simply the cosy piece of self-deception that had enabled Mann to jump so heavily upon his old friend’s neck.

My eyes must have closed for a few minutes, for I looked at my watch after hearing the noise, and saw it was after 3 A.M. There were no lights in the Hostellerie du Château. The hamlet was in darkness and so was the whole landscape, for by now the moon was down. Again I heard the sound. This time it was not the creak of ancient woodwork but a metallic sound. No more than the slightest vibration, it was a deep chime, like that of an artillery shell being loaded into the breech of a siege gun.

I waited for a minute, wondering if it was the striking of some antique clock that I had not noticed in the house. I wondered if Mann had heard the sounds too. I even wondered whether Mann had made the sounds, and what sort of reaction he’d have if I made the wrong move – or no move at all. Finally I was prompted as much by my own curiosity as by reasoning. I had wedged the door with a piece of paper, instead of using the door-catch, and now I was able to get to the top of the stairs without a sound. But the staircase would defeat me. Dean would know each creaky step, and how to negotiate them but such an obstacle will always betray a stranger. I bent low, and tried to see into the room below. The room was dark but I could just make out the figure of a man standing with his backside resting against the edge of the table. There was a flicker of light from the stove and it lit Hank Dean’s face. It was a haggard face and deeply drawn. He was bending low over the stove, as he had been last night cooking the omelette. Again there was a flicker of flame. This time he replaced the circular metal top of the stove so that the flame was fanned by the draught from the chimney. That was the metallic sound that had awakened me.

I jumped down most of the short staircase, and stepped across the tiny room. Dean turned and raised his fist. He was a giant, and now he rose above me like the Statue of Liberty. I took the blow of his fist upon my arm. It hurt but it didn’t prevent me wrenching the metal top from the stove. I stuck my right hand into the flames and found the stove filled with papers. There were bundles of papers tied so tight that they would not burn. I smelled paraffin, and, as I started to pull the great handfuls of paper from the stove, it all ignited. There was a ‘woof’ of flame that licked up round the saucepans and utensils hanging inside the chimney piece. I dropped the flaming bundle, and beat at the flames that were coming from my sleeve.

‘You stupid bastard, Hank! Why didn’t you tell me?’ It was Mann’s voice. He switched on the electric light, to help us see the gun he was holding. I beat out the flames on my sleeve, and stamped upon the last remains of the burning papers.

‘Don’t worry about rescuing that stuff,’ Mann said. ‘This whole goddamned house is full of it.’ I could see now what I was stamping upon. The floor was covered in paper money. There were French francs, Swiss francs, German marks, US bills, sterling and even Lebanese and Australian money. Some of the notes were charred along the edges, some almost completely destroyed, some were crisp, new and undamaged, some were old and dog-eared. But all of them were of high denomination. There must have been one hundred thousand dollars’ worth of currency on the floor of that kitchen, and we found at least as much again when we took up the floorboards.

‘Get nothing out of a guy within three hours and you’ll get nothing for three weeks.’

‘If there’s anything to get,’ I reminded him. It was early. A couple of starlings were pecking at last night’s breadcrumbs, and the cows in the next field were moving over to the gate ready to go to the milking shed.

‘Do you believe the money arrived by parcel post two days ago?’ Mann asked.

‘Hank was poor – broke, in fact – naturally he’d try to hang on to it, and hope we’d go away.’

‘I would have called CIA Langley within the hour,’ said Mann with simple truth.

‘You’re not natural, and neither am I. And that’s why we’re investigating Dean, instead of him investigating us.’

‘Yeah, well I was wondering about that,’ said Mann, and was able to smile at the absurdity of having principles that might cost so much.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘There’s no one in Moscow planning to send us a quarter of a million dollars in used paper money.’

‘I’m more worried by the chance that Hank Dean will …’

‘Try to do a deal with the French,’ I completed it.

‘He wants to stay here,’ said Mann. ‘And he wants that desperately.’

‘Not much in it for the French,’ I said. ‘A probe into our way of working, a bit of I told you so, but they’d have to give it to us in the end.’

‘In the end,’ said Mann. ‘Yeah, that’s the place they’d give it to us. What’s it going to cost them – one French passport.’

‘And American goodwill.’

Mann made his tobacco noise. ‘I hate leaving him down there with those French cops talking to him.’

‘Well, let’s take another look round this place,’ I said. I moved the corner cupboard that was filled with Hank Dean’s classical gramophone records. ‘The CIA guy from the embassy should be here soon. Then we can go, and take Hank Dean with us, if that’s the way you want to play it.’

Mann paced up and down. ‘This is a guy who stays in all the time. We can guess that from the mileage clock in the car. He’s not running round Europe like a courier.’

‘At least not in that car,’ I corrected him gently.

‘Not in any car,’ said Mann tartly. ‘Look at him – face fungus, all that hair – he’d stand out like a sore thumb, any place he stopped.’

‘I agree,’ I said. Mann moved his thinking on a stage. ‘So they come here. Same guy or different guy?’

‘Same guy – no one knocking on doors asking for Dr Dean in a foreign accent late at night.’

‘I buy that,’ said Mann. He looked round the tiny room. ‘You know something,’ he said. ‘This is just about the dirtiest, smelliest dump I’ve ever been in.’ He looked at me to get my reaction.

‘Well, you’re always complaining about the crummy places you find yourself in,’ I told him. ‘If this is the worst, it must be something for the record books.’

Mann gave me a humourless little smile. ‘Look at that frying-pan. It hasn’t been cleaned in an age.’

‘It’s an omelette pan,’ I explained. ‘You never wash omelette pans, it spoils the surface for all time.’

‘I should have known you’d find an excuse for filth,’ said Mann. ‘Now you’re going to tell me the downstairs toilet never has to be cleaned, in case it spoils the surface for all time.’

‘I don’t spend as much time in the toilet as you do,’ I said. ‘I get in and get out again, I don’t spend a lot of time looking around.’

‘Yuck,’ said Mann.

‘But you start me thinking,’ I said.

‘You mean you’re going to start using laundries and showers, and take a haircut from time to time?’

‘Suppose Hank Dean’s courier felt the same way about this place that you do.’

‘He’d arrive after lunch and take off at tea-time,’ said Mann.

‘Complicated material,’ I said. ‘You said it would need six or seven hours of explanation.’

‘Well, I’ll stick by that,’ said Mann.

‘So suppose the courier checked in to the Hostellerie.’

‘Hostellerie du Château?’ said Mann. ‘This flea-pit at the end of the alley?’

‘No other,’ I said.

‘You don’t imagine he left a forwarding address, do you?’

‘I’ll take a look if you don’t mind, Major,’ I said.

‘I’ll come with you. What have we got to lose.’

The roadway was surfaced in loose gravel. This back road did not even qualify for a French map numeral. Not many cars came along here. Outside the Hostellerie, a battered van was parked, and a mangy dog tried to break from its chain and, having failed to do so, snarled at us. There were two people in the bar, both dressed in greasy black suits. Behind the bar there was a fragile-looking man, in a threadbare shirt and denim trousers. His hair was wispy and grey, and he peered myopically from behind thick, rimless spectacles.

‘Two beers,’ I said.

He reached behind him, opened a wood-faced refrigerator, found two Alsace lagers and slammed them on the counter. The men in black suits ended their conversation abruptly. The barman rinsed two glasses under the tap and pushed them towards us. ‘Visiting the doctor,’ he said. It was not a question.

‘That’s right,’ I said. I had already discovered that all the villagers called Hank Dean the doctor. It was probably the way he was referred to on his pension envelope.

‘Not many visitors at this time of year,’ said the barman. If he had seen the policemen arrive to collect Dean, he was not admitting it.

‘I want to talk to you about that,’ I said. ‘There is one particular friend of the doctor whom we must get in touch with.’

‘Oh,’ said the barman.

‘Came every few weeks,’ I said.

‘Perhaps,’ said the barman.

‘Did he stay here?’ Mann put the question too hurriedly.

‘Are you the police?’ said the man.

‘Yes,’ I said, but Mann had already said no. The barman looked from one to the other of us, and allowed himself that vacuous smile which peasants reserve for government officials. ‘A sort of police,’ I continued. ‘A sort of American police.’

‘The FBI?’ offered one of the men in black.

‘Exactly,’ I said.

‘What has the doctor done?’ asked the barman.

I tried to see in his face whether he would prefer to see the doctor exonerated, pursuing criminals or taken away in a small black van. Unsure of myself I said, ‘The doctor is accused of defrauding an American bank.’ I turned to Mann and raised an eyebrow as if seeking his permission to take the old man further into our confidence. Mann, playing along with the game, nodded sagely. I leaned across the counter and said, ‘Now we are beginning to think he is innocent. We need to find this man who visited the house.’

‘Why won’t the doctor tell you?’ the man asked.

It was a hell of a good question. ‘That’s a very good question,’ I told him. ‘But it’s a rule of the underworld. Even when you can help yourself, you never help the police.’

‘Of course,’ said Mann hurriedly. ‘That doesn’t apply to citizens. It doesn’t apply to people who obey the law, and suffer from the criminals. Especially,’ he added archly, ‘especially it doesn’t apply to licensed innkeepers.’

‘The man you seek is young and slim, with hair that covers his ears. He wears the sort of clothes they wear in the Riviera – fancy silk neckerchiefs, tightly tailored trousers that show everything, and cheap imitation-leather jackets of all shapes and sizes and colours.’

‘Shut your mouth, you old fool.’

A young man had entered the bar from a door marked ‘private’. He was about twenty years old, wearing a large black droopy moustache and dressed in a phoney UCLA sweat-shirt and faded jeans. Around his wrist he wore a studded leather support, of the sort that old prize-fighters sometimes need. ‘Tell these people nothing,’ he said. ‘They are Americans, capitalist police spies …’

‘Now hold it, son,’ said Mann mildly.

I think it was the gentleness of Mann’s tone that incensed the boy. Feeling that he was not being taken seriously, he called us pigs, reactionary oppressors and Gestapo. One of the old men at the other end of the bar smiled derisively. Perhaps he remembered the Gestapo. The boy saw the old man smile. He grabbed my sleeve in an attempt to drag me from the bar. He was stronger than he looked, and I felt a seam give way under his grip.

‘Pig, pig, pig,’ said the boy as if the physical exertion had driven all reason, and vocabulary, from his head. All the while he was tearing at my coat, so that I must either move with him or watch it tear apart.

I hit him twice. The first punch did no more than position him, head down and off balance, for the hook that sent him flying across the room. It knocked the breath out of him, and he made that sort of whistling howl with which an express train acknowledges a country station. Two chairs toppled with him, and a table was dislodged, before the boy struck a pile of crates and collapsed to the floor.

‘Paid cash,’ said the barman continuing as if nothing had happened. ‘Never cheque, or those fancy travellers’ things; always money.’

‘Stayed overnight?’ I said. I straightened my clothes and sucked the blood off my grazed fist, which hurt like hell. The boy remained on the floor in the far corner. He was blinking and watching us and mouthing obscenities but he did not get to his feet.

‘It varied,’ said the barman. ‘But he seldom had any baggage with him. Just shaving things.’

‘Give me the car registration,’ I said.

‘I don’t have that,’ said the man.

‘Come along,’ I said. ‘A hotelier who takes clients without baggage, and doesn’t make a note of the car registration. I’m sure you’ll find it somewhere. I’ll pay you twenty francs for it.’

The man reached below the bar to get a battered hotel register. It was a mess of illegible signatures and unlikely addresses. Its pages were creased and ringed with the marks of wine and beer, and goodness knows what else. Hank Dean’s guest had not entered his name here but the barman was able to find his own scribbled note of the car registration. He read the number aloud, and I wrote it into my notebook and passed him the twenty francs. He smoothed the note carefully and inspected both sides of it before putting it into his bulging wallet.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

‘There are more,’ he said.

‘More registration numbers?’ I asked.

‘Certainly there are.’

‘Different ones?’

He nodded.

‘Goddamn rental cars,’ said Mann.

‘Ten francs each,’ I bargained.

‘Twenty was the price you yourself set,’ said the barman.

I looked at Mann. ‘But no duplicates,’ Mann warned him.

‘We’ll have the duplicates too,’ I contradicted. ‘But we must have the dates for each number.’

Page by page the man went through the book until we had a list of dates and numbers going back nearly two years. We finished our beers and drank two more.

‘The same registration!’ said Mann excitedly. ‘That makes four times the same number.’ He drained his beer, wiped his mouth and then pulled a face. ‘It could be that it’s a small rental company, or that he asks for that particular car.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘Rental companies usually unload their cars every year or two. Those dates are too far apart. Here it is back at the beginning, soon after Dean moved here, and then again last August.’

‘Always at holiday times,’ said Mann.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Always at a time when rental companies might not have a car available. It must be his own car.’

‘The first lucky break we’ve had,’ said Mann.

‘Mine host feels the same way about it,’ I said as we watched the man tucking a small fortune into his wallet. The man looked up and smiled at us.

‘Goodbye and thank you,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry about the boy.’

‘My son had it coming to him,’ said the barman. ‘But there is eight francs to pay for your beers.’
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It took forty-eight hours to trace the car registration. It belonged to a very old four-door Fiat that for over eight years had been owned by Madame Lucie Simone Valentin, a nurse, born in Le Puy in the Haute-Loire, now residing in Paris, at Porte de la Villette, across the canal from one of the biggest abattoirs in Europe.

This particular part of north-east Paris is not noted for its historical monuments, cathedrals or fine restaurants. Madame Valentin’s home was in a nineteenth-century slum, with echoing staircases, broken light-fittings and an all-pervading smell of stale food. It was just beginning to snow when we got there. Across the street two yellow monsters were eating walls and snorting brick-dust. Number ninety-four was at the very top. It was a garret. Painted up, crowded with antique furniture and sited so as to overlook Notre Dame, it would have been the sort of place that Hollywood set-designers call Paris. But this apartment had no such view. It faced another block, twice as tall and three times as gloomy. There was no chance that Gene Kelly would answer the door.

‘Yes?’ She had been beautiful once. She wore a hand-made sweater that was less than perfectly knitted, and her hair was styled into the sort of permanent wave that you can do at home.

‘We would like to talk to you about your car, Madame Valentin,’ I said.

‘I can explain about that,’ she said. ‘I thought it would need only new sparking plugs. By the end of the month it will all be paid.’ She paused. From the floor below came the sound of tango music.

‘We are not from the service station,’ said Mann. ‘We want to talk to you about Mr Henry Dean.’

‘You are Americans?’ She said it in good English.

‘Chéri,’ she called to someone behind her. ‘Chéri, it is for you.’ To us she said, ‘Henry has to be at work at six o’clock.’ She pronounced his name in the French manner: Henri.

The concierge had mentioned that a man lived with her. I had expected someone quite different to the pink-faced youngster who now smiled and offered his hand. He was dressed in a newly pressed set of working clothes, a Total badge sewn over the heart.

‘I’m Major Mann, US Army, Retired. I work for the State Department in Washington. I’d like to come in and speak with you.’

‘I know all about you,’ said the boy. ‘Dad sent a message. He said he’s being held in custody by the police. He said it was all a misunderstanding, but that you guys were straight and you’d do the right thing by him.’

‘You’re Hank Dean’s son?’ said Mann.

‘Yes, sir, I certainly am,’ said the boy. He grinned. ‘Henry Hope Dean. Do you want to see my passport?’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ said Mann.

‘Come in, come in,’ said the boy. ‘Lucie darling, get the bottle of Scotch whisky that we were saving for my birthday.’

The room was very clean, and almost unnaturally tidy, like a holiday cottage prepared for new arrivals. And, like such rented places, this was sparsely furnished with cheap bamboo chairs and unpainted cupboards. There were some Impressionist reproductions tacked to the faded wallpaper and a lot of books piled on the floor in stacks.

The boy indicated which were the best chairs and got out his precious bottle of whisky. I sat down and wondered when I’d have enough strength to get up again. It was four nights since either of us had had a full night’s sleep. I saw Mann sip his Scotch. I poured a lot of water into mine.

‘Who would want to get your father into trouble?’ Mann asked.

‘Well, I don’t know much about the work he once did for the Government.’

‘We’ll talk to other people about that,’ said Mann. ‘I mean, amongst the people you know, who would want to see your father in trouble, or in prison or even dead?’

‘No one,’ said the boy. ‘You know Dad … he can be exasperating at times, he can be pretty outspoken, and stubborn with it. I suppose I could imagine him getting into a brawl – but not this kind of scrape. Dad was swell company … is swell company. No one would go to all the trouble of planting a quarter of a million dollars in cash. Why, that’s just impossible?’

‘It’s supposed to look impossible,’ said Mann. ‘You send a man a bundle of money so big he can’t bear to turn it in – then you tell the cops he’s got it.’ I watched Mann’s face, trying to decide whether he already pronounced Hank Dean innocent. He saw me watching him, and turned away.

‘Gee, a quarter of a million bucks,’ said the boy. ‘You’d have to be really sore at someone to leave that kind of bread in his mail box.’

Lucie Valentin came into the room with coffee for us. The cheap crockery was brightly polished and there was a crisply starched linen tray-cover. She put it on the bamboo table, and then sat on the arm of the chair the boy occupied. She put her arm around him in a maternal gesture. ‘Perhaps you should go and see your father, darling,’ she said. ‘You can take the car.’

‘If I may be personal,’ I said to the woman. ‘How did you get along with Hank Dean?’

‘I met him only twice,’ said Lucie Valentin.

‘Lucie wanted to get the whole thing out in the open,’ said the boy. ‘Lucie and I are going to be married, and real soon, but I’ve got to make it OK with Dad.’

‘And he objects to Lucie?’

‘He liked her,’ said the boy. ‘I know he did, and still does.’ He patted her arm, looked at her and smiled. ‘But the truth is that Dad would like me to marry an American girl.’

‘Really?’ I said.

‘Oh, sure, Dad comes on very strong about how cosmopolitan he is, but Dad is an American, his French marks him as an American, and he’s very self-conscious about that.’

‘And your French is fluent?’

‘I’ve grown up here. Most of the people I work with think I am a Parisian. And I think like a Frenchman – it hurts Dad when I say that, but it’s true – I could never be really happy in the United States … nor married to an American girl.’

He smiled. The way that he’d said ‘girl’ was a way of saying that he preferred a ‘woman’. Lucie Valentin was a lot older than the boy; he didn’t have to say that Hank Dean didn’t like that either.

‘And there is Lucie’s divorce,’ said the boy. ‘That is the real difficulty. The Church doesn’t recognize it’ – he shrugged – ‘and neither does Dad.’

‘But your father divorced your mother,’ I said.

For a moment I thought the boy was angry that I had mentioned it, but he smiled at Lucie, and then said to me, ‘He wrote that he was divorced on all the official forms and stuff but the truth of it is that he’s always refused to give my mother a divorce – that’s what caused all the bad feeling.’

‘On religious grounds?’

‘Mom said it was easy for Dad to have religious scruples – he didn’t want to get married again.’

‘But your mother did?’

‘They never got on. They separated too long ago for me to remember anything about it but I can never imagine them getting along together. Mom digs the high-life. This guy Reid-Kennedy is just rolling in money. He’s always wanted me to take an allowance but I wouldn’t feel right about that; after all, he’s not even my stepfather.’

‘What does he do for a living?’

‘He’s in electronics.’

I said, ‘That can mean anything from repairing a broken TV to walking on the moon.’

‘His factories make complicated junk for communications satellites. They did a lot of work for this one French TV use to get live news coverage from the States. And there are the weather satellites too … I guess it’s not military secrets, if that’s what you guys are thinking.’

‘You’ll be late for the hospital, chéri,’ said the woman.

‘I’ll skip it today,’ said the boy. ‘I was due to give blood at the hospital on the Boulevard but I can easily do that tomorrow.’

Mann nodded. ‘You keep in touch with your mother?’

‘We write.’

‘When was the last time you saw her?’

‘One,’ said the boy, ‘no, what am I saying, two years ago.’

Lucie Valentin got up from the arm of the chair and walked over to the window and took a sudden interest in the falling snow.

‘And she doesn’t write or phone?’ Mann persisted.

‘A couple of times in this last year,’ said the boy. ‘She’s beginning to accept the situation for what it is.’

Lucie Valentin walked back to him and slipped a hand into the pocket of the overalls he was wearing, took his cigarettes out and lit one. It was an intimate gesture and yet it lacked the spontaneity that such actions usually have. He felt it too. ‘What’s the matter, darling?’

She turned away from him and shrugged. She puffed the cigarette and said, ‘Your mother was here yesterday.’

‘Are you sure?’ he said incredulously.

Lucie still didn’t turn. ‘Of course I’m sure. She came here looking for you. Of course I’m sure.’

‘Take it easy, baby.’

‘I’m sorry, darling,’ she said in a voice that showed no sign of regret. ‘She hasn’t accepted anything. She’s determined to part us. I dreamed about her last night.’

‘You’re being silly.’

Lucie Valentin rounded on him. ‘I’m not being silly, and don’t call me baby.’ She opened the handbag that was on the window-sill and produced from it a slip of paper. ‘Call her!’ said Lucie. ‘That’s what you want to do, isn’t it?’

He didn’t take the slip of paper. ‘I love you, Lucie.’

She shrugged and turned away.

It was Major Mann who took the slip of paper from her. He didn’t pass it on to the boy. He read it himself. Neither of them were aware of us any more.

‘You should have told me, Lucie.’

Lucie dabbed at her eyes with a tiny handkerchief. ‘She only stayed in France for three hours. She was going back to the airport again. It seemed silly to risk all we have when she was only here for a few minutes.’

‘She didn’t cross the Atlantic just to pay one short visit,’ said the boy. He was flattered by the idea, and his voice betrayed it.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘They are in Europe.’

‘This is hotel stationery,’ said Mann holding up the note. ‘No message, just “Please phone” and the printed notepaper. The Gresham Hotel, Dublin. What would she be doing in Ireland, do you know?’

‘No,’ said the boy.

‘Well, think about it!’ said Mann angrily. The tension in the room had got to all of us, and now Mann became unreasonably impatient with the boy. ‘Think about it. Is she interested in stud farms or shark fishing? What’s she doing in Ireland in the depths of winter?’

The boy shook his head and Lucie Valentin answered on his behalf. ‘His mother had come on the Irish Airlines direct flight: Dublin–Paris. She said not to tell her husband about the trip. He thought she was shopping in Dublin, and going to the theatre in the evening.’

‘So where the hell was he?’ said Mann. ‘Crazy kind of vacation where you send your wife to a show alone.’

‘She didn’t say anything about that,’ said Lucie Valentin.

Major Mann reached for his hat and buttoned his coat. ‘You’re not planning to leave town, are you?’

Neither of them answered but as we went through the door that Lucie held open for us, the boy said, ‘She’s not trying to part us, baby. Quit worrying about that. It’s having secrets from each other … that’s what does the damage,’ and after the door closed they switched to a gabble of French.

From below there came the music of the same tango that we’d heard when we arrived. Either the autochange was stuck, or they were learning to dance. Mann didn’t talk as we went down the narrow stone stairs. Some of the light bulbs were missing and the ones that worked gave no more than a glimmer of light. There is a false gaiety to the tango: it’s really a very melancholy rhythm.

It was late afternoon but the low clouds darkened the street so that some of the cars had their lights on. We walked until we got to our rented Mercedes. The thin layer of snow that had collected on it was coloured yellow by the brick-dust of the demolition, and someone had drawn a hammer and sickle in it. Mann defaced it before getting in. Then he operated the wipers to make a clear patch of glass but even as he did so there was a thunderous crash from a collapsing wall and a great cloud of dust enveloped us. We were tightly boxed but Mann shunted us clear and joined the traffic that sped along the rue de Flandres towards central Paris. We were in the Place de Stalingrad before Mann said anything. ‘Suppose the kid really is the courier?’ he said.

‘I can’t believe that was all an act. Those two weren’t doing all that for us?’

‘And the kid’s mother?’

‘When a professional network makes a mistake, it’s always this kind of mistake,’ I said. ‘It’s always a jealous lover or a suspicious wife.’

‘Or a cast-off wife who wants to remarry. So you think the wife framed Hank?’

‘It was a way of putting pressure on you,’ I said. ‘It was a way of making you vulnerable.’

‘But was it intended to get us off Bekuv’s tail? Or is this a red herring – this junk about Dublin?’

‘A good question,’ I said. He nodded. We both knew that we’d got to go to Dublin – an investigator follows his lead, no matter how much he suspects it might be a false trail.

By the time we got back to the hotel, near the Ministry of the Interior, the snow was getting a grip upon the city. Major Mann strode into the hotel shaking the ice from his raincoat. There was a message awaiting him. It was via the French police. Someone had been trying to reach us urgently. There was a contact phone number. I recognized it as one of the accommodation numbers used by the CIA floor of the Paris embassy. Mann rang it, and the messenger arrived within ten minutes. It had been through the cipher machine but it was enigmatic enough to require explanation.


JONATHAN TO SHOESHINE TRIPLE STAR URGENT.

FABIAN REGRETS PROSPECT DEAN NAMED IN ERROR STOP HE NOW SAYS BETTERCAR CAR RENTALS OFFICE IS IN BOSTON MASSACHUSETTS STOP RED SENDS LOVE STOP BRING COGNAC SIGNATURE JONATHAN ENDS



Fabian was the code name for Andrei Bekuv, and Jonathan was the CIA man responsible for the safety of the two Russians while we were away. ‘Bring cognac’ was the check code that Mann had arranged with Jonathan personally (different for every message and committed to memory by the three of us). How Red had persuaded security to add a personal message of love was beyond my understanding.

‘Did you decode Boston, Mass, for me?’ Mann asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ said the courier. He was a diffident young man. ‘I looked it up. It’s a little town in Ireland – Drogheda, if that’s the way you pronounce it.’

‘Drogheda,’ said Mann, and nodded. ‘And I suppose the code for Boston, Mass, is Drogheda, Ireland.’ The courier smiled politely. Mann took the message sheet, and a packet of matches, and made a thorough job of burning the paper to ash. Mann was like that: he liked a chance to show what a well-trained operator he was.

‘Is there anything else?’ said the courier.

‘Henry Hope Dean; I want his blood group,’ said Mann. ‘He’s a blood donor, so it shouldn’t be difficult.’

‘Drogheda in Ireland,’ he said again when the courier had departed. ‘Well, the Bekuvs are really talking.’

‘Are you going to tell me what Bettercar is, or are we going to play secret agents all evening?’

‘Easy baby,’ he said, imitating Henry Hope Dean’s anxious voice.

‘I’m going to eat,’ I said. ‘See you later.’

‘Bettercar Car Rentals is the agreed code for the 1924 Society,’ said Mann, ‘and I’m buying the drinks.’
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You turn left out of Dublin Airport, following the Belfast road. Major Mann had arranged for an Irish Special Branch officer to meet us at Drogheda. It was only a twenty-mile drive from the airport and Mann promised to do it in as many minutes, but he didn’t count on the narrow, meandering route, the pot-holed surface or on the gigantic articulated trucks that had to reduce speed to a snail’s pace in getting through the narrow streets of the villages en route. Nor did he expect the thunderstorm that greeted us. He cursed and fumed all the way. Finally he let me drive.

Drogheda, a colourless town of stone and slate, shone under the steady downpour of rain that in Ireland is called ‘a soft day’. A soldier with an automatic rifle and a policeman in a flak jacket sheltered from the rain in the bank doorway. On the wall alongside them there was white spray-can writing: ‘No Extradition’.

The Special Branch police inspector was waiting for us with the politeness and patience with which Irishmen meet delay. He was a tall, thin man with fair hair, and was dressed in the sort of dark, plain clothes that policemen wear when they want you to know that they are policemen. He got into the car and sat silent for a moment, wiping the rain off his face with a handkerchief. He removed his hat so that rainwater did not drip into the document case that he now opened on his knees. He found the papers he wanted and tapped them reassuringly. There was a roll of thunder that echoed through the town like a cannonade.

‘Mr and Mrs Reid-Kennedy checked into the Gresham Hotel in Dublin four nights ago. His wife stayed there to do some shopping. She checked out yesterday. It’s not easy to be sure which nights your man was there with her – the double room was paid for all the time.’ He referred to his papers again. ‘Mr Reid-Kennedy hired a small van from a hire company in O’Connell Street. He went to a fishing-tackle and sporting-goods shop. They say he didn’t buy a shot-gun or ammunition but we can never be sure of that, not in Ireland! He did buy a pair of thigh-length rubber boots. Waders – the sort anglers wear for river fishing. And a waterproof jacket.’

‘Rod? Line? Flies?’ Mann asked.

‘Just the boots and jacket. Then he drove the van up here. He didn’t stay at any of the hotels in Drogheda, but two people saw the van he’d hired. A farm labourer saw it being driven back towards town at seven o’clock yesterday morning. He thumbed it, but the van wouldn’t stop.’

‘Did he identify Reid-Kennedy?’ Mann asked.

‘Positively. He was disappointed. In this part of the world, people always stop for a hitch-hiker, especially a local man. And it was raining too. Yes, a positive identification.’

‘The other?’

‘The baker’s delivery-man saw the empty van parked in the lane at the entrance to a farm – the O’Connor property. He had difficulty getting past, the lane is very narrow there.’

‘Tell me about the farm,’ said Mann. There was a sudden crackle of lightning that lit the whole street, freezing every movement with its cruel blue light.

‘A syndicate of Germans own it,’ said the policeman. ‘A farm, beef cattle, about five hundred acres.’

There was another rumble of thunder. Down the street came tractors, stray dogs, schoolchildren, dilapidated cars and a religious procession; everyone braved the rain as if they did not notice it.

The policeman put his papers away and locked his case. ‘The only thing that bothers me is the petrol. The hire company say he used enough to get as far north as Dundalk, or over the border even.’

Mann grunted and turned to watch a boy on a bicycle. The boy had a shoulder resting against a brick wall, and was flicking the pedals with his toe. ‘Where is this O’Connor property?’ Mann asked. ‘Let’s turn it over.’

The policeman looked at the rain. ‘There’s nothing hard and fast,’ said the policeman. ‘I’d better telephone Dublin if you want to search.’

‘Nothing doing,’ said Mann. ‘These sort of people we’re after could pay a thousand dollars for news about your phone call to Dublin.’

‘I’m surprised you trust me,’ said the policeman irritably.

‘I don’t trust you,’ said Mann. ‘Now let’s get on with it – tell them we’re looking for blue films or checking foot and mouth disease, or something.’

Condensation was steaming up the windscreen. The policeman produced a handkerchief and wiped a panel clear. ‘Straight up this road,’ he said eventually. I turned the ignition key, and after a couple of tries I got the car going. ‘The next side road on the left,’ said the policeman.

We turned off the main road, and climbed through silent villages and a lonely landscape. The rainwashed hilltops were shiny and unkempt in the afternoon light but the ruins of some long-forgotten abbey were only just visible in the gloomy folds of the valley floor. ‘Tell me more about this farm,’ said Mann.

‘This might not be your man,’ said the police inspector. ‘This syndicate of Germans – Frankfurt, it was – bought the O’Connor farm about two years ago. There was talk of a stud, and then of flying lobsters to Paris but never did anything come of the talk. People called Gerding live there now – man, wife and grown-up son – people come to see them regularly … described as shareholders in the syndicate: well-dressed foreigners come, not just Germans: Americans, a Dutchman, some Swedes and a man who said he was from the Argentine – according to what the taxi-drivers tell us.’

Mann sniffed. ‘Sounds like what we’re looking for,’ he said.

‘No neighbours for miles around,’ said the police inspector. ‘The Gerdings are Protestants – keep themselves to themselves. Hard-working people, the neighbours say. They go into the village for petrol and bread and milk, and into Drogheda once a week for groceries.’ He tapped my shoulder. ‘We’d better leave the car by the gate. We’ll get her stuck in the mud if we try the lane in this sort of weather. Have you got raincoats?’

The farmhouse was on the brow of a hill, with the out-buildings forming a rectangle on the shallower slope to the east of it. The track that was too muddy for our car followed the ridge of the hill. There was a magnificent view from here for anyone prepared to look into the blinding rainstorm. But in spite of the noise of the wind, the dogs heard us. Their barks turned to howls as Mann struggled with the rusty bolt on the farmyard gate.

‘Not exactly what the Lufthansa ads would lead us to expect,’ said Mann. He clawed at the bolt angrily and its sharp edge took the skin off his thumb. He swore.

The yard was also lacking that sort of orderliness that one expects from a syndicate registered in Frankfurt. The uneven cobblestones were strewn with spilled feed, matted hay, and puddles of rainwater over blocked drains. The farmhouse door was locked.

‘The birds have flown,’ said the police inspector, but he unbuttoned his coat and loosened his jacket. It was the sort of thing a man might do if he was reassuring himself about the availability of his pistol.

I tried the window and slid it up without difficulty.

‘Hullo there,’ shouted the policeman through the open window. The wind blew the net curtain so that it billowed over his face. There was no sound from within the farmhouse but the dogs barked as if in response to the call. I tugged at the skirt of my raincoat so that I could get one leg over the window-sill. The policeman pushed me gently to one side. ‘This is my patch,’ he said. ‘I’m used to the kind of things that might be about to happen.’ He smiled.

I suppose all three of us had done that kind of thing before. I covered him. Mann remained outside. We went through every room and inevitably there was the silly feeling when you look under the beds. ‘No one at all,’ said the policeman as he opened the last cupboard and rapped its wooden interior to make sure there were no hollow sounds. I went over to the window, raised it and called down to Mann in the yard to tell him the house was empty. By that time he’d taken a quick look around the out-buildings. They too were empty. The rain had almost stopped now and from this upstairs window I could see miles across the flat countryside of Kells, to where a dying sun was making a pink sky above the lakes of Meath. I saw the farm dogs too. They were wet and miserable, sitting on the manure heap behind the stables. ‘Look at this,’ called the policeman from downstairs. I went down to find Mann there too. They were both sifting through the ashes that buried the hearth. They had found some pieces of stiff plastic, about the size of a postcard. A dozen or more of them had fused together into a hard plastic brick. That had prevented their destruction in the flames. Mann picked a small white block from the ashes. ‘What’s this?’

‘A fire lighter,’ said the inspector. ‘A compound of paraffin wax. They are used to start domestic fires. They’ll get the coal or peat going without the need of paper or wood.’

‘Is that right,’ said Mann. He sniffed it. ‘Well this baby didn’t ignite. If it had done, we wouldn’t have found anything at all.’

‘Well, now, you can tell me something,’ said the inspector. ‘What is this laminated plastic?’

‘Microfiche,’ said Mann. ‘Microfilm’s little brother. Microfilm is on reels, and just dandy for someone who goes to a public library to read War and Peace but if you want to select your material these are far better.’ He prised one of the plastic postcards away from the rest, and held it up to the light so that the policeman could see the fingernail-sized pages of photographed data.

‘I’ll want to take some of this with me,’ said Mann. ‘Just a sample. OK?’

‘As long as you leave enough for the lab to tell us what kind of material it is.’

‘This is all classified material from US Government sources,’ said Mann.

‘Why here?’ said the policeman.

‘The Irish Republic is accessible – your passport checks are perfunctory, and now the Russkies have got an embassy here the place is crawling with agents. With Ireland in the EEC, there are few restrictions on Europeans entering. From the United Kingdom, there’s no check at all. Come on, feller, you know why.’

‘I suppose you are right,’ said the police inspector.

‘Yes, I am,’ said Mann. He put a couple of microfiche cards into his wallet.

‘Will you hear those dogs,’ the policeman said to me. ‘I was brought up on a farm. My father would have sold dogs that fled when strangers entered the house, and howled their lungs out behind the raspberries.’

I got to my feet without answering, and went to the front hall. I picked up the phone, to be sure it was connected, and put it down again. Then I unbolted the massive front door. It must have been a century old and designed to withstand a siege. I stood in the porch and stared out across the fields. Cow dung had been spread across the grassy fields, and a few rooks were striding about and pecking it over. They were fine big birds, as big as vultures, with a shiny blue sheen on their black feathers. But most of the birds were in the sky – hundreds of them – starlings for the most part, wheeling and sweeping, great whirlpools of birds, darkening the pink evening sky, chattering and calling and beating the air forcibly enough to make a constant whirr of noise.

‘Phone up your people,’ I said finally. ‘Get a police doctor and some digging equipment. There will be three bodies, I imagine … the people who call themselves Gerding … buried where the dogs are baying.’

The policeman said, ‘So that’s why the dogs are howling out there in the rain. I should have guessed that, I’ve lived in the country. I’m sorry.’

‘Forget it,’ I said. ‘I’ve never lived in the country but I know the kind of bastards we’re dealing with.’

‘This man Reid-Kennedy?’ said the policeman.

‘Panel truck to move the microfiche machine … waders and waterproof jacket to shield his clothes from blood splashes … two extra gallons of gas to burn papers, and God knows what other material.’

‘But why leave the telephone connected?’

‘We’re not dealing with teeny-boppers,’ I said. ‘He didn’t want the telephone engineers arriving in the middle of his shenanigans.’

The Irish police inspector said, ‘Then your man is a foreigner; an American most likely. Our lads have learned better than to fear interception at the hands of over-prompt telephone engineers.’

Mann looked at him to see whether he was being sarcastic but, having failed to decide, gave no more than a grunt, and turned back to his microfiche. Almost as suddenly as they had begun, the starlings swooped, settled and went silent. Now there was only the sound of the dogs.
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From the air, it looks like a clutter of fancy boxes, washed up on to a tropical shore. But Miami’s ocean was blue and inviting and its sky cloudless. Regardless of all those jokes about the Bahamas being where Florida’s rich people spend the winter, arrive in Miami straight from an Irish January and you begin to realize that the oranges are not so stupid.

Downtown Miami may be the usual gridiron of office blocks, shopping plazas, city hall and war memorial. Downtown Miami may be like that, if you ever find it amongst the tower hotels. But the Reid-Kennedys didn’t live in downtown Miami, and they didn’t live in any of the hotel towers either. They enjoyed a five-acre spread of waterfront, with a Spanish-style eight-bedroom house – and an appropriate number of Spanish-style retainers to keep it polished – a garden filled with tropical flowers and a place to moor the fifty-foot motor cruiser. And if it was the right sort of conversation they needed, they could summon the light-blue Rolls-Royce with the uniformed driver, and go to the Yacht Club which was about one hundred and fifty yards along the waterfront. Mr Reid-Kennedy was still ‘on business in Europe’ but Mann decided to spread some alarm and despondency through the household.

‘If you are a friend of Henry-Hope, we are just delighted to see you,’ said his mother. She called her son Henry-Hope. If he’d come back to live with them, he would have become Henry Hope Reid-Kennedy, which sounds like a good reason for staying in Paris.

There was soft music playing and the woman reached behind her to a fluffy pink toy dog and the music went very quiet. I wondered whether that was a product of the Reid-Kennedy radio company. She smiled at us. She was in her middle forties, but a lot of expensive facials, lotions, massages and steambaths had been devoted to keeping her thirty-nine. It had almost succeeded. For some people, middle age brought a softening of the features, but her skin was tight rather than flabby, and there were white lines along the bone of her nose and her jaw. Yet there was no mistaking the beauty that she had once been, and her imperious manner suggested that she hadn’t forgotten it either. She stroked the head of a white poodle she was nursing. ‘Yes, if you are friends of Henry-Hope, we are just delighted to see you.’

She said it in such a way that we knew that if it turned out that we were not friends of her son, she would arrange for us to be roasted in hell: very slowly. She smiled again as she looked at the heavy woollen suits that Major Mann and I had chosen for a Christmas in Virginia, and at the shapeless tweed hat that Mann had bought at Dublin Airport. She was wearing pale-pink silk lounging pyjamas, with a Dior label twisted to face outwards. The poodle’s collar was Gucci.

‘You were a major in the American army?’ She took a delicate sip at the bright red drink that was in a cocktail glass at her elbow.

‘Signal Corps, Ma’am.’

‘Oh, Signal Corps,’ said the woman as if that explained everything. It was about this time that the servant decided that we were not borrowing money or selling encyclopedias. She departed silently.

‘Although we have met your son and talked with him, it would be falsely representing ourselves unless I told you that we are here to make inquiries about your husband,’ said Mann. He held his hat in both hands and turned it like a steering-wheel.

‘About my husband?’ she said. There was a note of alarm in a voice that seldom betrayed alarm. She reached for a pink shawl and tossed it round her shoulders in a way that made me feel that we had brought the temperature down.

‘Dr Henry Dean,’ said Mann.

‘Ah, you mean my ex-husband,’ said Mrs Reid-Kennedy. She began stroking the poodle, with urgent little movements, quite unlike the measured voice and relaxed smile that she was giving us. ‘Do put your hat down, and be seated.’ She had that Gone with the Wind Dixieland accent, but the low voice made her sound more like Clark Gable than Vivien Leigh.

Mann looked at her full in the eyes for a moment, and then said, ‘That’s what I meant, Mrs Reid-Kennedy. About Dr Henry Dean, your ex-husband.’ He didn’t sit down, and he didn’t let go of his hat.

‘Is he in some sort of trouble?’ she asked.

‘Yes, he is,’ said Mann.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. She frowned, but didn’t break down and weep about it.

Mann said, ‘He had a lot of currency with him. So far he’s not been able to account for it,’ Mann shrugged. ‘It could all mean nothing – on the other hand it could be serious.’

‘And you are from?’

‘The Internal Revenue Service,’ said Mann. ‘I thought I told you that already.’

‘No,’ she said. She wasn’t sure whether to be more relaxed or more anxious. ‘And what do you do?’

‘Are you kidding?’ said Mann with a smile. ‘You know what the IRS do, Ma’am, we’re modern Robin Hoods: we rob the rich and give it to the poor.’

‘I mean you personally,’ she said. She reached for a box with a coloured photo of kittens on its lid. The label said ‘Hand-coated chocolate-covered brandied cherries’. She took a bite out of one so that she could see the inside, and then read the label again. Without looking up, she repeated the question. ‘What do you do personally?’

‘Now, I’d have to claim the Fifth Amendment on that one, lady, on account of the way I might incriminate myself.’ He leered at her, but she gave no sign of having understood. ‘In an inquiry like this one …’ Mann paused, hoping that she would look up at him but she didn’t. He continued, ‘… there’s a whole lot of purely routine material to be filed. In the normal way of things, I suppose we would have extended the investigation into the business affairs of people associated with Dr Dean. But personally, Mrs Reid-Kennedy, I don’t like probing into people’s private affairs …’

She looked up and waited for him to continue but he didn’t continue. She turned to glance through the huge Spanish-style picture window to where the palm trees cut jagged patterns into the blue water of the bay. Then she gave her whole attention to eating the chocolate-coated cherry and waited and waited.

‘What kind of business is your husband in?’ Mann asked suddenly.

‘Electronics,’ she said. I had the feeling that she was going to phone her lawyer and say nothing more until he arrived, but if that was in her mind she must have changed it.

‘Has he always been in electronics?’ Mann asked.

‘How do I know you are on official business?’ she said.

He didn’t answer. Finally she said, ‘He inherited the business from his father – Reid-Kennedy Radio Components, Inc. It was Douglas who saw the possibilities in electronics. The Chicago factory still manufactures pocket calculators and desk models but most of our business is concerned with very advanced electronic equipment.’ She stopped stroking the dog long enough to sip at her drink.

‘I appreciate your very complete answer, Mrs Reid-Kennedy,’ Mann told her. ‘Can I take it that neither you nor your husband have any connections, business or social, with this man Henry Dean?’

This man – that was a good touch. She brightened considerably at that and fluttered her eyelashes. ‘None whatsoever, Major,’ she said. She frowned as if trying to scrape the very bottom of her memory barrel for us. ‘I believe my son, Henry-Hope, has kept in touch with Mr Dean from time to time, but neither myself nor my husband have contacted him personally since the divorce.’

‘Since 1955, you mean.’ He walked to her.

‘Yes, since 1955,’ she said and frowned again.

‘Have you got a recent photo of Mr Douglas Reid-Kennedy?’ Mann asked. He picked up a small photo in a leather frame and looked at it. It was an old sepia-tinted photo of a man in a wing collar and a boy in Bavarian-style shorts and top.

‘Where did you get that?’ she said.

‘Right off your table there,’ said Mann.

‘It’s my husband and his father, a photo taken before the war – he usually takes it with him. It’s a sort of lucky piece.’

‘Well, looks like this time his luck ran out,’ said Mann. ‘But anyway I want something recent. A passport shot would do.’

‘He hates having his photo taken,’ she said.

‘Is that right,’ said Mann. ‘Maybe he was bitten by a little birdie.’

She took the photo from Mann and replaced it on the table. ‘Yes, I expect that was it,’ she said.

Mann smiled. ‘Well, stay loose,’ he said, ‘we’ll maybe be back again.’

‘Will you?’ she said.

‘Just tying up a few routine odds and ends,’ said Mann.

She smiled doubtfully, and got to her feet to show us out.

‘Thank you again for all your kindness,’ said Mann, waving an arm vaguely in the direction of the coffee table which was still as empty as it had been when we arrived, just as the drinks cabinet and cigarette box were no less full.

‘It’s just too bad we can’t get out of this dinner at the White House,’ said Mann, walking to the door.

Mrs Reid-Kennedy frowned at him. He stopped, turned and twisted the Irish tweed hat in his hands until she looked at it. Then he turned it inside out, to show her the irregular stitches that held the lining. Already it was coming loose. ‘A more leisurely way of life over there,’ said Mann. ‘I bought that in Dublin yesterday, Mrs Reid-Kennedy.’ He put the hat on and smiled.

Mrs Reid-Kennedy wet her lips nervously, and said, ‘It’s an Irish fishing hat, isn’t it?’

Mann’s smile came up slowly and beautifully, like the sun rising from the desert. ‘Trouble was – that while I went there to do a little fishing, the guy I wanted to see was shooting.’ Before she had a chance to reply, he doffed his hat solemnly, took my arm, and we departed.

A CIA courier was waiting at the airport. He’d brought a stage-one interim file on Reid-Kennedy, and another one designated Reid-Kennedy Inc. There was also a computer analysis of twelve years of tax returns – personal and corporate – with more to come. There was also time to feed two dollars into a jovial robot which dispensed cold cheeseburgers in warm Cellophane, and hot, watery coffee in dark-brown plastic cups. Mann wolfed it and said, ‘Another one you don’t approve, eh?’

‘Of the way you handled the Reid-Kennedy woman?’

‘You think she guessed what we were after, eh?’ he grinned and bit into the cheeseburger.

‘You should have unbuttoned your jumper and showed her your CIA teeshirt,’ I told him.

‘Crude Yankee wrassling, was it? Not the kind of cricket you play at Lords?’

‘It might make them run: or it might make them destroy the evidence, shut their mouths and phone the lawyers.’

‘Or she might not even mention it to her husband,’ said Mann. ‘Did you think of that possibility? Jesus, this coffee is terrible.’

He crushed the disposable cup, with the remains of the coffee still inside it. He lobbed it at the bin, so that it hit the swing-top and exploded softly. The wreckage steamed.

‘Yes, I thought of that too,’ I said.

Our gate number flashed on the indicator. Mann threw away the rest of his cheeseburger, wiped his hands on a paper towel and tossed that after it. ‘You want a mint?’ said Mann, reaching into his waistcoat pocket for his indigestion tablets.

‘I’m getting too old for these formal dinners,’ I said.

‘I don’t even know why you’re heading north,’ said Mann. ‘You should just stay here with all the senior citizens.’

On the plane we had the first-class accommodation to ourselves. I settled down with the Reid-Kennedy, Inc, file.

The Reid-Kennedy dossier was an American success story: local boy makes good by inheriting his father’s factory. The sort of electronic equipment the Reid-Kennedy laboratories designed and made was not secret, they were on sale to anyone who wanted to buy. Included in the dossier there were some beautifully printed booklets that were sent to any potential purchaser, at home or abroad. I read the advertising carefully.

Telephone conversations – and a lot of other communication material – can be all jumbled together. One single wire can carry a hundred or more conversations simultaneously, providing that you have the ‘time division multiplex switch’ that Reid-Kennedy’s laboratories designed (or, the brochure omitted to say, one from some rival manufacturer). These switches chopped the continuous transmissions into pieces one ten-thousandth of a second long, and then reassembled the pieces so that the human ear could not tell that it was receiving only ‘tiny samples’ of the voice at the other end.

Most of Reid-Kennedy’s profits came from telephone users, and latterly from the commercial satellites that, on a 24-hour orbit 22,300 miles away from Earth, appear stationary. Hovering somewhere over Labrador, such satellites link London with Los Angeles. But the big breakthrough when it came would be from a ‘time division multiplex switch’ that could pack together the wider bands of frequencies that you need in order to transmit TV pictures. Phone users will endure a human voice that sounds like Donald Duck inside a biscuit-tin, but a flawed TV picture is useless. R.-K., Inc, were working on it, promised the brochure.

‘But no military secrets,’ said Mann.

‘Not that I can see,’ I said.

‘Does a guy with this kind of gravy moonlight as a hit man?’ Mann held the photocopy at arm’s length as if trying to discern something new there. ‘Does he?’

‘I left the ouija board in my other pants.’

‘A man running a multi-million-dollar corporation takes a weekend in Europe in order to kill that family in Drogheda?’

‘Don’t go limp on me,’ I said.

‘A jury will need a lot of proof – better than an Irish hitch-hiker recognizing a rented car.’

‘But you agree Reid-Kennedy must be the one who killed those people in Ireland?’

‘You just bet your ass,’ said Mann.

‘You’ve a wonderful way with words, Major.’
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The need for medical care, security and isolation were all met by moving the Bekuvs to the Commodore Perry US Navy Psychiatric Hospital, half an hour’s drive out of Newport News, Virginia. There had been a hospital there before the word psychiatry was invented. It was an ugly sprawl of buildings on a desolate site near the water. The north wing was still used as a naval hospital, but all mentally disturbed sailors had been moved out of the inner compound that had been built to hold them. That was now a high security area, used by the CIA for debriefing American agents, interrogating enemy agents, and sometimes for deciding which were which.

A US Navy car met us at the airport. It came complete with uniformed driver and an ‘official use only’ sign stencilled on the door. Mann fumed, and at first refused to get into the car. ‘Did you bring party hats and whistles, sailor?’

‘There are no plain cars in the pool, sir,’ said the driver. He was an elderly man with Second World War ribbons on his chest.

‘Well, maybe we’ll take a cab,’ said Mann.

With commendable restraint, the sailor refrained from telling Mann that standing outside an airport building arguing with a uniformed sailor was more conspicuous than riding away in an official car. Instead, he nodded solemnly and said, ‘The trouble with taking a cab is that they won’t let you through the main gate without one of these stickers on the windshield. So you’d have to walk right through the hospital to the inner compound – it’s about a mile.’

‘OK, smart ass,’ said Mann. ‘Just as long as you don’t use the flashing light and siren.’ He got into the car. It didn’t have a flashing light, and probably didn’t have a siren either.

‘You’re a lousy loser,’ I told him quietly as I got in beside him.

‘Yeah,’ agreed Mann. ‘Well, I don’t get as much practice as you do.’

We watched the scenery go past. Mann put his documents case on his knees as if about to do some paperwork, but then put it down again unopened. ‘I should never have agreed to them putting the Bekuvs into this nut-house.’

‘Calm down,’ I said. ‘You over-react.’

‘How the hell do you know if I over-react – you don’t even know what I’m reacting to.’

I decided to let him cool down, but I suppose he wanted to get it off his chest. ‘We’re losing control of this operation,’ he said.

‘Speaking personally,’ I told him, ‘I never had control of it – you did.’

‘You know what I mean,’ he said. ‘I’ve got these Washington know-alls crawling all over me like bugs. You know what the PAD is?’

‘Yes, I know,’ I said. The Psychological Advisory Directorate was a cosy assembly of unemployed head-shrinkers who knew how to avoid every mistake that the CIA ever made, but unfortunately didn’t tell anyone until afterwards. ‘Twenty-twenty hindsight,’ said Mann after one of their cryptic admonishments.

‘PAD are moving in on Mrs Bekuv. They are taking her down to that farm near St Petersburg and Red Bancroft will be with her.’ He reached into his waistcoat, found some Bufferin tablets, and swallowed two without water. ‘Headache,’ he said. I knew it was that sort of headache that comes through official channels from Washington.

‘Red Bancroft,’ I said. I looked at him, waiting for some explanation.

‘Red Bancroft works for the department – did you guess that?’

‘No, I didn’t guess that,’ I said. ‘And I don’t remember any prompting from the studio audience.’

‘Now don’t get mad,’ he said. ‘I’m disobeying orders by telling you. I’m breaking orders because you’re a buddy, and I don’t want you caught in the mangle.’

‘Why the hell didn’t she tell me herself?’ I said.

‘Me and Bessie have known her a long time,’ said Mann. ‘She’s had a lot of lousy breaks, and it’s left her in a tangle – you know what I mean?’

‘No.’

He leaned forward and gripped my arm. ‘Stay loose. She’s a nice girl and I’d like to see her settle down – but not with you.’

‘Thanks.’

‘For your sake,’ he added hurriedly. ‘She’s a tough girl. She’s a damned good operative and she can look after herself. Two years back she infiltrated a Marxist group in Montreal. She nearly got herself killed – she went into hospital for three months – but she put three conspirators into hospital too, and another five into jail. This is a very special kind of girl, and I love her very dearly – but do yourself a favour: move on.’

‘She’s working for PAD and going down to the farm with Mrs Bekuv?’

‘Right,’ said Mann. The car slowed as we got to the main entrance of the naval hospital. A sentry checked our identity cards and waved us through to the inner compound where another sentry checked them all over again.

The car stopped outside the eight-storey building that had been designed to house violent patients. Still the faded signs and steel shutters could be seen on the lower floors. Inside there would be that depressing institutional look to it: hard floors, a lack of ornaments, doors that opened automatically and hissed like Japanese slaves, too much light and far too many bright red fire extinguishers. Even the art reproductions on the walls would have been chosen to dull the senses.

‘I get out here,’ said Mann. ‘I’m in the duty-surgeon’s accommodation, top floor. You’re in the VIP block.’

I looked at him without bothering to conceal my anger. We had exchanged harsher words before, but we’d never come so close to a ding-dong row. I said, ‘Which block is Miss Bancroft in?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mann.

‘Then I shall have to phone the gate.’

‘She left this morning,’ said Mann. ‘They moved Mrs Bekuv and Red went with her.’

My bad temper worsened. ‘You deliberately moved her so that I wouldn’t get a chance to talk with her.’

‘Are you telling me I should schedule this caper to fit in with your private life?’

I didn’t answer.

Mann said, ‘I’ll see you over here about nine in the morning. Maybe by that time you’ll be in a mood to understand.’

‘I understand already,’ I said, ‘I understand only too well. The PAD are moving in on you. And you are determined to put Professor Bekuv through the wringer and get results before the PAD get anything out of his wife. Yes, I understand. Red Bancroft is attached to PAD and you don’t like the idea of me being that close to your opposition. You don’t trust me, Major. Well, you’ve heard of self-fulfilling prophecies, haven’t you?’

‘Good night,’ said Mann. He got out and closed the door.

I brought the window down. ‘Do I get an answer?’

‘Yes. Grow up,’ said Mann. He buttoned up his coat and put on the silly-looking tweed hat, with the brim turned down at front and back. ‘And stay away from Miss Bancroft – and that is an order.’

I watched him as he marched into the lighted entrance. The two sets of glass doors opened automatically, but beyond them I could see the newly painted graticule of prison bars, and an armoured booth for the doorman.

They’d provided me with the comparative luxury of a four-room house normally occupied by a US Navy captain, who was away on detachment to cinclant for a couple of months. His books and his furniture were still there. I had no doubt that this was the accommodation intended for Mann, until he swopped it for the cramped duty-surgeon’s rooms that were so close to Bekuv.

I was tired, very tired. I thanked God for America, where even the poor-house probably has heated bathrooms. I opened my travelling bag and dumped my dirty linen into the laundry basket. Then I undressed and stepped into the shower. I stood there a long time, letting the hot water hammer at my muscles, and finished with water cold enough to make my teeth chatter. I grabbed the towel from the warm rack and wrapped it round myself before going into the kitchen. I set up a cup and saucer, filled the kettle and plugged in. While I waited for it to boil, I admired the captain’s library. There were a lot of high-powered psychiatry books, papers and bound volumes. There were war memoirs, too, a Shorter Oxford Dictionary, and Dickens and Balzac, and a collection of very old volumes about chemistry.

I walked into the bedroom. It was a large room with a double bed. On one side of the room there were large wardrobes, the doors entirely covered by tinted glass. Standing in front of the mirror there was a tall slim woman; she was naked except for a triangular frill of black silk. It was Red Bancroft and she smiled, pleased that her joke had worked so well. Her smile became a different sort of smile as she watched me examining her nakedness. She was beautiful. I began to tell her so but she came towards me and put her fingers to my lips. With the other hand she loosened the damp towel from my waist and let it drop to the floor. She flinched as we embraced and she felt the cold water against her skin. My wet hair cascaded droplets over her face. We kissed, and she tightened her arms round me. I could not resist a glance at our reflection as we began our lovemaking.

Hardly had we started than there was a shrill scream. Red struggled under me but I held her. ‘It’s the kettle,’ I said. ‘It’s sure to have a safety switch.’ She sank back across the bed smiling. And in due time there was the reassuring plop of the kettle’s switch.

We exchanged no words, apart from incoherent cries and murmurs, and afterwards, when she got out of bed, I pulled the blanket over my shoulders and settled my head into the down pillows. I was almost asleep by the time she reappeared. I was amazed to see her fully dressed.

‘What’s going on?’ I said.

She sat down on the bed and looked at me as if seeing me for the first time. ‘I must go.’

‘Go where?’

She looked at her watch. ‘We are moving Mrs Bekuv. I must be ready.’

‘Nice timing,’ I said.

‘Don’t be bitter.’

‘Do you have to go?’

‘Do you have to do the job you do,’ she retorted. ‘This is my job and I’m damned good at it, so don’t treat me like the little woman.’

‘So why not tell me about your job?’

‘Did you tell me about your job – no, you didn’t, because you’re a secret agent –’

‘What’s this all about?’ I said. I sat up.

She stretched her hand and touched my shoulder. ‘I’m telling you goodbye,’ she said. She shivered as if in apprehension.

‘Goodbye for now, you mean?’

‘I mean goodbye, goodbye.’

‘Just for the record,’ I said. ‘Am I using the wrong brand of toothpaste?’

‘Nothing personal, my darling. For a time you really had me going. Bessie Mann was asking me how many kids we were going to have, and I found myself looking at recipe books and baby carriages.’

I looked at her, trying to decide what could account for this resolute farewell.

‘Don’t try to puzzle it out, darling,’ she said, and leaned over and gave me a sisterly kiss on the forehead. ‘I planned it that way.’

‘Only a woman would plan to say goodbye in bed,’ I said.

‘Don’t believe it, baby. I’ve had the kiss-off that way, more times than I care to remember.’ She got to her feet, and opened the wardrobe to get her suede overcoat. For a moment I thought someone was standing inside the wardrobe; but there were only two naval captain’s uniforms in cleaner’s transparent covers. She put her coat on carefully, watching herself in the mirror as she buttoned it.

I got out of bed and pulled on one of the captain’s dressing-gowns. It was a little too short for me, but at the time I didn’t care. Red Bancroft went into the lounge and picked up a large suitcase, opened the front door and placed it outside. She turned back to me. ‘Look, darling, forget what I said just now – let’s not part this way.’

‘Why don’t you tell me what this is all about?’

‘There isn’t time.’

‘I’ll make time.’

‘And I’m too mixed up to know myself. Let me take a rain-check.’

‘On a love affair?’ I said.

‘Please.’

Before I could answer, there were voices at the door and two men barged in. They were a tough-looking couple, with longish hair and denim jackets. But the hair was recently washed and carefully parted, and the denims were cleaned and pressed, so that the men looked like the sort of college lecturers who smoke pot.

‘Scram,’ I told them.

They didn’t spare me more than a glance. To Red Bancroft one of them said, ‘Is that your only bag?’

She pointed to another large case and then turned to me. ‘I’ve got to go.’

‘Who are these creeps?’

One of the men turned to me and said, ‘You sit down and shut up and you won’t get hurt.’

‘I see.’ I said it as passively as I could, and waited until he bent down to pick up Red’s case before lifting the back of his jacket with one hand, while the other hand snatched the pistol from the holster he wore on his belt. ‘Now let’s try all over again,’ I said, as he dropped the case and swung round at me. I’d already stepped far enough back to avoid any such counter action, and while he was still off balance I stepped forward and kicked the side of his knee, hard enough to make him yell. Without waiting to see him massaging the graze, I steered the Magnum to where the other one was standing. Even before I said anything he raised his hands. ‘High,’ I told him. ‘Keep those hands very, very high.’

I went round the back of him and found his gun too. ‘You’ve got to be quicker than that, if you want to keep your gun that far round your belt,’ I told them. ‘Now let’s see who you are.’

‘You know who we are,’ said the first one. ‘What do you think we are doing in this security area?’

‘Keep your hands in the air, fatty,’ I said, ‘or I’ll come over there and give you a bruise in the other leg.’

‘We’re CIA,’ said the second man. ‘We’re moving Mrs Bekuv.’

‘Well, why didn’t you say so,’ I said sarcastically. ‘And then I would have known that I was being threatened by goodies.’

He didn’t answer.

‘Let’s have your social security cards,’ I said. CIA men rarely carry identification papers but they are assigned a special batch of social security numbers that enable them to be identified by fellow operatives, and also by the social security computer if they are found floating in the harbour.

Reluctantly the two men reached for their wallets. They did it one at a time, and very, very slowly. All the time Red Bancroft watched the fiasco, but said nothing. Neither did the expression on her face give an indication of her feelings, until she said, ‘All right, children, you’ve all had your fun. Now let’s get on with the job.’

‘OK,’ I said. I threw the Magnum back to its owner. His catch was so clumsy that he bared a knuckle on it. I noticed that he pulled the holster round to the front before putting the pistol back into it. ‘Now beat it while I say good night to the lady.’

They went. They picked up the wallets from the table where I’d left them, walked over to the door and left, closing it behind them. There was the sudden noise of a helicopter engine. Red went across to the window. Over her shoulder I could see some lights and activity and then I heard the helicopter’s rotors turning as the clutch was engaged. Red Bancroft said, ‘Mrs Bekuv swims in the big indoor pool every morning before breakfast. This morning we’ll put her in the chopper and be down in St Petersburg, Florida, before it’s time for brunch.’ She turned away from the window and put one arm round my waist and hugged me. ‘Are you going to give me a second chance?’ she asked.

I kissed her. She picked up her case and went to the door. I heard the voices of the two men and then the sound of a car engine. Soon after that the helicopter roared and lifted up over the roof tops. I still hadn’t answered her.
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Mann gave Mrs Bekuv no time to say goodbye to her husband: that was all part of his scheme. We sat in Mann’s little office – originally intended for the duty nurse – and heard Andrei Bekuv walk down the corridor, calling his wife’s name.

Mann sat hunched over a desk in the corner, watching the dark storm-clouds come racing in from the Atlantic. The rain beat upon the windows and the morning was so dark that Mann needed the desk light in order to read. He looked at me and winked as Andrei Bekuv came back.

‘Here we go,’ said Mann softly.

Andrei Bekuv was silhouetted against the brightness of the corridor lighting as he opened the door and looked in on us.

‘Where is my wife, Major Mann? She wasn’t at breakfast, and she’s not swimming. Do you know where she has gone?’

‘We’ve moved her to Baltimore,’ said Mann without looking up from the papers he held under the desk light.

‘When? When was this?’ said Andrei Bekuv. He was jolted, and he scowled and looked at his watch. Bekuv was a creature of habit. Breakfast at seven, coffee at ten, a light lunch at one, dinner at seven thirty, in time for him to finish his meal and be in the armchair, with hi-fi tuned, ready for the evening concert. He insisted that the supply of vitamins in his medicine cabinet be replenished without his having to ask for them, and he liked decaffeinated coffee, served demi-tasse, in the evening, with fresh cream. And he liked to know where to find his wife.

‘When?’ repeated Bekuv.

‘Oh, some time early this morning.’ Mann turned the desk clock round to see it better. There was a barometer fitted into it and Mann tapped that. ‘They should be there by now. Do you want to phone her?’

‘Yes,’ said Bekuv.

Mann picked up the phone and went through a pantomime of asking for a number in Baltimore. He thanked someone at the other end. And then hung up. ‘Seems like we can’t get through to Baltimore from here.’

‘Why not?’

‘I didn’t think to ask. Do you want me to call the operator again?’

Bekuv came into the room and sat down. ‘What game are you playing now, Major Mann?’

‘I might ask you the same question, Professor Bekuv,’ said Mann. From the clutter of papers and objects on the desk in front of him, Mann selected a large brown envelope. It contained something lumpy. He passed the envelope to Bekuv. ‘Take a look at that, for example.’

Bekuv hesitated.

‘Go ahead, take a look at it.’

Bekuv handled the envelope as if it might explode. I wondered afterwards if he guessed what was inside it. If he did, he was in no hurry to see it again. Finally, he ripped the edge of the envelope far enough to slide the contents out. There was a transparent plastic evidence bag with some typewritten labels attached to it. Inside the bag there was a flick-knife.

‘The police sent that over here yesterday afternoon, Professor Bekuv. It was found near the steps of the church, during a search made during the early hours of Christmas morning. You remember Christmas morning?’

‘It’s the one used to wound my wife,’ said Bekuv. He didn’t open the bag. He dropped it back into the envelope as if it might have carried traces of some fatal contagion. He tried to pass the envelope back to Mann but the major would not accept it from him.

‘That’s right,’ said Mann.

‘What’s it supposed to mean?’ Bekuv demanded.

‘Supposed to mean?’ said Mann. ‘I’m glad you said supposed to mean, because there’s often a world of difference between what things mean, and what they are supposed to mean. For instance,’ said Mann, ‘that’s the knife that caused your wife’s wounds. Whether she was trying to knife you with it, or preventing you knifing her with it, or whether you were both trying to cut each other, or even turn it on yourselves, I wouldn’t be too sure.’

‘A man assaulted us,’ said Bekuv.

‘Yes, sure, that’s the other theory isn’t it? Didn’t I mention that one? Forgive me.’

Bekuv looked at his watch. Whether he was thinking about his wife arriving in Baltimore, about his ten o’clock coffee or simply indulging in displacement activity that helped him gather his wits, there was no way of telling.

Mann picked up some papers from his desk, read for a moment or two and then said, ‘Those gloves your wife was wearing … a shop in Fifth Avenue sells them for twenty-eight dollars a pair and advertises them as real kid, but in fact they make them from the skin of sheep. Now, that’s the kind of dishonesty I hate. How about you, Professor?’

The professor did not commit himself: he grunted.

Mann said, ‘Sheepskin. To make a pair of gloves like that, the tanning process removes the epidermal layer …’ Mann was reading from the paper ‘… to expose the corium minor or grain layer. It is the nature of this grain layer that enables a scientist to distinguish the age, sex and species of animal from which the skin originated.’

Professor Bekuv said, ‘I’m not interested.’

‘Hold on, Professor. I’m not through yet. It gets better. Did you know that the grain pattern from any piece of animal skin is as individual to that animal as a fingerprint is to one individual man?’

‘What of it?’

‘I’ll tell you what of it,’ said Mann. He put the papers back on his desk, turned to Bekuv and smiled. ‘The police forensic lab took leather prints off that knife. They say it was wielded by your bride. They say her Fifth Avenue gloves left prints on that knife as clear and as evidential as if she’d used her bare hands.’ Mann picked up another evidence bag that contained the gloves, and dropped it back on to the desk again. ‘The police say your wife knifed herself, Professor. And they say they can prove it.’

Bekuv looked away.

‘Anyway,’ said Mann, breathing a sigh. ‘The fact of the matter is that the investigation is closing as far as you are concerned. My people have lost interest in you – you’ve cost the American taxpayer too much money already. You’ll be allowed to live wherever you like – within reason – but you’ll have to find a place for yourself … the same goes for getting a job. No chair at NYU. You will have to read the vacancies in the papers. For the time being the two of you are being kept separate but that’s for your own protection. My people say that there will be more chance of your KGB squads killing you if you are together. Next year, of course, the danger will have subsided a little. By then there will probably be no objection to your living under the same roof again.’

‘Now wait a minute …’ said Bekuv.

‘Sorry it had to be this way, Professor. As your wife understood so well, this could have been a big one for us.’ He smiled to show that he held no ill feelings. ‘You’ll be able to keep the hi-fi and the recordings and stuff of course.’ He picked up papers from his desk and tapped them edge-down on the desk to tidy them.

It was only then that Bekuv seemed to become aware of my presence in the dark corner of the office. He turned to me. ‘Is Miss Bancroft with my wife?’ he asked.

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘She’ll be with her for a little while.’

‘How long,’ he said. ‘I don’t want my wife to be with Miss Bancroft.’

‘No one tells me anything, Professor,’ I said.

Mann said, ‘Your wife wanted Miss Bancroft along for company.’ Bekuv nodded. Mann had been making a great play of rummaging round his desk and, as Bekuv turned to leave, he suddenly produced a flimsy sheet of paper, waved it and said, ‘Oh, this is something for you, Professor. It’s a copy of a letter to your wife.’

He passed it to him. It was a carbon copy of a letter. There were a couple of official rubber stamps on it and a paper-clip. Bekuv took it without a word, and moved over to the window to read it by the grey morning light. He read it aloud in his careful English …

‘Dear Mrs Bekuv, This is to confirm our conversation of yesterday. As promised, I have applied for the necessary documents in connection with your immigration and naturalization. You will appreciate that, although you have been admitted to the USA under the special provisions granted to certain government agencies, your continued stay and permission to take up gainful employment must remain subject to the usual procedures. Yours truly …’

‘Just a lot of legal evasions and doubletalk,’ pronounced Bekuv when he finished reading.

‘I quite agree,’ said Mann, who had invented it and typed it.

Professor Bekuv put the flimsy copy back on to Mann’s desk. Bekuv had been close to the security business long enough to understand such a message.

‘You’re going to send us back to Russia?’ said Bekuv. He walked across the room and opened the door a fraction so that there was a bar of blue fluorescent light cutting him into two halves. ‘Either we do exactly as you demand, or you will send us back to them.’

Mann didn’t answer but he was watching Bekuv’s every move.

‘This letter is just the beginning,’ said Bekuv. ‘It is typical of you, Major Mann. You’ll let your official government departments carry out the execution for you. Then you will be able to say you had no hand in it.’

‘You’ve got it a little bit wrong haven’t you, Professor? The US immigration department has no executioners on its payroll. These executions you want to make me responsible for will be carried out after you return. They’ll be carried out by your little old KGB comrades. Remember the KGB, Professor? Those wonderful people who gave you the Gulag Archipelago.’

‘You have never lived in the Soviet Union, or you would know how little choice a man has. The KGB ordered me to work for them – I did not volunteer to do so.’

‘You’re breaking my heart, Professor.’

Bekuv stood in the doorway, with the door to the corridor open just an inch or two. Perhaps he wanted to let enough light into the room to be able to see the expressions on our faces.

‘Is that all you have to say, Major Mann?’

‘I can’t think of anything else, Professor … except maybe farewell.’

Bekuv stood in the doorway for a long time. ‘I should have told you about the place in Ireland … I should have told you earlier.’

‘You jerk,’ said Mann. ‘Three people died.’

‘I was with the trade delegation in London,’ said Bekov. ‘It was years ago. I had to meet a man from Dublin. I met him only once. It was at Waterloo Station in London. He had some documents. We used the copying machine on the station.’

‘The maser programme?’

‘We were falling behind,’ said Bekuv. ‘This man brought drawings and calculations.’

Mann pulled the desk light so that it shone on to a bright blue blotter. Under the light he arranged a row of photos. One of them was a passport picture of Reid-Kennedy. ‘Do you want to come here a moment, Professor.’ Mann’s voice was precise and quiet, like that of a terrified parent coaxing a small child away from an electrified fence.

‘He wasn’t a scientist,’ said Bekuv, ‘but he understood the calculations.’ He walked over to the desk and looked at the photos arranged neatly like winning tricks in a bridge game. Mann held his breath until Bekuv placed a finger on the face of Reid-Kennedy.

Mann shuffled the pictures together without commenting on Bekuv’s choice. ‘And the KGB were running the operation?’

‘Entirely,’ said Bekuv. ‘When the maser programme was given a shortened development target, the KGB became responsible. I’d been reporting to the KGB since my time in university and I was a senior man in the maser programme. It was natural that the KGB chose me. When the scientific material started to arrive from America, the KGB told me that I would get it first, and that the department would not be notified.’

‘That gave you a chance to shine,’ said Mann.

‘It was the way the KGB always did such things. They wanted their own people promoted, and so they gave their own men the best of the foreign intelligence material.’

‘And no one suspected? No one suspected when you went into the lab next morning and shouted eureka?’

‘It would have been a reckless fool who voiced such suspicions,’ said Bekuv.

‘Jesus,’ said Mann sourly, ‘and you corrupt bastards have the nerve to criticize us.’

Bekuv didn’t reply. The telephone rang. Mann picked it up and grunted into it for a minute or two before saying goodbye.

‘Why don’t you take a coffee break, Professor,’ said Mann.

‘I hope I’ve been of help,’ said Bekuv.

‘Like a good citizen,’ said Mann.

‘I will be happier,’ Bekuv said, ‘when I can read what those duties are, on the back of a US passport.’ He didn’t smile.

‘We’re going to get along just fine, Professor,’ said Mann.

Neither Mann nor I spoke until we heard Bekuv go into his room and switch on the radio. Even then we observed all the usual precautions for not being overheard.

‘It was her all the time,’ said Mann. ‘It was Mrs Bekuv. We had it the wrong way round. We thought he was clamming-up.’

I said, ‘Without his wife, he’ll be singing his way through the hit parade by weekend.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ said Mann. He went over to the light-switch and put the lights on. They were fluorescent tubes, and they flickered a dozen times before filling the room with light. Mann searched the drawers of his desk before finding the box of cigars his wife had given him at Christmas. ‘Makes you wonder what kind of hold she had over him,’ said Mann. He lit the cigar and offered the box to me. Already half the contents had been smoked – I declined.

‘Perhaps he loves her,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it’s one of those happy marriages you never read about.’

‘I hate those two Russian bastards,’ said Mann.

‘Having his wife join him was the worst thing that happened to this investigation,’ I said.

‘Right,’ agreed Mann. ‘Just a little more help like that from Gerry Hart, and I fall down dead.’

I looked at my watch and said, ‘If there’s nothing else, I’ve got a call booked to London.’

Mann said, ‘And it looks like another trip to Florida tomorrow.’

‘Oh, no!’ I said.

‘That phone call just now – the CIA duty-officer at Miami Airport. Reid-Kennedy just got off the London direct flight. His chauffeur met him with the Rolls – looks like his old lady was expecting him.’

‘What time do we leave?’

‘Give the Reid-Kennedys a little time to talk together,’ said Mann. ‘What about the six A.M. plane tomorrow morning. Leave here at four thirty.’
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It wasn’t the same when we went back: it never is. The gardener was having trouble with the sprinklers, one of the cars had scraped the fencing and taken away a section of bougainvillaea. Crab grass was in the lawn, the humidity was high and there was haze over the sun.

‘Mr and Mrs Reid-Kennedy are not at home,’ said the Spanish lady slowly and firmly and for the third time.

‘But that’s not what we were asking,’ explained Mann patiently. ‘Are they in? Are they in?’

I suppose even the ladies who guard rich people’s doors learn to recognize the ones who can’t be stopped. She let Mann push her to one side but she failed to look as if she liked it.

‘You know we’re cops,’ said Mann. ‘Let’s not fool about, shall we.’

‘They are not here,’ said the woman sullenly.

He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. He ran his fingers up his cheeks as if trying to force himself to smile. ‘Listen, did I ever tell you that I moonlight for the immigration department?’ he said. ‘You don’t want us to run all through the house, checking out whether all these people have got permission to work in Florida. You don’t want that, do you?’

The lady went as pale as an illegal Mexican immigrant without working papers can go, and then shut the door gently, behind us.

‘Now, where are they?’

‘On the Sara Lee,’ said the woman pointing to the big motor-boat that was moored to the jetty at the end of the enormous garden.

‘Sara Lee!’ said Mann very respectfully. ‘And there’s me been calling it the Aunt Jemima all the time.’ He smiled at her and she forced a smile back at him. ‘Well, you just make sure no one leaves the house, Duchess, or …’

We walked through the breakfast-room. It faced the lawn and the water. The remains of a breakfast were still on the white marble table. There were half a dozen different kinds of bread, a couple of uneaten boiled eggs and a silver dish loaded with crisp rashers. Mann picked up a piece of bacon and ate it. ‘Still warm,’ he said, ‘they must be there.’ He went out on the balcony and looked at the boat. There was no sign that it was about to depart. In the distance across the water I could see the Goodyear airship glinting silver against the clear blue sky.

‘What the hell would they be doing down there in that boat,’ muttered Mann. ‘They aren’t the kind of couple who enjoy decoking diesels together.’

I said, ‘If you’ve got a dozen servants in the house, I guess you need a long garden, and a moored boat, to go and have an argument.’

I was opening the fly-screen that separates the polished oak balcony from the raked gravel back-drive, when I heard a woman shout. Then I saw Mrs Reid-Kennedy. She had already come down the gangway from the boat, and was hurrying towards us across the lawn. She was shouting.

‘Hey there, what do you want? What do you want?’ She almost tripped. She was wearing the same sort of silk lounging pyjamas that we’d seen her wearing last time, except that these were pale green, like the silk scarf she had tied round her head. But a lot of that Southern belle had disappeared. That you-all eyelash fluttering, and help yourself to the candied-yams gesturing, had now been replaced by a nasal tone and shrillness that was saurbraten, schweinkotelett and sour cream, and all the way from Eighty-Second Street.

She was speechless when she reached us. She put a hand on her chest while she caught up on her breathing.

‘You shouldn’t run like that, Mrs Reid-Kennedy,’ said Mann. ‘A woman of your age could do herself a permanent injury running across the lawn like that.’

‘You will have to come back,’ she said. ‘Come back another day. Any day you like. Phone me and we’ll fix it.’

‘Unless of course the kind of injury that you might do yourself by not running across the lawn is even more permanent. Then, of course, it would make sense.’

‘We’ll talk in the house,’ she said. ‘We’ll have coffee.’

‘That’s mighty civil of you, Ma’am,’ said Mann. ‘That’s right hospitable of you.’ He touched his hat at the end of the peak. ‘But I think I’m going to just nosey down to the levee there and see if I recognize anyone aboard the paddle-steamer. You see, I’ve always been a gambling man.’

‘You’re too late, Major Mann,’ she said. Her voice was neither frightened nor boastful. She said it as if she was stating a fact that could not be argued, like the number of kilogrammes in a ton, or the weight of a cubic metre of water.

‘You had better tell us about it, Mrs Reid-Kennedy.’ His voice was gentle, and he took her arm, to support her weight.

‘If I talk to you, will you promise that it is in confidence? Will you promise not to do anything … at least for the time being?’

‘Well, I couldn’t promise that, Mrs Reid-Kennedy. No one could. I mean, suppose you told us about a plot to assassinate the President of the United States. You think we could listen to you and keep a promise about doing nothing?’

‘My husband was a good man, Major.’ She looked up, into Mann’s face. ‘I mean Douglas was … Mr Reid-Kennedy.’

‘I know that’s who you mean,’ said Mann. ‘Go on.’

‘He’s in the boat,’ she said. She didn’t turn round far enough to see the twelve-ton cabin-cruiser, but she pointed vaguely at the waterfront. ‘Douglas went down to the boat about half an hour ago. I thought something was wrong, so after the bacon was almost cold … Douglas loves bacon when it’s crisp and warm but he never eats it when it’s cold …’

‘OK, Mrs Reid-Kennedy.’ Mann patted her arm.

‘And bacon is so expensive nowadays. The servants could have it, of course, but none of them eat it either.’

‘Go on, about Douglas.’

‘Well, that’s all,’ she said. ‘I found him on the boat, just now. He’s shot himself. He’s lying there in the engine-room … the top of his head … I don’t know who will clear it up. There’s blood everywhere. Will the police know someone who will do it? I couldn’t go down there again.’

‘No need, Mrs Reid-Kennedy. No need to go down there again. My friend will take a look in the boat just to make sure that there are no valves open, or anything like that. While you and me go up to the house, and get you a stiff brandy.’

‘Do you think I should, Major? It’s not even eleven thirty yet.’

‘I think you need one,’ said Mann firmly.

She shivered. ‘My, but it’s turned cold suddenly,’ she said.

‘Yes it has,’ agreed Mann, trying to look suddenly cold.

‘It’s telling the servants that’s the real trouble,’ she confided.

‘Don’t worry about that,’ said Mann briskly. ‘My friend will do that. He’s British; they’re terribly, terribly good at speaking to servants.’

Many American soldiers kept their guns after the war. It was bad luck for the woman who found him that one-time Master Sergeant Douglas Reid-Kennedy, US Army Military Police, had been equipped with the M 1911 automatic pistol. Even if you can’t take it with you, a .45-inch bullet still makes an expensive way to blow your head apart.

He was a big man, and it was easy to imagine him as a military cop, in white helmet liner, swinging a stick. Now his body was twisted, face up, his arms spread as if to keep himself from falling into the oily bilges between the beautifully maintained twin diesels, where he now lay sprawled. The floral patterned Hawaiian shirt was open to reveal a tanned hairy chest. He wore smart canvas shoes with the yachtsman’s grip-sole, and around his tailored shorts there was an ancient leather belt with a sailor’s clasp-knife hanging from it.

The back of his skull had exploded, so that there was blood, brain and bone fragments everywhere, but most of his jaw was still there, complete with enough teeth to get a positive identification from his dental records. He must have been standing in the lounge at the fatal moment, with one hand on the stair-rail and the pistol in his mouth. The force of it had thrown him down the steps into the engine-room. I suppose he’d been taking a last look at the mansion, and the gardens, and perhaps at his wife breakfasting. I looked at the jetty and the lie of the land and tried to stop thinking of the different ways I could have come and killed him unobserved.

I went to the forward end and sorted through the radar and depth-sounding gear. It was all very new and there were screw-holes and paint-lines to show where previous models had once been. Owning the most modern electronics had now become more prestigious for a yachtsman than having a few extra feet of hull or even a uniformed crew, providing of course there was a distinctive aerial for it somewhere in view.

Douglas Reid-Kennedy had left his zipper jacket draped over the throttles. It was blue nylon, with an anchor design and the word ‘captain’ embroidered on the chest. And it had two special oilskin pockets, in case you were the sort of captain who fell overboard with the caviar in your pocket. In one of the pockets there was a briar pipe, with a metal windguard, and a plastic tobacco pouch with a Playboy bunny on it. In the other pocket there was a wallet containing credit cards, yacht-club membership cards, a weather forecast from the yacht club, dated the same day, a notebook with some scribbled notes, including radio wavelengths, and a bunch of keys.

Keys can be of many different shapes and sizes, from the large ones that wine waiters wear round their necks in pretentious restaurants, to the tiny slivers of serrated tin that are supplied with suitcases. The keys from Douglas Reid-Kennedy’s yachting jacket were very serious keys. They were small, circular-sectioned keys, made from hard, bronzed metal, each with a number but without a manufacturer’s name, so that only the owner knew where to apply for a replacement. It was one of these keys that fitted into the writing-desk in the boat’s large, carpeted lounge.

I sat down at the desk, and went through the contents carefully but he wasn’t the sort of man who was likely to leave incriminating evidence in his writing-desk. There was a selection of papers that one might need for a short voyage. There were photostats of the insurance, and several licences and fishing permits. In a small, and rather battered, leather frame there was the sepia-coloured photograph that Mann had remarked upon during our previous visit. It was a glimpse of a world of long ago. Reid-Kennedy’s father, dressed in a dark suit, with a gold pin through his tie, sat in front of a photographer’s painted backdrop. One wrinkled hand rested upon the shoulder of a smiling child dressed in Lederhosen. I took the photograph from its frame. It was mounted on a stiff card that bore the flamboyant signature and address of a photo studio in New York City. It had the superb definition of a contact print; the sort of quality that disappeared with the coming of miniature cameras and high-speed films.

I looked at the photo for a long time. The informality of the child’s clothes could not conceal the care and attention that had preceded this visit to the photographer. Nor could the stern expression on the face of the man conceal an immense pride in his handsome son. And yet the shutter had caught a moment of tension in the boy’s face as he stiffened in the embrace of his autocratic father. There was an element of tragedy in the gulf between them and I wondered why this was the picture that the son had carried in his personal baggage for so many years.

There was a book-shelf above the desk. I flipped through the usual array of books about knots and flags, and ‘vessels running free giving way to vessels that are close-hauled’. There was a visitors’ book, too: a beautiful leather-bound volume, kept in neat handwriting and dutifully signed by the Reid-Kennedys’ guests. Some of the pages had been roughly torn from it, and I noted those dates.

Then I replaced everything I’d moved, and wiped the things I’d touched, and walked back to the house where Mrs Reid-Kennedy was nursing a treble brandy, and Mann was pouring himself a soda-water on the rocks.

‘I told Douglas,’ she said.

‘Told him what?’ Mann asked.

‘Hello,’ she said to me. ‘Told him not to go to Europe this time.’

‘Why’d you tell him that?’

‘I want to phone my lawyer. You’ve got no right to stop me.’

‘No sense in phoning your lawyer,’ said Mann. While she was looking at the phone, he caught my eye. I gave him the least amount of nod I could manage.

‘Did you wipe your feet?’ she asked me suddenly.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘When the sprinklers are on, the grass-marks tread in to the carpet,’ she said. It was a tired voice that had explained that problem many times before.

‘I know,’ I said. I smiled. Perhaps that was a mistake.

‘Maybe you could talk to your friend about coming back tomorrow or the next day,’ she suggested to me. ‘I don’t want to offend you but a couple of days to recover would be worth so much to me.’ I didn’t answer, and Mann didn’t say anything either.

‘I’ll phone my lawyer,’ she said. She opened her handbag. It was made from a couple of yards of the Bayeux Tapestry, and had gold handles, and a leather strap that went over the shoulder. She searched through it to find a plastic smile but finally she closed the bag with a lot of sighs and tut-tutting. ‘I’ll phone the yacht-club, the people there will know a good lawyer.’

‘Mrs Reid-Kennedy,’ said Mann. ‘A real good lawyer might be able to reduce the fifty-year sentence you are liable to get, by ten years. But I have the kind of authority that could leave you out of this investigation altogether …’

She misinterpreted Mann’s offer. I suppose rich people have to develop sharp ears for subtle offers of corruption. She said, ‘A couple of days to recover from …’ she lifted a limp hand ‘… all this, would be worth anything to me. Let me send you away with some little gift for your wives. I have lovely things in the house – porcelain and gold, and all kinds of little things – your wife would probably love some little treasure like that to add to her collection. Wouldn’t she?’ She was looking at me now.

‘To tell you the truth, Mrs Reid-Kennedy,’ I said, ‘my complete collection of porcelain and gold is here in my dental work. And right now, I don’t have a wife.’

‘You mind if I take this jacket off?’ asked Mann. She didn’t answer but he took it off anyway.

‘My husband hated air-conditioning. He said he’d rather put up with the heat than have the endless noise of it.’

She went over to the small unit in the window and adjusted the controls.

Mann said, ‘You’d better face up to it, Mrs Reid-Kennedy. There’s not going to be any yacht-club lawyer who can get you off the hook. And if you don’t spill it to us right now, there’s not going to be any yacht-club. Not for you, anyway. Even yacht-club secretaries get sticky about espionage.’

She flinched at the word espionage but she didn’t argue about it. She took a deep draught of her brandy and when she next spoke her voice was angry. ‘Ask this one,’ she said, jabbing a thumb at me. ‘Ask him – he’s been down to the boat, hasn’t he. He can see what happened.’

‘I wish you’d understand that I’m trying to help you,’ Mann told her in his wanting-to-help-you voice. I recognized that voice, because he’d used it on me so often. ‘Sure, my colleague can tell me a lot of the answers, because he’s been down to the boat. But if you tell me the same thing, I’ll be able to write it down as coming from you. I don’t have to tell you how much that could help you, do I?’

‘You’re a couple of schnorrers,’ she said bitterly, but it was the last of her resentment. She sighed. ‘You ever been to Berlin?’ she said.

Probably every life has a moment when it reaches its very lowest: for Mrs Marjorie Dean it was Berlin in the summer of 1955. Physically she had completely recovered from the miscarriage, but psychologically she was far from well. And Berlin made her feel rootless. Her fluent German made no difference to the way that Berliners regarded her, as a prosperous American of the occupying army. Yet the other Americans could not forget her German-born grandparents and were always reminding her that she should feel at home here. But Berlin was a claustrophobic city, ‘the island’ Berliners called it, a tiny bastion of capitalism in the vast ocean of Soviet Zone Germany. And for her, the wife of a senior intelligence official, there could be no jaunts into Berlin’s Eastern Sector, and the long ride down the autobahn to the western half of Germany required the special permission of the commanding general.

And she hated this old house, it was far too big for just the two of them, and the Steiners who looked after the place lived in the guest house at the far end of the overgrown garden, with its dilapidated greenhouses, dark thickets and high hedges. It was easy to see why the US army had taken over the house as VIP accommodation, and then as a school for agents learning radio procedures before going over to the East, but it wasn’t really suitable for housing Major Dean and his wife. The furniture was still the same as it had been when this was the home of a fashionable Nazi neurologist. The hall still had the paintings of men in Prussian uniforms, and, on the piano, there was a vignetted photograph of a woman wearing a tiara. The Deans had decided that it must have been the Nazi doctor’s mother.

That Thursday, Marjorie Dean stayed in bed until almost noon. Her husband was away for a few days – these trips of his seemed to be getting more and more frequent – and there was nowhere to go until the ladies’ bridge tournament at tea-time in the officers’ club at Grunewald. But she bathed and put on her favourite linen dress because at one o’clock the courier would arrive from the barracks.

The coffee that Frau Steiner had brought her was now cold, but Marjorie sipped at it just the same, staring at herself as she applied make-up as slowly as she could to spin out the time. On the bedside table there was a tall pile of novels, about romance in America’s deep South. She despised herself for reading such books but it helped to numb the mind that otherwise would think about the way the marriage was going, her husband’s terrible disappointment at the miscarriage, and the all-pervading boredom.

Suddenly from the drawing-room she heard the piano. Someone was playing an old German song about a farmer and a rich merchant. Her father used to sing it to her. She thought her mind was wandering until she remembered that she’d told the Steiners that their daughter could practise on the piano for an hour each morning. She could hear the Steiners talking. It was so hot that the kitchen window was open wide. She could also hear the voice of Steiner’s brother-in-law. Marjorie hoped that the brother-in-law wouldn’t stay too long. What had started out as only one weekend had now become frequent visits. He claimed to be a master book-binder from Coburg in Thuringia but Marjorie’s ear for German accents put him in Saxony, now in the Russian Zone. The lilt was unmistakable and slightly ridiculous. As she heard him again through the open window, she could hardly suppress a smile. But as she listened more carefully to what was being said, the smile faded. The argument flared up, and the brother-in-law’s voice was threatening and abusive. The tempo of his speech, the shrill Saxon accent and the use of much German soldier’s slang made the conversation difficult for Marjorie to follow, but suddenly she was afraid. Her intuition told her this visitor was not a relative of the Steiners, and that his presence – and his anger – was in some awful way connected with her husband and the secret work he was engaged in. She heard the window being closed, and could hear no more. Marjorie put the matter from her mind. It was too easy to let one’s imagination run away in a town like this.

The courier arrived at one o’clock every day, bringing classified paperwork in a locked metal case. He was always punctual. She looked forward to his visit, and she knew that he enjoyed it too. Usually he would find time to have coffee and a snack. He liked the old-fashioned German Süssgebäck, and Frau Steiner was an expert at making a whole range of spice and honey breads and sometimes more intricate examples, with marzipan inside and a thick coating of toasted almonds. There is a tradition that Lebkuchen are exchanged by lovers, and although the relationship between Marjorie Dean and the young corporal was proper almost to the point of being staid, there was sometimes an element of tacit flirtation in the choice of these breads and cakes.

On this particular day, Frau Steiner had cooked hazelnut biscuits. There was a plate of them on the kitchen table, covered with a starched napkin. Alongside she had left the coffee and the percolator and a tray set with one of the antique lace tray-cloths that were on the inventory of this old house. Usually, she found Corporal Douglas Reid-Kennedy brought some new snippet of small-talk or rumour with him. Sometimes they would talk of their childhood in New York. They had both grown up there and Douglas insisted that he had noticed the pretty girl who sat always in the same church pew with two parents and a brother. Once he had told her all about himself and his family. His father was born in Hamburg. He’d emigrated to the USA in 1925, after losing everything in the inflation period. His father had changed the name to Reid-Kennedy after meeting some neighbours who didn’t like Germans, and said so. And yet in the ’thirties it became an advantage to be German. The Jewish man from the US Army procurement office who in 1940 gave them a contract to manufacture radio tuners for B-17 bombers, assumed that they were refugees from Hitler.

The army contract brought a change in the fortunes of the Reid-Kennedys. His father rented more space and took on extra workers. From being a four-man radio component sub-contractor, they ended the war with a turn-over only a few hundred dollars short of two million. Douglas was sent to a swanky private school, and acquired a million-dollar accent but was still unable to pass the US Army officers’ selection board. He’d been annoyed at the time but now he had decided they were probably right; he was too irresponsible and too lazy to be an officer. Look at Major Dean, for instance, he seemed to work twenty-four hours a day, and had no time for getting drunk, chasing women or mixing with the real Berliners.

Mixing with ‘real Berliners’ was one of Douglas’s very favourite occupations. It was quite amazing the people he knew; a selection of German aristocracy, a Nazi film star, a professional lion-tamer, sculptors and painters, radical playwrights and ex-Gestapo officers with a price on their heads. And if you were after a new camera or some priceless antiques, Douglas knew where the newly impoverished sold their wares at knock-down prices. Douglas was young and amusing, he was a raconteur, a gambler who could lose a little money without crying too hard. He’d been too young for the war, he didn’t give a hoot about politics, and for the army he did only what he had to do to stay out of trouble until the happy, happy day when he went back home. In short, Douglas was as different to Hank Dean as any man could get.

And so it was surprising to find this day a changed Corporal Reid-Kennedy who was serious and downcast. Even his clothes were different. His job with the army permitted him to wear civilian clothes and he liked to dress in the slightly ostentatious style of a newly rich Berliner. He chose silk shirts and soft leather jackets and the sort of hand-made hunting clothes that looked good in a silver Porsche. But today he was wearing a cheap blue suit, shiny on the elbows and baggy at the knees. And he wasn’t wearing his gold wrist-watch, or the fraternity ring, or the heavy gold identity bangle. He looked like one of the Polish refugees, who went from door to door offering to do odd jobs in exchange for a meal.

He sat down in the kitchen and left the coffee and hazelnut biscuits untouched. He asked her if she could let him have a Scotch. Marjorie was amazed at such a suggestion but she tried not to show it. She put the bottle on the table and Douglas poured himself a treble measure and swallowed it down hastily. He looked up and asked her if she knew what Major Dean’s job was in intelligence. Marjorie knew that Dean had ‘the police desk’ but she didn’t know what a police desk was. She’d always assumed that he was a liaison officer between the US Army and the West Berlin police; getting drunken GIs out of jail and dealing with all those German girls who wanted to be a wife in the USA but found themselves alone in Berlin and pregnant. Douglas told her what the police desk really was: Major Dean assembled all the accumulating intelligence material to build a complete picture of the East German Volkspolizei. The trouble was that he’d become so interested in his work that he had gone across to the East for a first-hand look.

She drank some of the fresh coffee and tried the biscuits. Douglas let her have a few minutes to think about the situation before he spoke again. Marjorie, he said finally, you’d better understand that they are holding your husband in East Berlin, and the charge is spying. And they don’t fool about over there, they could shoot him. He took her wrist across the table as he said it. It was a sudden change in the relationship. Until now he’d always called her Mrs Dean, and treated her with all the deference due to the wife of his major. But now the problem they shared, and the fact that they were very nearly the same age, unified them, just as it separated them from the older man who was at the centre of the problem. Suddenly Marjorie began to cry, softly at first and then with the terrible racking sobs of hysteria.

The events that came after had been repressed and repressed until she no longer had a clear idea of the order in which they happened. Douglas made long telephone calls. People arrived at the house and departed. There was a chance, he said. The East German police had not transferred custody of Major Dean to the Russians at Berlin-Karlshorst. They offered to exchange Dean for a document stolen from the East Berlin police HQ the previous week. She hesitated. The safe was built into the wall and concealed at the back of the desk in the library. She told Douglas that she didn’t have the key and didn’t know the combination. Douglas didn’t take her seriously. It’s your husband, Mrs Dean! Eventually she opened the safe and got it. They looked through the document that the East Germans wanted. There were forty-nine pages of it; mimeographed on poor quality pulp paper, tinted pink. There had been file numbers on it but these were now obliterated with black ink. The edges of the paper had faded in the sunlight and Marjorie felt that it couldn’t be all that secret if it had been lying around in the sun long enough to fade.

She wondered if she shouldn’t telephone Dean’s senior officer but Douglas reminded her of what he was like. Can you imagine him taking the responsibility? He wouldn’t give the OK to hand over even a used Kleenex tissue to the East Germans. No, he’ll shuffle the responsibility to Frankfurt, and we’ll wait a week for an answer. By that time Major Dean will be in Moscow.

But how can you be certain that this document isn’t of vital importance? Douglas laughed and said it was only of vital importance to the East German official who’d had it stolen from his safe. Now he wanted to get it back and forget the whole thing as soon as possible. These things happen all the time. Marjorie was still worried about how important it was. Look for yourself, said Douglas, but Marjorie couldn’t understand the jargon-heavy officialese of his report on police organization in the Eastern Zone. Do you imagine that someone like your husband would keep any really important stuff in his safe at home? Marjorie didn’t answer but she finally decided that it was unlikely.

Marjorie remembered Douglas making her go to a cinema. She sat through Jolson Sings Again. The dialogue was dubbed into German but the songs were the original recordings. She didn’t get home until late. There was a glorious sunset behind the trees in the Grunewald. When she came through the garden to the front door she thought that the roses had bloomed. It was only when she went to look at them that she discovered that behind the rosebushes the whitewash had been spattered with blood. She became hysterical. She blundered through the back garden to the apartment the Steiners used but there was no answer to her rings at the doorbell. Then Douglas arrived in a black Opel Kapitan and persuaded her to spend the night in the VIP quarters at the barracks. He had arranged the necessary permission.

She didn’t go back to the house until after Major Dean arrived from the East. The Volkspolizei had kept their word: as soon as the returned papers had been verified, Major Dean was brought to the crossing checkpoint. From there he took a taxi. She never again saw the Steiners. At her insistence the Deans moved to a smaller and more modern house in Spandau. Soon after that, Marjorie became pregnant, and for a time the marriage seemed to go very well but there was now an abyss separating Hank Dean and his young wife.

The perfunctory inquiry was held behind closed doors and its findings were never made public. It was agreed that the document passed to the Volkspolizei was a document originating from that East German force. It had already passed across the desk of Dean’s analysers and was in any case of a grading no higher than confidential. Steiner’s brother-in-law was found dead and floating in the River Spree, having suffered severe wounding ‘by a person or persons unknown’ prior to death. He was described on the record as ‘a displaced person’. Mrs Dean’s evidence about the man’s argument with Steiner was rejected as ‘inadmissible hearsay’. Major Dean was reprimanded for taking official documents home, and was removed from his job. Mrs Dean was totally exonerated. Corporal Douglas Reid-Kennedy took much of the blame. It was inevitable that he should face the inquiry’s wrath, for he was a draftee. Reid-Kennedy had no military career at stake; he wasn’t even an officer. However, his quiet acceptance of the findings was rewarded by a transfer to a US Army recruitment depot in New Jersey, promotion and an early release.

And yet, for Douglas Reid-Kennedy and the Deans, the events of that week in Berlin were traumatic. Hank Dean knew he would never again be given a job so important and so sensitive as the one he lost. A couple of times fellow officers snubbed him. He drank. When Hank Dean’s drinking became bad enough for the army to send him to a special military hospital near Munich to dry out, Marjorie took the newly born son, Henry Hope, back to her parents in New York. She met Douglas. The first time it was by chance but eventually the relationship became serious and then permanent.

It seemed as if the nightmare were over, but in fact it was only just beginning. At college Douglas had been a heavyweight boxer of considerable skill. He had been well on the way to a State championship when by an unlucky blow he severely hurt a fellow contender. Douglas never went into the ring again. It was the same sort of bolo punch that he used to fell the Steiners’ bogus brother-in-law. The fact that the man was a blackmailer and an East German spy persuaded the inquiry to skirt round that happening. But the Russians were not prepared to kiss and make up. Three years after the incidents in Berlin, Douglas was visited by a baby-faced young man who presented the card of a Polish company that made transistors. After the usual polite small-talk he said that through nominee holdings, the company for which he worked now owned 37 per cent of Douglas’s company. He realized that 37 per cent was not 51 per cent – the baby-faced man smiled – but it was enough for them to have a real control over what was going to happen. They could pump money into the company, or turn it over to making razor-blades or tear it down and go into real estate. The young man reminded Douglas that he had killed one of their ‘employees’ and Douglas realized that his company was now owned by the KGB. They offered to pay Douglas off each year in his own shares, if he would work for them. They would tell him exactly which US Government electronics contracts to bid for, and their agents would be able to discover exactly what his business rivals were bidding. In return, they wanted a steady supply of technical information about the whole US electronics industry. If Douglas refused to work with them, the young man told him, they would bankrupt his company and ‘execute’ all of the people implicated in the events of that night: Marjorie, the Steiners, the Steiners’ daughter and Douglas himself. Douglas asked for a week to think it over. They agreed. They knew the answer must be ‘yes’.

As she finished her story, she poured herself another large brandy and sipped some. Major Mann went over to the air-conditioner and moved the control from medium to coldest. He stood there letting the cold air hit him. He turned round and gave her his most engaging smile. ‘Well, it’s great,’ he said. ‘I want you to know I think it’s just great. Of course, you’ve had about twenty years to goose it up, and work in some interesting details, but then so did Tolstoy – thirty years Tolstoy had, if I remember correctly.’

‘What?’ she said, frowning hard.

‘That story,’ said Mann. ‘My buddy here is crazy about all that kind of spy fiction.’

‘It’s true,’ she said.

‘It’s literature,’ said Mann. ‘It’s more than just a lousy collection of lies and evasions; it’s literature!’

‘No.’

‘Douglas Reid-Kennedy joined the Communist Party when he was still at school. I guessed that as soon as I knew that his two closest buddies joined the CP and he remained aloof from that gay group of fun-loving raconteurs – am I pronouncing that right, Mrs Dean? … raconteurs. That’s what your friend Corporal Douglas Reid-Kennedy was on his days off with these Gestapo guys and film stars? Well, as soon as I hear about a guy at school who doesn’t go along and sing “The Red Flag” with his closest buddies, I think to myself either this guy isn’t the kind of young amusing raconteur that everybody is cracking him up to be, or else the Communist Party have given him a secret number, and told him to keep his mouth shut. They do that when they spot a kid who has a job in the State Department, or a trade union, or has a father who makes electronic equipment for the US Army.’

Mann walked across the room and picked up the photo of Douglas being nursed by his father. ‘Great kid you got there, Pop, but just watch out for that bolo punch.’ He put the photo down. ‘Yeah, you were right about Douglas’s boxing career at school … too modest in fact. See, Douglas crippled three kids with that body punch – a bolo is an upper cut to the body, I guess you already knew that, Mrs Dean, or you wouldn’t have used that exact technical word – and Douglas didn’t give up as easy as you say he did. He was forbidden to box again, not only by the school but also by the State boxing authority. And don’t let’s imagine that our Douglas was the kind of guy who didn’t develop his natural talents. He graduated from crippling people to killing people. The KGB spotted that more quickly than the US Army spotted it; they knew that he’d like assignments to kill people. Those murder assignments were his rewards, not his work.’

‘No!’ she screamed.

Mann looked at her as she poured herself another drink. I had watched her drinking all this time and thought that she was using all her willpower to avoid getting drunk. Now I realized that it was just the reverse of that; she wanted to be drunk more than she wanted anything else in the world, but in her present state of mind no amount of drink seemed to do the trick for her.

‘Yes,’ said Mann softly. ‘While you went on your round trip to Paris, your Douglas stayed in the Emerald Isle. He went to a little farm off the highway, and hacked a German family to death with a spade. Three of them; we dug them up from the garbage. It was a wet day in Ireland, so if we’re pressing decomposing tissue into your wall-to-wall pile carpet, I apologize, but you’ve got Douglas to blame for it.’

‘No,’ she said again but it was softer this time, and not so confident.

‘And all that crap about that police report. In the middle ’fifties, the East Germans were using their “barrack police” as a nucleus of their new army. Let’s define our terms. Those police we’re talking about had tanks and MiG fighter planes, Mrs Dean. The police desk was just about the most important work the CIA did in Germany at that time. That’s why Hank Dean was assigned to it and that’s why he gave it everything he’d got, until he was mentally, and physically, exhausted.’

Mann paused for a long time. I suppose he was hoping that she would argue or confess or simply blow her top but she did nothing except sink lower in the soft furnishings and continue to drink. Mann said, ‘Douglas Reid-Kennedy was a Communist agent, and he was wearing that cheap blue suit because he’d just come over from the East where he’d been talking to his pals about putting your husband on the rack. And your cock-and-bull story about Steiner’s argument was disregarded because the man who pretended to be Steiner’s brother-in-law wasn’t an East German agent, he was one of Dean’s best men. He was one of the German Communists who fled to Soviet Russia in 1938. Stalin handed him back over the frontier to the Gestapo in 1940 as part of the deal of slicing Poland down the middle and sharing it with the Nazis. That’s the man who had his blood spattered over your rose-bushes by Corporal Douglas Reid-Kennedy. He had important things to tell Hank, and when he was delayed Hank was so worried that he went across there to help him. The agent got back but Hank went into the bag.’

‘The inquiry didn’t know anything about his being an agent for the Americans,’ she said.

‘You think the inquiry is going to blow a network because an agent is murdered. No, they let it go, and were happy not to inquire too far into it. And that was a lucky break for Reid-Kennedy.’

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘And you tell us that the inquiry reprimanded Major Dean, and exonerated you. Why do you think they did that? They did it because Hank stood up and took all the shit that they were throwing at you. Sure he was reprimanded for leaving the papers unsafeguarded, because he wouldn’t tell them that you and your goddamned boyfriend opened his safe and betrayed him in every possible way …’

‘No, they said …’

‘Don’t argue with me,’ said Major Mann. ‘I just got through reading the transcript. And don’t tell me you believed Douglas Reid-Kennedy and all that crap about returning the papers to the police authority. You saw that the file numbers were blacked out. That’s the first thing an agent does with secret papers, so that they can’t be traced back to the place where they were stolen. And even the police chief of East Berlin is going to have a hard time explaining why the papers in his safe have got all the file numbers blacked out. And you know that as well as anyone, so don’t give me any of that stuff.’

He walked up to where she was sitting but she didn’t raise her eyes to him. His face was flushed and his brow shiny. It would have been easy to believe that he was the one being interrogated, because the woman seemed relaxed and unheeding.

‘But it wasn’t anything to do with the papers,’ said Mann. ‘This was all a carefully planned caper designed in Moscow solely to compromise Hank Dean. I’d bet everything I own that he was offered every kind of chance to hush this thing up. Both when he was in the East Berlin prison, and after he got back. But Hank Dean knew that it was just the first step into being doubled, and Hank Dean wasn’t the kind of man who ends up a double agent. He’d sooner end up an alcoholic. At least a lush keeps his soul. Right, Mrs Dean? It’s your husband we’re talking about, remember him?’ He walked away from her. ‘Or maybe you’d rather not remember, after all you did to him. Because, wrecking his career wasn’t enough for you, was it? You had to go screwing your way through the barracks. And you were no snob. You didn’t stop at the officers’ club, did you. You even had to screw the little creep who came delivering the official mail. Of course you didn’t realize then that Douglas had drawn you as an assignment from Moscow …’

‘What?’

‘And Reid-Kennedy eventually got orders to make his relationship with you as permanent as possible: a wife isn’t permitted to testify against her husband, right?’

‘Hank would never give me a divorce.’

‘And I think we know why. He suspected the truth about Reid-Kennedy and was not going to give him that final bit of protection.’

‘No,’ she said.

‘You think it was your good breeding, or all that old-fashioned etiquette you gleaned from those cheap novels. Douglas Reid-Kennedy took the high ground – your bed – and he didn’t have to fight all the way. I’d guess that that little conversation over the coffee and Süssgebäck took place, not in the kitchen, but in Hank Dean’s bed. That’s where you first heard that those bastards were holding your husband.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘No, no, no.’

‘And I’ll tell you something else that Hank Dean kept to himself …’

He paused. She must have known what was coming, for she lowered her head as one might if expecting a blow about the ears. ‘Henry Hope is Reid-Kennedy’s child.’

‘He is not,’ she said. ‘I swear it! You say that in front of witnesses and I’ll sue you for every penny you possess. I’ll make you pay!’

‘Yeah, well, I can’t prove it, but I looked up Hank’s army records to find his blood group. And Henry-Hope was easy because he donates blood at the local hospital …’ Mann scowled and shook his head.

‘Did you tell him?’ she asked. ‘Did you tell Henry-Hope that?’

‘No, I didn’t, Mrs Dean, because it would be nicer for your son to grow up thinking that a great guy like Hank is his father than that a murderous creep like Reid-Kennedy might be. So we’ll keep that to ourselves, Mrs Dean. On that you got a deal.’

‘Poor Henry-Hope,’ she said softly. Her voice was slurred: at last the alcohol was getting to her.

‘You entertained on the boat last week,’ I said. ‘Who was it who came aboard on Monday?’ She gave me a venomous glare.

She said, ‘So he speaks, your friend. I was beginning to think he was one of those inflatable dolls they advertise in the back pages of the sex magazines.’

I passed to her the piece of paper on which I noted the dates of the pages missing from the boat’s visitors’ book.

She scowled at it and said, ‘You get a tax deduction for the days when you entertain businessmen on a boat. Douglas always made people sign, so he could claim his proper deduction. He was obsessional about that.’

‘Who was it?’ I said.

She scrabbled to find the spectacles tucked down the side of the armchair. Having put them on, she read the dates with studied concentration. ‘I couldn’t tell you,’ she said. ‘My memory isn’t so good these days, Douglas was always ribbing me about that.’

I said, ‘I’d hate you to make a mistake about how important this is to us.’

‘That’s right,’ said Mann. He pointed a finger down to the boat moored beyond where the palm trees were whipping about in the wind. ‘You got a time bomb down there, Mrs Dean. At ten thirty I’m going to have to blow the whistle on you. This place will be filled with cops, reporters and photographers, and they will all be yelling at you – right?’ He looked at his watch. ‘So you got just eighteen minutes to decide how you play it – and the decisions you make are going to decide whether you live out the rest of your life as a millionairess, or spend it upstate in the women’s prison with a “no parole” sticker on your file.’

She looked at Mann for a moment and then looked at her own wrist-watch just to check him out.

‘Seventeen minutes,’ Mann said.

‘Douglas ran a legitimate business,’ she said. ‘You start thinking it was all mixed up with the other business and you will never unravel it.’

‘You let us worry about that,’ I said.

‘You don’t get these big government contracts by sitting on your butt, waiting for the phone to ring. Douglas went out of his way to look after his contacts, and they expected that.’

‘Who was it?’

‘People from some Senate Committee.’

‘Which Senate Committee?’

‘International Scientific Co-operation – or some such name. You must have heard of it.’

‘We’ve heard of it,’ I said. ‘So who came here?’

‘Only for fishing trips, and you wouldn’t get me on that boat when they are fishing. I didn’t get to meet any of them. They were just fishing cronies of Douglas. Like I told you, it was just social. Douglas only put it down as business so he could get the tax deductions.’

‘Names!’ said Mann. ‘Names, goddamnit!’

She spilled her drink. ‘Mr Hart. Mr Gerry Hart. He’s helped my husband get other government contracts.’

‘Mind if I use your phone, Mrs Reid-Kennedy?’ said Mann.
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They are made of marble, steel, chromium and tinted glass, these gleaming governmental buildings that dominate Washington, DC, and from the top of any one of them, a man can see half-way across the world – if he’s a politician.

The buildings have no names; only numbers and initials. fobs are Federal office buildings and hobs are House office buildings. This rent-free luxury office suite, in which Senator Greenwood could sip Martinis and trim his toenails while watching the home-going traffic building up on the Potomac River Freeway, and still keep the other eye on the White House, was a Senate office building – a SOB.

The heavy silk curtains had been fully opened to reveal the cityscape through the picture windows. I could see the river Potomac and, farther away, the Washington Channel. Mirroring the sky, their waters were colourless, like two icy daggers sunk into the city’s gut. Greenwood stood with us admiring the view for a moment.

‘About this time I usually have a bourbon and ginger,’ he smiled, and flicked a strand of hair from his eyes. A senator with enough hair to flick off his face has something to smile about, even without the palatial office, imported furniture and the rosewood cupboard full of hard stuff. ‘So what will it be for you boys?’

‘A tonic water,’ I said.

‘A bourbon and ginger would suit me nicely, sir,’ said Mann.

‘Thought you were going to say you didn’t drink while you were on duty,’ said Greenwood. He tossed some ice into glasses that were cold enough to whiten, and snapped the crown corks from three bottles in a row: they gave three little gasps.

‘I’d never get a drink if I pursued that kind of policy,’ said Mann.

‘Right. Right!’ said Greenwood in an absent-minded way, as if he’d already forgotten the beginning of the conversation. He set the drinks down on the antique side tables that were carefully arranged for each of the Barcelona chairs that faced his desk. It was a modern design: no more than two stainless-steel trestles supporting a sheet of armour glass. He walked round the desk, and sat in his Italian swivel chair. There was no front to the desk, and the papers arranged on the glass-top seemed to be floating in the air. Perhaps it was Greenwood’s way of proving he didn’t have a Derringer in his lap.

‘Mr Gerry Hart,’ said Greenwood, as though announcing that the courtesies were over.

‘Yes,’ said Mann.

‘I’ve got the report,’ said Greenwood.

‘It’s not a report, Senator,’ said Mann. ‘It’s just a private memo to you.’

‘Well, I’m not very conversant with the jargon of the CIA,’ said Greenwood, in such a way as to discourage instruction. He smiled. Greenwood’s smile used very even, very white, teeth. Like his attentive eyes, his sincere nods and pensive silences, Greenwood’s smiles were those of a man who was thinking about something more important. He was a handsome man, urbane rather than backwoods, but some women like that better. He’d have to lose twenty pounds before he’d win admiring glances at the poolside, but in his carefully tailored light-grey mohair and hand-made brogues, with his manicured hands, and face talced like a freshly-baked cottage-loaf, I saw in him a possible ladies’ man. Coming over here in the car we’d played ‘One-word Who’s Who’: Mann’s entry for Greenwood was ‘bullshit’, mine was ‘showbiz’, but no doubt, Greenwood’s entry for himself would be ‘boyish’.

Greenwood gave another of those dazzling smiles and said, ‘The truth is, fellers, we politicos are too busy shaking hands to spare much time for reading.’

‘Is that so,’ said Mann.

‘Well, maybe I’d better say in my own defence that I read about one hundred thousand words a day; and that’s longer than the average novel.’ That’s what I like about politicians, even their self-criticism doesn’t apply to them personally.

Mann said, ‘Your influence and importance in the Senate has always made you a target for ambitious and unscrupulous people, Senator …’ I saw Greenwood begin to scowl. Mann continued a little more hastily, ‘… And when you joined the Scientific Development sub-committee of the Senate Committee of International Co-operation …’ Greenwood smiled to show that he appreciated the way Mann had got the name right ‘… you became one of the most powerful men in the whole United States, Senator.’

Greenwood gave a brief nod. ‘Before you go on, Major. Maybe I should remind you that the CIA have got a Senate office that handles all contact with you people.’

‘We want to keep limited access,’ said Mann.

‘Limited access,’ said Greenwood. ‘I’m hearing a lot about limited access from your people.’

‘Any normal application, through the CIA Senate office, would be too likely to alert Mr Gerry Hart.’

‘And you don’t want to alert him?’

‘No, sir. We do not.’

‘Are we talking about off-the-record material, or press leaks, or are we talking about scientific data that my committee decided to publish but which you guys at the CIA don’t like to see published?’

‘We are talking about important secret material channelled to the USSR by means of an espionage network.’

‘Gerry Hart working for the Russians?’ Greenwood said. He drank some of his bourbon. ‘This is a guy who used to work with you people – did you know that?’

‘So he’d know how to pass it across. Right, Senator, you got it,’ said Mann pretending to be grateful that Greenwood was of the same mind. ‘And now we want to look at this house Gerry Hart owns, down near Brandywine.’

‘And his apartment in Georgetown,’ said Greenwood dispassionately.

Mann nodded. ‘And …’ he said. He waved a flattened hand in a moment’s hesitation. Even through the double-glazing we heard the police sirens. It was a Lincoln limousine flying flags and escorted by three motor-cycle cops. We watched them as they went over the bridge, probably heading for the airport.

‘And his office,’ said Greenwood.

‘And his office,’ said Mann. ‘Yes, that’s it.’

‘And yet, Major, you tell me you’ve no real hard evidence,’ said Greenwood. He sat back in his swivel chair and kicked gently, so that he could spin far enough to see the Potomac. The water seemed very still, and there was the gentle rumble of a jet plane.

‘Depends what you call hard evidence,’ said Major Mann sadly. ‘We got his name when following another line of investigation.’

I felt Mann’s indecision, as he wondered whether to emphasize our suspicions about Gerry Hart, or to minimize them and suggest that we wanted no more than a routine check that would eliminate Gerry Hart from our list of suspects. He decided not to elaborate on it, and sipped some of his drink, watching Greenwood expectantly.

Greenwood lifted one of his hand-made shoes high enough for him to retie the lace. ‘What I mean by hard evidence, Major,’ he said in a soft husky voice of the sort I’ve heard him use for his electioneering, ‘… what, in fact, everyone in this nation means by hard evidence, is something that can find a man guilty by due process of law.’ He looked up from his shoe-lace and smiled at Mann.

There was no need to draw any diagrams; we all knew the way it was going to go. But Mann went through the motions. He said, ‘We are at the preliminary stages of a complex and extremely delicate investigation, Senator. We don’t have that kind of hard evidence which you define, but that doesn’t mean that no such evidence exists. I’m now asking your assistance, so that we can get it, or eliminate Mr Hart from the investigation.’

Greenwood stared at Mann and said, ‘Well, I thought I’d let you guys come on down here, so that I could get a close look at you. Well, now I’ve seen you, and I don’t like what I see.’ The two men were staring at each other. ‘So beat it!’ said Greenwood. ‘And take the bag-man with you.’ He looked away from Mann in order to indicate me.

Mann stood up without saying a word, and I did too.

Greenwood didn’t get up. He said, ‘You really thought I’d throw Gerry Hart to your wolf-pack?’

Mann gave him a cold little smile, and said, ‘Into the snow, you mean? Well, Senator, you just better make sure Gerry Hart doesn’t toss you off the back of the troika when he wants to whip up the horses.’

‘You heard me,’ said Greenwood softly. ‘Get out!’

He let us get as far as the door before speaking again. When he did, his voice and manner had all the charm that had been there before. ‘Oh, Major Mann,’ he said, and waited until Mann turned back to face him. ‘Just in case you are thinking of filing some kind of a report that says I’m not co-operative, just let me tell you again that I only deal with you CIA people if it’s done in the proper way – through the Senate. So don’t let me hear that you are making approaches to anyone working in my office, until you’ve cleared it with me through your office. Have you got that, Major?’

‘Yes, Senator. You’ve made your position very clear.’

Mann was silent as we walked out to the car. For what seemed like hours, he drove aimlessly round the city: through the smart streets of Georgetown where Gerry Hart had his chic apartment, past the neat lawns of the White House – discoloured now by the winter frosts – and through the black ghettos and back along the Inner Loop Freeway.

When finally Mann spoke – apart from the muttered curses he’d used on other drivers – he said, ‘Last week there was this Foreign Minister, from some little West African republic, lunched by the State Department … next day he took a ride down the freeway and was thrown out of a hamburger joint by some red-neck in Virginia.’

‘Is that so,’ I said politely. It was one of Washington’s standard anecdotes, and like most of Washington’s clichés it was usually true.

Mann’s mind raced on. ‘It’s a court here in Washington. It’s not a government, it’s a court. Know what I mean?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Like a medieval palace – the President brings in his own people and sweeps out the previous ones. Some are elected men … others are outsiders … courtiers: jesters, acrobats, jugglers and story-tellers … plenty of story-tellers.’

‘Knights, knaves and Quixotes,’ I added, ‘chivalrous men and courtly ladies … well, it’s one way of looking at it.’

The traffic came to a standstill and Mann cursed. One of the big government office blocks was emptying, and a great flood of secretaries washed through the stationary traffic.

‘And what is Greenwood?’ I asked him. ‘Jester, joker, jack-in-the-green?’

‘Court favourite,’ said Mann. ‘The ear of the king, and a whole army of people to back him up.’ The traffic began moving again, pedestrians scattered and Mann hit the horn, accelerated suddenly and changed lanes with a reckless skill that made a truck-driver yell. ‘Not only the people who owe him a favour, and the ones who want him to owe them one,’ said Mann, ‘but all those bastards who have an obsessional hatred of us. The CIA has a lot of enemies, and no one is going to thank us for mobilizing them under Greenwood’s flag.’

‘But wouldn’t you have done what Greenwood did?’

‘What did he do?’

‘Stalled us,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t want us in there taking Hart to pieces, and spattering blood and shit all over everyone in Greenwood’s office. My guess is he’ll tow Gerry Hart slowly out into the middle of the ocean, and sink him out of sight of land.’

‘Are you trying to cheer me up?’ said Mann bitterly. ‘If Hart is the kind of high-power KGB agent we both are beginning to think he might be, he could transfer the whole operation by that time. And maybe even get clear himself.’

‘You’re going after Hart direct?’

‘Not for the moment.’

‘Are you going higher?’ I asked him.

Mann chuckled. ‘The President, you mean? Like in those movies where some white-haired old actor you thought was dead years ago, shakes us solemnly by the hand, and says this is the last reel, fellers, go and get lined up for the soft focus. Hah. No, nothing like that, but I can make a shiver run up and down Greenwood’s spine.’

‘How?’

‘He’s frightened of getting spattered with Gerry Hart’s blood? I’ll rub his nose in it.’

‘How?’

‘He won’t co-operate? Well, I’ll show him a few tricks. He’s frightened of what his friends might say if he’s seen co-operating with the CIA? … Well, I’ll scrawl CIA on his garden wall, mister, and I’ll send him a thank-you through every postal delivery. I’ll make that bastard the talk of Washington, I’ll make him the famous CIA stoolie.’

‘He won’t like that,’ I said.

Mann smiled. ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could get him an official commendation.’

We seemed to be driving round in circles. I said, ‘Are we staying the night here in Washington?’

Mann bit his lip. ‘My wife is going crazy in that hotel … It’s my wedding anniversary today. Maybe I should buy her some kind of gift.’

‘Does that mean you’re staying?’

‘If you see a candy store and somewhere I can park.’

They said it was the wettest winter in living memory but then they are always saying that. The sky had turned a dirty orange colour, and now the rain was heavy.

It was the sort of tropical shower that reminds you that Washington, DC, is nearly as far south as Tunis. Mann switched the wipers on, and there was a breath of steam rising from the metal of the car. He tried to tune in to the news bulletin but the static and the high-tension wires blotted out the transmission. Nervously Mann shook a cigarette out of the packet and lit it, using only one hand. I offered to help him but he declined.

We were on South Capitol Street, heading for the Anacostia Freeway, with Major Mann still trying to decide whether to stay in town to start fabricating angst for Greenwood, when the car phone buzzed. I took it. It was the information room at Langley. ‘Car hop,’ said the voice.

‘Cheer Leader,’ I said, ‘go ahead.’

‘Message from Jonathan,’ said the voice. ‘Fabian attempted suicide at fourteen thirty hours today. He is not in danger. Repeat: he is not in danger, but he will be hospitalized for seven or ten days. Do you read that? Over.’

‘Five by five, car hop.’

‘Crazy bastard,’ said Mann.

Langley said, ‘Jonathan asks will he tell Ambrose.’

I looked at Mann. He bit his lip. I passed the phone to him.

Langley said, ‘Did you read that, Cheer Leader?’

Mann said, ‘Loud and clear, car hop. Tell nobody. Over and out.’ He hung up the phone.

Mann glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. I turned to him. ‘Yeah, well I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s need to know.’

‘Oh sure,’ I said angrily. ‘Or is it, how much can you pry loose? Who the hell is Ambrose?’

Mann didn’t answer.

‘Those A codes personnel are from Operations,’ I said. ‘We’ve got someone else working on this investigation – and you didn’t tell me.’

‘It was a dangerous assignment,’ said Mann defensively. ‘And a need-to-know classification means only those who must know are told.’

‘So that’s the way it’s going to be from now on?’ I said. ‘OK, but just don’t complain afterwards.’

‘Miss Bancroft,’ said Mann.

Now it was my turn to go silent for a long time. ‘Red?’ I said finally. ‘An A code agent? It took me ten years to get that.’

Mann stubbed out the cigarette he’d only just started. ‘Temporary A code. Solely with Mrs Bekuv. No decision-making …’ he waved a hand at the telephone … ‘no access – you heard that for yourself – no filing, except through me. Just a nursemaid job.’ He put the smouldering cigarette-stub into the ashtray and closed it.

‘How long has she been working for the CIA?’

‘Is that still ongoing – you and the Bancroft girl?’ The cigarette-stub was making a lot of smoke. Mann banged the ashtray to make sure it was closed but the smoke emerged from it just the same. ‘Is it? Is it still serious?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘Yeah, well when a guy says he doesn’t know if a thing like that’s still serious – it’s still serious.’

‘I suppose so,’ I admitted.

‘Well, you’ll have to forget her for a few days. You get down to that Norfolk nut-house, and kick shit out of our pal Jonathan. And you tell Professor goddamn Bekuv that if he wants to commit any more suicide and doesn’t know how, I’ll come down there and lend him a hand.’

‘OK,’ I said.

‘And twist his arm, show him some more photos of Gerry Hart. He still knows a whole lot more than he’s telling us.’ Mann opened the ashtray again, and gave the cigarette-stub the coup de grâce.

‘I could drive down to Norfolk,’ I offered. ‘If I started right away I could be there as fast as the plane.’

It was an exaggeration. Mann smiled. ‘And stop at Petersburg en route, you mean? Stop and see Miss Bancroft.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Go by plane, kid. I told you to stay away from her. Do I have to put it in writing?’

‘But …’

He said, ‘We’re friends, aren’t we? Real friends I mean?’

‘Yes,’ I said. I looked at him, waiting for what would follow these portentous and, for Major Mann, unusually personal words. ‘Why?’

Whatever he was going to tell me, he changed his mind about. ‘Oh, I was just going to say, take care of yourself.’ He changed lanes to get to the freeway exit. ‘I’ll take you to the airport,’ he said.

I should have obeyed orders. I didn’t, and what happened subsequently was all my fault. I don’t mean that I could have influenced events, it was far too late for that, but I could have protected myself from the horror of it. Or I could have let Mann protect me, as he was already trying to do.
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After Mann dropped me at the airport I went straight to the car rentals and asked about fast cars. I finally got a Corvette Stingray. While I was waiting for it, I bought a heart-shaped box of chocolate-covered fudge. The old lady behind the counter seemed relieved to get rid of it.

My car was gold with real leather upholstery, a V-eight motor of 200 bhp, and once on the highway I put my foot down all the way south. I told myself that I needed a fast car to pay a brief visit to Red and still reach Norfolk in time to phone Mann and convince him I’d taken the plane. But looking back on it, I realize that the flashy car was just one more part of my determination to make Red love me, as desperately as I loved her.

Red Bancroft, Mrs Bekuv and three shifts of heavies were tucked away in a house in the country, not far from St Petersburg, Florida. It was a dark night, and the place was difficult to find. My headlights picked up a sign that said ‘Hook Ups for Trailers and Campers’. There were only two trailers hooked into the power line and I heard the door of the nearest one click as soon as I stopped. A man stepped down. On the other side of the road there was a small sign for ‘Pederson’s Herb and Fruit Farm – Private’. I parked off the road close to a billboard that advised me ‘Next time fly the friendly skies’.

With hardly a word spoken, he took me to the trailer, but not before flashing a torch into the back of my car and checking the boot to be sure I was alone. There were two more of them inside the trailer, big men with heavy woollen zipper jackets and high-laced boots, but their faces were soft and pale, and none of them looked the type who goes camping in the depths of winter. Behind the trailers I saw three cars and a couple of guard dogs secured to a post.

‘I suppose it’s OK,’ he said reluctantly. He passed the card and the CIA slips back across the table to me. ‘You follow the path – through the yellow gate near the sign. I’ll phone the house to tell them.’ He switched off the lights before opening the trailer door: he was a careful man.

‘Let’s make it a surprise,’ I said.

He looked at me with interest. Afterwards I wondered how much he knew about what was happening there, but he wasn’t the sort of man who makes free with good advice. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said.

I dropped the car keys on the table and then stepped down into the mud. It was a long way to the house, but as I got near there was enough light from the upstairs window to help me pick my way along the garden path, and across the apple orchard. The kitchen clock was at midnight, and I could see a tray, set with chinaware and flowers, all ready for next morning.

Softly, as if from miles away, I could hear voices, arguing loudly.

The kitchen door was unlocked – with so much security there was no fear of burglars – and I went in. I walked through the hall and into the lounge from which the voices came. There was an abandoned backgammon game in the middle of the carpet, and scatter-cushions on the floor. All was lit by the dusty blue light of the TV, and the voices were those of a TV quiz. There were a couple of chords from an electric organ and a round of applause from the studio audience. ‘… and, for ten thousand dollars … fingers ready on the buzzers all you nice people … In 1929, Douglas Fairbanks made his first all-talking movie. For this two-part question, I want, first, the name of his female star, and, for the second part, the name of the movie.’

On the air I could smell the mentholated cigarettes that Red smoked. I switched on the lights – two big Chinese vases with parchment shades – there was no one here. A log fire was dying in the hearth, and near by there was a jug of water and a bowl of melting ice. There was also a whisky bottle and two glasses; all of them empty. The TV contestants were deep in thought. It was during this silence that I heard the groans from upstairs. ‘Oh my God!’ It was a woman’s voice – Katerina Bekuv’s, and there was a shrill strangled cry.

I don’t know if I made much noise running up the stairs, two at a time; or if I shouted anything, or what I might have said. I can only remember standing in the bedroom doorway and looking at them: I remember how tanned was the nude body of Katerina Bekuv against the pale skin of Red Bancroft, who was kneeling over her. The groans I’d heard were not groans of pain. The scene is burned into my memory: Katerina Bekuv spread-eagled and limp, her head lolling back so that her long blonde hair almost reached the floor. Red tense, straightening her back to sit up and look at me, her eyes wide and fearful. From Katerina came a long orgasmic whisper. I stood there numb.

‘Get some clothes on, Ambrose,’ I said finally. ‘Come downstairs. I want to talk to you.’

When Red Bancroft arrived in the sitting-room she was wearing nothing but a silk kimono, and even that was left untied. Her hair looked more auburn than red under this light and it was still dishevelled. She wore no make-up, and her face looked like that of a young child, but her demeanour was not childlike. She strode across to the TV set. I had been sipping at a measure of brandy and staring at the TV screen with unseeing eyes but now that she was standing there I heard the master of ceremonies say ‘One of the most shocking crimes of the decade took place in 1929 in Chicago … Now here’s your question …’

‘Are you watching this?’ she asked with mock politeness.

I shook my head.

‘… four men, two of them in police uniforms …’ As she switched the TV off, the master of ceremonies fluttered like a burned moth and collapsed, into a small blue flame that disappeared.

‘St Valentine’s Day Massacre,’ she said. ‘Al Capone.’ She tore the cellophane off a packet of Kools, took one out and lit it.

‘Switch it on again and ask for your ten grand.’

She walked across to the cupboard, found a new bottle of Scotch and poured herself a generous measure. This was a different Red Bancroft to the soft sweet girl I’d fallen in love with. ‘Do you realize what kind of priority this investigation has got?’ she said.

‘Don’t talk to me like I’m one of your security guards,’ I said.

She drank a little of her drink, paced across the carpet and back, and then rubbed her face as if trying to decide what she wanted to say next. ‘I don’t know how much you’ve been told,’ she said, which was as good a put-down as I’ve yet come across, ‘but Mrs Bekuv is a KGB officer of field rank. Did you know that?’

‘No,’ I admitted.

She drank some more whisky. ‘You want a drink?’ she asked suddenly.

‘I helped myself already,’ I said indicating the glass of brandy that I’d left on the side table. She nodded.

‘When they realized that Bekuv had gone, and that we had him, Moscow panicked. They tried to kill him that night at the party. Then they changed their tactics. Mrs Bekuv was sent after him. Moscow sent her. She was sent to control him, monitor and modify what he told us.’

‘The stabbing,’ I said.

‘It was good that, wasn’t it?’ It was as if she took pride in the expertise of her lover. ‘She grabbed the sharp edge skilfully enough to cut herself, without doing too much damage to the ligaments. Then she did a couple of deep slash cuts into her coat.’

‘A bad cut in the abdomen … four stitches,’ I said.

‘This is a professional,’ said Red. ‘You don’t get field rank in the KGB if you’re afraid of the sight of blood.’ She put her glass of whisky to her face and smelled it delicately as one would an expensive perfume.

‘And Gerry Hart brought her out and delivered her to us.’

She looked at me with some disdain. ‘Gerry Hart has been working for the Russians for at least fifteen years. He’s a senior officer in the KGB – you know how they give these people military ranks and medals to make them feel important.’

‘So bringing Mrs Bekuv out of Russia was entirely a KGB operation?’

‘All the way, baby. All the way.’ She tied a knot in the cord of the kimono.

‘Does Mann know all this?’

‘I’ve only known it for thirty minutes,’ she said.

I heard Mrs Bekuv moving on the floor above us. I said, ‘You and … her. Was that something that just happened? Or was that part of the plan?’

‘It was the plan,’ she said immediately. ‘It was the only plan. You and Major Mann chasing here and there across the world were just diversionary. Holding Mrs Bekuv here, and turning her so that she’ll break Hart’s network, that was the real plan.’

I didn’t argue with her; all agents are told that their contribution is the most important part of the plan. I said, ‘But why not tell me?’

‘We fell in love,’ she said. ‘You and me – there was no disguising it. At first I wanted to call off everything else but I pulled myself together, and got on with my job. It was then that I discovered the effect that our love affair was having on Mrs Bekuv.’

‘You mean Mrs Bekuv was jealous of me?’

‘Don’t sound so incredulous. Yes, that’s exactly what I’m telling you. She won me away from you, and she was proud of herself for doing it.’

‘Well, thanks for the memory,’ I said.

Red came closer to me and touched my arm. ‘I loved you,’ she said. ‘I loved you. Remember that, won’t you.’

Overhead we heard Mrs Bekuv walk across the floor. ‘Just for a time I wanted out of this whole business.’

‘Out of this business? Or out of that business?’ I moved my head to indicate the upstairs room where Mrs Bekuv was still moving around.

‘I’m still not sure,’ said Red. She looked me full in the eyes and her voice was calm and level. ‘Don’t blame the Manns,’ she said. ‘They wanted the best for both of us.’

‘And what was the best for both of us?’

She didn’t answer. From upstairs I heard Mrs Bekuv sobbing. It was very quiet, the sort of sobbing that goes on for a long time.

‘You got paint on that nice leather coat,’ said Red. ‘When did you do that?’

‘Christmas,’ I said. ‘It’s not paint, it’s Mrs Bekuv’s blood.’

I picked up the glass of brandy I’d poured, and I drank it in one gulp. Then I picked up my ten-dollar box of fudge and left.
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After the baroque night, a rococo dawn. A boiling sky of turbulent clouds, and a sun that bored a golden tunnel right through it. It needed only a Tiepolo to paint a busty Aurora there, and surround her with naked nymphs and some improbable shepherds.

‘What are you looking at?’

‘You stay in bed, Professor Bekuv. The doctor says you need a complete rest.’

‘This hospital food is terrible. Could you arrange for food to be sent in for me?’

‘That might be difficult, Professor. You are on maximum security now. The people cooking your food may not be graduates of the cordon bleu, but they are triple-star security cleared.’

‘So you think someone might try to poison my food?’

I counted to ten. ‘No I don’t think anyone will poison your food. It’s a routine precaution that always goes with maximum security … people.’

‘Prisoners,’ said Bekuv. ‘You were going to say prisoners.’

‘I was going to say patients.’

‘No one tells me the truth.’

I turned to face him. I found it difficult to feel sorry for him. The breakfast of which he had complained so bitterly had been entirely eaten. He was now munching expensive black grapes from the fruit-bowl. On the other bedside table his hi-fi controls had been arranged. His condition was a tribute to modern medicine or to the circumspection of his attempt at suicide. Bekuv slotted a cassette into the player. Suddenly four giant loudspeakers, that had been arranged round his bed, filled the little hospital room with the opening bars of the Rosenkavalier waltz.

I walked to the table and switched the music down.

‘I want to listen to the music,’ said Bekuv. ‘I am not feeling well enough to continue talking.’

I looked at him and considered all kinds of responses but I didn’t use any of them. ‘OK,’ I said. I went downstairs to talk to Jonathan.

The Strauss music could still be heard. ‘Tell me again about the suicide,’ I said.

‘He’s in good shape, isn’t he,’ said Jonathan anxiously.

‘Are you sure he took an overdose?’

‘They pumped him dry and analysed it.’

‘You’d better tell me everything that happened just before that.’

‘I told you. It was the same routine as every other morning. He got up at six, when the alarm went. He took a shower, shaved and we sat down to breakfast at seven.’

‘An hour to shave, shower and dress?’

‘He listens to the news and reads his mail.’

‘You let him have mail?’

‘Hi-fi magazines, Newsweek, Time, two sci-fi magazines advertising crap from the places he bought his record-player and stuff, little notes from his wife, a Russian-language weekly from New York, all of it goes via the accommodation address of course …’

‘You keep a photocopy of the notes from his wife?’

‘And then the envelope is resealed – he doesn’t know, I’m sure.’

‘Let me see it.’

‘Do you read Russian?’

‘And hurry it along, will you.’

‘You’d better come down to the microfilm reader.’

The letters from Bekuv’s wife – and even all the pages of the magazines etc. – were recorded on microfilm.

‘The translator looked at it. He looks at everything. He said it was just the usual sort of thing.’

The spidery writing in the labyrinth of Russian script was made even more difficult to decipher when projected in negative upon the glass screen of the reader.


My love,

I hope you are well. Don’t take sleeping tablets every night or you may become dependent on them. A milk drink used to be all you ever needed to sleep, why not try that again.

Here the weather is very cold and there is much rain, but they are being very kind to me. I was wrong about Miss Bancroft, she is a really wonderful girl. She is doing all she can to arrange that you and I can have a serious talk but for the present it is better we are separate. It is important, Andrei.

Your ever loving K.



I read a rough translation aloud to the man they called Jonathan.

‘Nothing there – right?’

‘Nothing,’ I said.

‘You don’t sound very convinced. You think that they might have some sort of code?’ he said.

‘Every man and wife talk in code,’ I said.

‘Don’t go philosophical on me, pal. I majored in chemistry.’

‘It might mean something to him,’ I said.

‘Mean something that would make him want to take that whole jar of goofballs?’

‘Could be.’

Jonathan sighed. From next door there came the buzz of the telex alarm and the chatter of the printer. He went to answer it.

I began to see Andrei Bekuv in a new light, and I felt a little guilty at the way I’d treated him. His querulous complaints, and the studied interest in music and hi-fi equipment, I saw now as desperate attempts to prevent himself thinking about his lesbian wife, and how much he needed her. This letter would be more than enough to tell him she was in love with Red Bancroft.

Jonathan interrupted this line of thought with a telex that he’d torn off the printer. It was coded and headed-up with the arranged cipher, but the signature was in clear triplicate.


MESSAGE BEGINS MOVE FABIAN TO AIRPORT IMMEDIATELY FOR AIR MOVEMENT FOXGLOVE STOP CIA REPRESENTATIVE AT TERMINAL STOP AMBROSE WILL TAKE LUCIUS THERE STOP YOU WILL TAKE CHARGE STOP AT YOUR DISPOSAL LIKEWISE AMBROSE JONATHAN AND STAFFS STOP WAIT FOR ME AND TAKE ORDERS FROM NO OTHER PERSON STOP HOLD THIS AS YOUR AUTHORITY STOP MESSAGE PRIORITY SANDMAN OPERATION PRIORITY PRESIDENTIAL REPEAT PRESIDENTIAL MESSAGE ENDS MANN MANN MANN ACKNOWLEDGE



‘Acknowledge?’ said Jonathan.

‘Is there anyone there at the other end?’

‘Only the operator.’

‘Acknowledge it. Then ask Langley to give us scrambled telex facilities at the airport and some back-up. What have you got here?’

‘Two cars and fourteen men, but six are on three-day lay-offs.’

‘Armoured cars?’

‘Windshield and gas tanks – the usual agency design.’

‘We’ll need more cars. Get a couple of your people to use their own. Don’t tell Bekuv what’s happening.’

‘What is happening?’ he asked.

‘We’re moving, that’s what’s happening.’

‘You know what I think,’ Jonathan said. ‘I think this is an alarm. I think the Russians are going to hit this place and try snatching the professor from us.’

‘Send the acknowledge.’

‘You mean don’t let Bekuv know until we’re ready to go?’

‘I mean don’t let Bekuv know. You’re setting up this wagon-train, and I want you to make it look really impressive. Bekuv will be travelling with me in the Stingray and we won’t be anywhere near you.’

‘I’ll want that in writing, you know. It’s dangerous. And on your own, you might have trouble getting Bekuv to move his ass.’

‘I don’t see why I should,’ I said. ‘He’s going to see his missus, isn’t he?’
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Incoming flights were being diverted and delayed. Planes were circling and stacked all the way from Chesapeake Bay to the Allegheny Mountains. Outgoing flights were hours behind their scheduled times. The terminal buildings were a noisy chaos of irate travellers but we were half a mile away, and the airport seemed very still from the service area where Mann had improvised an emergency control room. There were half a dozen phones there, constantly ringing as CIA clerks lied to the press and deflected official inquiries. A quarter of a mile along the apron an Algerian Airways Ilyushin jet was parked. It was surrounded by service vehicles, and men were topping up its kerosene, pumping its sewage, loading hundreds of plastic meals, respooling its movies, generating its electricity, removing its baggage and loading its freight.

I delivered Bekuv to a CIA man and went into Mann’s makeshift office.

Mann was making monosyllabic noises into a phone when I went into the room. ‘What’s going on?’ I said.

He indicated a chair and, when he’d hung up the phone, he said, ‘Gerry Hart is out there, with a Cold Combat Magnum in one hand and Senator Greenwood’s necktie in the other.’

‘You’re kidding.’

‘Yeah, I’m kidding – it’s only a Centennial Airweight.’ We watched a jumbo lumber past us round the perimeter.

‘You made him run then.’

He gave me a sour smile. ‘He’s taking the four o’clock direct flight to Algiers, and I do mean taking it. He wants the Bekuvs with him, and he’s threatening to blow Greenwood’s head off if they are not delivered to him.’

‘You’re going to hand them over?’

‘I’m not going to call his bluff. Everything points to Hart as a long-time commie agent. He’s a pro – I believe he’d do it, don’t you?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. I pulled a chair close to where he was sitting at the desk. ‘This is not an escape. A guy like Hart must have a dozen good passports under the floorboards. And using Greenwood’s name he could bump his way on to any Air Force jet.’

‘So why is he in there with a cannon and leaping around like a vitamin pill endorsement?’ said Mann. He put his hand-made English shoes, and their overshoes, into the middle of his paperwork, leaned back in the swivel chair and blew a smoke-ring at the ceiling.

I said, ‘He wants the Bekuvs – you told me that – he’s waiting for the Bekuvs.’

‘Moscow won’t give him a medal for this circus,’ said Mann. ‘This doesn’t fit into the détente crap that the Russians are hard-selling Washington.’

I took off my leather overcoat and helped myself to one of Mann’s cigarettes. ‘If Hart wants the Bekuvs, then Moscow wants the Bekuvs,’ I said.

‘Naw,’ said Mann. ‘For all Moscow knows, we’ve milked the Bekuvs dry.’

‘Not if the Bekuvs knew something so important that we’d be sure to act on it the moment we found out.’

Mann nodded reflectively. ‘And something that Moscow would know we’d acted on, the moment we did it.’ He got up and went to the window to stare at the Ilyushin jet. Then he looked to where the jumbo had reached the far end of the runway; it was now no more than a speck of aluminium, glinting in the winter daylight.

‘How did Hart make contact?’ I asked.

‘Very cool. He teletyped Langley – Operations – told them that if everyone played along this end, he’d guarantee that there would be no public mention from the Moscow end.’

‘Always the politician.’

‘He knew that would appeal to the brass,’ said Mann. ‘A chance to brush a foul-up under the carpet … and by going through the teleprinter he knew that one of the copies would go to the director’s office … no chance of us losing the offer between radiator and wall.’

Mann was still looking out of the window, watching the servicing of the Algerian jet, when there was a sudden roar from the distant jumbo and it came tottering down the runway at full power. It seemed very close before the nose lifted in rotation, and it screamed across our heads with enough noise to make the windows rattle. ‘Flying dancehall!’ said Mann, and turned back to the table that was strewn with his problems.

‘Are we following the plane?’ I asked.

‘To Algeria? So that Hart and the Bekuvs can line up with all those black-power refugees, hijackers and hopheads from California and thumb their goddamned noses at us as the Aeroflot connection disappears into the sunset.’

‘It was just a thought.’

‘What’s on your mind?’

I said, ‘Suppose that what makes the Bekuvs important hasn’t happened yet.’

‘And it is going to happen. Is that what you mean?’

‘If you were Bekuv, taking up our offer to let you defect, would you put a little insurance into the safe deposit?’

‘Electronic secrets, you mean? Maser equipment?’

‘Who knows what.’

‘So where’s the safe deposit?’ said Mann.

‘Somewhere south of In-Salah. Somewhere in the Sahara desert, for instance? Somewhere you couldn’t find unless Bekuv himself was along to help you.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ said Mann. He picked up a phone and dialled a three-digit number.

‘You think I’m right?’ I said.

‘No,’ said Mann, ‘but I can’t take a chance that you might be.’ Into the phone he said, ‘I’m going to need that airplane after all. In fact you’d better get me a ship that can get to Algiers a whole lot faster than that Ilyushin.’

A man came into the room. He had a federal marshal’s buzzer tucked into his top pocket and a Smith and Wesson Heavy-Duty .44 sitting under his arm, in the sort of Cuban-hitch shoulder-holster that security men wear when they are not feeling shy. He gave a military salute and said, ‘Miss Bancroft wants to see you, Major.’

‘Show her in,’ said Mann.

‘Whatever you say, sir,’ said the federal marshal, and withdrew.

Mann gave me the sort of smile you give a Jehovah’s Witness before telling them to go away. I realized that he had Red Bancroft’s report of my visit to the house. He said, ‘Mrs Bekuv wants Miss Bancroft to go along with her.’ He turned and saw through the frosted glass panel that someone was waiting outside the door. ‘Come in, honey,’ he called.

Red Bancroft wore a mustard-coloured jersey-knit dress, with a federal marshal’s badge over the heart.

Mann said, ‘We were just talking about it.’

‘Gerry Hart is probably taking that plane to Moscow,’ I said. I looked at her. ‘Do you know what might happen to you in Moscow?’

Mann said, ‘Are you sure Mrs Bekuv doesn’t know you are in the CIA?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Red Bancroft.

‘That’s like walking into a police station to ask the time just after you stole a million dollars,’ I said. ‘Not thinking so is not enough. And besides, what use would you be to us – you have no communications link, no network, not even a contact. You’ve no field training and you don’t speak Russian – do you?’

She shook her head.

I said, ‘You could get the greatest breakthrough in the history of espionage, and how are you going to tell us?’

‘I’d find a way,’ she said. ‘I’ve had field experience.’

‘Look,’ I said as kindly and as softly as I could manage. ‘Moscow isn’t Montreal, and the KGB are not a freaky group of Marxist drop-outs. They won’t give you a map of the city, and stamp welcome into your passport, just because Mrs Bekuv is crazy about you … and that will be just for starters.’

‘Now, take it easy,’ said Mann.

Red Bancroft was angry. Her cheeks were flushed, and she bit into her lip to hold back a torrent of protests. Mann said, ‘Well, it’s my decision and I figure it’s worth the risk.’ Red Bancroft brightened. Mann said, ‘What you tell Mrs Bekuv about your connection with the CIA is entirely up to you. It’s a delicate situation and I don’t want to be a back-seat driver. But – and here’s a big but, honey – if I tell you to get off that plane in Algiers, or any other place Hart might be taking it, I want you to move fast. And I don’t want any arguments – you got it?’

‘You can count on that,’ she said.

‘Now you can get back to Mrs Bekuv,’ said Mann. ‘And if you’ve got any doubt about the way it’s shaping up, I want you out. Right?’

‘Right,’ she said. She picked up her handbag from the desk, and said, ‘Thank you, sir.’ To me she gave no more than a nod.

When she’d gone I said, ‘Whose idea was that?’

‘Hers,’ said Mann. ‘She’s Psychological Directorate; you know what they are like.’

‘She’s over-confident,’ I said. ‘We put in an attractive lesbian to seduce Mrs Bekuv away from her husband, and away from her KGB duties … but suppose in the course of the love affair, our girl falls in love. Suppose what we are seeing is Mrs Bekuv taking our girl back to Moscow as a big fat prize – and a way of getting herself and her husband off the hook.’

‘Well, don’t think that hasn’t crossed my mind,’ said Mann. He moved his feet off the blotter and swivelled his chair to watch me as I went to the window and looked at the hard grey sky.

‘Don’t sacrifice the girl in order to prove that the Psychological Directorate are stupid.’

‘I wouldn’t do that,’ said Mann. He grabbed his nose and waggled it, as if trying to make it rattle. ‘She’s a damned good operative. If we ever get a woman running a division it will be Red Bancroft.’

‘Not if she goes to Moscow it won’t,’ I said.

Mann pressed the button on his phone. ‘Tell Miss Bancroft to take that goddamn marshal’s badge off before she goes along the corridor to talk with the Russians,’ he said into the phone. ‘I’m going to see Hart.’ He put the phone down. ‘We’re giving the Bekuvs to Hart now,’ he told me. ‘He’s not dumb enough to let us take him, without Greenwood getting it first – but you never know.’ Mann sighed.

They were drinking coffee in a freight office at the far end of the corridor. At first glance it was a cosy little scene until one took a closer look at Senator Greenwood. His high-notch hand-stitched Cheviot suit was crumpled, and the silk shirt was open at the front to reveal not only a gold medallion but also a loose collar of string that was attached to an M.3 submachine-gun in such a way that the muzzle was always under his chin and Gerry Hart’s finger on the trigger.

Greenwood’s face was tight, and his tan had faded. As we came into the room he turned to us and began his loud entreaties. ‘Get me out of here,’ he said. ‘I’ll guarantee the departure of the Algerian plane – my word of honour as a Senator – now just let’s act like reasonable human beings.’ Greenwood’s voice was hoarse as though he’d said the same sort of thing many times.

‘You’re riding with us,’ said Hart.

Greenwood turned his eyes to Mann. ‘I hope you’re satisfied,’ he said. ‘This is all your doing. It was your visit that caused all this.’

‘Is that so,’ said Mann politely, and it was his polite indifference that infuriated the Senator.

‘When I get out of here, I’ll come after you with …’

‘Shut your mouth, Senator,’ said Mann.

‘I won’t shut –’

Gerry Hart tugged on the string hard enough to strangle his words, and said, ‘Yeah, do as the man says, Senator.’

Hart was wearing a waterproof zipper jacket with an airline badge; he looked like a baggage handler.

‘You’re flying these people to Algiers, then?’ Mann asked Hart.

‘I don’t know yet,’ said Hart. The lack of animosity between the two men bewildered Greenwood, and frightened him, but he said nothing.

‘Well, you’d better know soon, if you’re taking the Algerian flight-crew,’ Mann said. ‘They haven’t got the kind of flying experience that will wing you into any place you stab on the map.’

‘Why would you worry about that, Major Mann?’

‘Because I don’t want that airplane blundering across the goddamned airlanes and scattering Ilyushin spare parts across the countryside, or my ass will be in a sling.’

‘Well, that will be a nice way for me to go,’ said Gerry Hart. He smiled.

I looked out of the window. The underside of the cloud was flat and featureless, like a sheet of mirror reflecting the wet concrete of the runways. And it was cold, so that in places there was ice underfoot.

Mann had brought in a lot of local help. There were men on the roofs of both maintenance hangars, and more on the freight administration block and along the walkways. The men were in pairs: a sniper with a rifle, and a back-up man wth a radio phone. There was a large, flat, open space between us and the Ilyushin out there on the tarmac. We all knew that Hart would have to walk there – using motor transport would make him more vulnerable – and we were all hoping that he’d make a mistake.

There was a crackle from the radio phone and Mann said, ‘Tell the tower to stand by. And tell all units that the party is moving out to the plane.’ He collapsed the antenna and put the radio phone back on to the desk, but from it came a continuing crackle of procedure.

There was a look of relief on Greenwood’s face as the CIA man brought Professor Bekuv into the room. Red Bancroft came soon after with Mrs Bekuv. The two women linked arms. It is a common enough gesture in Russia, even between men walking down the street together, but there was no doubt that Professor Bekuv saw it in another light. He smiled at his wife; it was a sad smile.

The little office was crowded now. Both groups faced each other over the tops of the bull pens, where the freight office clerks usually worked. Each of these desktop boxes bore the graffiti of its owner: nudes, views, picture postcards, phone numbers, cartoon drawings and countless impressions of the airline’s rubber stamps. The air was thick with cigarette smoke, and condensation clouded the windows. Hart unleashed his hostage so that he had free use of the machine-gun.

‘Away you go, mister,’ Mann told Hart. We stood at the door as they filed through. ‘Stay cool, Senator,’ Mann said to Greenwood. ‘Even the Russians will release a US Senator unharmed. They might even put Hart on the rack to show their good will.’

‘They’ll stage a press conference,’ said Greenwood. ‘They’ll put me on show. They’ll make me look a fool for having a Russian agent as my assistant.’ It was typical of a politician that he should look so far ahead, and typical too that he should be more concerned with how it would look to the voters, than with how his stupidity had endangered his country.

‘Can’t prevent you looking a fool, I’m afraid,’ said Mann. ‘That’s your department.’ He smiled at Greenwood.

As we stepped out of the door after them, the icy breeze cut through me like a rusty sabre. We kept a distance between us as we followed the party that straggled their way towards the plane.

The Algerian airliner was parked on the far side of the heat deflectors. This series of metal scoops, which formed a castellated steel wall, caught the hot gases from the jet engines and threw them, together with their ear-splitting noise, high into the air.

The refuelling had finished, and the servicing vehicles had all departed except for the mobile passenger steps. The flight-crew were aboard and carrying out the flight checks. Their voices could sometimes be heard over Mann’s personal radio.

It began when Greenwood ran. He must have decided to bolt for the protection of the deflector wall. But after he’d run only a few paces, he halted, and looked back in an agony of indecision. One of the snipers on the roof of a maintenance hangar, fired next. The bullet hit the apron, somewhere between Greenwood and the rest of them. If it was meant as a way of encouraging Greenwood to run for it, it proved a signal failure, for he stood frozen to the spot.

Hart must have thought the bullet came from either me or Mann. He swung round and fired the M.3 at us. We were about a hundred yards behind them. The M.3 had been modified for single shot, and the slugs went high, whining over our heads. Mann was half-way between me and the deflector wall. He went down on one knee, bringing out a pistol as he did so. The gun jerked but the sound of the shots was lost in the roar of the jets as the pilot opened the throttles of the airliner.

Mann got to his feet and started to run. He was an easy target, and it was inevitable that he should be shot. Hart was struggling with the bolt of the gun. He found the auto-switch and fired a short burst at Mann, who was running hell-for-leather across the icy concrete. Mann was hit. He fell, sliding on the ice and then going full length on to the hard ground. He rolled over a couple of times but he stood no chance of getting to the cover offered by the metal barrier.

By this time my gun was up and I fired, but my shots went high and I heard them hit the metal and sing away into the sky. Mrs Bekuv snatched at the M.3 in Gerry Hart’s hands, and swung round to shoot Senator Greenwood. At point-blank range, those big .45 bullets tear a hole in anything, but before she had time to pull the trigger Hart was standing in front of her, grabbing at the gun to get it back.

I ran. There was ice everywhere. I heard it crack under my toes like paper-thin glass, and more than once I slid and almost lost my balance. I threw myself down alongside Mann. ‘Are you hit?’ I asked him. He didn’t reply. His eyes were shut.

I ran a hand back along the side of his head and it came away covered in blood. I got one arm round him and dragged him towards the metal wall. The jet engine’s piercing scream modulated to a roar, and I heard the cough of a gun and felt chips of concrete hit my face and hands. Mann struggled and became conscious. ‘Leave me,’ he said. ‘Leave me or they’ll get both of us.’

I knelt down, and turned to see Hart and Mrs Bekuv struggling for possession of the grease gun. He had both hands on it and was getting it away from her. I was huffing and puffing from exertion, and to steady my gun I planted my fist upon Mann’s shoulder. I aimed and fired twice. Both bullets hit Gerry Hart. He flung his arms out, like a man trying to catch a ball that was too high for him, and his feet left the ground as the force of the bullets knocked him backwards full length.

Now I grabbed Mann and, half dragging him and half carrying him, I lugged him all the way to the big metal blades of the deflector and dumped him there. With both hands clamped round my pistol, I swung it round to where Mrs Bekuv was standing with the submachine-gun. But she had no eyes for me. With Hart sprawled on the ground with his eyes closed, she was able to bring the gun back to Senator Greenwood again. His eyes opened wide with terror and I saw his mouth gabbling a torrent of words that were swept away on the gases of the jet noise as the pilot brought all four engines up to full power.

Behind the noise of the jets, the cameo was mute, like some parody of a silent film. In the dim light of the overcast day, the submachine-gun made orange fire as it twisted in her hands. Greenwood cowered, holding up a slim hand in supplication, but he was torn in two by the stream of large-calibre bullets. Mrs Bekuv tightened her hold upon the gun to prevent it spraying upwards, and this tension contorted her face with a grimace of rage and hate that one would have expected only from a bad actor. Greenwood’s blood spurted high enough to spatter the underside of the jet plane’s wing tip. And then the Bekuvs and Red Bancroft were lost to view behind a confusion of blue uniforms as the flight-crew surrounded them.

‘Run, Red,’ I yelled, and half expected that she’d bring the Bekuvs back. But Professor Bekuv was pointing a gun at her. My words were lost on the wind, and anyway it was too late.

‘Don’t shoot,’ said Mann.

I looked down and he’d rolled over to get a view of what was happening. His trenchcoat was filthy and his hair matted with mud and with the blood that was running down the side of his face. ‘Hit one of the Algerian flight-crew, or even the goddamned airplane, and we’ll have an international incident on our hands.’

‘I thought we already had one,’ I said. But I lowered my gun, and watched as Mrs Bekuv pushed Red Bancroft and her husband up the steps and into the plane. The door clamped shut and the airliner vibrated against the wheel-brakes and the lights winked. Mann’s radio phone buzzed. I picked it up.

‘Tower to Major Mann,’ said the radio. ‘The captain requests that we remove the passenger steps.’

Mann was groggy. He gave an almost imperceptible nod. ‘Remove the steps,’ I told them.

Mann saw the blood down the front of my shirt and realized that it was his own. He reached up to his head and touched the place where the bullet had nicked his skull. The pain of it made him suck his teeth very hard, but it was only when he turned far enough to see the airliner that he said, ‘Ouch!’

‘You saved me,’ said Mann. ‘And it was close – damned close.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Another rumble like that and I ask for a no-claims discount on my life insurance.’

‘Mark-up one favour,’ said Mann, and punched my arm in appreciation.

‘Hart tried to protect Greenwood,’ I said. ‘Did you see that?’

Mann gave a grim little smile. ‘Hart didn’t want to lose a good hostage,’ he said.

‘Perhaps,’ I said.

‘And our Miss Bancroft wasn’t working hard to jog anyone’s gun arm out there, was she?’ said Mann.

‘Perhaps she didn’t get much of a chance,’ I said.

‘And perhaps we’ve lost her to Madame Bekuv. Perhaps, instead of gaining a defector, we’ve lost an operative.’

I watched as the steps were driven away and the Ilyushin released its wheel-brakes on the port side and swung round to face the feeder channel. The rising heat of the jets turned the airport buildings into grey jelly, and sent us enough unburned hydro-carbons to make our eyes water. The jets fanned over the apron, to make the puddles shimmer, and to gently ruffle the clothing of the two dead men.

I switched Mann’s radio to the control frequency and heard the Algerian pilot say, ‘Tower – this is Alpha double eight requesting take-off clearance.’

The reply came promptly, ‘Roger Alpha double eight, cleared to runway two five, cleared for take-off. Wind two seven zero, at eight knots gusting fifteen …’ I switched it off, and we watched the Ilyushin trundle off to the far end of the runway.

Mann was bleeding badly. ‘We’d better get along to the doctor,’ I said.

‘You feeling sick?’ Mann inquired politely.

The Ilyushin’s engines came to full power, one at a time. Then, with all brakes released, it grew bigger and bigger, until, when it seemed it must roll over us, it lifted. With a brain-numbing roar it passed low over our heads.

‘Yes,’ I said.
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The town of Algiers fits snugly into the curve of its massive bay. It is a city of narrow alleys and steep staircases, hovels and office blocks, secret gardens and boulevards. At its feet there is a busy port. Behind it, the roads hairpin up into the lush green hills and pine forests, climbing ever higher into the Atlas Mountains. It’s an uncomfortable place. Of the whole African coastline, only the Red Sea gets hotter in summer, and few places get as much rain in winter. It was dark by the time we arrived and raining heavily.

Percy Dempsey was at the airport. He’d brought his own personal Peugeot 504. You’ll not see many of those broken down along the desert tracks, polished silver by the sand. Down south in the Sahara there were only Peugeots, and Land Rovers, and the smart little cars that came in by transporter. And Percy’s was special; he’d taken the sump away, to provide a flat underside. The oil was pumped out of a tank in the boot. It reduced the luggage space but it was a small price to pay for a desert-worthy car.

Percy Dempsey was wearing a suit – perhaps the cable, and the CIA contact-man, had given him hopes of a long-term contract with the Americans – and a waistcoat, and a public-school tie, Charterhouse as I remember it. The grubby trenchcoat let him down, or did he think that was de rigueur for agents. The Algiers traffic moved slowly through the night. Yellow headlights glared through the spray and darkness.

‘I sent one of my people down to Ghardaia,’ said Percy. ‘If they are going south to the Sahara they will have to go that way.’

‘Has he got a two-way radio in the car?’ said Mann.

‘That would be rather dangerous, Major,’ said Percy. ‘Only the police are permitted such luxuries. In any of these towns and villages you can find the police station, simply by looking for the only building with a radio mast.’ Percy murmured some gentle Arabic oath as the truck ahead of us stopped and signalled that it was going to turn into the docks.

‘How will we know what’s happening down there?’

‘My man’s based in a hotel, Major. We can speak to him on the phone.’ A driver behind us sounded his horn, and so did another behind him.

‘We don’t even know they will go south,’ said Mann. ‘They might just transfer to the Aeroflot flight and continue through to Moscow.’

‘I thought we’d have something to eat,’ said Percy. ‘They won’t be here for hours. You made good time.’ The truck turned, and we moved on into the city.

‘They sold them only enough fuel to get to London. That will delay their arrival time by nearly two hours,’ I told him.

‘You’re not worried that they might change plans in London?’ Percy asked.

‘That will be prevented,’ I said. We stopped at a big intersection while a traffic cop twirled a baton and blew his whistle.

‘Bekuv will go south all right,’ said Percy. ‘I had that feeling when we met him that day. He had unfinished business here in the desert.’ He turned off the main boulevard into a succession of ever narrower streets.

‘Where were you when we needed you?’ said Mann sarcastically.

‘Hindsight,’ admitted Percy. ‘Pure hindsight, I admit. But if you think about his indecision that day …’ He pointed. ‘This is the Kasbah,’ he said. ‘That’s the big market.’

Mann nodded.

Percy said, ‘People only go south if they have a purpose. You don’t go into the Sahara to hide. Are they looking for something? Do you know what?’ He parked the car in a space marked private.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Big or small?’

‘Big,’ I said.

‘How the hell could you know that?’ said Mann.

‘Deduction. Something very small and he might have tried to conceal it. Even something of a medium size would have tempted him to take it into a village post office and address it poste restante in the USA.’

‘Screw it,’ said Mann. ‘Maybe they won’t even leave the airport.’

‘Big,’ I said. ‘It will be big.’

Percy locked the car and led the way through a maze of alleys, each one narrower than the one before it. Every third shop seemed to be a butcher, and the carcasses were displayed complete with skin and fur. ‘Ughh,’ said Mann.

Percy had first discovered this place during the war when he was a young officer with the First Army. He’d returned in 1955, and on and off he’d lived here ever since, right through the fighting and the restrictions and difficulties that followed it. Of course Percy spoke Arabic; not just the elegant stuff used by Cairo eggheads who came to the university to lecture on poetry, but the coarse dialects of the southern villagers and the laconic mumblings of the nomad.

The alley in which Percy lived was steep and narrow. Most of the windows were shuttered, but a café was marked by bright yellow patches of light and the ululating song of Om Kalsum, the Ella Fitzgerald of Arab pop.

This part of the old Arab quarter must have been unchanged for a thousand years. Only by common consent were the premises defined, for the rooms of one house were the upstairs of the place next door. Percy’s frontage was no more than the width of his battered old door, but once inside the place opened up to become a dozen rooms, with – at the back – a view into the courtyard of a dilapidated mosque.

I heard Percy Dempsey go to the back of the house and tell the servant to fetch food. Then he returned to the front, and poured wine for some and a Jack Daniels for Major Mann. Percy had that sort of memory.

Three of the original cell-like rooms had been knocked together. The changes of level that provided a step at the entrance to each room put the dining space on a platform at the end of the living-room. Antique swords were arranged over the fireplace, where smoke rose from a log fire that was only just alight. Over the dining-table – it was too large, and the ceilings too low, for it to fit anywhere else – there was a brass chandelier that was said to have been looted from a house in Oran when the French departed. An ornate ‘Chinese Chippendale’ mirror provided anyone sitting at the head of the table with a chance to see into the kitchen. The floor was pine boarding, polished like glass. The carpets were brushed, the books were placed in the shelves according to size rather than subject, and the mirror was gleaming as brightly as the brass chandelier and the blades of the swords. And yet there was no cosiness. Here was obsessional cleanliness, combined with masculine orderliness in a way you seldom find, except in a lighthouse.

Mann lowered himself on to the sofa, holding his drink high so that none of it would spill. ‘How do you know they will phone in good time?’

Percy said, ‘Just relax for a moment, you’ve had a long journey.’

‘Why don’t you just check that your telephone is working?’ It wasn’t a suggestion, it was an order.

‘Because I’ve already done so,’ said Percy. He poured himself a little tonic water, and turned to look at Mann. Now that his hat was off, you could see the shaved patch of skull, the stains of the antiseptic and the large pink piece of sticking-plaster that the doctor had applied to the bullet graze. The bruising from its impact reached all the way from his discoloured eye to his stiff neck. Percy studied it with interest but did not comment.

Mann scowled and sipped at his Jack Daniels. I could tell that he approved of the high standards of hygiene that were present on every side.

Percy said, ‘I hope you like Arab food.’ He leaned over the dining-table to rearrange the cutlery and the glasses. I got the idea that he’d been rearranging them all the afternoon.

‘I didn’t come all this way for fancy cooking,’ said Mann.

‘But this is delicious,’ said Percy.

‘Look, pal. My idea of culinary exotica is hot pastrami on rye bread.’

Percy smiled, but the smile became rather fixed, and he continued to adjust the table setting in a more mechanical manner.

I walked through the kitchen to the balcony at the back. It was like being in the doll’s-house, the balcony was no larger than a pocket handkerchief, and it was spitting distance from here to the street. There was a wonderful view. The rain had almost stopped and stars peered through gaps in the cloud. You could see the old port and the black ocean beyond. The Grand Mosque was outlined against the night sky, and I could hear the same Arab music that I’d heard from the street.

Percy came into the kitchen whistling. He lifted the lid from a pot and brought a cooked lobster out of the water. He split it into sections with all the skills and strength of a professional chef. ‘Your friend …’ he said, still looking down at the lobster, ‘… do you think that crack on the head affected him?’

‘No, he’s always like that,’ I said.

‘Odd chap … and he can’t sit still for a moment.’ There was the sound of the front door opening. ‘It’s my servant with the food,’ said Percy.

From the next room Mann bellowed. ‘Hey, Pop. There’s a waiter arrived with a mountain of chow.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Percy, and sighed.

By the time I got back to the dining-table, the table was arrayed with the tiny dishes that the Arabs called mezze. There were miniature kebabs, sliced tomato, shiny black olives, stuffed vine leaves and bite-sized pies of soft flaky pastry. The servant was a young man. There was rain on his starched white jacket, and I guessed he’d been to some local restaurant to get the food and the strong Arab coffee that I could smell. He was a handsome youth, very slim, with carefully arranged hair and large, sad, brown eyes. He watched Percy all the time. At one time I would have been indifferent to Percy’s choice of such handsome young employees – smiled even – but now I found it more difficult to write it off as just a part of the fascinating spectrum of human passion.

‘I don’t want a foul-up,’ said Mann. He tucked a napkin into his collar, and leaned forward over the table, sniffing at the mezze and pushing the dishes aside until he came to the platter of hot lobster. He speared a large piece of it.

‘Nothing will go wrong,’ said Percy. He gave the servant the emptied tray, and indicated that he would serve the coffee himself. The boy withdrew. ‘I’ll drive,’ said Percy. ‘I know these roads. I’ve spent the best part of twenty years going into the desert. But the roads over the mountains are dangerous and narrow, with hairpin bends, crowded villages and bus-drivers who know only the horn and accelerator. If a man is young enough and reckless enough …’ Percy paused, ‘… to say nothing of frightened enough, he’ll outstrip any car that follows him.’

‘Or get killed himself,’ said Mann, with a large piece of lobster in his mouth.

‘Or get killed himself,’ said Percy, as he picked up a knife and fork. ‘There’s local beer or ouzo, or you can continue with the Jack Daniels.’

‘And when you get over the mountains?’ asked Mann. He leaned back in the delicate chair until it creaked, and then held a speared chunk of lobster aloft, chewing pieces from it and nodding approval at the flavour.

‘The high plateau and then more mountains – the Ouled Nail – before you reach Laghouat, where the real desert begins: about 400 kilometres in all.’

‘By that time they will know they are being followed,’ said Mann.

‘My dear fellow,’ said Percy. He chuckled. ‘He’ll know he’s being followed before you’re in the hills, before you’re out of the suburbs even. If you were hoping to be inconspicuous, forget it. At this time of year there will be hardly any private cars down there in the desert. He’ll see your dust for a hundred kilometres.’

Mann prodded at some cubes of grilled cheese before putting one into his mouth. They were very hot. He tried not to show his discomfort, although tears came into his eyes.

‘I think Percy should drive,’ I said.

Mann clamped a napkin to his mouth, nodded, looked up to see if anyone was watching him, and finally swallowed the burning-hot cheese.

‘That’s settled then,’ said Percy and reached for the same grilled cheese cubes. He put three of them into his mouth and chewed impassively. I realized then that it was the similarity of their upbringing that made them so antagonistic. Exchange Percy’s public school for the Mid-West military academy where Mann’s estranged parents had sent him, and each would have become the other.

It was the small hours before the Algerian jet arrived at Algiers Airport. Mrs Bekuv must have known that we’d be waiting for her on the other side of the barrier. Whatever kind of deal the men from the Russian Trade Delegation made with the authorities, it included permission for her to leave the airport on the far side. We almost missed her altogether – but Percy’s pal in Immigration tipped us off, and we gave chase.

They were in a Land Rover: the two Bekuvs, Red Bancroft and the driver who had delivered the vehicle. It was that dark hour before dawn that you read about in books, and the windscreen was awash with rain and the car ahead of us no more than a blurred dribble of yellow headlights, with a couple of red dots when the driver stabbed the brakes.

We didn’t speak much, the noise of the engine, the heavy rain and the thrash of the wipers made it necessary for Percy to shout. ‘This bloke’s damned good, and I’ll tell you that for nothing!’

We were climbing. The villages were shuttered and silent. As we roared through them, there came the answering bellow of our reflected sound. All the time the rain continued. The tyres were uncertain on the steep, twisting road. Percy clawed at the steering-wheel as each hairpin revealed another hairpin, and soon the windscreen flashed pink with the raw light of dawn.

‘We’ve got him on speed,’ said Percy, ‘but he’s got the better traction. Damn you!’ He blasted the horn as a man on a mule swayed out into our paths. ‘It’s like that game that children play – stones, paper and scissors – there’s no telling yet what will prove the most important.’

‘They know we’re behind them,’ said Mann.

‘A driver like that,’ said Percy with unconcealed admiration, ‘has already calculated our tyre pressures and how much I had to drink last night.’

The sun came up very quickly, its light intermittently extinguished by the black clouds that were racing across the sky, and its almost horizontal rays shafting into our eyes, and twisting with every movement of the car. Percy slammed the sun visor fully down but it didn’t help much.

They began to force the pace now, and the road became more difficult. On one side there were steep banks, pine trees and outcrops of vertical rock; on the other a sheer drop over an unmarked edge. And not all the road was hard. More than once, a sudden patch of loose surface hammered the metal underside, sent the car sliding and made the wheels spin.

Percy stared ahead, concentrating on the road’s nearside edge, hitting the accelerator as soon as a curve could be seen as nothing more than a kink. He used the camber of the road too, steering up it – at an angle to the road’s direction – to get maximum traction and the burst of acceleration that it provided. For one section of the road we were actually leaping into the air from one camber to the next.

‘Christ,’ said Mann the first time Percy did it, but the jarring crash as the car landed back on the road caused him to bite his tongue and fall sideways across the back seat.

‘Hold tight,’ said Percy and gave a fruity chuckle. Mann swore through his teeth.

Ahead of us, the Land Rover disappeared in a fountain of spray as it hit a rain-filled ridge and was jolted up into the air. Percy pumped the brakes releasing the pressure each time the car’s front dipped on its suspension. By the time we reached the ridge our speed was down to forty. The other car had spilled enough of the rainwater for us to see the ragged series of potholes. Percy flicked the steering, to hit it on a curving path and so bring the outer wheels – with the lighter loading – over the deepest hole.

In spite of all his skill we landed with a brain-shattering thump, and a terrible groan of metal. Mann clasped his hands upon his head in an effort to save himself more pain.

But the Land Rover was also having problems. There were four of them crowded into it and the big bump must have shaken them up for they had slowed enough for us to be eating their spray.

‘Grab her ass,’ said Mann. Percy moved up close and now we could see that Mrs Bekuv was the driver. For a couple of miles we raced along together.

‘It’s in the soft sand where they will laugh at us,’ said Percy. ‘With that four-wheel drive they can crawl off into the desert and come back to the macadam again while we’re still digging.’

‘You brought sand-mats?’ said Mann, all ready for a row.

‘What are sand-mats?’ said Percy, tilting his head to see Mann’s reaction in the mirror. Mann gave a humourless smile and said nothing.

Although the sun was up, the rain cloud obscured it. A few yellow lights high on the road ahead of us fast became a village. The Land Rover’s horn echoed in the narrow street. Scarcely slowing, we followed them through the twisting alleys. A sudden scream of brakes told us that Mrs Bekuv had seen a huge desert bus, parked in the middle of the road, but the Land Rover raced on, its speed scarcely checked. Avoiding a head-on collision by only the narrowest of margins, the Land Rover lurched as it climbed on to the footpath and screamed through the narrow gap. Percy followed. Men and women scattered. There was a snowstorm of chicken feathers, as hens broke loose from the roof-rack of the bus, and flailed through the air, and a sickening thump as one of them struck the side of the car. Then we were through, and on the mountain road again. The surface was loose gravel and Percy dropped back as some of it hit our windscreen.

‘Just hold them like that,’ said Mann and for a few minutes we did. Then, after the straight stretch, with Percy pushing the needle well past a hundred, the road looped suddenly and dropped away in a tangle of hairpins to run along a short luxuriant valley.

‘Jesus!’ shouted Mann and I heard Percy gasp. Ahead of us the Land Rover had slowed. On this straight stretch of road, that meant they were still doing well over fifty. It slid sideways a little, waggled its behind and then picked up speed again as a large piece of it fell into the roadside. Percy’s arm came across my chest, as he jammed his foot hard on to the brakes. We shrieked to a halt. Even so, we had to go into reverse in order to find the bundle that they had tossed out of the door.

Mann was out of the car before I was. The rain-soaked grass was high, and the twisted body of a man was tangled into it. We crouched over him and Mann picked up his limp arm and sought his pulse.

‘The driver from the Trade Delegation – looks like a Russkie, eh?’

‘Poor bastard,’ I said. The man groaned and as he opened his mouth, I saw that his teeth were stained with blood. ‘They’ve dumped him to lighten the weight,’ I said. The boy vomited. It was mostly blood.

‘Looks like it,’ said Mann. To the boy he said, ‘Which of them did it?’ but he got only a whimper in reply.

‘What kind of people are we dealing with?’ I said. I wiped the boy’s face with my handkerchief.

‘Got to go,’ said Mann getting to his feet.

‘We can’t just leave him here,’ I protested.

‘No alternative,’ said Mann. ‘Jesus, you know that. They are just counting on us being soft-hearted enough to stay with the kid.’

I got to my feet. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I think they meant to slow up enough to let him out safely but misjudged things.’

‘That’s right,’ said Mann. ‘And there really is a Santa Claus – move your tail, baby.’

There was a growl from the engine as Percy flipped the accelerator pedal. The dying boy looked at me pleadingly but I turned away from him and followed Mann back to the car. Percy pulled away before the doors were closed.

‘Catch up!’ ordered Mann.

‘That’s not the problem,’ said Percy. ‘The problem is finding them again if they pull off the road and hide.’ I realized then that both these men had the sort of honesty and devotion to duty that enabled them to disregard the dying boy. I did not admire it.

‘There, there, there!’ said Mann.

The dark-green Land Rover was no larger than a toy and difficult to see amongst the pine trees, the scrub and mud-spattered rock. But now that Mann had pointed it out, I saw it skittering behind the trees and kicking its heels as it leaped over the hump-backed bridge that marked the bottom of the valley.

Now it was a different sort of driving; steeply downhill in places, with more and more people on the road, and horses too. At one point some soldiers tried to wave us down. Percy blasted the horn and they jumped aside.

‘Was that a road block?’ asked Mann.

‘Hitch-hikers,’ said Percy.

‘Let’s hope you’re right,’ said Mann.

We could no longer see the Land Rover. It must have been a mile or two along the valley by this time. Percy pushed up the speed until we were slipping and sliding in the mud and gravel. Then the road climbed again. It climbed a thousand feet, and here it was drier, except for the rainwater that spewed across the road from overflowing gullies. We crossed the brow of the next hill to face a bleak sky, glassy like a pink-tinted mirror. Percy screwed up his eyes to see the road that twisted away along the side of a spur. We could no longer see the other car and Percy went faster and faster. For the first time in my life I felt car-sick.

Percy had an amazing technique for hairpins: he went into them at full speed, and, shortly before the bend, turned the wrong way – to lose speed – and then steered the other way. The pendulum effect flicked us round the curve of the hairpin. And Percy was plunging his foot down on the accelerator even before the car had slewed far enough to face the next stretch. We were cannoning forward so fiercely that the seat-back jarred my kidneys. There wasn’t room to make a mistake. To the left side of the road there was jagged cliff, and on our right a precipice. All the windows of the car were now plastered in watery mud and only the area covered by the wipers was clear.

Thin rain continued to fall but it was not enough to wash the mud from the side windows and only just sufficient to lubricate the wipers. The next bend brought a tidal wave of mud and loose grit. Percy wound his window down to provide better visibility and on my side I did the same. The cold wet wind howled through the car.

We were doing one hundred, over a blind hump, when we saw it.

The theory says that if you hit a flock of sheep at that sort of speed, you ride over them like an ice-skater in an abattoir. It isn’t true. ‘This is it,’ shouted Percy. There was no chance of avoiding them; they were all over the road, there must have been hundreds of them, baa-baaing, running or staring at us transfixed by fear.

Percy jabbed the accelerator and steered directly at the rockface. We hit it with a spine-jarring bang that made the car body sing like a tuning-fork. Then a mess of suspension and metalwork sheared away from the rest of the car. The front dropped and chiselled into the road surface, producing a torrent of small stones that took out the windscreen, like the fire from a heavy machine-gun. We were ‘rubbing off’ speed and, as the car slowed, its back whipped round until we were facing the way we had come.

Percy was doing it all according to the book. He kept his foot hard down on the gas, and the spinning wheels began to slow us a little, tearing their rubber into shreds, and making a cloud of black smoke that eclipsed the world. But it didn’t slow us enough, and with the engine still screaming its protest we raced backwards at seventy miles an hour.

I ripped at the door to open it but couldn’t find the catch. My seat snapped, and my head hit the roof as we plunged off the edge of the world. The engine shrieked, and the earth turned askew, and we slid down the precipice with a thunderous bombardment of car components and a green snowstorm. Twice the car was almost halted by trees and scrub and twice it ripped its way through them. But now, with the suspension torn loose and a wheel missing, we were furrowing soft hillside. We slowed, lurched, tipped and finally stopped at a steep angle, embraced by a tangle of thorns, rocks and bushes. I was sprawled back in my broken seat, listening to the gurgle of escaping liquids. The air was filled with the stink of fuel and I would have gagged on it but for the way in which I was being strangled by my seat-belt.

Percy’s eyes were closed, and there was blood on his face. I couldn’t turn enough to see where Mann was. I tried to pull my leg free but it was trapped in the mangled metalwork, between the smashed instruments and the steering-wheel. I tugged at my leg. Someone was shouting ‘fire’ but the voice soon softened to a whisper and drifted away into the darkness. It was cold, very, very cold.
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A blinding light flashed in my eyes and, as I came more fully conscious, I saw its beam flicker across the ceiling, and backwards and forwards over the brightly coloured Islamic texts that were pinned to the wall. The iron bedstead creaked as I moved under the rough blanket which covered my legs. Only slowly did I focus on the man. He was sitting motionless in the corner, a fat man with an unshaven face and heavy-lidded eyes. Behind him there was a broken clock and a heavily retouched colour lithograph of a uniformed politician.

The fat man spoke without moving a muscle and almost without moving his mouth. ‘The man with the hat awakes.’ His Arabic was from far to the east of here; Egypt, perhaps, where the man with the hat – charwaja – is the non-believer, the infidel, the enemy.

A voice from the next room said, ‘It is the will of God,’ without endorsing God’s decision enthusiastically.

‘Get him,’ said the fat man.

I heard movements from the next room, and with difficulty I moved my head round until I could see the doorway. Eventually Percy Dempsey arrived. The blinding light met my eyes again, and I saw that it came from a small wall-mirror moved by the draught from the door.

‘How do you feel?’ said Percy. He had a cup of coffee in his hand.

‘Lousy,’ I said. I took the coffee he offered. It was strong and black and very sweet.

‘Your friend got another crack on the head,’ said Percy. ‘He’s conscious but he’s sleeping. You’d better come and look at him. I say! steady on with my coffee.’

I got out of bed and found I was fully dressed except for my shoes. I put them on and, as I bent down, suffered pain in a dozen muscles that I never knew I had. ‘You did a good job, Percy,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’

‘If you’ve got to hit anything: hit it backwards. My old dad taught me that, and he won the Monte two years running.’

‘Well, he should have tried it driving,’ I said.

Percy smiled politely and showed me to the little bare room where they had laid Major Mann. Someone had removed his tie and his boots, and folded his jacket to go under his head. His hair was ruffled and his face unshaven, and the bruising from the bullet nick had now turned one half of his face into a rainbow of blues, pinks and purples.

I leaned over him and shook him. ‘Waaaw?’ said Mann.

‘Coffee, tea, or me?’ I said.

‘Beat it,’ said Mann, without opening his eyes. ‘Go away and let me die in peace.’

‘Don’t be a spoilsport,’ I said. ‘We want to watch.’

Mann grunted again and looked at his wrist-watch. He moved his arm backwards and forwards, as if to get it into focus. Finally he said, ‘We’ve got to get on the road.’

‘Get what on the road?’ I asked. ‘Our car is wrecked.’

Percy said, ‘You want to buy a car? Eighty-five thousand on the clock, one owner. Never raced or rallied.’

‘Well, rent another car,’ said Mann.

‘I did,’ said Percy. ‘I did it about five hours ago, when you were fast asleep. It should arrive any time at all.’

‘Well, don’t sit back waiting for a round of applause,’ said Mann. ‘Get on the phone and hurry them up.’

‘Don’t fret,’ said Percy. ‘I’ve made contact with my chap down in Ghardaia. The Land Rover filled up there. He’s following, and will leave messages along the route.’

‘How?’ said Mann.

‘This isn’t Oxford Street,’ explained Percy. ‘This is the Trans-Sahara Highway. Either they have to go south through In-Salah, or they take the other route down through Adrar, Reggane and eventually to Timbuktu.’

‘The way we came last time,’ said Mann. He wiped his face with a hand, and touched the puffy bruising of his chin and cheek. Then he heaved himself into a sitting position, and unfolded the jacket that had been under his head. He looked at me. ‘You don’t look so good,’ he told me.

‘And I don’t feel so good,’ I admitted, ‘but at least my brain is still ticking over. Do you two think Mrs Bekuv wanted a Land Rover because it matches the colour of her earrings? Or because they were discounted this week. I prefer to guess that she radioed Algiers from the plane, and specified that car.’

‘Why?’ said Mann.

‘Ah. Why indeed? Why choose a car that can be outpaced by anything from a housewife’s Fiat to a local bus. We’ve been breathing down their necks as far as this – so why didn’t she ask for a tweaked-up car. Keep to the macadam and you could do the trip in a Ferrari, give or take a couple of sand filters and a sump guard.’

‘But they couldn’t have got past the end of the macadam,’ said Percy. ‘The made-up road ends in In-Salah on one route, and south of Adrar on the other. After that it’s only one track.’

‘Brilliant,’ I said sarcastically. ‘You think she’s not bright enough to have a desert-worthy vehicle waiting down south. She waves goodbye and they get the best of both worlds.’

‘This is not my day for riddles,’ said Mann. ‘Give it to me.’

‘They will leave the road,’ I said. ‘Whatever they are going to do isn’t going to be done at the poolside of some government hotel. They are going to drive off into the desert. And if she is as bright as I think she is, they will leave the road at night.’

‘And that’s why Bekuv came north to meet us driving that GAZ,’ said Mann. ‘It was such a conspicuous vehicle – that’s the only GAZ I’ve seen in the whole of Algeria – he took it so that, before meeting with us, he could detour out into the desert and bury whatever it is they are going to collect.’

‘It’s too big to bury,’ I said. ‘I’ve told you that.’

‘If you’re right,’ said Percy, ‘we’re going to need a Land Rover too.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Or a big truck,’ Percy said. ‘A lightly loaded truck is as desert-worthy as a Land Rover.’

Mann turned to Percy and prodded him in the chest with a nicotine-stained forefinger. ‘I want to follow them across that desert wherever they go,’ Mann said. ‘You fix it so that we can travel across the sand, wadis, rocks – any damn where.’
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Men become mesmerized by the desert, just as others become obsessed with the sea; not because of any fondness for sand or water, but because oceans and deserts are the best places to observe the magical effect of ever-changing daylight. Small ridges, flattened by the high sun, become jagged mountains when the sunlight falls across them, and their shadows, pale gold at noontime, become black bottomless pools.

The sun was high by the time we reached the desert. A man could stand in his own shadow, should he want to brave the heat of noon. Not many did. No goats, no camels, not even snakes or scorpions move at that time of day. Just mad dogs, Englishmen and Major Mann of the CIA.

Through the car’s ventilator there came a constant rain of fine sand. I closed the vent and opened the window – the wind blew hot. I closed it again. Percy mopped his brow. Ahead of us the road shimmered in the heat. The sky was not blue; it was a hazy white, like the distant sand. There was no horizon. The glaring sunlight conjured up great lakes which disappeared only a moment before we plunged into them.

The road south is built along the edge of a sand sea as large as England. The dunes were like scaly, brown, prehistoric monsters, slumbering in the heat and breathing the puffs of sand that twisted off their peaks. And across the road writhed more sand, phantom snakes of it that hissed at the underside of the car as we sliced through them. In places the drifting sand settled on the road, making ramps that were difficult to see. We all had our seat-belts as tight as they would go but they didn’t prevent us striking the roof or window when our suspension hit a big one.

‘It will only need one slightly bigger than that,’ I said after one particularly violent bump from a sand-ridge, ‘to write us off.’

‘Patrols clear them every week or so, at this time of year,’ said Percy. ‘It’s worth a gamble while the wind stays where it is.’

‘And is the wind staying where it is?’

He lifted a hand off the wheel for long enough to show me the smudge of duststorm that he had been watching. ‘She’s coming to meet us, I think,’ he said.

‘Jesus,’ said Mann, ‘that’s all I need.’ We watched it without speaking, until Mann said, ‘Is that a village ahead, or an oasis?’

‘Neither,’ said Percy.

‘Stop anyway,’ said Mann. ‘It’s time for a leak.’

What had looked like trees were a dozen thorn-bushes, strung out in such a way as to suggest that they marked an underground watercourse, if only you dug deep enough. There was an old Renault there too, stripped of everything so that only the steel shell remained. The outside was polished shiny by the windblown sand, and the inside was sooty. It would make a convenient place for travellers to build a fire. I looked inside and found some burned chunks of rubber tyre – the nomad’s fuel – and some broken bottles, the pieces scoured and white. There was a screwed-up cigarette packet too. I picked it up and flattened it – Kool Mentholated Filter Longs, the cigarettes that Red Bancroft smoked. I threw it away again, but I knew I was still not free of her.

‘A leak, I said! Not a shit, shower, shave, shampoo and set.’ It was Mann treating us to a favourite sample of his army witticisms as he stood by the car door, tapping his fingers impatiently. ‘And I’m driving,’ he said as I got in.

‘Very well,’ said Percy. ‘We’re not in a hurry.’

I stretched out in the back and dozed. Now and again there was a sudden jolt that rocketed me up to the car roof. The sun dropped and went yellow and then gold. The sky turned mauve and the dunes seemed to arch their backs as they spread their shadows. There were no flies on the windscreen now, and the air was dry and the temperature cooled enough to make it worth opening the window. The sand hissed at us and our registration plates were by now raw metal, with no letters or numbers visible, it was the mark of cars that went deep into the desert and in the villages people noted us.

I slept fitfully, awakened sometimes by oncoming vehicles that forced us off the track, and at other times by falling weightless through terrible dreams. The sun dropped out of sight and there was only the tunnel that our headlights bored through the limitless night.

‘My fellow will be waiting,’ said Percy. His voice was cold and distant in the manner that all men’s voices assume at night. ‘He’ll have camels – if we need them.’

‘Not for me,’ said Mann. ‘I’m trying to give them up.’ He laughed loudly, but Percy didn’t join in. Soon after that I must have gone to sleep.

‘You can put both the USA and China into the continent of Africa and still have room to rattle them about,’ said Percy Dempsey. He was driving.

‘I know some people in Vermont who wouldn’t like that,’ said Mann.

Dempsey gave a perfunctory laugh. Ahead of us the road stretched as straight as a ruler into the heat haze. Only the occasional drifts of sand made Dempsey moderate the speed. ‘A convoy … parked, by the look of it.’ Dempsey’s eyes seemed myopic and watery when he was reading the newspaper, or one of his favourite Simenons, but here in the desert his eyesight was acute and he could interpret smudges on the horizon long before Mann or I could see them. ‘Not trucks … buses,’ he added. ‘Too early for a brew-up.’

The gargantuan trailer-trucks rolled south to Timbuktu in convoy, enough drivers in each rig to eat and sleep in relays. When they did stop, it was usually for only as long as it took to boil water for the very strong and very sweet infusion of mint tea that the desert Arab needs even more than sleep. But as we got nearer I saw that Percy was correct. These were the same giant chassis, the wheels as high as a man, but they were buses – fitted with chromium trim, and dark-tinted window-glass, and their coachwork bore the name and address of a German tourist agency. A small orange tent by the side of the track was marked with a sign ‘Damen’, but there was no similar facility for the men, most of whom were arranging themselves into a group for a photo.

‘Don’t stop,’ said Mann.

‘Might have to,’ said Percy. ‘If they are in trouble and we pass by without helping, there will be hell to pay.’ He slowed as we passed the two buses until a middle-aged man in a white dust-coat waved us on with a gesture to show that all was well.

‘A sign of the times,’ said Percy. ‘English kids come on these treks in ancient Bedford army lorries.’

It was the better part of an hour before we reached the map reference where Percy’s man awaited us. It was ferociously hot as we got out of the car to inspect the place where the Bekuvs’ Land Rover had left the track and headed west across the open desert. The tyre tracks were still visible in the soft sand but there was a substratum of hard baked ground that in places had cracked to make pans – depressions – that were sometimes half a mile wide.

We transferred to the waiting Land Rover, and Percy’s man continued south with our rented car. It was better that it should pass the next police-point on time. The movements of Percy’s Arab and this battered Land Rover would not be so assiduously reported.

‘Go slow,’ ordered Mann. ‘His tyres are the same as ours.’

‘Less worn,’ said Percy. ‘And there is one that looks brand new.’

‘Well, I don’t want to be crawling round in the sunshine, examining tyre tracks with my vest-pocket microscope,’ said Mann.

‘Do you have a microscope?’ said Percy. ‘Some of these desert flowers are worth looking at under a glass.’ There was no telling how much of it was serious and how much was mockery.

We left the flat hard ground, which the road-builders had chosen, and the going changed to the gravelly surface of the ‘reg’ and then to rough ‘washboard’, which made the suspension judder. Percy accelerated until he found the speed at which the corrugations seemed to smooth out, and we made good speed for over an hour until we encountered the first patches of soft sand. Percy sped through them to begin with, and each time found hard surface before getting bogged down; but our luck couldn’t last for ever, and eventually he had to engage the four-wheel drive and crawl to safety.

The going became softer and softer until we were threading our way through a series of dunes. The tracks skirted the higher sandhills, but even so the Land Rover was careering about like a roller-coaster ride. The prevailing east wind made the upward side of each dune a gentle slope but the far side was sometimes precipitous. Yet there was no alternative to accelerating over the brink. No one spoke, but it was becoming obvious that only a marginal difference of sand, or a momentary carelessness on Percy’s part, would leave us stuck at either the top or the bottom of one of these dunes. We had surmounted one of the gentlest slopes as I heard the sand jamming against the underside of the Land Rover and then Percy wrenched at the steering so that we slithered to the valley of the dune in a sideslip that covered us in a storm of flying sand. We stopped at a steep angle with Mann cursing and rubbing his sore head. Even through the brown swirling dust I could see what had made Percy swerve. There, not fifty yards away, was another Land Rover – empty and abandoned. Even before the sand settled, Mann was out of the car and following the still visible tracks that the others had left. Red Bancroft had abandoned her shoes, and a man – Professor Bekuv – had stumbled and fallen leaving a long scar in the smooth sand.

We followed the tracks for fifty yards or so, and then they were replaced by wide shallow troughs, ridged with an even pattern of lines. Mann was the first to recognize the strange spoor. ‘A dune buggy!’ He hurried forward until he found a place where the softly inflated tyres had ballooned in the ridge of the next dune. ‘No doubt about it – a dune buggy.’ The curious little cars that Californians used for cavorting on beaches were the only vehicles that could outrun a Landrover in country like this.

‘A dune buggy?’ said Percy.

‘Lightweight open vehicle,’ I said. ‘Moulded body, four wheels, specially made soft tyres with a very wide tread and a canvas top to shield you from the sun … roll-bar for protection, can be used to mount a heavy machine-gun …’

‘What are you talking …’ said Mann and then he raised his eyes to the ridge of the next dune, and he saw them too.

There were three men in the dune buggy. I studied them carefully for signs of their origin or allegiance. They had the very dark skin of the sort you see in the far south. Protecting their heads from the high sun they wore the howli, and their robes were ragged and dirty but had once been the boubou style of Mauritania far to the west. Their faces were impassive, but the man in the rear seat gave an imperious wave of the AKMS machine-pistol he was holding. Obedient to it we scrambled up the burning-hot sand.

They were patrolling, and, after walking another half hour, we caught sight of where they’d come from. It was bleached almost to the colour of the pale sand that surrounded it, a great fortress complete with crenellated walls and watch-towers. Ever since the Romans, armies had built such fortified encampments to dominate the caravan trails, wells and desert tracks. The French had built more, and used the Foreign Legion to man them. But there was no flag flying from the mast of this fort, only a tangle of shortwave aerials; dishes, rods, spirals, arrays, loops and frames, more antennae than I’d ever seen before in one place.

At first sight I had not realized the size of the fortress, but nearly an hour later, when we had still not reached its massive doors, I could see that its ramparts were as high as a six-storey building. Finally we reached it, and the Arabs herded us through the main entrance.

There were two sets of doors, and looking up I saw daylight through the sort of openings from which boiling oil was poured on to besieging knights. The second set of doors opened on to a courtyard. Parked there were more dune buggies and beyond them a helicopter. It looked like the little Kamov two-seater gun-ship that had chased Bekuv down the road on the day he defected, and shot up the car with the Arab boy in it. Now its blades had been removed, and a couple of mechanics were tinkering with the rotor linkage. But most of the courtyard was occupied by two huge radio telescopes, the dishes about sixty feet across. Bekuv was there, parading round the equipment and touching the controls and the wiring and the bowl-edge with the sort of tactile awe that most men reserve for very old cars or very new mistresses.

‘Jesus Christ!’ said Mann softly as he saw the radio telescopes and realized what they’d been used for. He called to Bekuv, ‘Hey there, Professor. Are you all right?’

Bekuv looked at us for a long time before replying. Then he said, ‘Come here.’ It was a command. We shuffled over to him.

‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ said Mann. ‘Why didn’t you say you’d set up this tracking station to milk the communications satellites. Was it your idea?’

Mann was unable to keep the admiration out of his voice, and Bekuv smiled in appreciation. He handed Mann a water flask that was hanging on the back of his seat. Mann drank some and passed it to Dempsey and then on to me. The water was warm and heavily chlorinated, but it was a welcome relief after our long walk through the sand.

Bekuv watched Mann all the time, studying his badly bruised face and the plaster – dirtier now – that could be seen under the brim of his hat. Bekuv’s eyes were wide and glaring, or perhaps I was just being wise after the event. ‘I thought you were dead,’ he told Mann. ‘I thought they shot you at the airport.’

‘Yes, I’m sorry about that,’ said Mann. He sat down on a broken packing-case and closed his eyes. The hike through the soft sand had exhausted him.

Bekuv said, ‘I was right not to trust you. My wife guessed that there was no chair at New York University … she guessed that you were telling me all lies …’

‘… and she arranged with Moscow that you could come back here,’ said Mann. ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, we know all that. But why did you want to come back here?’

‘She said I was to dismantle the apparatus and shred all my records,’ said Bekuv.

‘But you’re not going to do that, are you?’ I said.

‘No,’ said Bekuv. ‘I’m going to continue my work. Last night I got signals from Tau Ceti.’

‘Well, that’s wonderful,’ I said, feigning enthusiasm.

‘Who’s Tau Ceti?’ said Mann.

‘It’s a star,’ I told him. ‘Professor Bekuv picked up signals from it last year.’

‘Is that right?’ said Mann.

‘So you read those books I loaned you,’ Bekuv said.

‘And your lectures and the notes,’ I said. ‘I read everything.’

Bekuv waved a hand in the air and gabbled some fast Arabic. I couldn’t follow it except to guess that he was telling the guards to take Mann and Percy Dempsey away somewhere. Bekuv took my arm and led me to the main building of the fortress. The walls were a yard thick and might have been here for centuries.

‘How old is this place?’ I asked, more in order to keep him affable than because I wanted to know. He reached into his pocket and brought out a handful of stone arrowheads of the sort that the nomad children sell in the southern villages.

‘Roman,’ he said. ‘There must have been some sort of fort here ever since. We have water, you see. The siting leaves a lot to be desired but we have the only water for a hundred miles.’ He pushed open the huge, iron-studded door. Inside, the fort was dark and even more bizarre. Shafts of hard Saharan sunlight stood like buttresses against the gaps in the shuttered windows. There was a huge staircase dappled with light that came from the broken parts of the roof, sixty feet above our heads. But the room into which Bekuv went was equipped as a modern office: a sleek desk, three easy chairs, Lenin on the wall and enough books to require the small folding step-ladder. There was another door. Bekuv walked across the room to close it but before he did so, I caught a glimpse of the gleaming grey racks of radio equipment that amplified the signals from the radio telescopes.

Bekuv sat down. ‘So you have read everything.’

‘Some of it was too technical for me.’

‘Last night I received signals from Tau Ceti.’

‘What kind of signals?’

Bekuv smiled. ‘Well, I don’t mean a news bulletin or a sports report. Contact would be a more scientific description. I always said that the first interplanetary exchange would be some clear suggestion of number and order expressed in electrical activity close to 1,420 megacycles.’

‘Yes, I remember,’ I said. ‘The hydrogen atom spinning round its nucleus vibrates at 1,420,405,752 times a second. The idea of those immense clouds of hydrogen, floating through the galaxy and humming at that same wavelength in the electromagnetic spectrum … that captured my imagination, Professor. If I’d met someone like you when I was young, I might have chosen science.’

Bekuv was pleased with me. ‘And remember, I said near to 1,420 megacycles. On that exact wavelength you can hear nothing but the hum.’

‘And you sent a reply?’

‘A series of binary digits – pulses and silences to represent ones and zeros – which are schematic representations of the atomic form of carbon and oxygen. At worst it will be interpreted as a sign that there is some intelligence here. At best it will tell them the environment in which we live.’

‘Brilliant.’

Bekuv looked at his watch. He was excited to the point of agitation. ‘We are preparing for tonight. Both telescopes will be working. One will be aimed at Tau Ceti, and the other at the open sky near to it. Both telescopes feed their reception back into the computer next door. That compares both streams of material, and cancels everything that is arriving from both telescopes. That’s how I get rid of all the background crackle and the cosmic mess. Only Tau Ceti’s signals are delivered to the output.’ He picked up a long paper roll of computer read-out. It was a maze of incomprehensible symbols. ‘This was processed only three hours ago. No matter what anyone might say, there is a regular pattern to the pulses from Tau Ceti.’

‘Quite a dream, Professor.’

‘Don’t deny any man his dream, my friend.’

‘You deserve an honest reply, Professor,’ I told him. ‘You don’t seem to understand the dangerous position you’re in. You’re an embarrassment to the US Government and a threat to one of the most audacious pieces of Soviet electronic eavesdropping I’ve ever heard of. You’ve helped Moscow set up this place to tap the US communications satellites stationed over the Atlantic. Getting material from the commercial and government satellites and, unless I’m guessing wrongly, from fedsat, the one that carries all the secret diplomatic material and the CIA priority data between the USA and Europe. You must have given Moscow everything from Presidential phone-calls to the Daily Yellows that Langley sends to London, Bonn and Paris.’

‘It was a compromise,’ said Bekuv. ‘All scientists compromise with power … ask Leonardo da Vinci, ask Einstein. I wanted the electronic silence of the Sahara – it’s the “coldest” place in the world, to use the jargon of electronics. And the only way I could sell the idea to the Ministry was by telling them that here we could get far enough west to “see” your satellites.’

I went to the window. The sun was blood-red and plunging to earth, and there came the breath of wind that so often comes with sunset. It stirred the sand, and made clouds of dust that rolled across the desert like tumbleweed. ‘The party’s over, Professor,’ I said. ‘The hijacking of the airliner, the killing of a US Senator, the treachery and death of his assistant – what kind of priority do you think this is getting in Washington … it’s just a matter of time before they find this place. Moscow’s triumph suddenly becomes a liability, and Moscow will want to snap their fingers and have this place disappear. And have you disappear with it.’

‘Well, not even Moscow can snap its fingers and make a place like this disappear overnight.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that, Professor Bekuv.’

‘What do you mean?’ he said. I waited a long time, watching the sun sink. The desert sky was as clear as crystal and the stars were packed together like spilled sugar. It was possible to believe him. On a night like this it was possible to believe anything. ‘I mean the radio signals might be faked,’ I said brutally. ‘Experts – scientific experts, ready to concede their own little compromise, like Leonardo da Vinci – might have designed a series of signals that are the sort you’d like to hear. One of the Soviet Air Force’s flying electronic laboratories could probably maintain the right altitude, and circle the place that would be on your direct line of sight to Mars or Tau Ceti or Shangri-La.’

‘No.’

‘And out there in the desert, Professor, there are a couple of big desert buses. When they stop, they put up little tents and mark them ladies’ toilet, but there are no ladies to be seen anywhere. The passengers are all fighting-fit men in their middle twenties. And there is the address of a German travel agency on the side of the bus, and if you know Berlin street addresses you know it’s on that side of the wall without the advertising or the voting booths. They just might be waiting to come in here and sweep up the debris.’

‘What exactly are you saying?’

‘I’m saying get out of here, Professor.’

‘And go to America or to Britain with you?’

‘For the time being, just get out of here.’

‘You mean well,’ said Bekuv. ‘I must thank you for that … warning.’

‘And for God’s sake, don’t transmit any kind of signal that an aircraft could home on.’

He wiped his nose again. He had one of those viral infections that are common in the desert; the mucous membrane is inflamed by the sand and dust in the air, and once it starts it’s difficult to shake off. ‘That is where I have to be, and this is what I have to do,’ he said. His voice was hoarse now and his nose clogged. ‘All my life has been leading up to this moment, I realize that now.’

‘You have a life of achievement ahead of you,’ I coaxed him.

‘I have nothing ahead of me. My own people want only that part of my expertise that they can use for the military. I am only interested in pure science – I’m not interested in politics – but in my country to be apolitical is considered only one step away from being a fascist. No man, woman or child is permitted to live their life without political activity … and for a real scientist that is not possible. Your people were no better … I trusted you, and you humiliated me with the forged papers appointing me to a non-existent chair in a university that had never heard of me, and didn’t wish to hear of me. My son wants to be a jazz singer and my wife has betrayed me.’ He sneezed. ‘Betrayed me with another woman. It’s comical, isn’t it? It is the true tragedy of my life that my tragedies are comical.’

‘Life is a comedy for those who think – and a tragedy for those who feel,’ I said.

‘Who said that?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Bob Hope or Voltaire or Eichmann; does it make a difference who said it?’

‘I must send the signals tonight. Even if there were a million to one chance of communicating with some other worlds, it would still be a crime – a crime against science – to let it go.’

‘Other worlds have waited a million million years,’ I said. ‘They can wait one more night. Men who want to kill you will be tuned to 1,420 megacycles tonight.’

‘Yours is the voice of ignorance and suspicion. Those same thoughts and fears drag civilization back into the Dark Ages. No scientist worthy of the name can put his personal safety before the pursuit of knowledge.’

‘I wasn’t putting your personal safety before the pursuit of knowledge,’ I said. ‘I was putting my personal safety before it. If you want to stay here and talk to Tau Ceti and prove me wrong – OK. But why not allow the rest of us to move off into the desert?’

‘Because you will make for the Trans-Sahara Highway, and from there you will go north and get away. Don’t pretend you won’t.’

‘I can’t speak for the others,’ I said. ‘But speaking personally, I’ll try to do exactly that.’

Bekuv frowned, got to his feet and pretended to look at his shelves of books. The daylight was fading rapidly, and the dim yellow lights in the courtyard glowed more brightly as the generators started and made the floor vibrate with a very low rumbling noise.

‘Your wife drives a car like no one I’ve ever seen, Professor,’ I said. Bekuv turned to me, nodded and fetched a packet of cigarettes out of a drawer in his desk. They were American cigarettes and here in Algeria they were precious. He offered one to me and I accepted it with thanks.

‘We were both betrayed,’ said Bekuv. ‘Your woman, and mine … they have humiliated us.’

I looked at him but didn’t answer.

‘I’m going to kill them both,’ said Bekuv.

‘Your wife and Red Bancroft?’

‘Yes, I’m going to kill them both. It’s the only way to regain my honour.’

‘How will you go about it?’ I asked.

‘With my own bare hands,’ he held them up and made a gesture of pincers. ‘And it will be a pleasure,’ he added.

‘You’re not being scientific, Professor,’ I said.

‘You mean I’m being childish.’ He turned to me and stared for a moment before blowing his nose.

‘Worse – a child who has his toys stolen runs and grabs them back; he doesn’t smash them.’

‘I love her, I admit it.’ He inhaled deeply and then let the smoke trickle out of him.

‘Miss Bancroft is your problem – eliminate her and your wife will come back to you.’

‘Yes, I will kill Miss Bancroft.’

‘That would make your wife hate you for ever.’

‘I will order one of these Arabs to kill the girl.’

‘Your wife will guess you gave the order.’

‘Yes,’ he said. He stubbed his cigarette into an ashtray. ‘It must look like an accident.’

I shook my head. ‘Your wife will guess. She is a very clever woman, Professor Bekuv.’

‘I must get rid of the Bancroft girl. I see that now. You are right. She is the evil one. It was the Bancroft woman who debauched my wife, and introduced her to those unnatural acts.’

‘Right!’ I said. ‘And there is only one way in which the Bancroft girl can die, and yet leave you entirely blameless in the eyes of your wife.’

‘You mean if you kill her.’

‘Now you are being really scientific,’ I said.

Bekuv stared at me. ‘Why should I trust you?’

I said, ‘If I double-cross you, you’d only have to tell Major Mann what I’d done, and I’d face a murder trial when I got home.’

‘So you want me to let you go.’

‘Well, you don’t think I want to stay here, do you?’

‘I suppose not.’ Only with an effort of will could he imagine anyone so indifferent to his precious radio telescopes.

‘I’ll want a dune buggy, some water and food.’

‘You can’t have a dune buggy.’

‘Very well, we’ll go on foot, but we must leave tonight. Mann is sick. He’d not make it across the desert in the heat of day. It’s a damned long way to the highway, and who knows how long we’ll wait there.’ He nodded. ‘There’s just that one thing, Professor,’ I said. ‘This has got to be done in such a way that Major Mann and Mr Dempsey – the old man – don’t know it was me.’

Bekuv’s eyes flickered as he smiled. That wariness that is ever present in the crackpot mind appreciated such caution. He held out his hand to me. ‘The two men can go,’ he said, ‘but you will not get out of here until the Bancroft woman is dead.’

I shook his hand on it.

It was dark by the time I went up to the rooms where Mann, Dempsey and the two women were. Before his defection, this had been Bekuv’s living accommodation. The two men were in the sitting-room. It was a comfortable place. There were a couple of rugs to hide the cracks in the wall, a wooden floor so new that it still smelled of anti-termite spray, leather-covered armchairs, an old crucifix, a collection of records and an elaborate amplifier and speakers. A new American air-conditioner purred gently from the boarded-up window.

Percy Dempsey said, ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’ He was sitting on the sofa. Mann was there too, but he was asleep. Percy Dempsey said, ‘Your friend is sick. He should have gone back north after the car crash.’

I went over to Mann and looked at him. He looked as if he was running a temperature, but his pulse was strong and his breathing regular. ‘He’ll be all right,’ I said.

Percy Dempsey didn’t answer, but clearly he didn’t agree. He pulled a bright red blanket over Mann. Mann didn’t awaken. I said, ‘You can wake him and get him on to his feet. Take him down to the yard and leave through the main gate. Head due west – you’ve got a compass, haven’t you?’

‘Is he letting us go?’

‘I made a deal with him. Where are the women?’

‘Through the kitchen. There’s another room. I might need your help with Major Mann,’ said Dempsey.

‘Prod him,’ I said. ‘I’ll catch up with you later.’

‘You’ve got a compass?’

‘I watched the sun go down. I’ll be all right. Wait for me at the highway …’

‘He’s quite a weight,’ said Dempsey. He grabbed Mann’s arm and shook him roughly. ‘Come along,’ he said.

I walked through the kitchen to find the women.


24

The still desert night was shattered by the ugly screams of Mrs Bekuv. She fought her way through the Arabs who were lounging in the doorway at the bottom of the stairs. The violent flaying arms knocked one of the boys off balance and gave another a bloody nose. They had scarcely delayed her as she ran, hysterical and screaming, across the dimly lit compound to the big radio telescopes. The great dish shapes were only faintly discernible in the light of a waning moon and a thousand stars. Only when Mrs Bekuv reached the place where her husband was standing did her garbled cries become comprehensible. It was Russian. I could pick out a few phrases here and there: ‘The girl is dead’ … ‘… who would have done it if not you …? Who can I tell, who can I tell? … I hate you … why did she have to die? … If only it had been me …’ many of them were repeated in that grief-stricken litany with which humans numb their minds to anguish.

‘It wasn’t me and it wasn’t any of the Arabs,’ said Bekuv, but his voice did nothing to calm her and soon he began to contract the very hysteria that he was trying to cure.

He shouted and slapped her across the face – very hard, the way they do it in old Hollywood films – but it only made her worse. She was struggling now, hitting, punching and kicking him, so that he had to hold her very close to restrain her. It was like trying to cage a wildcat. Half a dozen Arabs had come out to watch the struggle and four men at the controls of the dish – Russian technicians – stopped their work to see what was happening. But none of them did anything to part the couple.

I turned away from the window and looked at Red Bancroft. ‘She’s done you proud,’ I said. ‘No one could have asked for a better performance.’

‘She loves me,’ said Red Bancroft. Her voice was matter of fact.

‘And you?’

‘I don’t love anyone,’ she said. ‘My analyst says I’m bisexual. He doesn’t understand. I’m neuter.’

‘You don’t have to hate yourself,’ I said. ‘You’ve brought no harm to her.’

‘No,’ she said scornfully. ‘I’ve taken her away from her husband, she’ll never again see her grown-up son. If we all get out of this alive, she’ll be a KGB target for ever and ever. And what have I given her in return – nothing but a good time in bed and a lot of worthless promises.’

I looked down into the central yard. Two Arab guards were restraining Mrs Bekuv. She was still talking to her husband, but I could not hear the words. Red Bancroft came to the window and looked down too.

‘She’ll do it,’ I said.

‘Yes, she’ll do it,’ said Red Bancroft. ‘She’s incredibly clever with everyone – except with me.’

‘What’s the matter?’ I said.

‘I can’t go down that rope. I’m frightened of heights … I get dizzy just looking down into this yard here.’

‘I’ll tie it round you, and lower you down. Keep your eyes closed and you’ll be all right.’

‘Will he come up here looking for the corpse?’ she asked.

‘Perhaps – but not until he’s finished his transmission. And that will take hours.’

She went to the other window and looked down at the sand far below. Dempsey and Mann had left already but they were not to be seen. ‘And the sentries?’

‘Stop worrying,’ I said. I went across to her and put my arm round her waist. It was no more than a brotherly gesture, and she did not shrink away from me as she had done earlier.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘We both lost out – but now I’m beginning to think maybe I lost more than you did.’

‘Let’s get the rope round you,’ I said. ‘It won’t get any darker than this.’

The night air was cool but underfoot the sand was warm, and soft enough to make progress slow and difficult. Even with the stars to guide, we lost our way after the moon disappeared. The sandhills, like some great rolling ocean transfixed for ever, shone in the dusty starlight.

There was no sound; it must have been flying very high. There was a flash like that of an electrical storm, and a rumble like thunder. Anywhere else and we would have written it off as a thunderstorm, put up our umbrellas and waited for the rain. But this was a thousand miles deep into the Sahara.

‘Smart bomb,’ said Mann. ‘You put a laser beam from aircraft to target and let the bomb slide down the beam.’

‘Unless you can persuade the target to put up a beam for you,’ I said.

Red Bancroft said nothing. Ever since we’d caught up with Mann and Dempsey she’d been walking a few paces behind us. Several times I saw her turning round hoping to see Mrs Bekuv there.

The sound of the explosion rumbled across the empty desert, and then came rolling back again, looking for a place to fade away. I waited for Red Bancroft to catch up. She had discarded her shoes. I put my arm out, offering to help her, but without a word she limped past me, sliding sometimes in the soft steep dune. After the explosion she didn’t look back again.
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